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CHAPTER ONE

GREENLAND BEGINNINGS 1

About two hundred miles above the Arctic Circle, twenty degrees south of 
the legendary North Pole, the line of seventy degrees north latitude travels all 
around the highest rim of the North American and Eurasian continents. Half-
way between them, the line dissects the mini-continent of misnamed Green-
land and cuts across the northeast corner of the island of Disko off Greenland’s 
western shore.

Disko is a large island, a little larger than half the size of Prince Edward Is-
land, and is separated from the mainland by a narrow strait on the east side. Its 
coastline is deeply indented with bays and fjords, while the interior is marked 
by table-topped basalt mountains intersected by long valleys that run from 
coast to coast in some sections. What makes the place especially remarkable is 
the variety of habitats that range from cold-swept Arctic glaciers to the warm 
thermal springs that create a mini-climate for southerly species of plants and 
insects.

Historically, Disko was often the starting point for numerous Danish- 
approved scientific expeditions to the High Arctic during the summer months. 
The approval was not lightly granted, because Denmark’s policy towards her 
colonial people was fiercely protective and the whole of Greenland was cut off 
physically and politically for most of the year. No external trading or inter-
ference was permitted in order to prevent the intrusion of any potentially de-
structive elements from the outside world as the Danish administrators rigidly 
maintained a policy of “Greenland for the Greenlanders,” believing that the 
aboriginal people were innocent and childlike and in constant need of their 
fatherly protection. No outsider could enter Greenland unless he could con-
vince the Danish Government of his important scientific or other purpose, 

///////////////////////////



4 T H E R EI N DEER BOTA N IST – Wendy Dathan

cover his return passage in a Danish bank, and pass a medical examination im-
mediately prior to sailing in order to prevent the introduction of disease among 
the vulnerable northerners. Even fellow Danes were required to have special 
permission to visit the country.

In 1898, a young Danish botanist, recently graduated from the Univer-
sity of Copenhagen with a degree in natural history, passed the necessary re-
quirements to enter Greenland as part of the Steenstrups expedition to Disko 
sponsored by the Committee of Geological and Geographical Investigations 
of Greenland. Morten Pedersen Porsild was immediately impressed by the 
wealth of unusual plants he found on the island. It was, after all, a time in 
Europe when the vegetation was too well known for many new discoveries, 
and here he found a virtual botanical heaven of new species to be added to 
the known plants of the world. Many years later, Evelyn Stefansson, wife of 
explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson, described the flora’s fascination for visiting 
botanists: “White, star-like little mountain avens, belonging to the rose family, 
often color a whole mountain side with their abundant blossoms,” she said. The 
landscape was also graced by the bright yellow flowers of Arnica alpina, looking 
like miniature Kansas sunflowers, as well as tiny bell-shaped cranberries, white 
heather, rhododendron, chickweed, and six or more varieties of saxifrage, of 
which the purple saxifrage with its gorgeous blooms was first in spring and 
could sometimes be seen bordering the snowdrifts. Plumy cottongrass grew 
along the riversides and ponds, and rare mosses and ferns grew profusely in the 
earth between the stones in rock ledges. Miniature willows produced their soft 
fuzzy catkins. The most conspicuous herb was Archangelica, sought for food. 
“Last but far from least, five species of the orchid family reproduce themselves 
and flower perfectly. One explorer tells that two varieties grow in such profu-
sion along the narrow flats of the Disko shore that in walking them one crushed 
so many blossoms that the air was made sweet with their perfume.”2

Four years after his first experience with the Disko flora, Morten Pedersen 
Porsild was delighted to be given another chance to explore the lesser-known 
north side that had not been covered by the earlier expedition. By 1905, he was 
deeply engrossed in plans for the creation of a Danish Arctic Station at God-
havn, the Danish government settlement on the southwest side of Disko with 
an excellent inner harbour well protected from storms and drifting icebergs 
along the open coast, and in 1906, he was duly appointed Director of the first 
permanent research station to operate above the Arctic Circle.
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It was here that be brought his Danish wife and two small sons, Robert 
Thorbjørn, aged eight, and Alf Erling, aged five. The new life in Greenland 
would be a wonderful and exciting change for the boys but not the best of moves 
for his young wife. Like her husband, Johanne Kristine Porsild (nee Nielsen) 
had come from farming stock in southern Jutland near the Danish-German 
border, and she was none too happy about leaving her homeland to come to 
this place on the top of the world that was so far from everyone and everything 
she knew. It is as well that she did not have a crystal ball to read into the future 
at that time for, except for brief and infrequent visits back to Denmark to visit 
her family and deliver a younger son Sten and daughter Tulle, she was to have 
to endure the isolated life of the station for the rest of her life.

Yet it was a unique environment in which they found themselves. T.  J. 
Wood wrote lyrically of the setting: “Those with a knowledge of Greenland can 
appreciate the influence of its rugged beauty on the development of the young 
Porsild children; the great fjords, the swirling arctic mists; huge floating ice-
bergs, the high mountains piercing the clouds; the great island mass itself slow-
ly emerging from the clasp of the last great ice age.” Explorer Peter Freuchen, 
who together with Knud Rasmussen became heroes to the two older Porsild 
boys, made his first trip to Greenland in 1906 as a stoker aboard the Hans Egede 
and said that he could think of no place more beautiful than a Greenland fjord 
in summer.3

Erling Porsild’s adult memories of the social and political scene prior to 
1918 suggest a naively happy childhood in a privileged situation, producing an 
idealistic role model that he continued to extol throughout his lifetime. “Up to 
the first world war, which did not touch Greenland at all,” he wrote in “Green-
land at the Crossroads” in 1948, 

… the island’s economy has been largely based on primitive Eskimo 
sealing and hunting.… Time did not matter very much in Greenland 
where no one ever did things in a hurry, and where the Greenland-
ers lived a sheltered but happy and contented life. No one ever went 
hungry for long, nor did any one ever become very prosperous, for all 
trading and trafficking, all industry, as well as the price of labour and 
native produce, were controlled by the State. In this completely nation-
alized economy prices never changed. Completely sealed off from the 
outside world, the economy, so to speak, operated in a total vacuum. 
Visitors to Greenland found life in the island idyllic and carefree, a 
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solace from the hectic, striving competition and foolish rush of other 
lands.

During the summer months, visitors to the station broke the isolation. North-
ern expeditions and patrol boats, approved by the Danish Government, gener-
ally called at Godhavn en route to the High Arctic. Anthropologist Frederica 
de Laguna, at the start of an expedition with archaeologist Therkel Mathiassen 
and in company with the ill-fated Kruger expedition to Ellesmere Island, de-
scribed a typical arrival scene in June 1929:

We made Godhavn on Disko Island sometime that evening. We were 
now inside the Arctic Circle. Godhavn is the seat of government for 
North Greenland, and in consequence has a great many white men’s 
houses, and the Greenlanders here are very civilized, for most of them 
are in the pay of the government.… Quite a few people came on board 
to welcome us.… Dr. Morten Porsild, who is an authority on every 
kind of science connected with the Arctic, invited us to visit him in 
the morning. His house is called the Arctic Station and is a kind of 
hotel for scientists, with a fine library and laboratory. That evening we 
called on an old friend of Mathiassen’s who runs an earthquake and 
magnetic deviation observatory. There we had smokes and apples and 
whiskey. People in Greenland always get out their best when the ship 
comes to port.…

The next day … we got up bright and early, to go ashore.… God-
havn looks much better than Holsteinborg. It has an excellent land-
locked harbor, made by the building up of a big bar between a small 
island and Disko, and the village is spread out more, and there is less 
dirt. Mathiassen and I walked a quarter of a mile across the narrow 
neck of the peninsula, and along the coast to Dr. Porsild’s house. We 
looked inside, but, as we heard no movement, judged that everyone 
must be asleep, so we went on across some swampy ground, bright 
with the purple erica, to the beach where several icebergs were strand-
ed. Then we went back to Dr. Porsild’s house, where I played with the 
dogs. Young Erling Porsild, the doctor’s son, came out and began to 
feed them with angmasset, a small, oily fish, like smelt.… Inside the 
Arctic Station we were entertained with coffee, etc.… I told young Por-
sild that I would like to taste an angmasset. He had been telling me 
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how he and his brother, when they were children, used to go out to 
the storehouse and eat quantities of the dog feed. So he took me out 
and prepared one for me.… The fish are … very tough, and have quite 
a peculiar taste, which one does not notice so much at first, but which 
sticks in the mouth and grows ranker and ranker.… Young Porsild 
told me that once he had had nothing to eat but dried fish.4

When de Laguna and Mathiassen returned from the High Arctic in October, 
they again visited Godhavn where, together with the members of the Alfred 
Wegener expedition, they enjoyed the senior Porsilds’ hospitality at the Arctic 
Station until their ship arrived to take them home.

Similar visits ashore were recorded in the annual reports of the Canadian 
arctic patrols. In 1922, the Officer in Charge, J. D. Craig, noted that he had been 
warmly greeted on arrival in Godhavn on 13 September by Dr. Morten Por-
sild and his son Erling. “Only about two hours were spent ashore but the visit 
though brief, was most interesting,” he said. “The settlement is indeed an oasis 
in the desert. The houses, particularly some of those occupied by the Govern-
ment officials, are very attractive and quite pretentious, being built of lumber 
imported from Denmark and are nicely painted in red with white trimmings. 
Neat, clean, well laid out paths lead from one point to another in the settlement, 
with quite large warehouses in the vicinity of the landing place. The Govern-
ment scientific station and the residence of Dr. Porsild are situated across the 
harbour, unfortunately too far away to be visited in the short time available.”5

If the time ashore was pleasant for those on board ship, it was a real high-
light for those at the station. The line-up of scientific visitors kept the senior 
Porsilds in touch with developments “outside” and could not help but have an 
impression on the younger members of the family. In such a situation, it would 
have been hard not to have been affected by “expedition fever” as group after 
group passed through, full of hopes and expectations on the way north, full of 
achievements, adventures, and sadly, sometimes, accidents and failures on the 
way home. Many of the explorers who passed through the station did not re-
turn alive, men like Thorild Wulff, the Swedish botanist on Knud Rasmussen’s 
Second Thule Expedition in 1917, who had botanized with Morten Porsild on 
Disko Island on the way to his death in Northern Greenland.

Tales of the exploits to the north undoubtedly inspired the older boys to 
pretend that they too were adventurers and capable of daring deeds. Young 
Erling carried this a bit too far one day. The story is told that while the boys 
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Official residences, Godhavn, Greenland, 1923 (Photo: Lt. L. T. Burwash, LAC, PA-99039)

were out cutting wood for the Station, he put his finger on the chopping block 
and dared his older brother to cut it off. Certain that he would pull his hand 
out of the way, Robert Thorbjørn brought down the axe and cut off the end of 
Erling’s finger.

Several scientists explored the Disko Island botany with Morten Porsild 
in the summers between 1906 and 1920. Among them were H. Bachmann, M. 
Rikli, and W. Jost from Switzerland, Lauge Koch from Denmark, and W. E. 
Ekblaw from Illinois, U.S.A. Usually, they were accompanied by one or both 
of the older boys. From an early age, the brothers were encouraged to collect 
and compete for the best collections. They received the equivalent of 5¢ Can-
adian for each flowering plant they discovered on Disko, with a bonus of 50¢ for 
rare specimens and $1.50 for plants new to the island flora. Robert Thorbjørn 
was proud to find six $1.50 plants and one first for Greenland, Pyrola minor x 
grandiflora, which he collected in 1913 near the outflow of springs on South 
Disko and, in his father’s absence, labelled as “P. grandiflora, extraordinarily 
late flowering.” This was a particularly good find as hybridization is believed 
to be uncommon in arctic plants and the difference in flowering times of the 
two species usually precludes crossing. It was never found again, although the 
location was searched repeatedly. Erling was the first to find Botrychium lan-
ceolatum on the island, a single specimen, fruiting abundantly, but afterwards 
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searched for in vain. Their father also made a number of botanical field trips to 
the West Greenland mainland, between 66°30´ and 72°30´ north latitude, as-
sisted in the collecting by Robert Thorbjørn in 1909 and 1911 and by Erling in 
1912, 1914, and 1918.6

Regular schooling was not available on the island. The children were 
tutored by their father, assisted by sundry young Danes seeking northern ad-
ventures, until the boys were sent away to Denmark during their teens. There 
is no doubt that the children received an excellent, well-rounded education at 
home, although Morten Porsild was later characteristically critical of the scho-
lastic achievements of his second son. “He can speak and write English a little 
better than I, but not perfectly,” he wrote, “he reads German easily and speaks it 
tolerably, but does not write it well. He reads French only with difficulty and he 
can [handle] nearly nothing in Latin. In Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry and 
Natural History (the above mentioned arctic parts excepted) he only learned 
the elements. But he always learned easily and was never timid in trying things 
as typewriting, shorthand, Spanish etc.”7

It was left to the more generous assessment of Áskell Löve, in his memor-
ial tribute to Erling Porsild, to write approvingly: “Nevertheless, they obtained 
substantial knowledge of the classical and essential European languages, and 
during the long winters they read the family library of the great books of civil-
ization. In the summers they received training in the sciences in the field and 
laboratory under the guidance of the extraordinary father, with whom Erling 
and Thorbjørn especially traveled widely by foot, boat, and dogsled as small 
boys to help with the research. No formal university could have been as power-
ful a teacher, and I have never met a botanist who has been more effectively 
trained or more thoroughly educated than was Erling Porsild.”8

Robert Thorbjørn, the oldest child, was the first to go away to school, con-
tinuing from 1914 until 1920 when his studies at the University of Copenhagen 
were interrupted by ill health and he was ordered to do “less studying and more 
physical work.” The school chosen for the Porsild boys was “the famous Sorø 
Akademi, a classical and exclusive boarding school for boys in the beech for-
ests of Zealand southwest of Copenhagen,” where it is said that Erling arrived 
wearing kamiks, like any young Greenlander who found regular shoes uncom-
fortable, and had his dog team whip taken from him for using it to remove the 
blooms off the headmaster’s prized rosebushes.

He received the equivalent of a high school education at the academy, pass-
ing “the so-called ‘Realeksamen,’ giving admission to further education at the 
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several colleges for agriculture, commerce, technology, pharmacy, art etc. but 
not to … University. It is also the final college examination for people going to 
railway, telegraphic or postal service.” Had he wished to continue on to Univer-
sity, he would have had to complete another three years to reach the level of the 
“Gymnasium” diploma to qualify for entrance.

Instead, Erling returned to Greenland where he helped his father with cler-
ical and scientific work for the next two years. In 1918, he assisted the senior 
Porsild in his botanical investigations of Northern Strømfjord and the district 
of Egedesminde, in preparation for their joint publication on the flora of Disko 
Island and the adjacent coast of West Greenland. Much of their coastal explora-
tion was in winter, by dog sled. “He knew the nature of Greenland fairly well, 
especially the higher plants, also the more difficult genera and he was a useful 
photographer, ran a motorboat and a dog sledge and so on,” approved his father.

“I always favoured the idea to see my sons take up my own work,” Morten 
Porsild wrote wistfully to fellow botanist, Dr. Merritt L. Fernald at the Gray 
Herbarium at Harvard, in 1922, “but to Erling, who wanted to see more of the 
world than Denmark and Greenland, it seemed to be to[o] slow a route, and, 
early ripe as he was, he turned his mind upon commerce, without losing his 
interests in science.” In 1919, when he had turned eighteen, the younger Porsild 
son 

… entered the office of one of our greatest Trading Co.’s where he was 
prepared for company service abroad, especially in South America. 
But unfortunately he got the Measles, was not carefully treated and 
gradually got Pneumonia combined with Influenza and he had to stay 
nearly nine months in hospital and sanatorium and at last he went still 
one year to Greenland to recover his health perfectly.… When he left 
for Greenland, his company granted him his position for one year, but 
before the year expired the general decline in business had developed 
so far that it could not keep its promise and it has been impossible for 
him to find a suitable post in any other greater firm.

There was nothing else for Erling to do but to work as an unofficial assistant at 
the scientific station. “He has helped me very much,” his father said, “in finding 
and identifying the very minute seedlings of arctic plants, in collecting seeds 
for my work and he wrote a small paper, Sur le poids et les dimensions des graines 
arctiques.… We have in the press a joint work on the Flora of West-Greenland 
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from 66°71' N. L. and during the summer he was traveling manager, boat cap-
tain and interpreter for Professor A. C. Seward from Cambridge, England and 
his assistant, who made a trip to Greenland, chiefly for collecting Plant Fossils.” 
Already his younger son was showing signs of his facility with writing up what 
he saw while travelling for “At the same time Erling investigated the Flora of 
some hitherto not visited parts of West-Greenland and has a paper of 30–40 
pages on the Flora and Vegetation ready for printing.”

Seward thought highly of his young companion in the summer of 1921, 
finding him invaluable both as an interpreter of the Eskimo language and as a 
guide in their botanical work. “I was very much impressed by his extraordinar-
ily keen powers of observation; I never met a man with a keener eye for plants. 
He has a very good knowledge of the flora and is very much interested in the 
scientific study of vegetation in the field. He is, in my opinion, a naturalist not 
only by training but by instinct.” Seward felt that the young Porsild was excep-
tionally well qualified to act as a leader of a scientific expedition, “qualified for 
his responsible duty not only by his scientific knowledge and enthusiasm but by 
his practical acquaintance with boats and engineering, and with other matters 
of importance to travelers in a country where success depends upon resource-
fulness and self-reliance.… I feel confident that any expedition with which Mr. 
Erling Porsild is associated is likely to meet with success so far at least as suc-
cess depends upon the personality of the leader.”9

Erling Porsild’s next project did not meet with success, however. In the 
winter of 1921–22, he and his older brother applied to the Danish Govern-
ment for funds to conduct a re-location program of West Greenland families 
to the uninhabited east coast of Greenland. Setting a precedent for later work 
together, the project was divided between the brothers so that the more ag-
gressive and outgoing Erling took on administration, including handling the 
press and meetings with government officials and politicians. Their father told 
Fernald that the matter had stirred the local press and public very vividly, but, 
“owing to the general shortness of money and also to political intrigues,” they 
did not succeed. Nevertheless, the project acted as a valuable training ground 
for future endeavours in which Erling would be the leader and spokesman and 
Robert Thorbjørn would act as second-in-command.

While the brothers were engaged in the re-location project, Morten Porsild 
made a trip to North America, stopping off at the Victoria Memorial Museum 
in Ottawa in March to see Dr. Rudolph M. Anderson, Chief of the Biology Div-
ision, and his old friend and botanical colleague, Dr. M. Oscar Malte, in charge 
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of the National Herbarium of Canada, before continu-
ing on to Cambridge, Massachusetts, to see Professor 
Fernald, and to Chicago to visit Professor Cowles. From 
there he travelled to Sweden and finally Denmark, 
where he was required to write some reports about the 
northern station.

On 1 June 1922, he wrote to Fernald from Copen-
hagen to complain how difficult it was for a lover of 
nature to have to sit at a desk all summer and spend 
his time with “tedious administrative scribbling.” In 
the same letter, he said that his second son had asked 
him about the possibilities of continuing on with sci-
ence in America. What opportunities would there be, 
he wondered, for Erling to study and at the same time 
earn his living in the “country of unlimited possibil-
ities”? He regretted that, although his salary was suf-
ficient for Greenland, it was not enough for him to help 
his children much.

“I especially remember you talked some times 
about your difficulties in getting young American stu-
dents of Botany to keep to taxonomic and floristic in-

vestigations,” he said. “Do you think there would be any possibility for my son 
to exist in some university city by doing clerical work in botanical museums or 
in assisting professional men in their collecting and preparing plants for herb-
aria and so that there be time for studies too. As he is now only familiar with 
the arctic Flora, there will be, for instance, in New England a great number of 
common plants unknown to him even to families. But in northern or alpine 
sections f. inst. [for instance] Labrador, Alaska or the Rockies I think he would 
be able to make useful collections at once.”

Morten Porsild also wrote to Cowles in Chicago, and Anderson and Malte 
in Ottawa, enclosing a copy of his letter to Fernald and Seward’s letter of rec-
ommendation. Malte replied 19 July 1922: “Concerning the possibility of find-
ing a suitable position for your boy in Canada, I must frankly say that much to 
my regret I do not see any great prospects for such a proposition.” He felt that 
Harvard or Chicago would be more logical places for him to go as he would 
be able to avail himself of the educational facilities offered which he could not 
possibly do if engaged by the Museum in Ottawa where there was no university 

 
M. P. Porsild, Disko 
Island, Greenland, 
1923 (Photo: Lt. L. T. 
Burwash, LAC, detail 
from PA-99032)
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that would suit his needs. He also mentioned that a law had been passed by 
the Canadian Parliament two years earlier to the effect that preference for ap-
pointments to Government positions had to be given to returned soldiers. “This 
means of course that at present there is practically no chance whatsoever for 
any one who is not a Canadian to obtain employment with the Government 
unless he possesses extraordinary qualifications.”10

In the end, it was the older son, Robert Thorbjørn, who went to America, 
where he did a number of odd jobs in the Chicago area, including building 
shipping crates for Sears Roebuck. He began to call himself by his English-
sounding first name, Robert, and soon became known as Bob Porsild.

Erling remained behind in Greenland. He became attached to a young 
Greenlandic midwife, Hjerte Jorgensen, who bore him a daughter whom they 
named Edith. The wedding was planned for when his father returned but Hjerte 
died of typhoid fever in Jacobshavn before it could take place.

In 1922, Erling was officially appointed to the position of assistant botan-
ist at the Danish Biological Station, where he worked until 1925. His duties 
included field collection and original botanical research under the direction of 
his father, from whom he had already learned systematic botany, morphology, 
and ecology. He reported that he looked after the herbarium, took daily meas-
urements of solar radiation and meteorological observations and did all the 
micro-photographic and photographic laboratory work.

To the young man who dreamed of travel and work in faraway, sunny 
lands, it must have seemed that he was destined to spend his life in Greenland 
forever, but, at last, in the winter of 1925–26, Erling finally got his wish to leave 
the northland to work and study at a southern university.

Leaving his little daughter in his family’s care, he sailed for Denmark. 
Under Professor C. H. Ostenfeld, whose lectures in arctic systematic botany 
at the University of Copenhagen he audited that winter, he worked as Assist-
ant Junior Curator at the Botanical Museum at Copenhagen. Ostenfeld wrote 
to Malte that his protégé was “very keen on arctic botany, but he wants a good 
humour and is rather suspicious.”11 Doubtless young Erling was trying too hard 
and seriously to fulfill his duties because he felt that time was passing him by 
and he seemed to have so little choice or opportunity for fulfillment. This might 
be his last chance to find employment in a field he understood outside of having 
to go back again to Greenland.





15

CHAPTER TWO

MALTE AND THE NATIONAL 
HERBARIUM

There is no question that the Chief Botanist of the National Herbarium of Can-
ada would have liked to have Erling Porsild as his assistant in the summer of 
1922. Apart from any wish to be helpful to his old friend Morten Porsild, Oscar 
Malte was, quite frankly, overwhelmed with work. Already he had spent many 
years, while Dominion Agrostologist at the Experimental Farm, assisting his 
predecessor with the herbarium overload. James Macoun complained in 1919 
that since his father had gone to live in the west, he had been quite alone as 
far as botany was concerned so that in consequence unstudied collections had 
accumulated and he had done very little in the distribution of specimens. His 
death the following winter had left the botanical section of the Victoria Me-
morial Museum in an even greater state of disorganization. Additionally, as 
Rudolph Anderson, Chief of the Biological Division, lamented “It is a great loss 
to the institution and to science in general that Macoun had not got around 
to publish more.… Of course the specimens are here, but they can never be 
worked up so well without Macoun.”1

In picking up the work of the herbarium on 1 November 1920, Malte was 
truly “quite alone.” Faced with a number of urgent tasks, he soon began to make 
it plain to his superiors that he needed more assistance. In the first place, he had 
found it might be necessary to revise an estimated 20–25 per cent of the names 
in the collection, a job entailing hours of work with the specimens involved, in 
response to changes in botanical nomenclature resulting from the adoption of 
rules passed by the International Congress of Vienna in 1905. Meanwhile, there 
was the regular work of the herbarium to attend to, which included exchan-
ging plant specimens with institutions in the United States and Europe and 

///////////////////////////
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M. O. Malte (CMNA)

contributing botanical assistance, mainly in the area of identifying plants and 
giving expert advice, to other departments, private institutions, and individ-
uals from all parts of the country. Recent collections from the Geological Sur-
vey and other parties had to be determined and incorporated into the perma-
nent collection that now numbered around 100,000 sheets of vascular plants.

Malte estimated that some 60–70 per cent of the herbarium specimens had 
been collected by the two “indefatigable collectors,” Professor John Macoun 
and his son James. Most Dominion Government botanical survey work had 
been done by the Geological Survey, which had always been an exploring de-
partment in a wide sense. Parties from his division had not only studied geol-
ogy and related subjects in all parts of Canada but had collected a great deal 
of information on the flora and fauna as well. Among notable explorers who 
had made useful contributions to the herbarium, Malte named G. M. Dawson, 
who had made extensive botanical collections in British Columbia, R. Bell in 
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the Northwest Territories adjacent to Hudson Bay, J. W. Tyrrell in the North-
west Territories, A. P. Low in the Labrador peninsula, and, more recently, D. D. 
Cairnes in the Yukon Territory. These men were all geologists, but nevertheless 
their contributions to the knowledge of Canadian flora were exceedingly valu-
able. In addition, the Canadian Arctic Expedition of 1913–18 had brought back 
a fair collection from the Arctic coast. In recent years, considerable botanical 
contributions had come from geological survey parties in the Mackenzie River 
district, Labrador, Baffin land, and Ellesmere land. Yet, so far, the surface had 
only been scratched in every district of Canada. As an example of how incom-
plete the surveys had been botanically, the Chief Botanist cited the results of a 
Gray Herbarium Expedition to Nova Scotia in 1920 that netted 122 additions 
to the flora of Nova Scotia. Of these, 110 were previously unknown in the flora 
of Canada. “And this in one of the oldest and best settled provinces,” he ex-
claimed. “Comment is unnecessary.”

Malte recognized that much more exploration and collection would have 
to be done by trained botanists in order to make the herbarium truly national 
in character and extent. Species known from several provinces were not repre-
sented in the collection. Using only Manitoba as an example, of 41 fern species 
reported only 22 were in the herbarium, and of 26 orchid species from the same 
province only 16 were represented among the sheets in Ottawa. Active field-
work such as that done by the Macouns would have to be continued.

Above all, something would have to be done with the accumulated ma-
terial to make it useful. He complained to Dr. Charles Camsell, Deputy Minis-
ter of the Department of Mines, 20 December 1924: “A Handbook of the Flora 
of Canada is badly needed but, without the help of competent assistance, I am 
afraid that it will take a long time before it can be completed. In the mean-
time students of Canadian botany will, as in the past, have to acquire botanical 
knowledge of their own country through the medium of floras published in the 
United States, a rather anomalous condition which, I may say prompted visitors 
to the meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, held 
in Toronto last summer, to express astonishment, not to say amazement.”

Malte did not elaborate for Camsell the sad state of unwritten or un-
finished Canadian Floras that he laid out for Professor F. J. Lewis of the Univer-
sity of Alberta in Edmonton, who would report on the botanical survey work 
of Canada at the Imperial Botanical Conference in London in the summer of 
1924. Very little had been written by the Macouns since the publishing of Cata-
logue of Canadian Plants. Shortly before being stricken by paralysis in 1912, 
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Professor Macoun had had several Catalogues more or less ready for publica-
tion, including Floras of Nova Scotia, Ottawa District, and Vancouver Island. 
During his last years, James Macoun had been going over the material from the 
Canadian Arctic Expedition and working on the Flora of Jasper Park, but he 
left no manuscript on the subject. The most important recent contribution to 
the Flora of Canada had been Harold St. John’s work on the north shore of the 
Gulf of St. Lawrence in 1922, and the reports of the Canadian Arctic Exped-
ition (1913–18) of which two were still in press. Since becoming attached to the 
National Herbarium, Malte had been working on the Ottawa Flora, which he 
hoped to have ready for publication within a year.2

Publishing problems included not only lack of time and botanical as-
sistance but the problem of nomenclature. Since 1905–6, botanists in North 
America had been caught between the dictates of the International Code from 
Vienna and the school of nomenclature known as the American Code which 
was championed by Nathaniel L. Britton of New York. As Malte explained it: 

The necessity for an extensive revision of the names obviously means 
delay in the publication of monographs and sectional floras, and still 
more so in the publication of a revised Catalogue of Canadian plants. 
I may add that the publication, at present, of a list of all Canadian 
plants so far known, as has been suggested in some quarters, would 
place its author in a rather awkward position. As I have intimated, 
the National Herbarium is following the Vienna International rules of 
nomenclature. One of these rules stipulates that after Jan. 1st. 1908, all 
new species must be published with a diagnosis in Latin. Otherwise 
they are deemed invalid. As quite a number of species of Canadian 
plants have been described without a Latin diagnosis by United States 
botanists after Jan. 1st. 1908, it follows that these names are not accept-
able to Canadian botanists following the Vienna rules. The position is 
rather awkward but it is hoped that the question of validation of the 
said names will be settled at the next International Botanical Congress 
which … will be held in the United States sometime during 1926.3

In spite of the difficulties involved, Malte hoped that the National Herbarium 
would be able to promote the knowledge of Canadian botany not only by en-
couraging as complete a botanical survey of the Dominion as possible but also 
by publishing monographs of genera and families as represented in Canada 
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and by publishing or assisting in publishing sectional Floras which eventually 
could be consolidated into a complete Flora of Canada.

Along with outlining his hopes for the herbarium to the Deputy Minister 
of the Department of Mines in December, 1924, Malte reiterated his request 
for the assistance of a trained botanist, adding: “May I be permitted to say, 
quite frankly, that it is a physical impossibility for one man single-handed to 
cover a territory as large and as varied geographico-botanically as Europe. This 
was presumably also realized by the Department when I was appointed Chief 
Botanist, and not Botanist pure and simple.” However, even when his request 
was approved, it soon became obvious that a good trained assistant would be 
hard to find. The qualifications of applicants in the summer of 1925 clearly 
demonstrated that systematic botany was not high in the priority of Canadian 
university students. Only one candidate had had any specific training in taxo-
nomic botany. Two had made reasonable plant collections in two or more sum-
mers and one had made a small collection when attached to a topographical 
party. One was specializing in zoology and another had no field experience as 
a botanical collector.

The only possible candidate was a Mr. W. R. Watson of Toronto who had 
sent Malte a promising collection of grasses and sedges in the fall of 1922. By 
1925, he had had three years experience in systematic collecting and plant tax-
onomy and was quite capable of independent botanical surveying. He was to 
prove a great help to Malte as a field assistant on a temporary basis, but even 
Watson’s interest, enthusiasm and background studies were not enough for 
him to secure permanent employment in the herbarium. With the same regrets 
that he had had when writing to his old friend in Greenland at being unable to 
help his son Erling, Malte wrote to Watson’s professor in Toronto: “Concern-
ing Mr. Watson becoming attached to the National Herbarium at Ottawa in a 
permanent position, I may just as well be perfectly candid. His chances, to my 
opinion, are nil on a B. A. degree only, no matter how much I would personally 
like to have him join us.” He felt that in order for Watson to have a scientific 
position with the National Herbarium he would need to have, if he had judged 
the signs of the times correctly, a PhD degree.4

Despite a lack of assistance, Malte remained hopeful that the day would 
come when he could complete some of the sectional Floras of Canada, even if it 
required outside expert help. He discussed this idea in 1925 with Professor Os-
tenfeld of Copenhagen, under whom young Erling Porsild began to work and 
study that winter, and, in January 1926, Malte was given official approval of a 
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proposal that he and Ostenfeld would co-operate on a Flora of Arctic Canada. 
Writing on 2 February 1926 to his future co-author, a world authority on Arctic 
flora, Malte said: “You will no doubt be amused when you read from the [en-
closed] memo that I ‘can count on his (your) hearty co-operation,’ as if I would 
be the chief contributor to the proposed publication. As you know, I have not 
been to the Arctic and could therefore not help you as much as I would wish to. 
However, I will do my best.”

The first decision regarding the proposal involved defining the territory 
to be covered by the new Flora. “I suppose it would be all right,” said Malte, to 
limit the territory to north of the tree line on continental Canada, extending 
from the mouth of the Mackenzie River east to Churchill, down the western 
shore of Hudson Bay to the entrance to James Bay (omitting the bay itself), up 
the east side of Hudson Bay to the mouth of Ungava Bay, then east and finally 
south along the Labrador coast as far as Hamilton Inlet . No mention was made 
at this time of including collections from Baffin Island or the small islands in 
Hudson Bay but there seemed to be tacit consent that this territory would be 
satisfactory.

By the time a formal agreement was put in place, the stated aim of the 
co-operative effort was to consolidate knowledge of the Canadian Arctic flora 
that was presently scattered around in various publications and herbaria. A 
complete list of Arctic literature would be included and a critical study made of 
all accessible herbarium material. Ostenfeld and Malte would divide the work, 
with the former mainly covering European sources and Malte concentrating 
on North America and Great Britain, plus each would tackle areas of his own 
botanical specialization. The Flora was to be competently illustrated, the lan-
guage as simple as possible while still adhering strictly to scientific accuracy, 
and it was expected that the work would be completed about 1930.5

It depended on the territorial understanding as to whether Ostenfeld had 
the Flora of Arctic Canada in mind when he began to support a plan that win-
ter for Erling Porsild to make a two-year botanical expedition to Baffin Island, 
recommending him to the Danish Government for the necessary financial sup-
port. It was certainly in the works when Erling left Copenhagen for Canada and 
the United States prior to March 1926 to prepare himself for the expedition. His 
first port of call was the National Herbarium in Ottawa, where he and Malte 
met for the first time. Then he was off to the Gray Herbarium at Harvard, the 
United States National Herbarium in Washington, D.C., and the herbaria of the 
New York Botanical Gardens and the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. 
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These visits were valuable not only for viewing the Arctic collections, with spe-
cies with which he might be familiar or unfamiliar, but also for the import-
ant scientific contacts he would make. Many of the herbarium botanists, like 
Malte, would be his father’s old friends, of whom he had heard so much over 
the years but never met in person, and perhaps he could look to some of them 
for financial support.

While he waited to hear if his plan to work on Baffin Island would become 
possible, he visited his brother Bob in the Chicago area. As they talked about 
their lives and what might happen to them in the future, neither brother could 
have dreamed that during this brief period Erling had become the object of a 
frantic search by Malte on behalf of the Department of the Interior of Canada 
and that both of them were about to embark on the biggest botanical venture 
of their lives. Malte, should his search for Erling be successful, would get the 
collectors of his dreams for his Flora of Arctic Canada.

This extraordinary turn of events came in the form of a request from the 
Department of the Interior, asking Malte to undertake a search for two Can-
adian botanists, skilled in taxonomy, botanical collecting, and vegetation sur-
veying, needed for a program of introducing reindeer into the Northwest Terri-
tories from Alaska. His first reaction was to suggest that the only man who was 
tailor-made for the job was the young Danish botanist from Greenland who 
had passed through Ottawa a few weeks earlier. His own experiences in looking 
for a herbarium assistant had shown him that there was little hope of finding a 
qualified candidate among recent Canadian graduates. On the other hand, his 
candidate, although he had specialized in Arctic botany under the finest tutors 
and had had the advantage of having lived in the Arctic a great part of his life, 
was not a Canadian, nor did he have a university degree of any kind, and as far 
as was known had had no experience with the reindeer industry.

The question of whether the candidate should be a good botanist or a good 
reindeer man had already come up for discussion. Implementing the recom-
mendations of the Royal Commission to Investigate the Possibilities of the 
Reindeer and Musk-Ox Industries in the Arctic and Sub-Arctic Regions of 
Canada had fallen to the lot of a capable mining engineer who had recently 
been appointed Director of the newly created Northwest Territories Branch of 
the Department of the Interior. To O. S. Finnie went the job of creating sanctu-
aries for musk-oxen, investigation of the wild caribou herds, and, if botanical 
researches indicated that the project was feasible, the introduction of domesti-
cated reindeer into the Canadian Arctic.
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Finnie was a man with deep concerns about the people of the territory. He 
knew that the conditions reported by Knud Rasmussen’s 1921–24 expedition to 
the Barren Lands were a national disgrace and that the government was shirk-
ing its responsibilities to its native peoples. However, his hopes of improving 
their health and welfare and educating and training them so that they could 
take part in the development of the Arctic on an equal footing with non-natives 
were frequently thwarted by the limits of his mandate to rule and by the insist-
ence of his superiors that the Canadian Eskimos should be maintained in a 
status quo which would not entail considerable expenditure of public funds. In 
the Royal Commission measures he now had a tool for genuine conservation 
and training, of direct benefit to the local people, if they could be persuaded to 
take up reindeer herding as the Alaskan Eskimos had done.

One of his agents in the field, S. T. Wood, warned him on 1 December 1922 
that, should the reindeer be placed at a site being considered on the east side of 
the Mackenzie River near Kittigazuit, a site chosen for a present lack of caribou 
and accessible to the transport of a domestic reindeer herd from Alaska, “it is 
not to be counted on that the Eskimos would look after them or could be en-
couraged to herd or care for them in any respect,” a sensible warning in view 
of the length of historical time it could take for a traditional hunting people to 
be transformed into herders. Nevertheless, with the desperate need for reindeer 
meat and skins in areas like Yathkyed Lake where people starved to death near-
ly every winter for lack of the caribou on which they depended, the intention 
of the Department of the Interior was to establish a herd east of the Mackenzie 
River Delta and then move gradually further eastwards, distributing offshoot 
herds in a progressive pattern, moving towards the areas of real need as men 
were trained to do the herding job.6

Two proposals to deliver reindeer to the Mackenzie River Delta were re-
ceived in 1925, of which the one from the Lomen Reindeer and Trading Cor-
poration, offering to deliver not less than 2,000 animals to the chosen site at 
about $125 a head, was the most attractive. In January 1926, W. W. Cory, Dep-
uty Minister of the Interior, stopped off in New York to see the Lomen Broth-
ers’ representative, Leonard D. Baldwin, and confer with Dr. Nelson, the head 
of the U.S. Biological Survey in Washington, D.C., Cory was so impressed by 
the American officials and the apparent success of the Alaskan reindeer indus-
try that Finnie was instructed immediately to consider the project as ready to 
proceed and asked to find a botanist, or someone who was thoroughly familiar 
with reindeer feed, who could be sent into the country and report whether it 
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contained sufficient forage. Malte’s name was suggested as a botanist within 
the Department of Mines who might be able to do the reindeer work, but Fin-
nie objected: “Dr. Malte … may be a very good Botanist but he does not look 
to me like a particularly good traveler and I doubt if he has had any experience 
in reindeer work.… I am not altogether in favour of securing a Botanist from 
one of these Departments. I do not think the qualifications as a Botanist is suf-
ficient. I believe we would get better results if we could get a practical reindeer 
man who knows the kind of feed that the reindeer live on, and one who is a 
good traveler and could go through the country and size up the situation ac-
curately and quickly.”7

A meeting was held on 2 March 1926 between officials of the Departments 
of Mines, Agriculture, and the Interior, to discuss the reindeer project. Confer-
ence members were informed that, on the advice of Dr. E. W. Nelson of the U.S. 
Biological Survey, it had been suggested that at least two competent botanists be 
secured in Canada to make a study of the kind of reindeer pasture and general 
range features of localities in Alaska where reindeer thrive, and then proceed to 
selected points in the North West Territories to decide, from their experience in 
Alaska, on the suitability of such areas for reindeer culture. Finnie’s suggestion 
that a reindeer man might be more suitable for the task was obviously overrid-
den as the officials of the Department of the Interior were inclined to treat the 
Americans as the unquestioned experts in the field.

Malte, who was present at the meeting and recognized the advantages to 
the National Museum, should a qualified Arctic botanist be employed in this 
little known terrain, pressed strongly that Erling Porsild’s services should be 
obtained. There was no denying that if Finnie could not have his reindeer man, 
the next best thing would be to have a man who knew how to handle a dog team, 
could speak the Eskimo language, and was thoroughly versed in the hardships 
of the North as well as being well qualified botanically. It was decided that the 
Chief Botanist should write fully to the young Dane and ascertain whether he 
would be interested and what salary he would require. At the same time, since 
it was preferable that the work should be undertaken by a Canadian if at all 
possible, it would be proper to approach the different universities in Canada to 
see which graduates, if any, would be willing to undertake botanical research 
in the North for a period of two years.8

Malte duly wrote to all the major universities in Canada, with the predict-
able disappointing results. Professor MacClement at Queen’s said “Systematic 
Botany is not recognized by our students as a profession, and as they are nearly 
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all looking forward to self support, they direct their courses in the line of prac-
tical self help. I think you will find few young men in this country with the 
qualifications you require, and who are at the same time unemployed or free 
to take a new position.” At the same time as writing to the Canadian universi-
ties, Malte also wrote to Professor J. M. Coulter at the University of Chicago, 
wondering if Erling had called at their herbarium to study their material or if 
Coulter would be able to help in locating him. “I am anxious to get in touch 
with him as soon as possible,” he said.9

There would be no reply from Coulter for three weeks while the negative 
replies from all the leading universities were piling up on Malte’s desk. That 
no graduate student could be found in the whole of Canada who was compe-
tent to undertake independent botanical field research warranted taking up the 
question of botanical training generally, Malte felt, and he pursued the subject 
with vigour from that date. Yet he could not help but feel that in the Canadian 
Reindeer Project he had found an unexpected gift from heaven. If by going out 
of the country to satisfy the needs of the Department of the Interior he suc-
ceeded in sending Morten Pedersen Porsild’s son, with all his inherited Arctic 
botanical experience, into the Continental Northwest, he would be assured of 
obtaining the best possible collection of arctic and subarctic plant specimens 
from what was then one of the least known botanical areas in Canada.
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CHAPTER THREE

CALL OF THE NORTHWEST

It was 23 March 1926 before the Chief Botanist at the National Herbarium of 
Canada was able to write to his friend’s son to ascertain his possible interest in 
the reindeer proposal.

“My dear Porsild,” Oscar Malte wrote: 

The Northwest Territories Branch of the Dominion Department of 
the Interior is now earnestly contemplating the question of stocking 
sections of arctic Canada, particularly to the east of the mouth of the 
Mackenzie river, with reindeer, probably from Alaska. The Depart-
ment has communicated with the United States Government with the 
view of ascertaining the primary reasons why the raising of reindeer 
in Alaska proved a success right from the start and has been advised 
that one of the chief reasons was that trained botanists were employed 
to survey Alaska before the reindeer were introduced there. Profiting 
from this experience, the Canadian Government is anxious to engage 
two well trained botanists to explore sections of arctic Canada for the 
purpose of finding what parts, from a grazing point of view, might 
be suitable for reindeer raising. This investigation, it is estimated, will 
take two years. Previous to going to arctic Canada, however, the said 
botanists would take a trip to Alaska where arrangements have already 
been made for them to make themselves acquainted, under the guid-
ance of U.S. reindeer experts, with the conditions under which rein-
deer raising is a success.

At a meeting held a short time ago in the office of the Deputy 
Minister of the Interior I mentioned you as in every way qualified for 

///////////////////////////
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the job and have been requested to ask you if the proposed trip to Al-
aska and … two years’ exploration in Arctic Canada would appeal to 
you. Please let me know, at your earliest convenience, if you would feel 
inclined to undertake the work in case the Department of the Interior 
should officially make you a definite offer.1

Malte’s letter reached Erling Porsild at a time when he was in dire need of en-
couragement. He had been ill with flu and his plans for Baffin Island had not 
been going well. Privately, he confessed to Malte that he had often wished to 
be back in Ottawa after arriving in Chicago, a town he was not “crazy about.” 
He had heard nothing from home and felt that the chances were not great that 
they could or would be able to help him with his project. The offer from the 
Canadian Government and Malte’s support had been the first light he had seen 
in a long time.

His official reply expressed interest but explained that he was not free to 
accept the offer immediately. “Ever since I left Ottawa,” he said, 

… I have been working hard to make it possible to make the exped-
ition to Baffins Land, but I cannot say that hitherto my efforts have 
been leading towards an ultimate success. Most of the Museums to 
which I have applied for financial backing are quite willing to buy my 
collections when I come back, but very few want to advance me the 
money which I so badly need for equipment, and, I willingly admit, 
that sometimes I have been on the verge of giving up everything. The 
summertime to Ponds Inlet, however, I could arrange for now, but that 
would be rather unsatisfactory, because only part of my work would 
be completed during the three weeks I would have at my disposal. If, 
therefore, the Danish Government will not back me either, I shall be 
compelled to give up Baffins Land for the present anyway, and then, 
I think, nothing would appeal better to my desires than to take the 
trip to Alaska and the subsequent two years of exploration in Arctic 
Canada.

He was leaving the next day for the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, 
where he was to give a lecture on Greenland botany at the invitation of Profes-
sor William H. Hobbs of the Geology Department. Hobbs had offered him a 
position as temporary assistant botanist and was trying to persuade him to 
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join his expedition to Greenland the following summer. Erling was not keen 
about the latter proposal but was inclined to accept the job offer to help with 
finances.2

Reaction to his letters followed swiftly. On April 3, Finnie cabled Erling 
Porsild, asking him if he could meet the Deputy Minister of the Interior in 
Chicago about April 7. According to Finnie, at their meeting Cory was “so im-
pressed that he took Mr. Porsild to Washington and there interviewed the of-
ficials of the Biological Survey. They spent a whole day with these officials going 
into the reindeer question and were much impressed with the knowledge Mr. 
Porsild had of the North and his qualifications for investigating the reindeer 
problems. While at Chicago Mr. Cory also met Mr. Robert T. Porsild.… These 
brothers wish to work together and as it is necessary to have two men on this 
work we cannot do better than to employ them both.” After leaving Washing-
ton, Erling called on the Lomen Brothers in New York, where Baldwin was also 
impressed by the young man’s grasp of the situation. He also spent an evening 
with Vilhjalmur Stefansson, perhaps arranged by American company officials 
or possibly on his own.3

The suggestion that Erling should meet the charismatic and controversial 
Canadian Arctic explorer would certainly not have come from Finnie in the 
Department of the Interior, who knew only too well that Stefansson’s impetu-
ous and precipitous plans for a reindeer industry on Baffin Island had led to 
the kind of disastrous failure that he was now trying to avoid by his careful 
planning with the Porsild brothers. Nor would it have come from Rudolph An-
derson, Chief of Biology at the Victoria Memorial Museum, who had success-
fully accompanied Stefansson on their 1907–12 biological and archaeological 
collecting expedition (as described by Stefansson in “My Life with the Eskimo,” 
1914) but had been a violently dissenting co-leader with him on the Canadian 
Arctic Expedition of 1913–18. That expedition had got off to a bad start due to 
Stefansson’s lack of organization and poor leadership skills and went from bad 
to worse when the leader deserted the group stuck on board an ice-bound ship 
and went off almost on his own, not for help but to live native-style on drifting 
ice to make triumphant discoveries of the last major land masses in the Arctic 
(Lougheed, Meighen, Borden, and Brock Islands) while several members of the 
party died. Anderson is reputed to have said bitterly to Stefansson at the end of 
the later expedition “I have wasted three years of my life with your fool ideas” 
and he never spoke to him again.
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Erling would also have been aware of other controversies that raged 
around the reputation of his charming host, whose theories about a race of 
“blond Eskimos” and his book on apparently easy survival in “The Friendly 
Arctic” either had brought him public adulation or had been dismissed by other 
explorers such as Amundsen as “palpable nonsense” or “fantastic rot.” From his 
own experience in Greenland, Erling knew that it was perfectly possible to live 
like the northern people did, although like Amundsen, and indeed Stefansson 
himself, he was equally aware that sometimes the food sources failed and the 
stranded Arctic dwellers were known to starve to death in that often less than 
friendly land.

However, the meeting was obviously a success. Many years later Erling was 
to write to Stefansson’s widow that he was grateful for the friendly encourage-
ment and wise counsel given to him by the older explorer that night in his 
Greenwich Village apartment. “Before leaving him late that evening he had told 
me so much about the parts of the Arctic that I was soon to see myself. With his 
farewell wishes he presented me with a set of his books, most of which followed 
me on my long trek by dogteam through Alaska and the Mackenzie District.”4

The brothers reached Ottawa within the next two weeks and made a good 
impression on the officials in the Department of the Interior, where they were 
given temporary two-year appointments for the reindeer assignment. Erling as 
Botanist was to receive $2,400 annually, Bob as Assistant Botanist $1,920, plus 
all necessary travelling and living expenses from the moment they left Ottawa. 
Bob Porsild later said that he thought it was “a good offer for those days” and 
Malte said “Not too bad a proposition for two young fellows!”5

They were well received in the Victoria Memorial Museum where they were 
not only reunited with Malte in the National Herbarium but were introduced 
to several members of the staff in the Anthropology, Biology, and Geology De-
partments. Although the impressive building on Metcalf was relatively new, the 
Museum itself was an old institution that had begun and still remained as part 
of the Geological Survey of Canada. For this reason, it was placed under the 
Department of Mines. Much of the Geological Survey mapping and contribu-
tions to science bulletins would be available for the Porsilds to take with them 
in their exploration in the north, and there would no doubt be some pressure 
for them to remember the Museum with bird and mammal and fossil collecting 
as a sideline to their botanical collecting and reindeer duties.

R. M. Anderson, in his capacity as Chief of the Biology Department but 
also because of his knowledge of much of the country that the Porsilds would 
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cover, was perhaps the most personally interested staff member at the Museum 
in the results of the investigation. In earlier years, he had covered the territory 
from Barrow in north Alaska to the Mackenzie River Delta, to Horton and 
Coppermine rivers east along the Arctic coast, and inland across the Barrens 
to Dease Bay on Great Bear Lake, while collecting natural history specimens 
in Stefansson’s 1908–12 expedition to the area. He had returned to the north 
again for the Canadian Arctic Expedition of 1913–18 and knew only too well 
how much was left to be done in the collecting field. He was particularly in-
terested in acquiring biological specimens from the area to be covered by the 
Porsilds’ later reindeer pasture reconnaissance once they had left Alaska and 
encouraged them warmly to do what they could for the Museum.

It was Anderson who wrote to their father on June 25 with the news of their 
appointment, adding “Both of your sons were in Ottawa for some time this 
spring before they left for Alaska, studying museum material and gathering 

R. M. Anderson 
(CMNA)
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equipment, and we got pretty well acquainted with them.” The opinion of all 
was that the young men were ideally qualified for the work for which they had 
been chosen.6

On learning of the official appointment, Malte had lost no time in asking 
the Acting Director of the Victoria Memorial Museum, Dr. W. H. Collins, to 
approach the Department of the Interior to request botanical collections for the 
Department of Mines. He pointed out that while he presumed that the prin-
cipal task would be to locate suitable feeding grounds and areas best suited 
for raising reindeer, the very nature of the work would call for a close study of 
the vegetation in general. Since the Porsild brothers had been keen students of 
Arctic botany since childhood, “there is every reason to believe that they both 
could and would contribute much to our knowledge of Canadian Arctic botany 
if given reasonable opportunities to make botanical collections.”

Collins passed this request on to Cory on 22 April 1926. The Department 
of the Interior would be doing the National Herbarium of Canada a very great 
service by allowing the Porsilds to make systematic and full collections of bo-
tanical specimens so far as this would not interfere with their regular work. The 
value and completeness of the forthcoming Flora of Arctic Canada by Malte 
and Ostenfeld would be enhanced if additional information and specimens 
from Western Arctic Canada could be secured. If this collection was possible, 
the National Herbarium would gladly supply all necessary materials.7

When the permission was granted, Malte was more than glad to give Er-
ling a small outfit to take with him to Alaska and a larger outfit to be sent to 
the RCMP in Aklavik to await his arrival the following spring. “Please keep in 
mind,” he told the young botanists, “when collecting for the National Herb-
arium, the advisability of always securing as abundant material as possible” so 
that duplicate sets could be deposited with the British Museum, Kew Gardens, 
the Botanical Museum in Copenhagen, the Danish Biological Station at Disko, 
and the United States National Herbarium. They should pay particular atten-
tion to critical genera, make notes as to frequency and edaphic preferences, and 
collect species from as many localities as possible so that adequate knowledge 
could be gained of the general distribution of the plants of Northwest Arctic 
America.8

Elated by the success of his efforts, Malte had had the difficult task of writ-
ing to tell Ostenfeld that he was sorry that news of the generous Carlsberg Fund 
grant of 5,200 Kr. secured for the Baffin Island expedition had arrived too late 
since Erling and Bob Porsild had been employed to do two years botanical 
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survey work in the Barren Grounds. He added: “You may rest assured that I 
have not lost any opportunity to impress upon the Department of the Inter-
ior the necessity for the Porsild brothers to make vast botanical collections.… 
With the collections in Copenhagen and Ottawa, with the additional material 
from Mr. Soper in Baffin Land, which I expect to have the coming fall, and 
from the Porsild brothers during the next two years, we should have some nice 
material for the ‘Flora of Arctic Canada.’”9

It was then Finnie’s turn to address them about their real mission in the 
Northwest. On the eve of their departure, he wrote: 

The object of your investigation will be to ascertain the suitability of 
the northern part of the MacKenzie District for the maintenance of 
reindeer. It is felt that the Eskimo cannot survive in our Northern 
country unless there is abundance of caribou or reindeer for food and 
clothing, and without the Eskimo those areas will be of little value. 
We desire, therefore, to learn as much as possible of this country, with 
the object if your report is favourable, of purchasing herds in Alaska 
and driving them across country to whatever areas in the Mackenzie 
District may be selected by you.…

It is thought that your investigations in Alaska will occupy five 
or six months and that you should, in proceeding to the Mackenzie 
District, cover, as far as possible, the ground which could ultimately 
be traveled by a herd in transit from Alaska to the Mackenzie District. 
However, this matter, as well as other details which must necessarily 
be decided on the ground, will be left to your discretion. You will be 
expected to report progress at intervals and whenever you can get in 
touch by wireless or other communication kindly furnish this office 
with a report.… This work, to which you have been detailed, is one of 
extreme importance to Canada, and to the Eskimo people, and I am 
sure with your knowledge and experience of the North, you will be 
able to carry it on with satisfaction to this Department and with credit 
to yourselves.10

The Porsilds left Ottawa by train on May 20 for Saskatoon, where they met with 
Seymour Hadwen of the University of Saskatchewan, formerly Chief Veterinar-
ian and Parasitologist of the U.S. Bureau of Biological Survey in which capacity 
he had been sent to Alaska to investigate the reindeer industry in 1920. He 
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later told Finnie that he thought they would learn a lot during their visit to Al-
aska but had strongly advised them against starting out with a dog team from 
Kotzebue Sound in January for the Mackenzie River, as he felt it would be much 
safer for them to wait until March before undertaking such a trip.11

From Saskatoon, the young men continued on to Seattle, where they tem-
porarily joined a Lomen Corporation group waiting for the S.S. Victoria to sail 
for Nome. They left for Seward on May 29 where they were met a week later by 
Lawrence J. Palmer, Biologist in Charge of Reindeer Grazing Investigations for 
the U.S. Bureau of Biological Survey. They carried with them a letter for Palmer 
from Nelson in Washington, introducing them as employees of the Canadian 
Government who would join him in Fairbanks for the purpose of getting an 
insight into the reindeer business as it was conducted in Alaska.

“I trust you will give these gentlemen freely of the fund of information you 
have on the subject,” Nelson wrote, 

… and that you will try to place them with different reindeer herds 
that are run in a competent way in order that they may see the prac-
tical working of the herds in the field. They should also be given an 
opportunity to attend a roundup and marking of herds … to learn 
the most improved methods of corralling, capturing, and marking the 
animals. Also they should be shown how the castrating and branding 
of the reindeer is done, and should be taught as much as possible con-
cerning the forage plants used by these animals, with a special view to 
the differences between the summer and winter forage and the need 
of safeguarding the winter forage areas from use in summer in order 
that the range may be perpetuated.… I am sure you will be able to give 
these gentlemen a very practical course in the reindeer industry so far 
as it is possible in the rather brief period they will be with you.12
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CHAPTER FOUR

IN SEARCH OF REINDEER 1

Lawrence J. Palmer began his reindeer introduction program in June 1926, at 
Cantwell, east of Mount McKinley National Park, where the Porsild brothers 
visited the U.S. Bureau of Education reindeer station and made extensive notes 
and collections.

It was the first time that they had seen the Alaskan reindeer, Rangifer taran-
dus tarandus. Erling Porsild later remarked that the Alaskan reindeer, or “do-
mesticated caribou,” which was the same species as that found across Eurasia, 
compared favourably in size and weight with the woodland caribou, Rangifer 
caribou sylvestris, and was considerably larger than the barren ground caribou, 
Rangifer arcticus arcticus. The reindeer were generally darker in colour than 
the caribou, although white and spotted mutants were common in Alaskan 
herds, the white animals being smaller and less robust. Hadwen and Palmer 
disapproved of the native practice of keeping white and spotted deer for use in 
clothing but concurred with the Lapp herders that a few white animals made 
the herd easier to spot from a distance in summer.2

The animals in the Cantwell herd looked in poor health and were badly 
infested with parasites. Palmer attributed this to close herding, a practice he 
disparaged but which was necessary in this area due to the periodic proximity 
of large herds of caribou. The original herd of 1,200 deer had been driven by 
Ben B. Mozee from Good News Bay on the Kuskokwim in 1922. There had been 
maintenance problems when the original Eskimo herders had become home-
sick and the Indians tried as replacements did not care for the work, but Palmer 
felt that the present management of one Swede with a few Eskimo and Indian 
apprentices would succeed. In fact, with mounting problems of wolf predation, 
of reindeer desertion to the caribou herds when the animals were not given 

///////////////////////////
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constant supervision, and of changes and flagging interest of personnel, the 
station would be closed down within the next two years.3

The interior rangeland around Cantwell was classified as dry tundra, char-
acterized by woody vegetation (browse), sedge, and lichen that were all import-
ant for reindeer forage. The Porsilds made a sizeable collection of Cantwell 
lichens for identification in the reindeer work. On reaching Fairbanks, these 
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were sorted into eighty-two types with the help of a small collection that had 
been identified by G. K. Merrill of Rockland, Maine.

Palmer now suggested that Erling should accompany him on a trip some 
two hundred miles to the south of Fairbanks to help with grazing reconnais-
sance. He was looking at the forage value and carrying capacity of the area, in 
line with his hopes of developing the reindeer industry in the Interior. Since 
the main roundups on the coast did not start until the middle of July, Erling 
felt that this would be a good opportunity to learn the methods used in survey 
work while Bob went a hundred miles down the Yukon River to the Kokrines 
herd, reputed to be the largest and best managed herd in the Interior.

In his June report to Finnie, Erling said that he planned to spend the rest 
of the month with Palmer, who had been very kind to them, inviting them to 
stay at the Biological Station in Fairbanks and placing all kinds of information 
at their disposal. While carrying on the reindeer study, they were also making 
fairly extensive collections of lichens and vascular plants and already had about 
1,500 herbarium specimens ready for shipment.4

To Malte he wrote proudly: “I feel sure you would appreciate the enthusi-
asm with which we attack the Flora of Alaska. I have just finished a nice job of 
putting nearly 1000 herbarium specimens on white sheets. At the same time I 
have been able to make the identification of nearly 90%, which is a good deal 
more than I expected.… We have about 500 more in the press and expect to 
get abt. 2500 from the interior before going out to the coast. Particularly the 
way the arctic and the boreal or rather temperate species are mixed up here 
in the interior makes the thing very complicated, but at the same time very 
interesting.”5

From Fairbanks, the brothers extended their collecting up the hilly Fox 
road to Pedro Dome (2640´) and along the Richardson Highway where the road 
was built through “low Picea swamps with an interesting Carex flora.” After 
Bob left for Kokrines on June 17, Erling took the train south to the Broad Pass 
region and hiked and collected around Healy, climbing as high as 4,000´ to 
almost above the line of vegetation, and returned four days later with five to six 
thousand specimens.

On June 24, he and Palmer set out again on the Richardson Highway, 
armed with provisions, camping equipment, and gasoline for five or six days. 
As they reached higher ground, they found that the rivers were swollen from 
glaciers melted in the hot weather. Roadbeds and bridges had been washed 
away and there were frequent slides.
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Their second day was very difficult, with a wheel nearly falling off and a 
motor losing so much power that they had to push the car up some of the hills, 
with roads so narrow that in one eight-mile stretch it was necessary to toss with 
a driver from the other direction to see who would back up four miles or use 
pick and shovel to dig a place beside the road to make room for one car to pass. 
They slept that night at a roadhouse in Paxon where they were charged $7.00 for 
the privilege of spreading sleeping bags on the attic floor. They woke to heavy 
rain, which continued all day. Erling wrote in his journal: “Botanizing is rather 
disagreeable work today.”

By evening they camped at the foot of Miller and Castners glaciers, which 
they explored the next day. “From the glacier and the bordering hill we had 
a magnificent bird’s-eye view of the Pass below. Country and flora very alp-
ine. Elevation between 6,000–8,000 feet.” Back at camp after a hike of at least 
twenty miles, they were “loaded with good specimens,” ready for the return trip 
the next day. On the way back, they made frequent stops at alpine meadows and 
good reindeer pastures. With full vasculums and the back seat of the car used 
as an additional collecting case, they reached Fairbanks shortly after midnight 
on June 28.

Twenty years later, Erling Porsild was to comment: “My late friend Palmer 
was a very good reindeer man and possessed a very real and practical know-
ledge of grazing problems. He was no research man, however, and although 
he understood what the problems were, he did not know how to deal with the 
research end. In his grazing study … he lacked the necessary botanical know-
ledge to describe the vegetation.”6

More serious problems connected with Palmer would soon be apparent 
when he escorted his young charges to learn about reindeer work at Pastolik. 
Erling and Palmer left Fairbanks for Nenana by train on July 1, transferring to 
the S.S. General Jeff C. Davis, a sternwheeler of about 100 tons that was one of 
the last two riverboats to ply the Yukon River between Nenana and Holy Cross. 
Word came from Bob in Kokrines that he would join them in another week. 
Erling collected plants at the back of the village of Holy Cross until the arrival 
of the launch to take them downriver to Old Hamilton. Here they were met by 
Frank Williams, one of the owners of the Pastolik herd, in his tugboat The War-
rior. By evening they were stormbound for a night and day in Kotlik, a native 
village and trading post further down the Yukon Delta, and Erling and Palmer 
hiked across the low marshy island examining and collecting the flora in the 
rain and wind. They eventually reached Pastolik the next morning.
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This was to be Erling Porsild’s real initiation into reindeer work. The camp 
at Pastolik resembled a village, with about a dozen tents set up on the tun-
dra near the corral. Several reindeer owners from around the coast had come 
down to attend the round-up, which lasted from 11–13 July. The herd was large, 
containing about 10,000 reindeer, owned by one white man (Williams) and a 
number of natives.

Even at this early stage of his apprenticeship, Erling was convinced that 
non-native leadership was necessary for successful reindeer management and 
he believed Palmer’s methods to be the most efficient and effective. “This herd 
had been in bad shape some years ago because of mismanagement,” he re-
ported, “and the owners had sought the advice of the Biological Survey. When 
the recommendations of Mr. Palmer were carried out, the herd at once started 
to improve and was now considered one of the finest herds in the country. Of 
particular interest was the mixed ownership. The white man held the control-
ling interest and the natives left the entire management to him. Each native 
owner either paid herding expenses at a rate of $1 a head per annum or else 
worked for a certain number of days as herder, according to the number of 
reindeer he owned.”7

From these comments, it can be seen that the investigation in Alaska was 
already subtly changing the vision formed in Ottawa of reindeer in the service 
of the Canadian Eskimo. With the emphasis on management under non-native 

High type reindeer, Pastolik, Alaska, 1926 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933866)
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supervision, concentrating on a large, efficient, southern stock-production ap-
proach, the young Porsilds were being encouraged to take note of the best herds, 
the best pasturage, and the most successful and modern methods of reindeer 
handling, to ensure that the Canadian industry would get a proper start.

Had even one of these two agents been an experienced reindeer man with 
local sympathies, such as Finnie had suggested, the investigation might have 
resulted in some sound advice on the need to examine the small, not so well 
run but workable reindeer herds managed under native ownership, with the 
view that the Canadian Eskimo might be interested in learning to herd in a 
way compatible with community and hunting interests. By sending in the two 
young Greenlandic Danes, familiar with arctic botany and paternal, colonial 
management of indigenous affairs, and giving them a mandate only to learn 
about large-scale reindeer operation and pasturage requirements for producing 
the best stock, the ground was being laid for the worst possible beginning for a 
cottage-type native industry across Arctic and Sub-Arctic Canada.

In addition to the problem with this type of initiation was the Porsilds’ ig-
norance of Palmer’s reputation among the native herders. The man chosen to be 
their mentor in the Alaskan reindeer industry was known to be personally hon-
est and dedicated, and he was highly respected at government levels, but he was 
under suspicion in the native herder community for his promotion of corpora-
tion management and his close association with the unpopular Lomen family.

There were rising fears in some quarters that native owners were not al-
ways treated fairly in the corporation-owned enterprises that he supported. 
The open herding and percentage marking techniques that he was advocating 
seemed to make it easier for the Lomens and other corporations to add native 
deer to their stock by unfair tactics. Even Erling noted that the new system of 
percentage marking, whereby the total percentage of fawns was taken as a basis 
for increase to each owner corresponding to the number of does he owned in-
stead of by the old system of earmarking the fawns like their mother, had many 
disadvantages and “endless disputes followed each round-up causing much ill-
feeling and friction.”8

By travelling everywhere around the country with Palmer, many problems 
in the industry, particularly native problems, were to escape the attention of 
the newcomers. However, as with their first native re-settlement venture in 
Greenland when they had been defeated by “political intrigues,” unaware of the 
tensions that were hidden from them by the Alaskan Eskimo participants and 
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dutifully obeying the orders they had been given, the Porsild brothers threw 
themselves into the activities of the round-up supervised by Palmer.

Erling took copious notes of the first day spent in rebuilding the chute sec-
tion of a new corral. “The country is rather low rolling tundra with a few creeks 
running at right angle to the coast which is constantly being washed down by 
the action of the sea leaving a low cut bank showing the composition of the 
ground. On a substratum of clayey loam rests a layer of solid ice from a few feet 
to fourteen feet thick. On top of this is a layer of muck of considerable thick-
ness. The maximum is everywhere frozen until within six to eight inches of 
the surface. The maximum thaw in an average summer probably never exceeds 
one and one-half feet.” Noting this carefully, he was particularly interested in 
the ground ice erosion around the old fence. “The old corral was built on low 
ground near the creek. After two years of use the trampling of the animals had 
cut up and totally destroyed the vegetation within the corral fence. The pro-
tective layer of vegetation destroyed, the thaw had penetrated down through 
the muck and caused the ground ice to subside and gradually disappear. In 
this particular place this caused a general sinking of four to six feet. The corral 
fence naturally fell in and at present the site of the old corral was transformed 
to a shallow pond.”

Reindeer chute, Unalakleet, Alaska, 1926 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933867)
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After Bob arrived, the brothers hiked out across the tundra and found a 
couple of large mammoth tusks in the muck-cut bank two miles east of Pasto-
lik. Ever faithful to his scientific curiosity, Erling again studied the ground ice 
exposure where the muck had been washed out by the rain, studies that were 
to prove useful later as they helped to build up his original theory of pingo 
formation.

Meanwhile, the roundup continued in the rain. Some 1,500 reindeer at a 
time were driven into the new corral on dry ground on a hilltop. Slowly, a few 
animals at a time were driven into a v-shaped chute through which they passed 
one at a time at the end gate. Here they were tallied, earmarked, and castrated, 
painted with a brush to show they had been through the chute, and the best 
bulls picked out for breeding, before passing into a holding pen until the day’s 
work was done, then two or three herders were sent out with them to prevent 
them from being mixed up with the rest of the herd. Erling practised castration 
and roping and took active part in the work of handling 600 to 800 animals a 
day. He studied earmarks, general handling, and bookkeeping. The roundup 
finished, Erling later reported to Finnie that he had taken active part in the 

Reindeer emerging from chute, 
Pastolik roundup, Alaska, 1926 
(Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-112304)
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L. J. Palmer, U.S. Biological Survey, emptying sealskin boots, and F. P. Williams, trader, 
doctoring blistered feet, Pastolok, Alaska, 1926 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-101828)

whole proceeding and learned more about reindeer and reindeer handling than 
by all the copious literature he had read to date on the topic.9

The Porsilds’ introductory time with Palmer was nearly ended. Erling made 
one last botanizing trek with him across the wet tundra, characterized at Pasto-
lik by a sedge-browse forage cover, to the winter range in the foothills some 
twenty to twenty-five miles from the coast, where a lichen cover predominated, 
with sedge and browse as secondary vegetation. The flat coastal area had been 
submerged in fairly recent time and Erling felt that a rise of sea level of only ten 
feet would bring the sea back to the foothills again. They collected at several 
places across the plain, reaching the hills (about 500–1000´ above sea level) 
by afternoon. They made overnight camp in a hillside depression where they 
got fairly good shelter from mountain alder until it began to rain heavily. They 
started back at 3 a.m. in dense fog, led to the reindeer camp unerringly by their 
Alaskan Eskimo guide.

Palmer and the Porsilds left Pastolik on July 24 for St. Michael, where they 
met “the famous Sineruk Mary … probably the biggest native reindeer owner” 
in Alaska. She was, he said, quite a personality. Speaking of her to Anderson 
in a letter dated December 14, he said “We had been introduced as ‘white men 
from Canada’ but were talking native and were treated to numerous native 
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dishes that white men usually do not care for, so after a while she observed, 
‘Mebbe you not white men, mebbe you halfbreed from Pt. Barrow!’” They had 
“a great time speaking Eskimo and eating dried fish.”10

When they reached Unalakleet, Palmer went north for a few days with 
Alfred Lomen while the brothers arranged a short trip upriver to a spot where 
they hiked into low, partly forested hills. Finding the vegetation monotonous, 
they returned downriver by kayak, spending the night at a native camp where 
again they “talked Eskimo and had a good time” but again no mention was 
made of reindeer discussion.

From these entries, it would appear that the Porsilds simply relaxed and 
were comfortable in a situation where they could revert to the Eskimo ways 
they had known since childhood, but as all their encounters with Alaskan Es-
kimos in the southwest part of the state were described in similar light terms 
it is hard to believe that they ever took them seriously from a reindeer-herding 
perspective. Personally, Erling confessed in his letter to Anderson “I think we 
are both somewhat disappointed in Alaska Eskimos & are anxious to find out 
what they are like in northern Canada. A few of them are better off than their 
kinsmen in Greenland, but most of them have suffered too much by poor qual-
ity mission work and the influence of unscrupulous white traders and miners.”

There was still hope that they would look more carefully at the smaller 
reindeer units in the native communities when they had left Palmer and the 
large corporations behind. In his last report to Finnie from Alaska in Decem-
ber, Erling would write of their trip to come by dog team around the north 
coast of Alaska from Barrow to the Yukon. Since all the Bering Sea coast as well 
as part of the north coast was stocked with reindeer, en route to their destina-
tion they would have a good opportunity to look into the industry in places 
where no white men supervised the natives and their way of handling the deer. 
They would also be able to see for themselves how the life and economy of the 
Alaska Eskimo had been influenced through the introduction of reindeer.

For the time being, Erling appears to have paid more attention to the Lapp 
reindeer herders, who ran their business on a smaller, more traditional scale 
than did the large corporations sponsored by the U.S. Bureau of Biological 
Survey. However, the Lapp herders avoided discussion. Unalakleet was their 
northern centre and Erling tried without success to get interviews with lead-
ing reindeer owners. On July 30, he and Bob hiked south about three miles to 
a large well-constructed corral, built on low tundra close to grass-covered sand 
dunes strewn with driftwood and flanked by shallow lagoons and sloughs, but 
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they had no luck with the Lapp owners. “The only subject they would freely 
discuss was conditions in Alaska compared with those in the ‘old country,’” he 
complained to Finnie.

By this time the young Porsilds had been given every opportunity of getting 
an insight into the Alaskan reindeer business according to Nelson’s instruc-
tions. Going north from Unalakleet, they were now entering Lomen terrain. 
At Golovin, the southern centre of the Lomen Company’s reindeer allotments, 
they looked at a modern cold storage plant and slaughterhouse and saw the pro-
cess of breaking in reindeer to a pre-shipment grain-hay diet. Reaching Nome 
on August 1, they were invited to stay with Ralph Lomen and finally had to say 
goodbye to Palmer, who was leaving two days later to return to the interior. 
“He has done everything to help us out,” said Erling, “and I am almost sorry to 
see him leave. He is a very fine fellow and is very well thought of everywhere.”11

From now on, they would be left to the heavy influence of the Lomen family 
and to their own resources in the Alaskan investigation.
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CHAPTER FIVE

LITTLE DIOMEDE TO KOTZEBUE 
SOUND

The August 1926 stopover in Nome gave the Porsilds a needed break to catch up 
with mail and finances. They had long discussions with the Lomen family and 
were able to add to their already considerable plant collections. Bob went north 
up the coast with Ralph Lomen and returned with a large collection of interest-
ing plants, with several species not seen around Nome, while Erling went out 
to Dexter Creek and walked two miles across the Anvil Mountains to collect at 
Copper Gulch and on the southern slope.

The time had come to make plans for the winter trip to investigate graz-
ing conditions along a possible route for a large reindeer herd to be taken to 
Canada. Of the two available routes, the Porsilds chose the coastal trip around 
Northern Alaska instead of the alternate trek through the Brooks Range. Sey-
mour Hadwen in Saskatchewan had strongly advised them that it would be 
safer if they waited until March to begin their trek, but with the confidence 
nurtured by their Greenland experience the brothers planned to set out by dog 
team from Kotzebue Sound in January.

The first order of business was to arrange with the captain of the Bureau 
of Education schooner “Boxer” to distribute 3,350 pounds of dried fish for 
trail supplies along the coast between Kotzebue and Barrow. This would give 
them plenty of time to visit the herds around Kotzebue Sound while working 
up notes and collections, preparing their outfit, making sleds, and buying and 
training dogs for the long trail. As Erling was to say later: “In the Arctic a man 
is only 33 per cent efficient, two thirds of his time being taken up by the chores 
of living under primitive conditions and by the business of getting from one 
place to another.”1

///////////////////////////
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The chance arose to go to Teller via the Diomede Islands in Bering Strait. 
This was a golden opportunity to examine a previously uncollected flora and 
see what role the islands might have played in plant migration across the Ber-
ingian corridor between Asia and North America. Leaving Nome on the even-
ing of August 12, they landed on Little Diomede the following evening. There 
they joined Diamond Jenness, the newly appointed Chief Anthropologist at 
the Victoria Memorial Museum in Ottawa, who was excavating the site of an 
ancient Eskimo village, tackling the problem of former migrations from an ar-
chaeological point of view.

Whether the meeting with Jenness was by accident or design, the young 
Porsilds were extremely fortunate to have made this timely contact with an-
other man who was able to advise them about how to prepare for their hazard-
ous trip around coastal Alaska. In 1913, as a young man himself, Jenness had 
been invited to join Stefansson on the Canadian Arctic Expedition and was for-
tunate to have been taken off the ill-fated “Karluk” before it was carried away 

Diamond Jenness 
(CMNA)
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and crushed by the ice off the North Alaska coast. Instead of sharing a terrible 
end with those left on board, he had spent a brutal winter dog-sledding along 
the coast, arranging for fish supplies for the expedition party following behind 
him. Jenness was a mine of information about the Copper Eskimos, with whom 
he had lived and had already become famous in archaeological circles for his 
discovery of the ancient Dorset culture of Arctic Canada. Two years after this 
meeting with the Porsilds, he would publish People of the Twilight that Erling 
would consider the finest book ever written about Inuit culture.2

Erling described the Diomedes as a small group of rocky, inhospitable, and 
forbidding islands situated in the narrowest part of Bering Strait halfway be-
tween Cape Prince of Wales, the westernmost point of the North American 
continent, and Cape Dezhneva, the most easterly point of Asia. The Russian 
island of Ratmanof, or Big Diomede, is the largest, with Little Diomede next 
in size. Between the two islands lies a two-to-three-mile sound marking the 
boundary between Alaska and Siberia, as well as the International Date Line.

Strong reversing currents make crossing the sound difficult for small boats. 
Adverse weather meant that the brothers were not able to make a trip to Big 
Diomede as hoped. Instead they were marooned on Little Diomede for a week. 
The smaller island, roughly rhomboid in outline and about three miles wide, 
is formed of a dark, granite-like rock similar to that on each side of the strait. 
They could find no signs that it was ever subjected to glaciation. Erling wrote: 

From the sea it rises on all sides in sheer rock walls, torn here and there 
by steep ravines and narrow chimneys. A steep scree or talus of huge, 
angular rocks in some places forms the shore, but in most places no 
foreland exists. The Eskimo village of Little Diomede, inhabited by 
less than a hundred natives, is on the south-west corner of the island 
where the talus provides a precarious site for their almost subterran-
ean dwellings, built into the talus. Only at this point is it possible to 
land from a boat, and then only when the sea is calm, which … in 
Bering Strait is a rare occurrence.

Cold winds, icy fog, and wet stormy conditions made collecting difficult and 
dangerous. The brothers were disappointed by the paucity of the vegetation. 
Only in the steep talus slopes where incredible numbers of seabirds were nest-
ing did they find a rank growth of grasses and artemisias while “large clumps 
of blue and white aconites, yellow dandelions, and delicate white and pink 
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flowered claytonias lent a touch of colour … a peaty soil is formed here from 
the undecayed roots and other vegetable matter, mixed with bird manure, and 
in some places completely fills out the space between the rocks.”

Erling stopped at a rookery halfway up a coastal ravine, and crept down 
between the rocks to photograph the birds, which came as close as two feet 
away within half an hour. “Besides several species of auks and guillemots we 
saw numerous tufted and horned puffins … that burrow into the turf of the 
slopes to make their nests, but by far the most common of the birds nesting 
here is the least auklet … that with the crested auklet … is of great importance 
in the economy of the islanders.… The albatross (Diomedea albatrus) for which 
the islands were named is a summer visitor, but does not breed on the islands.”

Elsewhere on the 1,300 -́high dome-shaped plateau on the top of the island 
that was expected to have a comparatively rich flora, they found it was relatively 
poor in species. The seventy-six species they recorded were common to both 
sides of the strait, and many anticipated circumpolar, arctic-boreal species were 
absent. It seemed strange to them that not a single member of families such as 
Polypodiaceae, Equisetaceae, Scrophulariaceae, Gentianaceae, Leguminosae, 
Onagraceae, Umbelliferae, or Liliaceae were represented. Only the lichen flora 
was rich and varied.3

During the week, they collected “Eskimo potatoes” (Claytonia tuberosa) 
for the Experimental Farm in Ottawa, gathered regularly by the local people 
and mixed, raw, with the leaves of Oxyria digyna and Saxifraga punctata and 
with seal blubber before being stored in sealskin containers and allowed to 
ferment before consumption. They hiked over the island and climbed the cliff 
along the east coast, slipping precariously on wet rocks and moss, collecting 
vascular plants, mosses, and lichens.

Erling also photographed the Chukchi traders who came in by umiak mid-
week and were unable to leave because of the heavy seas. The Bering Strait was 
a regular trading route for the Chukchi and Siberian Eskimos who crossed 
over every summer from East Cape to Wales, Alaska, in their light but sea-
worthy skin canoes, using the Diomedes as “stepping stones” en route. Jenness 
reported that, although his island excavations that year yielded little evidence 
of any actual migration from Asia to America, in his opinion it was not only 
feasible but probable. He had found that on a clear day in spring and early sum-
mer, the inhabitants on both sides of the Bering Strait could see the other coast 
quite clearly.4
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In company with Jenness, Erling and Bob visited two of the Diomede hous-
es, built of stone with an inside panel of driftwood and a seal-gut window in 
the roof. They were impressed by the long, 25–30´ entrance and the fact that 
there was no sleeping platform. Due to lack of space, the present houses had 
been built over earlier ones, and Jenness thought that even older ones might 
be found underneath that layer, but the floors were inaccessible to him and 
the huge rocks that were continuously sliding down the mountainside in the 
empty spaces between the dwellings prevented normal archaeological excava-
tion. He had been able to uncover some specimens at the entrance of three of 
the houses but many of the ivory and bone implements had decayed completely 
from exposure to air and water in the porous limestone rocks. Only in the outer 
rubbish heaps did he find perfectly preserved ivory artifacts where they had not 
already been removed and sold by the Diomede villagers. From these ancient 
tools and weapons, compared with what he had earlier found in Wales, Alaska, 
he felt that he had found evidence of earlier trade and warfare connections 
across the Bering Strait although not enough for final conclusions.

During the time that they spent on Little Diomede, Erling was concerned 
that “Mr. Jenness has been troubled with chronic appendicitis and has hardly 
been able to eat for the last two or three days. He is rather gloomy and worries a 
great deal. The ‘Bear’ had promised to take him back to Nome about the middle 
of August but has not showed up yet.”

As Jenness would be going back to the Museum as soon as possible, Erling 
prepared a sample of the Diomede “Eskimo potato” and wrote to Malte on Au-
gust 18, saying that it was “probably an endemic Claytonia, but I’m not sure. I 
wish you would have somebody cultivate it out on the Exp. Farm. I would like 
to study it closer when I come back if nobody else will.”5

The M.B. Nunivak showed up on August 20 to take them back to the main-
land. It was to be a trying journey. Setting out the next day on a rough sea, most 
of the trip was spent facing headwind, heavy swell, fog, and rain. Everything in 
the inadequate vessel got wet. The boat leaked, the motor threatened to stop a 
couple of times, and the two Lapps in charge were not sailors at all. Erling said 
that if it had not been for Bob they probably would have been in serious trouble. 
“The prospect was not bright at 11 p.m. Bob was getting tired, he had had the 
wheel since we left Diomede this morning and was wet and cold. I remember 
while winding up my watch that I wondered if it was any use. At 12 we got a 
little shelter and the Lapps could relieve Bob.”
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Reaching Teller at 4 a.m., Erling emptied his suitcase of wet clothes and 
film before falling into bed at the roadhouse. Two days later, with Jenness head-
ing south to Nome and then back to Ottawa, the brothers continued up the 
coast on the Silverwave.

As luck would have it, one of the passengers was a Mr. Johnston who was 
in charge of the Kotzebue Sound reindeer station. They left the boat at Kiwalik 
and travelled with him in the Lomen Reindeer Company launch to Candle. 
By the end of the month, they reached the Lomen-run Buckland River rein-
deer camp. Johnston persuaded them to make this their headquarters for the 
next four months. He promised to build them a cabin in a couple of weeks that 
would be large enough for them to work up their collections and reports while 
giving them a good opportunity to see the herd from which the Canadian Gov-
ernment was likely to get reindeer, and observe the breaking in of sled deer, the 
winter range, and winter herding methods.

As Erling explained: 

We shall be busy driving reindeer and mak[ing] preparations … while 
the north wind sweeps the tundra and makes a nice hard trail. By in-
terrupting our work a month ago we could have been on our way to 
Mackenzie by now going up to Fairbanks on the last Yukon boat and 
start out with dog team in November. But I think we would accom-
plish very little by doing so. Travelling and surveying at that time of 
the year is, if not necessarily impossible, at least a very disagreeable 
job, while by carrying out this program, we shall be experts in rein-
deer driving and herding, know a lot about the winter conditions on 
the north coast and save the expense of a guide from Fairbanks to Ft. 
McPherson at $25 a day.6

Leaving Bob to sort things out at Buckland River, Erling returned to Nome to 
collect mail and belongings, settle accounts, and make further arrangements 
for the winter months. He was warmly welcomed back by Ralph and Alfred 
Lomen, and was delighted to receive a parcel from Malte containing the Floras 
that he had needed all summer, as well as two letters from home in Greenland, 
and a letter from Dr. Isaiah Bowman of the American Geographical Society 
asking his permission to bring up his name at the next election of Fellows of 
the Society.
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He spent the rest of September purchasing and packing supplies and work-
ing on a plant collection made by Charles Thornton, a keen amateur botanist 
who had spent ten years collecting on the Seward Peninsula. Although he felt 
that quite a few species had been misnamed, Erling made notes and sketches to 
help with identifying their own collection. “The best part,” he said, “is from a 
trip in the Sawtooth Mountains in 1919. I almost regret that we did not make 
that trip instead of going to the Diomedes. The Sawtooth Mountains are not 
very high but still there seems to be a unique and remarkable flora. A number 
of species … has not been found anywhere else in Alaska and several I believe 
are endemics.”

Their own vascular plant collection was shipped to Buckland for prelim-
inary identification and Erling was confident that when he got through with 
them he would know more than 75 per cent of the species in Alaska and prob-
ably an even larger proportion of what they could expect in the Mackenzie and 
Yukon. He prepared to send the Cantwell lichen collection to Ottawa, holding 
back the type specimens sealed in airtight containers to carry to the North for 
use in the field, and asked Malte to send these “typical forage lichens from a 
winter range in the interior … [to] a better man to check the naming” as he 
had no handbooks or keys to help him. “Our collections have been increasing 
all the time,” he told him proudly, “and when we travel around people wonder 
whether we are in the express business or not. It has been hard sometimes to 
get the plants dry in reasonable time, and, owing to shortage of blotters, we had 
to take them out little by little. I shall have them in nice shape before we start 
north and could get them out this winter by shipping them as parcel post over 
the winter trail. I shall, however, not attempt that, as mails are lost every year 
when a sleigh breaks through the ice, and prefer to pack them in wooden boxes 
and take them to Nome, where they will be stored till next summer.” With the 
lichen shipment, Erling sent a book to Jenness, and his regards to Anderson and 
the ladies of the herbarium.7

October came and the Silverwave returned. Erling left at midnight October 
2 for the north, reaching Candle on October 11. Before setting out for Buck-
land, he studied the ground ice exposure he had noted a month earlier. The 
bottom gravel layer contained different kinds of prehistoric bones that he col-
lected to send to Ottawa for dating. For once, there was no need to collect plants 
en route. Aided by lack of snow, Bob Porsild had collected extensively in the 
reindeer country between Candle and Buckland.
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Back at the camp, they did their last “summer” plant collecting in Alaska 
on October 16, pulling out aquatic plants from the partly frozen lakes west of 
Buckland River. In the same week, Erling photographed ground ice formations 
at the string of lakes to the northwest of the camp, showing how the deteriora-
tion of the ice “probably starts as the typical polygonal fissures, and … by thaw-
ing ends in changing the topography by opening up into lakes.”

By mid-November, they had finished cataloguing their Alaskan collec-
tions, giving them a total of 533 species and 5,200 specimens of vascular plants 
and about 1,000 lichen specimens. On November 13, Erling wrote to tell Malte 
that they were almost ready for shipment: “You may wonder why we have at-
tempted an identification, that of course cannot be final and that in many cases 
undoubtedly is questionable. Still I believe that by doing so we have acquired a 
much better comprehension of the flora and have thus been able to make more 
complete thorough collections.… On a trip of this character where the collec-
tion of plants naturally had to come in the second line, the time we could de-
vote to it often was inadequate, and, especially in the interior we have undoubt-
edly missed a good many species. Still I think we have succeeded in getting a 
valuable collection but shall leave that to your judgment.”

He was already hoping that his Alaska findings could be published when he 
returned. “I find the flora very complicated and it shows features of great inter-
est. I hope to work that material up after I get back some time and you may find 
that it warrants a special publication.” He mentioned the visit to Little Diomede 
where they had “obtained a very complete collection of vascular plants as well 
as of lichens and mosses. I find this particular collection the most interesting.”8

To Finnie he wrote on December 12: “As it was understood that our main 
work in Alaska should primarily be to acquaint ourselves with everything of 
importance in the reindeer industry, the time we have been able to spend on 
collections has often been very limited. Still I believe that the collections repre-
sent the largest single one ever made in this country … we have acquired a very 
good insight into the flora of the Alaska reindeer pasture of the different types 
and at the same time secured a valuable scientific collection containing several 
species that I believe are new to Science.”9

Although Erling was incorrect in stating that their collection was the 
largest to come out of Alaska to date, an honour that belonged to the large 
scientific expedition organized by E. H. Harriman of New York City in 1899, 
in Ottawa Malte expressed satisfaction with the botanical work accomplished 
that summer. He told Ostenfeld that the brothers were doing well and had an 
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estimated collection of 5,000 specimens to be shipped from Nome by the first 
steamer of the season. “Not too bad,” he commented happily. The collaboration 
agreement for the Flora of Arctic Canada had been formalized. Thanks to the 
additional material from the young Porsilds, the area to be covered, including 
the Canadian Arctic Archipelago and the arctic region of the North American 
mainland, was extended along the coast of Alaska down the Kotzebue Sound, 
and possibly as far south as Nome.10

Along with the identification of their plant collections, the brothers 
watched reindeer slaughtering activity about eight miles southwest of the camp 
on November 19 and busied themselves making sleds and buying and training 
the dogs for the long trip along the coast. By mid-November they had nine dogs 
coming on well. They attracted a great deal of attention by driving the dogs in 
fan shape in Greenland fashion and by using a Greenland-style harness that 
Bob made from bearded sealskin while Erling worked on their summer report.

All the systems of hitching dogs in Alaska had been tried by geologist 
Ernest de K. Leffingwell during the seven winters he had spent on the north 
coast between 1906 to 1914, and, as always, he was thorough in describing them 
in his U.S. Geology Report in 1919. “The Alaskan Eskimo hitch their dogs in 

Dogteam team being broken to harness, Buckland River, Alaska, 1926 (Photo: AEP, LAC, 
e010933869)
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single line along a central towline,” he said, “but this is an awkward arrange-
ment when there are many dogs. At Nome the dogs are hitched in pairs with 
traces about three feet long. A short line leads from each dog’s collar to the 
towline, so that they are kept in place. In many places in the interior, where the 
trails are narrow, the dogs are hitched tandem, between two long towlines. The 
Greenland Eskimo hitch each dog to the sled with a long trace, so that they are 
spread in fan shape. The leader is allowed a longer trace than the others.”

He found problems with each hitching method, depending on conditions. 
“When the trail is good and the dogs are well trained the tandem method is 
very good, but when one must use the average Eskimo dog it is sometimes dif-
ficult to untangle them after each halt. The same objection applies in less degree 
to the Nome method. In the method used by the Alaskan Eskimo there is the 
least difficulty.… When the trail is crooked, any method in which the dogs 
are strung out is objectionable, for the lead dogs will pull the rear ones against 
obstructions when going around bends. If a hummock is encountered the rear 
dogs in the tandem may be pulled to the ground as they mount over it.” In sum-
mary, he preferred the Nome method for ordinary travel but over rough ice he 
found the fan-shaped Greenland system to be preferable because each dog was 
free to pick his own path. Of all the sleds he had tried, he found the Nome sled 
to be the best.11

Erling said: “All the natives of this generation have adopted the Nome sled 
and most of the white man’s ‘improvements’ on harness and other things. The 
elder generation still know about the old style and are not so sceptical about 
our ways. The Nome ‘collar’ harness I believe is alright for a dog team traveling 
on a beaten trail but on a rough trail I shall always prefer the native harness.”

Snow was late in coming but the Porsilds took the dogs out frequently to 
prepare them for the trail. At the end of November they made a 300-mile trip to 
Kotzebue and the Noatak River to train the team and buy a second one, mak-
ing a total of nineteen dogs in the two teams. While Erling was having a set 
of towlines made for his new team, Bob decided to give up driving Greenland 
style and made a towline for his team too. When they started back, Erling’s 
new team performed well but the snow was bad and it was very slippery on the 
river ice. “The dogs get very tired from slipping back and constantly get ice in 
their feet. I had to stop and remove the ice every ten minutes on the leader. He 
is a fine little dog and I think well worth the $100 I paid for him.” Only one dog 
had cut his hind foot on a broken flask in Kotzebue and did not pull well, but 
their new owner was pleased that he had a good team for the winter trail ahead.
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In his December report, Erling was proud to tell Finnie that since they 
had landed in Alaska, they had travelled about 7,000 miles by riverboat, motor 
launch, mail boat, automobile, railroad, kayak, dog team, and on foot, and they 
were grateful for the hospitality and courtesy they had received on all sides. 
Summarizing the results, he wrote: “On the reindeer industry we have a great 
number of notes, and, I feel confident in saying that we have let no opportunity 
pass to secure information and practical instruction as well. During the round-
ups we have made a point of learning the different parts of the complicated 
trade. Even if we have not gained the skill of the trained reindeer men, we have 
learned enough to ascertain for ourselves if a herd is handled correctly and ef-
ficiently or not.… We hope to be ready to start from here before Christmas in 
order to overtake the mail leaving Kotzebue for Barrow on January 1st.”12

In Ottawa, Finnie was pleased with the first season of their investigation, 
satisfied that the brothers had done a tremendous amount of travelling and 
learned a great deal concerning the care and feeding of reindeer. The Depart-
ment had heard earlier that Carl Lomen had returned to the States after seeing a 
great deal of the Porsilds in Alaska. “Mr. Lomen thinks that they are very much 
impressed with the success of the venture and the great herds of reindeer they 
see there,” Baldwin wrote carefully to Cory, and, to press his advantage, won-
dered if there was anything that they could do at that time to advance the ne-
gotiations for the reindeer sale. But Cory was happy to bide his time and await 
results. Much more information would be needed from the Porsild brothers be-
fore any definite action could be taken on the reindeer purchase for Canada.13
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CHAPTER SIX

COASTAL ALASKA BY DOGSLED

By the third week of December 1926, when the cold had set in hard and the 
whole Buckland valley was hazy from the vapour from the many wood-burn-
ing smokestacks, with the plant collections packed for shipment and all their 
preparations complete, the Porsild brothers were ready to embark on the dif-
ficult and dangerous trek by dog team around the north rim of Alaska that 
Hadwen had warned them not to take in midwinter.

Close to a thousand miles of coastline lay ahead of them before reaching 
the first RCMP post at Herschel Island on the Canadian side of the Internation-
al Boundary. For most of the trip, they would be travelling along a fairly flat 
tundra plain, completely exposed to the punishing winds. They would have to 
cross the mouths of numerous rivers, moving over long low island reefs and 
sandspits formed by deposits of silt, sand, and gravel heaved up by the sea ice. 
They would have to face bitter winds and temperatures such as they had never 
before experienced, and they would test all their Greenland learning and abil-
ities with dog teams and winter travel to reach their final destination at Aklavik 
on the Mackenzie River delta before the spring of 1927.

Listed in their equipment, in addition to a recent edition of Eskimo Dic-
tionary by the Danish linguist and grammarian Samuel Kleinschmidt, were 
the three books undoubtedly given to Erling by Vilhjalmur Stefansson. My Life 
with the Eskimo, by Stefansson, included descriptions of his trips along that 
coast from 1908 to 1912. The Canning River Region by geologist Ernest de K. 
Leffingwell, whose Anglo-American Polar Expedition Stefansson had been in-
vited but been unable to join in 1906, would prove invaluable for his maps of 
the coast to be traversed, and A Winter Circuit, an account by the late Arch-
deacon Stuck of Fort Yukon, who had escorted Stefansson to hospital at the 

///////////////////////////
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end of the Canadian Arctic Expedition and made the same trip along the coast 
some years previously, would also tell them much about what lay ahead.1

They took leave of the supervisor of the Buckland reindeer camp on De-
cember 19 and crossed the Buckland range to Candle where they took 400 lbs 
of mail off their heavily loaded sleds. They reached Kotzebue, where Bob was to 
spend Christmas week, on December 24. Erling had arranged to take a trip up 
the Noatak River with Wheeler, the trapper who had sold him the second dog 
team, to look at the winter range of the Kotzebue and Kivalina reindeer herds. 
The area was rocky and partly timbered, with good-sized spruce growing up to 
a remarkably distinct timberline. Several plants could still be seen due to lack 
of snow cover, but Erling was surprised not to see “a single chunk of reindeer 
moss” in spite of evidence of reindeer having been in the area recently. To his 
regret, they did not see any deer as the herders had moved down to the coast 
for the holidays.

During the Noatak trip, they used a house-sled for camping. The trapper 
had added a light frame, covered with ten-ounce canvas, onto an ordinary 27˝ 
sled to create a 34˝ × 9½́  cigar-shaped tent with one door on the side and an-
other in the rear. A light camp stove used very little wood and heated the tent 
in five minutes. Erling was surprised to find the simple innovation extremely 
comfortable. There was ample room for two men, although some baggage and 
dog food had to be taken out at night. The great advantage was in having a 
ready camp when needed. Back in Kotzebue, a ten-day blizzard delayed the 
brothers’ departure but gave them time to build their own sled shelters.

It was 11 January 1927 before the Porsilds were able to set out from 
Kotzebue. The blizzard was over but it was still blowing hard, the temperature 
about freezing point, and the snow drifting and sloppy. The trail north was 
marked by heavy stakes, driven into the ground the previous fall, and they fol-
lowed it over the icy lagoons and along the open beaches. In some places there 
was too much snow. Erling’s sled was top heavy and at one point it overturned 
and the grub-box contents spilled all over inside. When they camped under a 
bluff overnight, he found his sled was really too small for the new house-tent 
but eventually he was able to make himself reasonably comfortable.

By the time they reached Cape Krustenstern the next day, “The wind was 
so strong that we dared not travel on the clear ice of the lagoon and had to crawl 
around along the snowbank edges. At the promontory the bank was very rocky 
and we had a hard time getting the heavy sleds across the bare rocks.” Erling’s 
sled hit a rock and all the crossboards, made from soft red cedar, were cut half 
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through by the heavy weight over a sharp point. “Then came the six-mile por-
tage. It was even worse.” It was tiring work for the dogs picking their way over 
the snow-and-tussock covered terrain. The dog with the sore paw was played 
out by the end of the day so Erling let it go, hoping it would make its way back 
to its former owner.

They reached Kivalina on January 13 and were glad to exchange their tents 
for a stay at the school, rest the dogs for a day, and repair the damaged sled. 
They had their first meal of mountain sheep and found their fish cache in good 
condition. Rested and back in good order, they spent a calm and easy day trav-
elling along the beach and on a string of lakes and lagoons, but the following 
morning the trail went uphill, taking a slow route to avoid a steep grade to 850´ 
above sea level, and they struck hard going for the dogs along the top. “Some 
time in the fall a cover of sleet has encased the grass straws and made every 
little leaf of grass left to an icicle protruding from the ground.… The whole 
distance is 14 miles but it took us 4½ hours.”

When they reached Port Hope, Erling turned down an offer of the school-
room floor overnight because the judge in Nome had given him an introduc-
tion to the Episcopalian mission. When they got there, the Reverend seemed 
reluctant to offer them hospitality. Eventually he offered them the floor of his 
office and gave them a dish of tomato soup and crackers for their supper. They 
were dog-tired and hungry after fourteen hours without food, so when their 
good host went to bed, Erling went out to his sled and had a hearty meal of quag 
(frozen meat) before laying his sleeping bag down to sleep on the floor. “I be-
lieve that next time I will camp out sooner than bother one of the missionaries 
again,” he said.

They were invited to a native dance down in the village the next night, 
which their host also attended. Stefansson had noted that these affairs were not 
really a dance, as the white men called it, but the most northeasterly variant 
of the British Columbian potlach. “The champion of this coast gave the first 
part and was followed by another man and two women,” said Erling. “There 
were four drummers with fine big drums. The three first dancers conveyed no 
meaning to me at all while the last one was about whaling from the ice. It is a 
curious custom that the men have to wear gloves while they dance. The women 
dance without and were silent and danced with closed eyes. The dance stopped 
at 10.30 and was followed by a prayer joined by everybody in the house.”

Their next fish cache was at Wainwright, about 250 miles northeast of Port 
Hope, so they took enough dog feed for fourteen days. As Bob Porsild later 
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remarked: “Arctic travelers can only go as far as their dogs take them, and so 
feed makes up a large part of any load.… Even though our sleds were heavy 
laden with close to 700 lbs each, we averaged 27 miles a day, the longest single 
day we made 40 miles; measured by an odometer mounted on a bicycle wheel 
behind AE’s sleigh which was read daily and averaged.”2

To lighten their loads on the thirty-six-mile portage over the mountains, a 
dog team was hired to accompany them as far as an abandoned coal mine about 
seventy-five miles away. Travelling was fair until they rounded Cape Beaufort 
on January 21. Named after explorer Captain Beaufort who invented the Beau-
fort Scale of wind velocity, they found the name appropriate. “This place has a 
bad reputation for winds,” Erling said, “and sure enough, two hours after we 
rounded, we ran into a blizzard from north. Simultaneously the temperature 
dropped from a few degrees below zero to 24 below and traveling against the 
wind became unpleasant.… During the 16 years I have lived in the Arctic, I 
have never experienced a wind like this.” Generally in the Arctic the temper-
ature went up as the wind increased, but here it went down as far as 45 degrees 
below Fahrenheit one day and stayed between 25–40 below while the wind was 
blowing 40–50 miles an hour. “Two days we managed to continue but at last the 
wind and the intense cold became too much for the dogs and we were ready to 
dig into a snow bank on the afternoon of the second day when we unexpectedly 
found an inhabited igloo. In this place we were stormbound for ten days.”

There were four families (fifteen people) living in the igloo. They were short 
of provisions and hunting was impossible out on the ice so they were soon all 
out of food and had to depend on the supply of fish the Porsilds carried for the 
dogs. The dogs suffered badly during the storm, and some died or had to be left 
behind later due to frost sores. By the end of a week the dogs had to go without 
food and were getting so weak that when the wind abated slightly the brothers 
decided to make a dash for Wainwright. Fortunately, they were able to buy or 
barter provisions and dog food from native trappers en route, but this was not 
an end to their growing miseries.

“Everybody down in the igloo had had colds,” Erling said: 

I finally got one myself last night and was pretty bad today. I was 
breaking trail and had a hard time in keeping my face thawed. Stopped 
an hour midways … to chop some walrus meat for the dogs. After we 
started again my half leader the little Siberian Rock froze his penis 
very badly. I gave him a piece of reindeer skin on it but was I am afraid 
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Igloo, Cape Simpson near Colville Delta, Alaska, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-101953)

too late. Later my leader too started freezing his penis and flank and 
would not go ahead. At 1 o’clock the wind was pretty bad and we 
stopped at the igloo at Segequaw.… At 3 o’clock the wind was the same 
and we decided to stop here for the night. My cold is of course much 
worse and I feel pretty miserable tonight.… We do not have very good 
luck lately. I hope it may change soon.

Perhaps the words he had heard earlier in the year came back to haunt him then 
as it did a few days later: “I cannot help thinking of old Dr. H[a]rdlicks whom 
I met this summer and who was advocating to pass a law prohibiting anybody 
from traveling in the Arctic during the winter. He said he did not believe that 
anybody who wants to go on a trip like this could be sane and consequently 
ought to be looked after.”

The cold dashed his enthusiasm for collecting. For four days before reach-
ing Icy Cape near Wainwright they travelled along a low sand spit where Ely-
mus, the tall dune grass, a low Oxytropis and a “Pedicularis of P. artica type” 
were the most conspicuous species on protected dunes. In other places beyond 
Wainwright he found Elymus again common in suitable places, along with 
grasses he could not place or species he could not completely identify. He felt 
he should have collected some material but his fingers were too cold and his 
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face, which had recovered from an earlier freeze-up, was so tender that it froze 
again. At Icy Cape, he did collect a large dextral shell for the Museum and later 
learned that the people along the coast knew it well and had seen much larger 
examples.3

Icy Cape was the first location beyond Port Hope where native reindeer 
were herded. The Porsilds learned only that the deer did not increase much and 
the management in Wainwright was incapable of handling the proposition. On 
February 13, stormbound in Ataneq, about twenty miles beyond Wainwright, 
they saw their first reindeer in the north country. A small band of deer had 
become separated from the main herd and had wandered or had been driven 
towards the village, where they were butchered. They appeared to be smaller 
than the average deer seen below and were not in very good condition. Consid-
ering that they were not close-herded in any way, they were very tame, which 
Erling attributed to the bad weather as the deer, as well as caribou, were always 
less scared than when it was fine.

By now the Porsilds had been on the trail for over a month. Erling’s cold 
was no better, and another of Bob’s dogs had died and his team was not doing 
well. They were getting used to having their faces freeze in the headwind, but 
they could not get used to being over-charged for everything everywhere by 
everyone. “I ought to be used to it, but it gets my goat still,” Erling complained, 
“when you see the way we are held up wherever we go. I suppose we are con-
sidered game because we are Government men. $4.50 a day is more than we 
have paid any place in Alaska and the food we eat would be paid for by one dol-
lar apiece.… We have not received much help or hospitality yet that we have not 
had to pay for beyond reason, and still the people act as if they were treating.”

Finally, at 1 p.m. on February 17, they reached Point Barrow. They went 
through the village to the Cape Smythe Whaling and Trading Company to 
check on their fish cache and stopped there. “If we decide to stop for any length 
of time we should try to get a place of our own,” said Erling.

That evening the wind that had been from the north changed round to the 
west. The thermometer rose to 3 degrees Fahrenheit above zero, a blip in the 
chart for it would soon drop down to a perishing 47 below. For the last month 
they had had 20 below twice and all the rest of the time it had been mostly be-
tween 25 to 40 degrees below. The distance they had covered from Kotzebue to 
Point Barrow, as reckoned by Erling’s odometer, was 498 miles. He figured that 
they had travelled twenty days out of the thirty-eight, at an average of twenty-
five miles a day. Of the eighteen days they had stopped, thirteen were caused by 
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bad weather and only five for resting days. They were halfway on their journey 
to Herschel Island on the Canadian side and they and the dogs needed time for 
a real rest. His dogs were all in good condition except for two that had slight 
cuts on their feet and Rock with the frozen penis. Bob’s dogs were in poor shape 
but he hoped they would improve with the stopover.

Erling occupied himself with putting longer runners on his sled. In length-
ening them, he could no longer fit the tent over the top, so he finally discarded 
it as he had already decided that it worked better in a forested area than it did 
along the exposed coast because of frost and condensation on the canvas. “On 
the trip to Noatak River we never had any trouble of this kind although the 
temperature was lower than it is now. I rather doubt if the camp sled is really 
suitable for traveling out of timber. It should have been built specially for the 
purpose and should have been about 2´ longer and the canvas should have been 
double.” He had a native trapper from the coast mark down all the native cabins 
he knew between Barrow and Barter Island.

Before he took the sled out for a trial run, he iced the new runners: “I put 
flour paste and ice on my runners – a very cold job. You take a basin with the 
flour and water and dip your hand into the paste and apply this to the runners. 
During the process you have to be careful not to let your hand freeze to the run-
ner as the skin may come off. The warm palm of the hand makes a smooth sur-
face that later is covered with a varnish of pure ice put on in the same way.” He 
thought it helped the runners to move more easily, especially over hard terrain.

They were surprised to find how many people there were in Barrow. Twenty 
years earlier, Stefansson had noted a winter population of “over four hundred 
Eskimo,” and the village now had a white doctor, nurse, Presbyterian minister 
and wife, school teacher and wife, and two men in charge of the Whaling and 
Trading Company store. Considering the fact that Leffingwell had estimated 
only seven years earlier that there were no more than a dozen permanent white 
dwellers on the north coast of America west of the Mackenzie, this was quite 
a large number, even if their stay in the north would only be temporary. Five 
days after the brothers arrived, they even went to a dinner party at the hospital.

Erling does not mention whether he and Bob met the legendary Charlie 
Brower, the American trader known for his part in saving the officers and crew-
men from the ice-stranded whaling ships in the winter of 1897–98. For fifty 
years afterwards, he was the man that everyone wanted to meet, due to his suc-
cess in organizing emergency housing and food in Point Barrow at that time. 
Brower had scoffed at the Overland Relief Expedition sent up from Cape Prince 
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of Wales under the leadership of Tom Lopp to bring 438 reindeer for the un-
needed relief of the “starving” seamen, but the reindeer expedition was of inter-
est to the Porsilds because it showed that such a drive was possible around the 
coast in winter, and also because the original deer had been left behind to form 
the nucleus of the present-day native companies in that locality.4

They had several talks with native reindeer owners and the District Super-
intendent of the U.S. Bureau of Education who supervised the native-owned 
deer and the recently formed Eskimo Reindeer Company. As predicted, after 
his introduction to the “best herds” and the “best management methods” in Al-
aska, Erling was not impressed with what he saw in the North: “All the reindeer 
in the Point Barrow district are owned and managed by the natives. The lack 
of white initiative and of adequate supervision have caused some of the herds 
to be poorly managed and this may, to some extent, account for the decrease 
in size of the animals. Also the high price of white fox tempts the natives to 
neglect their reindeer. Several herds visited had shown a steady decrease in the 
last few years because the owners devoted most of their time to trapping, and 
depended on the reindeer all winter for dog feed.”5

From Barrow, the Porsilds looked eastward to Herschel Island, a distance 
of about 450 miles. With at least one side trip inland and allowance for delays, 

Runner made smooth with plane before final coating of ice, Pullen Point, Alaska, 1927 (Photo: 
AEP, LAC, e010933871)
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they estimated it would take them about thirty days with no dependable sup-
ply of fresh dog food en route, so they would have to carry the ton of dry fish 
shipped in during the previous summer. Hiring an additional dog team to take 
a load about two hundred miles, they left Barrow March 2 with thirty-three 
dogs and about 2,400 pounds of baggage divided between them. “Tommy packs 
600 lbs of our fish and is taking his wife and a one year old baby along. His wife, 
a fat young woman, sits on the load all the time and with his personal dog feed 
and dunnage his load must be well over 1100 lbs. He has a small sled and 13 
dogs but makes as good speed as I; that is, about 4 miles an hour.”

Tommy started first, with Erling behind him and lastly Bob followed. One 
of Erling’s dogs began to have trouble with his leg. Not long after leaving Bar-
row, Erling noticed that his biggest dog was sick. By Cape Hallett his paw was 
coming off and Erling thought the dog was probably done for and wondered if 
he should shoot him. They found good going on the sea ice, but in sections the 
ice was rough and the surface snow was soft with small drifts made up frost 
crystals. “This kind of snow is very bad on the dog’s feet and they are bleeding 
and sore all of them.”

Bob was having even worse problems with his team. He had bought one 
dog and left another behind in Barrow, but the rest had not recovered enough 
from the earlier trip and he was travelling slowly even though the others had 
lightened his load. On March 9, “Bob left a dog on the trail a few miles from 
camp. It had a swollen leg and simply laid down to die.” Before the next camp 
on March 10, the best of his dogs suddenly died in the harness.

On reaching Beechey Point on March 11, the hired team returned to Bar-
row and Erling was able to trade his big dog for another one in better shape, but 
began to think of continuing on alone to look for some dogs for Bob further 
east. “He has only seven dogs left and they are all played out and can not pull 
the sled to Mackenzie. We first thought of hiring a team, but it will be cheaper 
if we can buy the dogs.” In the end, it was decided that Erling would go on and 
Bob would stay a couple of days and try to get a new team together and catch up 
with him later. There was also a chance that there might be dogs for sale further 
ahead that Erling could buy and bring back for him. They had the news that 
“One of Fred Hobson’s boys died some time ago and his dogs may be for sale.”

Before Erling left, he had a 10' × 8' sail made for his sled to take advantage 
of the wind on the trail, and made a trip to visit a herd of about a thousand rein-
deer owned by a native man who had been too independent to join the newly 
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formed Eskimo Reindeer Company in Barrow. En route, he “tied his dogs to 
Leffingwell’s cairn at Beechey Mound.”

Ernest de K. Leffingwell had worked extensively at mapping this area of 
the north coastline for the U.S. Geological Survey from 1906 to 1912 and had 
used an astonishing variety of markers for his triangulation stations above and 
below ground level. Seven of the stations were simply natural elevations, but for 
the other fifty he had used whatever he had at hand, which included poles, boul-
ders, malted milk bottles filled with stones, an old Caribou antler rack, fish net 
weights, part of an Eskimo blubber lamp, a few twenty-penny nails, a square 
masthead, the vertebral disk of a whale, and one eight-foot cairn.

The geologist-mapmaker thought that Beechey Mound was about sixty feet 
high. Richardson had been the first to describe these Arctic geological features, 
east of the Mackenzie delta, in 1828, he said. In Alaska, “Where the coastal 
plain is wide isolated mounds scattered over the level surface of the tundra are 
common.… Most of these mounds are in the form of gentle domes less than 40 
feet high.… Whatever the character of the material could be ascertained it was 
found to be either coarse gravel or else the usual coastal material of mud, sand, 

 
80 sq. ft sail on sleigh off north 
coast Alaska, 1927 (Photo: AEP, 
LAC, e010933870)
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and small pebbles. On a few mounds there was a capping of silt.” There were, 
he said, three hypotheses as to the origin of these mounds – erosion, glacial 
deposition, or the result of hydraulic pressure – of which he felt the last was the 
most likely. His thoughts about mounds would inspire Erling to make discov-
eries of his own down on the delta.

Leffingwell and Erling Porsild would have had much to debate on the 
subject of reindeer. “Domestic reindeer have for many years thrived in Arctic 
Alaska,” the former said in 1919, “but their number has not grown with the 
demands of the country. There is ample grazing ground for millions of rein-
deer and yet there is a shortage of fresh meat and deerskins. If the white men 
imported animals, this need could be met without in the least interfering with 
the native herds.”6

The question of interference with native reindeer would figure largely in 
the idea of a large herd of Canadian-purchased animals passing through on 
the north coast.

Leaving this to future speculation, with the dogs behind at the cairn on 
Beechey Mound, Erling walked on foot to where the nearest native herd of 
600–800 animals was trekking slowly westward, accompanied by one man 
with two dogs. The deer were very docile and tame and he could walk right in 
and take pictures, but he found them “somewhat poor and undersize. Many are 
white and spotted almost 20%. Remarkably few bulls.… The herd has been kept 
on this ground for too long a time and the ground is overgrazed. They never 
get the chance to go back to the hills where grazing should be much better. 
The owner is keeping them close to his place in order to have the meat near at 
hand and is getting meat for his family as well as for the dogs from the herd. 
The deer has without doubt suffered much from mismanagement and could be 
improved much, I think.”

In his later report to Finnie, Erling used this man to illustrate the need 
for white supervision of the reindeer program: “He had moved his herd east to 
better grazing grounds but had encountered difficulties in getting herders and 
his deer were not doing well. He himself, when his herd was not doing well at 
once lost interest in it and though he was known as a very good reindeer man 
before, the herd suffered sadly from mismanagement. The case of Tarpoq is not 
unique. Similar cases have been met with in other places in Alaska, when an 
Eskimo, though a good reindeer man under the supervision of a white man, 
when left to himself, soon starts to neglect his herd when his increase and prof-
its [are] not up to his expectations.”7
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It is easy to judge in retrospect, yet if Erling Porsild had had any chance 
to change the course of the Canadian Reindeer Project other than giving the 
green light to the Department of the Interior plans, it would have been to have 
presented the case of Alaskan Eskimo reindeer ownership in a more sympa-
thetic light.

With his knowledge of the north, he should have known that Palmer’s fine 
stock production approach was inappropriate for the needs of the Eskimo in-
dividual and community. He must have known that the traditional demands 
and cultural ties of the family conflicted sharply with southern ideas of “good” 
management. He was certainly able to see that the isolation, insecurity, and 
low rewards of reindeer herding made it hard for the individual to resist the 
handsome rewards of white fox trapping. He even recognized the advantage to 
the native owner and his community of keeping the animals close at hand for 
a ready supply of meat in winter even if the deer were not being kept in peak 
condition because of overgrazing.

Perhaps it was too difficult for him to switch his focus from what he had just 
seen in southern Alaska, and from what he felt was expected of him in terms 
of advocating excellence, to suddenly find reasons to support a compromise 
situation. It does not appear that he was basically unsympathetic to the native 
individual or community but that, in the context of reindeer herding, he saw 
them in terms of the job rather than the job in terms of the people.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

TRAVELLING ALONE: AN ACCIDENT 
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

The herd at Beechey Point was Erling Porsild’s last contact with the Alaskan 
reindeer industry until the pasture surveys in the Yukon and Northwest Ter-
ritories had been completed. From now on, once the brothers had set up their 
headquarters at Aklavik on the Mackenzie River delta, their investigation 
would change to one of range and forage analysis and comparison as to suit-
ability, and their only contact with deer would be with the wild caribou instead 
of tame reindeer.

Leaving his brother at Beechey Point to see what arrangements could be 
made to find new dogs for his ailing team, Erling set off alone on 15 March 
1927, hoping that Bob would catch up with him by the time he reached Collin-
son Point. With newly iced runners, the sled was pulling well and he made four 
miles an hour in spite of a heavy load of salmon and grub for the next twenty 
days. At an igloo at Heald Point where he spent the night, the native owner, 
Pausanna, gave him a tip about the runner paste. He told him to use boiled 
flour instead of plain. Erling tried it out next morning. It was so cold that he 
had to go inside a few times when his hands started freezing, but once on the 
trail it seemed to last longer than when made with plain flour.

His next destination was Bullen Point at the cabin of Alfred Hobson, 
brother of the boy who died, in hopes of buying some dogs for Bob, but the 
trapper had no dogs for sale. The man had been ill and in a state of nerves since 
the funeral and was so anxious for company that Erling ended up staying a 
day with him. “I cannot do much for him,” he regretted, “but it may help him 
psychologically.” Another brother arrived from Beechy Point the next day. He 

///////////////////////////
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told Erling that Bob had hoped to come with him but had not been able to get 
ready in time.

Without Bob for company, it seemed that travelling alone for Erling meant 
a lot of stops for human contact. “Stopped at an igloo 9 miles from Flaxman 
and had a cup of tea. After that we sat for a while talking about the poor fox 
catch. Funny enough as we got out of the house we saw a big red fox coming 
down towards the house about 20 yards away. All the men grabbed their guns 
and started shooting but before first shot was fired the fox was far away.”

Further east, Erling stopped at Leffingwell’s old house on Flaxman Island, 
which had been the base for the geologist’s work while exploring and map-
ping the uncharted rivers and coastline for the U.S. Geological Survey. The 
original cabin on this site had been built from the interior woodwork of the 
expedition ship, the Duchess of Redford, after she had become unseaworthy and 
had to be dismantled the winter of 1906–1907. The crew had banked the cabin 
with sod and it had been comfortably warm but “so damp that instruments 
rusted and other articles became covered with mold.” Leffingwell’s party had 
all gone south in 1907 with co-leader Captain Ejnar Mikkelsen, but he had 
stayed on alone until forced to go back also to obtain better equipment. When 
he returned in 1909, “a substantial frame house was built at one end of the old 
cabin, so that the cabin might be used as an entryway.… A storehouse was 
erected about 30 feet from the opposite end of the old house, and joined to it 
by a shed.” Leffingwell was very proud of his new house. “In designing a house 
for the Arctic regions it is desirable to plan to enter the living room through a 
series of compartments so that the changes in temperature will be gradual.” 
He suggested an entry room kept at 0 degrees Fahrenheit, a passageway at 30 
degrees, a workroom at 40 degrees and a living room at 70 degrees. The term 
‘living room’ normally combined kitchen, dining and sleeping area, and he was 
insistent that sleeping bunks should always be placed against interior partitions 
as frost would form between bedding and outer walls.1

A trader called Castell was wintering there with his family. “I wanted to 
go on a few miles more to Brownton Point but could not get away,” Erling said. 
“To-morrow I should make Collinson Point.” At Brownton Point, he stopped to 
see a trapper named Henry Chamberlin. “It delayed me nearly an hour. Later I 
stopped at the mouth of Canning River where a native has his camp. This man 
is a good hunter and has got 29 foxes. I took my grub box in but was not allowed 
to use it and had a lunch of stuff like canned fruit, jam, butter, nice crackers etc. 



717: Travelling Alone: An Accident and Its Consequences

Lost another hour here and it was 6 o’clock when I got into Mr. Jack Smith’s 
place at Collinson Point.”

Erling spent three days in the area of Collinson Point. Somewhere in this 
snow-obscured land to the east or west of the point lay an area which has now 
become famous for the annual arrival of the vast Porcupine caribou herd from 
the Yukon at calving time. It is hard to say if this area would be used for that 
purpose in 1927. During his travels along that coast with Stefansson in 1908–9, 
Rudolph Anderson had noted: “Until a few years ago the coastal plain of Arctic 
Alaska, from Point Barrow to the Mackenzie, was the pasture of vast herds. 
Only an occasional scattered band is now seen.” However, he had also seen that 
“there are places in the interior of Alaska which are more favored. In the south-
ern foothills on the Endicott Mountains, on one of the northern tributaries of 
the Yukon, beyond the ordinary range of the Indians or the white prospectors, 
I saw in 1908 as many as one thousand caribou in a single herd. Further east, 
the caribou are much more plentiful.”2

Had Erling travelled that seacoast route at a more favourable time of the 
year, he might have found much to interest him in terms of reindeer pasturage, 
but as it was, in the depth of snow and bitter cold of winter, he was less inter-
ested in the coastal valley than in the higher land to the south that had a very 
different type of vegetation.

Leaving most of his dogs to rest, he set off for the foothills on March 22 
with borrowed dogs, in company with a hired boy, for a closer look at what he 
could find. Digging down through one to two feet of snow, he was able to take 
a look at the plants in several places. He noted “Saussurea, Saxifraga hircu-
lus, Vaccinium vitis-idaea, Salix reticulata, Carex ? stylosa, Cassiope tetragona, 
and Eutrema Edwardsii” in the low wet tundra before the first hills, leading up 
to a dry browse type with low, prostrate willows and Oxytropis, Luzula, Poa 
and Pedicularis species above, and finally in the highest, driest areas he found 
“Saxifraga tricuspidata, Potentilla emarginata, Bupleurum americanum, Salix 
uva-ursi, and Tofieldia and Arenaria species.” “Very little ‘moss’ if anything,” 
he said. He took a short walk to the low foothills behind the camp on March 
23. “Lichens are more common here but only Cetraria islandica or C. nivalis 
is plentiful. In these hills, I am satisfied there is no possibilities of good moss 
and I think one has to go far back as to the basin behind the coast range to find 
better country.”

When Bob still did not show up by March 24, Erling felt that he had to 
continue on without him. At Barter Island the next day, the wind was right for 
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setting his sail. He felt it made the difference of adding about five or six dogs to 
his team as he did about five miles an hour even over soft snowdrift. Again, his 
travels were slowed by stopping for company. “Stopped for tea at the mouth of 
Jago River where a white trapper lived in a shack dirtier than most of the native 
houses I have passed. Tried to pass up a small village some miles further up but 
the people stopped me in quest of news.”

The trapping season had closed two weeks earlier than usual that year but 
the people up there had not had any news of the change so they were still trap-
ping. “I do not know who is to blame,” Erling said dryly, “but as there is no 
game warden in this district it seems as if the commissioner in Barrow should 
have sent a mail up the line. The commissioner, however, is manager for the 
N.W.T. Co, the largest fur buying concern on this coast, and naturally is inter-
ested in getting as many furs as possible.”

On March 25, he spent the night in an igloo at Humphrey Point. “I could 
not get to bed last night as the people sat up talking to 2 a.m. and consequently 
this morning they did not get up till after 9. I generally do not mind sleeping in 
native houses but this house was almost too much for me. The owner had most 
of his dogs in the house too and I had to share the floor with 7 big pups that all 
night disturbed me by licking my face or pulling my hair and finally went to 
sleep on my chest.” When he got away mid-morning, he set the sail until the 
wind died and had a rough trip to Icy Reef where he stopped at a small village 
on the west end. “The first people I have met on this coast that did not under-
stand any English at all,” he said. “At the same time probably the most hospit-
able I have met. When I came in after having fed my dogs I found them busy 
cooking feed for my dogs.”

While there, Erling noted: 

The old man here told me a lot about seal nets and showed me one and 
demonstrated its use. It is always made of seal line here even in recent 
days but the art of catching seals seems to be mostly practiced by the 
older generation. The nets are about 20 mesh deep and about 25 long, 
mesh 13½ inch line thin as No. 2 cord. Suspended across a crack in the 
ice or sometimes like a hammock under a blowhole. Only seal caught 
is the natseq (phoca hispida)? The knots are tied double. Seals are here 
mostly caught in the spring out on the edge of new ice when a new 
crack is found and new ice is formed a net is set across. The knot used 
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is the ordinary fisherman knot only the end is tied twice around the 
loop instead of once because the seal line gets slippery when wet.

About 1 a.m., the woman of the house went out with a big pot of flour soup 
to feed Erling’s dogs. She explained that she always liked to feed a stranger’s 
dogs when he camped there. He was struck again by her kindness, although he 
found her human mealtime arrangements rather puzzling. “At mealtime every-
body but the son of the house went over to eat at the neighbours and left us to 
eat alone. I tried to find out if that was a sort of courtesy but the boy evaded my 
question saying that they often did so. I have still salmon for 3 or 4 days and 
made a great hit by giving them a few salmon. The old man has eaten salmon 
once when a boy and the woman never. I did not get to bed till two o’clock here 
either.” Before leaving, he was presented with a caribou tongue from the old 
woman and a brand new case for his snow-glasses from the boy. “I was quite 
touched and felt utterly poor myself having nothing to give in return except for 
a few cans of corned beef (that I know the natives do not care for, because it is 
too salty).”

Two days after leaving them, on 28 March 1927 Erling reached Demarca-
tion Point where the Whaling and Trading Company had its last Alaska out-
post. Another three and a half miles took him to the U.S./Canada border where 
he stopped to take pictures of the Canadian monument at the request of Mr. 
J. D. Craig of the International Boundary Commission. “The monument was in 
good shape. I dug out the concrete foundation that was drifted over with snow. 
There is one crack in the concrete on the south side and the upper section of the 
body is slightly loose.”

After one hour of taking photographs, Erling’s ten months in Alaska came 
to an end as he crossed the International Boundary Line into Canada. As he 
headed for Herschel Island, the famed Arctic destination of many an old whal-
ing captain, he was anxious now to get a message to Finnie with the results of 
the Alaskan investigation.

This should have been a time when he looked back with satisfaction at what 
he had accomplished in Alaska and looked forward with some degree of pleas-
ure at the thought of arriving at his first Arctic station on the Yukon side of 
the line. Unfortunately, around this time he “hurt himself lifting on the heavy 
sleigh” and was “bothered a good deal since.” It would take him two more days 
of discomfort before he could reach the first settlement along the coast. He ar-
rived at Herschel Island on March 30, where he discovered that he could not 
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Marker at U.S./Canada 
international boundary, 141st 
meridian, 1927 (Photo: AEP, 
LAC, e010933872)

send a report to Finnie because the wireless service had been discontinued. 
“To do so was one of my main reasons for leaving Bob and go on alone,” he 
lamented.

He gladly accepted an invitation to stay at the RCMP quarters, and re-
treated to bed as soon as possible. Erling confessed: “I felt kind of bad all day 
and in the evening found I had a temperature of 104 so deemed it best to take 
to bed till it got better.” The officers soon became alarmed when they saw that 
he appeared to be very ill.

After two days of rest he was no better and it was obvious that he needed 
medical attention. The nearest hospital was a week’s journey to the south and 
Erling could not make the trip on his own. Given no choice, Inspector Caulkin 
detailed Constable Tyack to drive their none-too-happy patient on his sled to 
the Anglican Mission Hospital in Aklavik. They followed the coast to Shingle 
Point where the Hudson’s Bay factor, Mr. A. A. Carroll, gave Erling “a bandage 
that helped me a lot, also a hyperdermic syringe in case I shall have to make an 
operation on myself before we get to Aklavik.”
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There is no sign of complaint in Erling’s notes about the long and what 
must have been painful journey over uneven terrain. Because Aklavik was situ-
ated on the southwest side of the Mackenzie River delta, it was not necessary for 
the party to navigate the hundred-mile maze of islands and channels to the east 
and southeast of Herschel Island, but, en route, they crossed a series of lakes, 
lagoons and marshes and Erling merely noted “the amazing quickness with 
which this type of vegetation changes from high arctic into boreal or transit 
near the big river.”

Fortunately, they reached the police barracks in Aklavik on April 9 with-
out incident. The next day the doctor confirmed the diagnosis of a severe hernia 
from lifting the sled. “Too bad,” Erling complained. “I really have no time to 
stay in hospital. Dr. Cook thinks operation not necessary and that I shall be in 
shape to continue travelling after one week.… Went to the Anglican Hospital 
in the afternoon and started serving my time.”

Bob arrived to visit him the next day, having finally been able to get a better 
team together at Beechey Point. Another visitor to the hospital was the Hud-
son’s Bay manager who thought there might be a chance for them to rent a 
house from him at the end of the month.

Carroll, HBC manager, and RCMP Constable Tyack from Herschel Island, Shingle Point, 
Yukon, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-101956)
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All Saints Hospital, Aklavik, NWT, 1930 (Photo: R. Finnie, LAC, e010933896)

A week and then a month passed and Erling’s condition still did not im-
prove, so eventually he was forced to undergo surgery. By May 21 he could write 
in his journal: “Am still in hospital but have been up a few hours the last three 
days and am scheduled to leave on Monday. (It seems to clear up fine and the 
Doctor is most enthusiastic.) Bob has been up the river about 8 miles from here 
the last week and is busy cutting wood for next winter. I have been busy mak-
ing requisitions for next year and am wiring it out Monday. Spring is here now. 
There are open leads along the banks of the river and the ice may go out in the 
next two weeks time.… Ducks and geese and some cranes are passing every 
day. The first willows are in bloom.”

Erling left the hospital on May 24 and went upriver to Bob’s camp. Too 
weak to do much work, he took a holiday and studied wildlife with field glasses 
and a gun. With the Alaskan reindeer investigation behind them, from this 
time he began to make general bird and mammal observations that were to 
form the basis of his later publications on the wildlife of the Mackenzie River 
Delta.

Life in the newly ice-free delta lakes was interesting. Numerous ducks were 
passing. Bonaparte and herring gulls were frequently observed. The snow was 
still frozen near the ground but the vegetation was coming along fast. At their 
camp, Erling saw patches of a twenty-foot willow standing in three feet of snow 
and flowering, the only flower observed, and noted that all the catkins were 
blooming on the south side only. Growing stronger each day, he made notes of 
natural history interest, watching the many mice around the camp, especially a 
short-tailed species fond of fresh moss and wet Cetraria lichen.
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It was ‘ratting’ time in the delta, when everyone was out hunting muskrats, 
which he noticed were evasive by day but easily approached at night. He thought 
they fed on rhizomes and stolons of Menyanthes, Sparganium, or Carex, but the 
contents of an opened stomach were too finely masticated to be determined. He 
and Bob hunted muskrats for the dogs, each rat yielding about 2–3 pounds, and 
later traded the skins for meat. “We need meat badly for the dogs. They have 
been subsisting for two months now on rice and oats and are getting sick, prob-
ably scurvy.” From now on, much of their time would be spent in providing 
food for them, which partly accounted for Erling’s decision to collect bird and 
mammal specimens and add scientific interest to the hunt, although he would 
need more arsenic in order to preserve specimens for Anderson at the Museum.

They decided to return to Aklavik on May 28 when Bob had finished cut-
ting wood. The ice was beginning to break up on the river. “I am still too weak 
to do much work,” Erling said, “but want to do some.… Started breaking the 
camp in the evening. Had lots of difficulties getting the dogs down the steep cut 
bank into the canoe. The open lead between ice and bank is getting dangerous 
for a canoe, as bottom ice is coming up all the time. Going back we took a load 
of rafters to be used at the main camp. Pretty heavy load with the canoe on top. 
All 17 dogs lined up made quite a show.” The ice in the river started moving at 
11 p.m. on June 1, jamming into the Aklavik side while the whole village was 
out ratting. By the next evening, the river was completely clear.

Bob and Erling Porsild at Peel Channel camp, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933873)
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As spring was late that year, Erling’s stay in hospital had not delayed their 
work appreciably. With the ice gone, the brothers now planned a canoe trip 
to make a thorough reconnaissance of the country lying east from the delta 
to where Anderson River flowed into Liverpool Bay. The first step would be to 
search for a portage into Eskimo Lakes, known locally as ‘Husky Lakes,’ being 
the string of water bodies that almost connected Liverpool Bay with the delta. 
This would add the aspect of mapping to their work as they felt, incorrectly as 
it turned out, that much of the terrain through which they would be travelling 
was unknown and un-surveyed. In fact, the portage via Gull River, Campbell 
and Sitidgi Lakes had been mapped and/or surveyed by Father Emile Petitot 
in 1869, Count de Sainville in 1898, and A. H. Harrison in 1908, but lacking 
that information they were keen to set out and explore the new territory for 
themselves.3

On June 7, just before leaving Aklavik, Erling collected his first plants of 
the year (Arctostaphylos, Alnus, Salix, Anemone richardsonii, Stellaria longipes, 
Caltha palustris, Petasites, and Ribes) in bloom in the snow. Three days later, 
they loaded the canoe with tent, supplies, guns and, plant presses and headed 
upriver for the junction with the East Branch.

The vegetation was ahead of Aklavik and was already green with many 
flowers, including a beautiful blue lupine adorning the dry cutbanks. Aspen 
and balsam poplar were common but no birch or tamarack were to be seen. 
They turned at the fork of the East Branch on June 14, continuing north to Gull 
Lake River, where they found a small lake close to limestone hills and collected 
and surveyed all day. The hills extended far to the northeast, while the Rich-
ardson Mountains to the west were quite clear. Gull and Campbell Lakes were 
visible to the southeast. No game was observed but they noticed many birds 
nesting and even collected butterflies.

The following day Erling went downriver to investigate several smaller 
lakes, noting not only the difference in the flora but again the remarkable ab-
sence of game. The Porsilds were later to discover that the whole area had been 
decimated by hunters supplying the whaling ships east of the delta from the 
late 1800s to less than twenty years previously. “This should be typical moose 
country,” he puzzled. “Not even ptarmigan or grouse. Only land animals seen 
so far are mice. Saw one muskrat. Whole result of today’s hunting was one mal-
lard and two teals – not much for two hungry men and a dog.”4

He had already had one unhappy encounter with a muskrat that he knew 
enough not to repeat. “Killed a muskrat for Junior last night. Thought him dead 
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and was not looking when I grabbed him. He was not dead however and took a 
good bite at my wrist where he cut one of the big arteries before I could shake 
him off. I knew you should never take a rat except by the tail but I thought the 
fellow entirely gone. It was bleeding badly but a light bandage stopped bleeding 
at once.”

On June 16, they continued upstream to Campbell Lake where they met 
fog, flooded willow swamps, and a channel blocked with ice. There was noth-
ing for it but to drag the canoe over the ice and through the willows and set up 
camp on a rocky beach at the base of a limestone promontory.

By noon the next day, it was clear enough for Erling to climb up and follow 
the ridge to make a survey. Travelling over a rolling plateau covered with dense 
alder and willow brush intermixed with spruce and tamarack, he saw evidence 
of serious fire damage, warning of problems to come for reindeer pasturage 
in the area. “All this country has been burned probably 50 years or more ago. 
Once this was a dense spruce forest of which the burned and charred trunks 
and stumps bear evidence.… The hillsides undoubtedly were covered with li-
chens before, now the brush [mainly heath family] is becoming too thick for 
the lichens and no extensive patches were noticed.” From a tall spruce he could 
see two small lakes and a larger ice-covered one some ten to fifteen miles away 
that he took to be Sitidgi Lake. He took bearings, observations for latitude and 
time, and collected a few shell fossils before getting back to camp at 11:15 p.m.

Meanwhile, Bob had collected and pressed plants from the surrounding 
muskeg and overhauled the engine that had troubled them from the beginning 
of the trip. Battling with engine and ice, they continued to explore the lake and 
surrounding country, taking frequent bearings and trying to find the portage 
that they had seen was ice-bound. On June 20, they found a small, deep, very 
crooked river leading in the right direction. Tracking over a shallow rapid, they 
then encountered bad log jams. They had lost their axe and it was a hard and 
sometimes next to impossible job to break the jams by hand.

The creek grew very narrow. With a great deal of hard work, they finally 
reached the two lakes seen earlier, and, after an overnight camp, they set out 
on foot in hopes of reaching the shore of Sitidgi Lake. Two hours later, having 
skirted smaller lakes and a swamp, they were stopped on the banks of a small 
deep river fringed by tall white spruce. From one of these, Erling could see the 
lake about five miles to the east and thought it might be possible to make a por-
tage from Eskimo Lakes by canoe in the fall.
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Before going back, he tied a torn piece of cloth to a spruce that could eas-
ily be seen from the opposite direction. For the present, he had seen enough to 
conclude that this was excellent winter reindeer country, with snow cover no 
higher than two feet. “As a whole about 9/10 of the land has 100% forage value. 
On the higher plain there is good lichen range and except where the timber is 
too thick the ground birch and other browse is available.” Interestingly, they 
saw recent caribou droppings on their way back.

“Returning to camp,” he said, “the mosquitoes came up from the swamp in 
clouds. Travelling against the sun it looked like a thin haze so thick were they 
over the ground. In the middle of a swamp, with no clear water at all we found 
a swan’s nest. It was about 4 f. diameter built up about 2 f. over the swamp tufts 
of moss (Sphagnum mostly). The male left first before we saw the nest and the 
female when we approached. In the nest was 6 large uniform grey eggs – 4 × 2¾ 
inch – in state of far advanced incubation.” Earlier in the day they had found an 
old-squaw’s nest with nine eggs and two Lapland longspur nests, one with two 
eggs hatched that day.

They broke camp on June 22 in no mood to dawdle while fighting the re-
lentless mosquitoes. Still coping with more engine problems and navigating 
the unmarked channels of the river, they reached Aklavik at 8 a.m. on June 24, 

Typical muskeg on portage Campbell – Eskimo Lakes, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, 
e010933874)
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satisfied that they had found their way through the maze of unmarked chan-
nels, lakes, rivers and creeks to their portage, however difficult it might be to 
use in the fall. What was even more important was that they had seen grazing 
land for reindeer equal to or better than any seen in Alaska. They had made a 
good collection of plants and lichens and “numerous notes of general scientific 
value, supported by samples and specimens.” Despite the setbacks with Erling’s 
health problems, their work in the Delta had had a good beginning.5
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CHAPTER EIGHT

MAIL TIME IN AKLAVIK

The Porsild brothers were not to get much sleep on the day they returned to 
Aklavik. Mid-June to mid-July was the time of the annual fishing event for 
the people of the delta. They came upriver to fish for herring, whitefish, and 
‘inconnu,’ Father Petitot had noted many years earlier. “The whole waterfront 
is covered with tents and dogs,” Erling said. “Besides our own 17 there is about 
a score more belonging to the owners of a schooner beached below our place. 
Dogs are breaking loose all the time and as soon as a dog runs about loose the 
whole bunch of them – there must be several hundred – begin to raise hell. 
About 2 p.m. I gave up the idea of sleep and started on clearing up after the 
trip.”

It was Rudolph Anderson, in his 1914 natural history report in Stefans-
son’s My Life with the Eskimo, who had said that fish probably played a more 
important part than anything else in the domestic economy of the Eskimo of 
the western Arctic coast. The delta was pre-eminently a fish country, with fish 
being the staple food throughout the year. The common method of fishing was 
by gill-nets, usually 2½˝ mesh, 5–6́  deep, and 100´ long, that were set along the 
shore or across the mouths of rivers and creeks, rigged with sinkers and floats, 
and set from a kayak or shoved out into the water with a very long pole made of 
driftwood sticks spliced together.

Once back in the village, Bob began getting fish nets in place so that they 
would have food for the dogs. “The point right below our house is a good ‘fish 
place’ but there are so many schooners and nets out that it is of little use to try 
here.” Erling looked after the plants from the trip and took a few out of the press 
that were already dry. “Rest of day occupied with different domestic duties,” he 
complained. “These things take too much of our time.” Fortunately, the mail 

///////////////////////////
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boat was delayed because of the late spring, for there would be much official 
work to do when the Distributor arrived with letters that would need an urgent 
reply before they were again cut off from the outside world.

They were now involved in a strange affair with the RCMP. On their way 
back to Aklavik, they had met a white man rowing a small empty canoe, and 
about a quarter-mile behind him was what they thought was his Indian wife 
with a big canoe and outfit. They had stopped to talk to him for a few min-
utes but left soon after as he did not seem very communicative. A few hundred 
yards away from him, Bob heard a splash in the water behind their canoe and 
saw what he thought resembled the splash of a rifle bullet, but at the time he 
ascribed it to a jackfish. “When we came back we heard that this man had run 
away with an Indian’s wife and that the Police had been called into action by 
the husband and had left this morning in pursuit of the fugitives accompanied 
by Corporal Belcher and the Police interpreter, who is reported to have said be-
fore leaving ‘that he was going to clean his gun anyhow.’ The offender, ‘Shorty,’ 
is said to be crazy and ready to shoot.” In fact, when he heard the story, Bob 
was convinced that what he had heard had been the man firing a bullet after 
them. Unfortunately, he mentioned the episode to someone, to his brother’s 
annoyance, and when the Corporal came back, declaring that the fugitive was 
not in the delta, Bob was called on to give evidence. All he could say was that 

Eskimo schooners, Aklavik, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-172817)
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he did not know the man they met by name so he did not know if he was the 
one the police wanted. The only thing he could be certain about was that there 
had been a splash.

This odd business should have ended there but, whether or not it was in any 
way connected, the brothers were surprised to find that the RCMP in Aklavik 
suddenly became very officious with them. In the evening after the testimony, 
the Inspector took occasion to ‘check’ Bob for using a Greenland whip. “It was 
dangerous for passersby,” he said. This was the same Inspector Caulkin who 
had been so kind to Erling when he was ill at Herschel Island, so it came as a 
further shock later that same evening when he sent word with the Corporal that 
he wanted to see Erling at his house, if it was convenient.

“I wondered if this is the custom in this country to send for a man you want 
to see,” said Erling, 

… but came over at once. The Inspector wanted to explain that he was 
not trying to be officious at all but thought the checking necessary and 
hoped it to be taken in good part. Also he wanted to inform me that 
I had been incorrect in not showing what permits and licenses I was 
holding. Though I was under the impression going by the text of the 
permits that say ‘to be produced on demand by any Game Warden or 
Police Officer’ it had been my intention to bring them to the Inspector 
and had them lying in top of my trunk when I arrived at Herschel Is-
land. My subsequent sickness however, made me forget all about them. 
I was very much surprised by the present attitude of the Inspector. I 
had been under the impression that our standing with Police was the 
best possible and am certainly not aware of any misconduct on our 
part.… We have received much help and hospitality from the police 
especially when we first came here. I very much appreciated this and 
first thing I did after leaving hospital was to tell the inspector so.

On 28 June 1927, they received a worried telegram from Ottawa. Finnie had 
learned of Erling’s operation through an alarmist dispatch in the Edmonton 
Journal to the effect that his agent had undergone an operation and unless com-
pletely recovered would have to go out on the first steamer. He wired Aklavik 
for details at once, adding that he expected a full report of their investigation 
to date by the first boat, also all details of what they proposed to investigate for 
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the next twelve months. Erling replied immediately with details of his illness, 
adding by way of reassurance: 

Operation not serious and recovery complete stop/ Should 
have informed you at once but thought case too insignificant 
first to bother stop/ Only slight changes in plans caused by 
sickness and no serious delays in our work stop/ Just back from 
fifteen day canoe trip to inland east of delta stop/ Have full 
reports of past work and outlines work ready for mail boat. 1

It was midnight on July 9 before the first boat finally arrived in Aklavik. Mail, 
which for the Porsilds went back almost a year and a half, was distributed at 4 
a.m. and Erling worked night and day to answer the most important official 
and private letters before the Distributor departed on June 12. “Our spare parts 
did not come in, also a very important ms. sent through Mr. Finnie is not in the 
mail.… Wrote again all night,” he said. “Delivered what was ready at 12 p.m. 
last night and continued until the second whistle of the boat.”

One of Erling’s letters went to Rudolph Anderson at the Museum, thank-
ing him for the latest news from outside, which included Lindbergh’s historic 
flight across the Atlantic in May and other long-distance attempts that had 

S.S. “Distributor,” Aklavik, NWT, n.d. (Photo: R. Finnie, LAC, PA-203572)
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failed. “I have never in all the years I have lived in the North felt so utterly out 
of everything,” he said. “You never get anything over the wireless. I don’t quite 
understand why.” He apologized that he had not yet collected any animal speci-
mens for the Museum and asked for more arsenic as most of their supply was 
lost in transit from Alaska. Although he thought that the areas they had man-
aged to visit in spring excelled anything they had seen in Alaska, he worried 
that there would be time to do everything they hoped to accomplish.

“This is a fine country,” he said, “but a very hard country to do anything in 
unless you are absolutely independent. It seems it is easier and cheaper to get 
white than native help. There is such an awful lot to do and it seems a pity that 
much time, that could be used to better advantage, has to be spent fishing or 
cutting or [hauling] wood because you cannot get anybody to do it.”2

To Finnie, he sent his summary of their Alaska investigation:

The main object with our trip to Alaska, I understand, was to find out 
what conditions in general were required for reindeer in order later to 
ascertain if similar conditions were found on the Canadian side, so 
that it would be justified to expect that reindeer, if introduced, might 
find the country suitable and the industry meet with an ultimate suc-
cess such as has been the case in most places in Alaska.

This important part, I believe … we may now say that we under-
stand thoroughly, but besides this we have also been able to give atten-
tion to other questions of vital importance to the sound growth of the 
industry, such as, 1) why the reindeer industry in Alaska had an excep-
tional good chance to become a success when started more than thirty 
years ago, 2) the effect of the reindeer industry on the country, and 
3) on the population, 4) the failure of the U.S. Government through 
the Bureau of Education to maintain the reindeer for the natives or 
aborigines of the country and to have control over the deer, 5) the 
commercializing of the reindeer industry and its present difficulties 
and failure and probable ultimate success, 6) the aborigines of Alaska 
as live stock owners, 7) the work of the U.S. Bureau of Biology and 8) 
the probable future of the reindeer in Alaska. All these questions will 
sooner or later arrive in this country, if parts of it are to be stocked 
with reindeer, and I am satisfied that through finishing our work in 
Alaska a very important part of our task is done.
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Regarding future plans to assess reindeer forage availability, Erling realized that 
they were looking at an area of 20,000 square miles to be covered in the spring 
and summer of 1927, of which a mere 300–400 miles were traversed in their 
recent canoe trip. He felt they would be handicapped by lack of transportation 
facilities and by a sparse population that, due to high fur prices, was generally 
unwilling to work for wages as guides and crews. By the middle of July, the ice 
should have gone out along the Arctic coast. As soon as possible, they would 
leave the dogs with a man fishing in Kittigazuit and make a survey of Rich-
ards Island and Kittigazuit before investigating the seacoast to the east as far as 
Liverpool Bay. If time permitted, a canoe trip up the Anderson River would be 
made. They would make a reconnaissance of Eskimo and Sitidgi Lakes, cover-
ing the land north and south of the lakes on foot and by canoe. By the end of 
September, they should be back in the delta. In winter, the same area could be 
traversed by dog team. As for their pasture reconnaissance in 1928, the best 
area appeared to be around Great Bear Lake but plans were still in the making.3

It would be the middle of August before Erling’s reports reached Ottawa, 
but they undoubtedly met with approval in the North West Territories and 
Yukon Branch of the Department of the Interior. His important points to con-
sider concerning the reindeer industry in Alaska and for future development 
domestically were underlined in an internal memo from W.H.B. Hoare to Fin-
nie on August 16 with the comment that a knowledge of these important ques-
tions beforehand should secure against failure when the reindeer industry was 
begun in our Northwest. Yet in this and later official reports, there is no clue 
to the reasons Erling would give for the successful establishment of reindeer 
in Alaska or the real effects of the industry on the native population. It could 
be expected that he would deal negatively with native ownership and the Bur-
eau of Education, positively with the large white-controlled corporations, the 
Bureau of Biology and the future of the industry in Alaska, as coloured by the 
influence of Palmer and white owners such as Williams and the Lomen family. 
There is nothing anywhere to indicate that the young Porsilds had any inkling 
of the problems facing the industry or of the disasters to come. It is possible that 
no one at that time could have predicted the imminent crash in the reindeer 
business in Alaska. It is also possible that the brothers discussed these matters 
between themselves and admitted to reservations in private, but Erling pre-
ferred to present an optimistic picture in public, avoiding anything that might 
reflect adversely on himself, his investigation, or the high hopes of Finnie and 
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the officials of the Department of the Interior for the introduction of a prosper-
ous reindeer industry into Canada’s Northland.

From the National Herbarium, there were two letters from Malte, who 
was hoping to receive the Alaskan collections during the summer and asked 
if they would collect seeds of Papaver nudicaule for Dr. Ljungdahl of Sweden. 
The Chief Botanist was looking forward to his first trip to the Arctic, travelling 
as part of the Canadian Arctic Expedition on the S.S. Beothic. He had already 
written to Ostenfeld: “The ship will leave Sydney, Nova Scotia, about the 15th 
of July, touching at Godhavn first. I have already sent Porsild a wireless from 
Pittsburgh announcing my coming to see him and warning him: ‘Please be 
prepared for a hot time,’ to which the radio operator added: ‘This, I take it, 
is figuratively speaking?’” To the Porsild sons, he added the information that 
the radio message “was picked up in England, among other places, where they 
thought it sufficiently funny to be printed in the newspapers.”

The first stop for the Beothic would be at Disko Island, Malte said, and he 
was looking forward with great pleasure to seeing their father and mother. “I 
am taking a couple of boxes of fruit of some kinds that do not grow in Green-
land to your father.… Rest assured that I shall not forget to tell about your Al-
aska collections.… It is certainly a both imposing and interesting list of plants 
which you and your brother have managed to collect.… I surely appreciate your 
work.”

He thought it would interest Erling to know that the Department had 
made final arrangements with Ostenfeld a short time before to cooperate in the 
preparation of the Flora of Arctic Canada, including the whole Arctic section 
of Canada from Ellesmere Island down to the tree-line. “With the collections 
we already have from the Arctic, including Mr. Soper’s collections from Baffin 
Land, with the material from the Thule Expeditions in Copenhagen which are 
not yet worked up, with the collections I expect to make the coming summer 
and with the contributions from you and your brother we should have ample 
material for a flora of the type proposed. Incidentally and confidentially, I feel 
sure that you will be able to add a lot of records to those found in the Report of 
the Canadian Arctic Expedition, which were based on Johansen’s apparently 
rather erratic collections.”4

As Malte was leaving Ottawa for the summer, Erling did not need to answer 
by return mail. In any case, he needed a little time in order to reply carefully. 
He had received a great deal of help from Ostenfeld in Denmark. He was deeply 
indebted to Malte for the reindeer job recommendation. Yet it must have struck 
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him forcibly on reading Malte’s letter that the ambitions of his sponsors for 
the Flora of Arctic Canada could very well clash with his own hopes for future 
work on the collections that he and his brother were making in the northwest.

On July 15, just before the brothers set out on their summer reconnais-
sance on the coast, Erling sat down to reply. He was delighted, he said, that 
Malte was going to have a look at the Arctic himself and would be able to stop 
in Godhavn. “I am sure they shall enjoy your visit. It is too bad that the boat 
only stops a day or so. I wish I could go myself.” Regarding their collections in 
the Northwest, he said: “I sent a carbon of the Alaska catalogue to father, but 
all the comment he gives is, that he can see ‘that we are not acquainted with the 
western types yet.’ He spent lots of time this winter making us a sort of field 
key to the arctic and boreal part of the flora of this continent. As he shall know 
from my wire by now, something happened to the parcel in transit, for we have 
not received it, whereas the accompanying letter was received. I am sure he 
shall be just as sorry as we are.”

About the Flora, he said carefully: “Of course I am also glad to hear of 
the arrangements with Ostenfeld. That sure will be some job before you get 
through with it and I do hope that it may take so long that I shall have a chance 
to work up our collections first.”

As to their own news, they had recently made a nice little collection re-
cently from a canoe trip to the country east of the delta. “Coming from the 
delta it was just as dropping into an all together different flora that scarcely 
had any types in common. It was rather early in the season; June 10–25, and we 
only noticed about 150 species of vascular plants.” Still it was surprising that, 
although the season was very late this year, they had found about 33 per cent of 
the plants in flower and even a few in fruit.

“Very unfortunate it is that in the very best of the short season we have had 
to devote nearly three weeks to trivial duties as hauling of wood for next winter, 
fishing (it is impossible to hire a native) and to office work (mostly red tape). 
Lately we have been trying to make a deal about a boat for this and next sum-
mer’s work, and we have been delayed nearly ten days waiting for approbation 
from the Department. Finally the deal went through yesterday, and now we 
are busy making everything ship-shape, and hope to leave for the coast tomor-
row.” Elaborating on the extent of the area they would be covering that sum-
mer, Erling added: “so you see we shall be able to cover lots of ground, so better 
consider an order for a new set of herbarium cases.”5
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The Herbarium would indeed be in need of new cases before that summer 
was over. About the time that Erling wrote to him from Aklavik, Malte had left 
his field assistant Watson to continue collecting in the area of St. Leonard, New 
Brunswick, and boarded the S.S. Beothic in North Sydney, Nova Scotia, where 
he was to share a cabin with none other than the celebrated Canadian artist 
A. Y. Jackson and share meals with a young doctor who would later become 
famous and knighted as Sir Frederick Banting for his discovery of insulin. He 
would write of the trip more seriously to his botanical colleagues, but to young 
Watson he sent a merry version of his great Arctic adventure.

“Five minutes after the Beothic left the wharf at North Sydney,” he said, 

… a number of us threw overboard that symbol of social slavery 
called collar, and from that moment everybody was free and easy – 
and happy, thanking the Lord for at least a pro tem delivery from the 
shackles of conventionalism. The crossing from Nova Scotia to Disco 
in Greenland took a week. It was foggy most of the time, with for a 
while a sea that made the ship roll at least 30 degrees, sufficiently to 
make trunks, grips, and other loose things slide back and forth from 
one side of the cabin to the other for hours. If you think I got seasick 
you are mistaken. No, sir, four meals a day regularly, and a nightcap or 
two with relish every night. When we came to Disco, the whole popu-
lation was excited; the Eskimisses had donned all their picturesque 
finery and the male natives wore a grin about a foot across. I met of 
course my old friend, Dr. Porsild who, contrary to all so-called decent 
rules of etiquette, treated me to Swedish Punch – a powerful and lovely 
liquor – long before lunch time. I could not possibly tell all that hap-
pened at Disco; suffice it to say that when the day was over, it was not 
the reflection from the midnight sun alone that made our faces look 
so radiant.

They saw little ice until reaching Baffin Island when they “got plenty of it, and 
had it with us all the time until we came back down to Hudson strait.” Their 
most anxious moment was off the Bache peninsula on Ellesmere Island where 
they were caught in pack-ice, varying in thickness from five to thirty feet, until 
the shifting tide and current released them “and, believe me, everybody drew 
a long, long breath of relief when we got out.… The only other time we were 
in danger of losing out against the ice was at Beechey Island, on the southwest 
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corner of Devon Island. Here we had to seek shelter against a gale in Erebus 
Bay – where Franklin wintered – and had to stay for about two days, with an 
immense ice-field drifting past the mouth of the bay and partly into the bay 
itself.” Once out of the bay, they tried in vain to find a lead in the ice to reach 
Melville Island. “Nothing doing. After a couple of days of cruising up and down 
between Devon island and Cornwallis Island we had to acknowledge defeat and 
steer homeward, with, of course, the compasses as steady as drunken sailors.”

In spite of the ice, the Beothic was able to call at fourteen stations in the 
Canadian Eastern Arctic, including North Devon, Ellesmere, North Somerset, 
and Baffin Islands and Hudson Strait, Quebec. With only a total of seventy-four 
hours ashore, Malte managed to collect over four thousand herbarium sheets in 
the immediate vicinity of the various RCMP posts, finding several species that 
had never been recorded for the archipelago. He told Watson that if he were to 
tell him everything about his Arctic trip, he would never finish his letter, but he 
ended with “One more thing. If you ask me which plant I found most lovely up 
there, I would be put up against it, but probably my choice would be Saxifraga 

S.S. “Beothic,” Eastern Arctic Patrol, Godhavn, Greenland, 1927. L to R: Dr. M. P. Porsild, Miss 
A. I. “Tulle” Porsild (daughter), Dr. F. H. Stringer, RCMP Inspector C. E. Wilcox, Governor 
P. R. Rosenthal, Dr. M. O. Malte, Captains L. D. Morin and E. Falk (Photo: R. Finnie, LAC, 
e010933898) 
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flagellaris, of which I saw an association numbering easily 1,000 individuals, 
crowded on a space about as large as the Herbarium room at the Museum.”6

It was December 2 before he wrote to tell Ostenfeld of the success of his 
trip north, attributing a lot of his good collection results to a new method rec-
ommended to him by Professor Fernald, who was used to handling plant col-
lecting in difficult situations. Malte had used an old potato sack as a vasculum 
and wrapped each individual collection in paper before dumping it into the 
sack. For pressing, he had placed his collected plants between corrugated card-
boards instead of the traditional felt separators, then stacked the boards and 
strapped them into a pile about a metre high and put them to dry on the grating 
over the boilers (known as fiddley ladders) in the ship’s engine room. He was 
delighted with the results of this new technique as the colours of flowers and 
foliage were well preserved.7

By return on 3 January 1928, Ostenfeld congratulated Malte on his achieve-
ments. “They show how much there is to be found and how scanty our know-
ledge of these regions still is. Now I think that the Barren Grounds and the 
central and western arctic islands remain to be botanically explored.”8
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CHAPTER NINE

SCHOONER TRAVEL ON THE ARCTIC 
COAST

The Porsilds were anxious to get on with their 1927 pasture reconnaissance. 
“Since the Distributor left on Tuesday we have been very busy getting ready to 
leave for the coast,” Erling wrote in his journal on July 16.

Unfortunately, there were no eastbound schooners until August, so they 
were forced to abandon their earlier plans of being dropped off at Liverpool Bay 
to canoe down the Eskimo Lakes to Sitidgi Lake and the Campbell Lake por-
tage. There seemed to be no boats available for regular charter so they talked to 
a man who had a boat for sale. He would not budge on his exorbitant price for 
it. “He is the kind of fellow who would rather give the boat away to somebody 
else than cut 10¢ off the price once mentioned. He had $10,000 worth of fur on 
his boat and doesn’t need the money. We tried different ways but no use.”

The charter of the boat, with purchase in view, was finally agreed and ap-
proved in Ottawa, but the engine needed overhauling before they could leave. 
Bob took it apart with mechanical help. Something was wrong with the igni-
tion. The crankcase was cleaned out and every part inspected, but in spite of 
all their work on it, the engine was to cause them nothing but trouble from 
beginning to end.

While Bob tried to get the boat ready, they hired an Indian boy, Jacob 
Drymeat, to act as their camp-hand for the summer, and Erling worked at 
getting their equipment and supplies in shape. “There are a tremendous lot of 
things needed for a trip like this. We made arrangements with the Eskimo, 
Dennis, from Richardson Island … to wait and tow us down.” This gave them a 
pilot for the Kittigazuit channel, which was said to be the most difficult in the 
delta, but his 40/50 hp motor would cost them more in gas.

///////////////////////////
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Investigation routes in the Mackenzie Delta, NWT, Canadian Reindeer Project, 1927 
(Cartography: Ragnar Müller-Wille)

Every detail of their plans seemed to have its flaws. “Some days ago I made 
arrangements with the manager of the H. B. Co’s post at Kittigazuit to take our 
dogs down. He was taking a small load in a big scow. Unfortunately he went on 
a big drunk the evening before and was brought unconscious on board and the 
boat pulled out on the order of the interpreter.”

So it was up to them to load seven dogs into their canoe and put the rest 
in and on the boat. With the long daylight, they left Aklavik at 10:30 p.m. on 
July 16 to begin the tortuous ride through the multitude of forks and channels 
of the delta, with Dennis’s boat pulling theirs, complete with two men and a 
boy, all the dogs, and all their gear. Erling took careful note of the navigable 
channels for their return. Left out of Aklavik, second left but keep to the right, 
right. A grizzly crossed the river a couple of hundred yards ahead of them. Four 
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channels now to choose from, then three. Left, right, right, right, left. “Cotton-
wood, alder and willows. Country very low.… Saw goose with four young still 
in down.… At five we entered a big channel and presently got stuck on a mud 
flat. Worked to 10 a.m. with no success. This engine don’t differ from all the rest 
of them and the reverse was of no use. Tried an anchor with a pair of blocks 
on. Pulled our own boat off but the tug was about one foot down in the mud.”

By unloading the contents of the tug into the skiff and moving cargo from 
stern to bow and thus trimming it, by continued use of engine and tackle, with 
Bob wading and digging all the time, they managed to get the boat off, only 
to have Dennis put it back on again. “Apparently he knows all the turns and 
shortcuts but evidently he does not know how much a boat of this size draws.… 
As soon as we [get] stuck he is through and does not know how to get off again 
and is perfectly helpless. Had we not been along he would probably have been 
on the first mud bank till the next storm raised the water in the river,” Erling 
said. They were to get stuck three more times before they parted company with 
him down the delta.

At the south end of Richards Island, they went ashore for five hours. “Fine 
reindeer country,” Erling pronounced, “But holy smoke; talk about flies. When 
we got back my arms were swollen as if I had elephantiasis, and my right eye 
had almost been closed from swelling of the upper lid. We made a good collec-
tion of plants. Found an old sled almost complete with the bones of the owner 
next to it. Numerous ground squirrel holes. Saw grouse with young.”

They reached Kittigazuit at 4.p.m. on July 18 and continued east to the fish 
camp where they were to leave the dogs with Pete Stromberg. Erling decided to 
go out for a swim. “I had hardly got out before nearly the whole village joined 
me and later I saw some of the old men looking after their fish nets swimming 
around.”1

Back at Kittigazuit, they pressed their plant collections and went to bed. 
They woke to wind and rain, which did not let up for the next four days. Erling 
walked along the high sand bluff from Kittigazuit, then inland and back. It 
was interesting country, dry and firm and lacking the ‘niggerheads,’ or sedge 
hummocks, of the Alaskan tundra. Fine sand with few pebbles and very few 
boulders made up the hills. The ground was frozen but there were no traces of 
ground ice, although in several depressions the vegetation was wet and swampy 
and the polygonal structure was quite marked. He considered the solid ground 
cover of semi-arid heath plants would make good reindeer country for summer 
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Repairing nets and tools at fish camp east of Kittigazuit, NWT, July 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, 
PA-101960)

and fall. There were few lichens, but the other species were 50–75 per cent palat-
able. It would be a suitable place to build a corral.

The boat was so overloaded with gasoline, supplies, and plant collections 
that there was little room for people, yet the collecting had to continue. The 
following night, the brothers went back to the fish camp for another inland 
collecting trip, finding it much like Kittigazuit, with rolling sandhills tunneled 
through by ground squirrels and numerous lakes, but little swampy land. Again 
there were no traces of ground ice, although the soil was frozen to a depth of 
8–10˝ in the depressions.

On July 21, the Porsilds and Jacob crossed back to Richards Island and 
spent their first three hours investigating beach flora and “a large grave where 
probably a score of people had been buried during some kind of epidemic. Age 
probably between 50–70 years. There were some fine kayaks and sleds. Took 
a few smaller things from large isolated grave of ‘Chief ’ nearby. This grave I 
imagine is over 100 years old but contained iron things. I noticed fragments of 
a pot of burned clay.”

They had difficulty finding a channel so had to anchor their boat some dis-
tance out from the shore where they set up their tent. The low-lying island was 
built up of sand and gravel overlain with a hard, uniform layer of turf. During 
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their three-day stay, while Jacob hunted and Erling shot a tern and a Golden 
Plover for his growing bird specimen collection and Bob worked on a stubborn 
Evinrude engine that refused to start, they also made a large collection of plants 
and did some ecological counting plots for vegetation types.

As a result of their botanical findings, Erling concluded that the island 
would be suitable for summer reindeer pasturage. He felt that, although the 
higher parts of the interior were not as rich in succulent grasses as the low, wet 
tundra to the east, the firm, dry tundra would be valuable in summer because 
it would not be damaged by close herding. However, the animals would have to 
be moved back to the mainland after the strait became solid around October 
because of the paucity of lichens and lack of timber for winter protection.2

When they returned to the Kittigazuit fish camp on July 24, they encoun-
tered Bishop Isaac Stringer, whose early Arctic plant collection in 1893–1900 
was added to the reports of the Canadian Arctic Expedition. He was en route to 
Herschel Island, and Erling asked him to send a message to Finnie requesting 
copies of Knud Rasmussen’s last report. Two days later, the brothers canoed to 
Kittigazuit to get supplies and wire the department of their whereabouts. John 
A. MacDougal, the District Agent who sent the message, added that they had 
asked for instruments to use in mapping.3

Delayed by strong winds and a faulty cylinder on which Bob worked for 
two days, Erling covered the area from the coastal bluff and sand dunes back 
to lagoons and saline to brackish marshes and beyond to dry semi-tundra. Be-
hind the bluff, he noted a belt of almost pure Dryas intermixed with Salix, a 
few monocotyledons, and small patches of fruticose lichens. He found that the 
marshes were rather poor in species other than Carex, Eriophorum, and Arcto-
phila and had a line of driftwood on the land side that was “probably old, as I 
hardly believe that the sea at present time will ever flood the dunes.”

Ever curious, he dug up several Leguminosae to check for mycorrhiza, 
with the tap-rooted Oxytropis species having the fewest. “It is strange to notice 
that in spite of the fact that everybody states that the season is late, most of the 
plants have gone to seed and many have already scattered the seeds. Of course 
flowering individuals of most can still be found in places where much snow … 
accumulated during winter. Such places to some degree resemble the ‘Urtelis’ 
of Greenland.” He was interested to see how the vegetation changed three to 
four miles back from the coast. “On hills and hillsides about 50% are lichens 
and willows and heather that grows upright forming a dense browse of one to 
two feet.… In protected places Alnus forms dense copses five to six feet high. 
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Wonderful reindeer range. While cladonias are very scarce near the coast we 
find here abundance of Cladonia rangiferina and even C. sylvatica and C. alp-
estris are common in places.”

In the complex of lakes that made him believe that it would be possible 
to portage to Eskimo Lakes almost anywhere with a light canoe, he noted the 
abundance of bird life, including ducks and swans with young, terns nesting in 
colonies, as well as gulls, loons, and numerous species of small waders. North-
ern phalaropes were there in thousands, feeding near the outer border of the 
sedges and grasses. When disturbed, they alighted in swarms like mosquitoes. 
He tried to kill a single one for a specimen but could not get close enough and 
finally fired where the flock was thinnest and killed thirteen in one shot. He 
collected a couple of specimens of other shorebirds and noted a large flock of 
geese flying south before starting back to camp. “Wonder if they could possibly 
be going south or if they were just flying around like the eider ducks do.”

By the afternoon of July 29 the brothers decided that they were tired of the 
fish camp and were going to move on even if it was still pretty rough going. It 
looked as if they would have ample reason to remember Leffingwell’s omin-
ous warning: “No boat should be used in the Arctic regions which can not be 
relied upon to make the land in offshore gales. Sooner or later a helpless motor 
boat will bring up against the ice pack and be wrecked, if it is not previously 
swamped.”

They managed to reach Atkinson Point by the next morning, despite a 
heavy sea, further ignition problems, and a battery that died for no apparent 
reason. Here there was a good harbour and they were able to buy batteries from 
Ole Andreason, a white trader who had accompanied Stefansson on his floating 
iceberg expedition to Banks Island and now lived at Atkinson Point with one 
or two other families.4

Again they were stormbound. The storm brought the ice in close to the 
shore and they saw several schooners pass the point, some quite far out and ap-
pearing to be fighting the ice, heading for Herschel Island. They were interested 
to learn from a man on a native schooner that he owned two or three reindeer 
in Alaska, bought for $25 apiece from a promoter who had told him that “he 
ought to buy some and the Government was going to take some in directly.”

Erling was in a critical mood as he walked around what seemed to be 
a favourite summer camp. “These people have too much easy cash. All over 
the country you find guns, sewing machines, phonographs, and clothing 
thrown away either because the owner had no immediate use for it or because 
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something in the mechanism was broken.” Later, farther along the coast, he 
was to note the winter supplies unloaded from one of the native schooners and 
to comment: 

They evidently depend very little on the country except for fur and 
have even provided for dog feed from the stores in form of flour, etc. 
It is hard to see what these people would do if there were no foxes or 
rather what they shall depend on after the foxes have been depleted – a 
calamity that I am afraid is not very far distant. On the north coast of 
Alaska practically every fox den is known by some trapper and, as the 
fox cannot breed out on the ice, the trappers will have to depend on 
foxes from other places as very few will have a chance to breed on that 
coast. Here of course it is somewhat different as the island supplies a 
large and partly undisturbed sanctuary for the white fox. Still, when 
the entire population of native and whites exclusively live on the fox it 
may become serious soon.

Erling’s comments were not unjustified. The Porsilds were seeing the last sum-
mer when native trappers were able to be so free with cash and belongings. 
The Hudson’s Bay Company began extending unlimited credit in exchange for 
white fox fur in the summer of 1924. Twenty-six schooners were bought along 
the coast for which the Eskimos had to pay very little in advance. Large outfits, 
including rifles, phonographs, cameras, fancy clothes and foods, were given 
on credit ranging as high as $5,000 for the best hunters. However, by 1926 and 
1927 there was a large influx of Alaskan Eskimos and white trappers. As Erling 
feared, the coast was trapped intensively and yields were lowered. In the win-
ter ahead, traders would begin to cut down on credit. By the summer of 1928 
some trappers would be refused credit while others would be cut down to more 
reasonable outfits.

At Atkinson Point, the Porsilds continued to make plant and bird col-
lections while their camp-hand hunted for game, bringing in the first fresh 
meat they had had in a long time. They were surrounded by salt marshes full 
of brackish ponds that extended for about a mile inland with gradual transi-
tion into tundra. It was here that Erling Porsild made the first written reference 
in his diary to a Greenland Inuit term that he would later introduce into the 
English language for general usage. About seven to eight miles inland was a 
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large ice-cored hill that he called a ‘pingo,’ and on the afternoon of August 4 the 
brothers set out to reach it.

The object of their quest was one of Richardson’s, and Leffingwell’s, 
‘mounds,’ like Beechey Mound in Alaska. Anderson had given a good descrip-
tion of these strange geologic features in 1914. “A conspicuous feature of the 
country east of the Mackenzie, near Kittigaryuit (Point Encounter), Toker 
Point, Warren Point, and to a lesser extent east of this region, are large rounded 
hills of mud or clay, rising from fifty to one hundred twenty-five feet in height 
from the flat plain surrounding. These hills, called pi-nok-tja’luit by the local 
Eskimo, are sometimes hemispherical, with either smooth or furrowed sides, 
and sometimes in the shape of a truncated cone, with a crater in the center, like 
an extinct volcano.” He called them ‘mud volcanoes’ and said that these most 
typically had a pool of water in the bottom in summer.5

To reach the Atkinson Point pingo, the brothers had to make long detours 
around lakes and swamps. After dry tundra with numerous water holes and 
small lakes, five miles from the coast the vegetation became more luxuriant. 
Willows began to grow upright to one and a half feet. From the top of the 

Salt marshes and lagoons with two pingos on skyline, Atkinson Point, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, 
LAC, e010933877)
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mound, they could see the hills on the other side of Eskimo Lakes and practic-
able portage was suggested from the head of McKinley Bay via a number of 
inland water bodies. Bird life was abundant in the area they traversed. There 
were all kinds of small waders and on one of the big lakes they saw two pairs 
of swans. They killed four ptarmigan, a loon, and a duck, and for the first time 
Erling mentioned that they banded a juvenile Lapland Longspur as part of their 
scientific endeavours, giving it number 19152, which suggests that this was not 
the first time they had done this.

Overall, it had been a most successful hike. “Our trip added about twenty 
new species to our list of local flora now counting about 150 species,” Erling 
said. “As summer reindeer country this ranks with the best. Everywhere the 
ground is 100% covered and species of high utility as Eriophorum, Betula, Puc-
cinellia, Poa, Festuca, carices, sage among others. are very abundant.”

At the end of a week, the collections they had made before and after reach-
ing Atkinson Point, over a thousand herbarium specimens, were dry and ready 
to be cached. On August 6 they set off for Dalhousie, followed by two native 
schooners bound for Baillie Island. They saw seals for the first time and some 
belugas. The ice was in close and they had to find their way between or behind 
the stranded ice in water at times as shallow as three to four feet.

Off Cape Brown they began to have ignition and propeller problems. The 
new batteries refused to function. With a north wind blowing against a strong 
current running east, the passage became rough. They felt their way along 
the shore with a bamboo pole until they came to the Dalhousie entrance and 
thankfully entered good shelter with about two fathoms of water in the chan-
nel. The two schooners also stopped for the night.

They had hardly got the boat in shelter when another storm blew up from 
the northeast. For eight out of the next ten days it rained or snowed steadily. 
As there was a shortage of dry wood, they had trouble keeping their collections 
dry. They began to fear that they would have to give up their trip as the boat was 
proving so undependable.

After some discussion, the owner of one of the schooners agreed to rent 
his vessel, Flying Cloud, at $10 a day exclusive of oil and gasoline, on condition 
that they take him and his family and dogs to a fish place on what was wrongly 
named Nicholson Island on the map, a peninsula cut off from the mainland 
at Liverpool Bay by a long, narrow isthmus that was not visible from a dis-
tance. As Leffingwell had pointed out, on the Arctic coast, the low-lying land 
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was impossible to see from a small boat two to three miles offshore, which ac-
counted for many of the mistakes in early mapping.

The plan was that the Porsilds would leave their own boat behind and order 
new batteries to allow them to get back to the delta on their return, but while 
taking the Elsie round to the inner harbour for better shelter, the canoe got 
swamped and the Evinrude was nearly lost. They managed to salvage every-
thing except one collecting vasculum that sank and could not be found again 
despite repeated searching. Eventually the gear was transferred to the new boat 
and Erling was satisfied that they could get their summer work finished if only 
they got a fair chance with the weather.

The time spent at Dalhousie was far from wasted. As well as having a suit-
able vessel with which to continue their exploration, they added new specimens 
to their collections while Erling made pioneer geographical and botanical ob-
servations. Geographically, he found the landscape interesting. With the ex-
ception of a few dunes indicating old shorelines, the country was so low that 
during high tides large areas were inundated and no fresh water could be found 
even at quite a distance from the coast, yet on August 10, he found a small lake 
containing pure, non-saline water. “This is in the very same level as the numer-
ous briny lakes and ponds around it and I cannot in any way account for the 
freshness of its water,” he puzzled.

Looking over the terrain, he could find little actual ground ice. “All these 
lakes appear to be formed by the breaking down of ancient frost cracks of the 
‘polygon field,’” he said. 

There seems to be [a] kind of cycle in the topographical features of 
the tundra. To begin with it was all uniform mud- or sand-flats when 
left by the sea. During early frost action the topsoil was divided up 
in the characteristic polygonal structure. The vegetation entered and 
along the edges of the fissures it found better conditions than other-
wise. This, combined with the raising action of the ice penetrating the 
fissures in the summer in the form of water raised the edges of the 
polygons to low ridges. The centre of the polygonal blocks accumulates 
water from the melting snow and ice and [is] generally swampy, at least 
in spring and early summer. Sometimes, if the surface of the country 
favours it, water will accumulate in the fissure too, and the ground 
ice, that I think here is eliminated to non-extensive wedges just under 
the crevice, and the ice and frozen edges deteriorate and gradually 
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transform the crevice into a pond and thus [destroy] the polygonal 
blocks. I am not sure if this is the general rule or if the well-established 
polygonal fields are the first form.

In spite of the low and saline soil, the ground was well covered with what Erling 
felt was a remarkably rich, almost entirely herbaceous vegetation that would 
afford abundant pasturage for reindeer from May to September. He noticed 
that, although the influence of the Mackenzie Delta was very strong, the vege-
tation composition had altered as they moved east along the coast, with the 
flora gradually becoming more and more “arctic.” Some types dropped out and 
new ones came in. Vaccinium vitis-idaea, Tofieldia, Rhododendron, and Ledum 
were not seen at Dalhousie. Instead, he studied Papaver, Saxifraga, Taraxacum, 
Agropyron, Poa, and Primula. He collected some seed samples of the Arctic 
Poppy for Malte. “Although Papaver is quite abundant here, very few are ma-
turing seed. All seems to come to flower, but although the sexual organs are 
present and apparently normally developed they are abortive and wither soon 
after flowering. Some succeed in developing a capsule, but it deteriorates or 
misdevelops and no seeds are produced.”

On August 15 they started out for Liverpool Bay, following a dangerous 
reef about three to four miles off the coast. Outside of this, the bottom dropped 
from two to twenty-five feet, while inside, the water depth was about five to six 
feet, but there were few openings and these were hard to find unless an onshore 
wind marked the reef with heavy breakers. “Where the land trends to the west 
into Husky Inlet, we took bottom about 7 miles off the coast and found the end 
of the reef about half a mile off,” Erling said. On reaching ‘Nicholson’s Island,’ 
they took a set of compass bearings from the summit of the peninsula, looking 
east along the coastline to Cape Bathurst and south to the mouth of the Ander-
son River and beyond.

They left the next day, rounding the peninsula into Liverpool Bay. Up to 
now, they had been going along the coast in a north-easterly direction, but now 
the bay turned back to the southwest, taking them inland and parallel to the 
route they had just travelled. The entrance to Eskimo Lakes was barred by a 
series of high cutbank islands, but by following the most westerly channel they 
entered the long string of lakes that would continue to lead them southwesterly, 
almost as far south as Aklavik, to Sitidgi Lake.

After what they had been through on the coast, the trip down the lakes 
was easy going. They made several landings and took compass bearings and 
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observations for latitude as well as soundings and water temperature readings. 
At one landing place, Bob and Jacob went ashore while Erling decided that the 
time had come to wash himself and his clothes, having found out the night 
before that he was full of lice. “I think I collected over 60 big fat specimens,” he 
noted. He decided to “fly-tox” all the bedding and the whole interior of the boat.

By the time they reached the third lake they no longer noticed an ingoing 
tide but the water was still too brackish to drink. The lakes abounded with fish, 
of which two species of whitefish were the most plentiful, and whenever they 
set a net they were rewarded with large catches. Numerous large lake trout were 
caught in the lower lakes. They found that the lakes were a natural sanctuary 
for countless species of waterbirds, of which the swans were the commonest 
and most abundant. Ptarmigan were common on land.

On August 20, they saw a grizzly sitting on top of the cutbank. “We all 
went in the canoe intending to give it a chase but Mr. Bear beat it before we got 
up to the place through dense bush,” Erling said. They all returned to the boat 
but later he went for a walk and found the bear lying down eating berries. “We 
stopped and went in the canoe again. This time the bear, which turned out to 
be an old female, was more disposed for a meeting and came down to meet us. 
It walked quite placidly down the hill and came in a slow gait along the beach 
towards us. I took a photo at about thirty yards before we opened fire. It was 
rather a sorry-looking thing when we got it towed out and hauled on deck. Sur-
prisingly small for an old bear and nearly toothless.”

Wood was scarce until they reached the last lake, although they could see 
timber at some distance to the south. Where they found spruce it was only six 
to eight feet high and generally straggling. Low land was either lake or swamp. 
At first they found the hillsides facing south were densely covered with alder 
while the flat tops carried a profuse growth of heath plants intermixed with 
Rosa, Salix, and Carex, and in places an abundance of Cladonia and moss. 
Erling remarked that the ‘muck’ seemed to support the best Ericaceae cover. 
As they continued down the lakes, southern exposures became covered with a 
dense scrub of willows and alders thickly undergrown by heath family shrubs. 
He noted the absence of Luzula nivalis, Saxifraga groenlandica, S. oppositifolia, 
and Androsace chamaejasme as southern types came in and northern ones 
dropped out.

On August 21, they reached the head of the last Eskimo Lake where a small 
river, swift and winding, carried them to Sitidgi Lake. They anchored off a low 
island inhabited by nesting gulls where they found alders, willows, stunted 



1079: Schooner Travel on the Arctic Coast

spruce, and, in places, a 75-percent cover of reindeer lichen. Several interesting 
aquatic plants were collected in a small pond. They tried to catch young gulls 
for banding without success. They had begun to see numerous grasshoppers 
and dragonflies and were pestered mercilessly by blackflies.

Erling was working on a map of the lakes and Liverpool Bay. “Even if I have 
missed a lot of details, especially in the larger lakes, I shall by the time we get 
out have a fairly correct map of the lakes and hope to connect with the map I 
made this spring of Campbell Lake and vicinity.”

The next day, on the south-east side of Sitidgi Lake, he climbed the hills 
running parallel to the lake. “From here rolling partly timbered country as far 
as I could see,” he reported. The timber consisted of black and white spruce 
that were mostly dwarfed and low where the ground was cold and wet, but on 
dry sandy ridges the white spruce grew up to fourteen feet high. The trees were 
nowhere growing densely so that a rich undergrowth of heath family plants 
flourished with lichens in between. It was the lichens that impressed him the 
most. “Magnificent lichen cover over vast areas 50 to 80% pure lichen.… Cla-
donia rangiferina and C. sylvatica. probably cover more ground than all the rest 
together. Some places Cladonia rangiferina quite pure formed uniform cover 14 
inches thick resting direct on frozen ground. Lower eight to nine inches all de-
cayed but plants still growing terminally.” It was not hard for him to conclude 
that the area around the lake would be an ideal location for a winter reindeer 
camp.

From the south end of the lake, they ascended the ‘Portage River’ to a fork 
where the channel became too narrow for the schooner. On August 23, Erling 
and Jacob left Bob to work on their collections, now numbering several thou-
sand, and took to the canoe for about five miles up a slow-moving side creek, 
overhung with birch and willow and choked with aquatic plants (pond lilies, 
Sparganium and Potamogeton), finding evidence of the damaging effects of the 
same fire that had swept Gull Lake country fifty years previously. Erling was 
interested to see how the useful lichens destroyed by the fire were replaced by 
species of little forage value. He tried to get an idea of the country by climbing 
a spruce tree without success but did notice that this area had not been deci-
mated by hunters, for they saw several muskrats, beaver tracks with one dam, 
and numerous tracks of a couple of moose evidently living in that area.

On August 24, the Porsilds made ready for the portage up the main creek. 
Using the canoe with the Evinrude motor, they travelled about five miles from 
their ‘Pond Lily Creek’ to where the river forked. The right fork was muddy 
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and trending towards the valley in the hills, while the left fork had clear water 
and was what they expected to be the river they had found on their spring 
trip, draining to the Sitidgi. They followed the left fork for about twenty miles. 
After many battles with log obstructions, the engine stopped. It was 5 p.m. They 
stopped for supper and Erling climbed a tall spruce to take a series of bearings 
and photos. At 7 p.m., they set off again, this time using paddles. The current 
was getting very swift and they had three hours of hard work before they finally 
reached the place where Erling had hung up half of an old handkerchief earlier 
that year. The circle of their exploration of the area had been completed.

“By then it was almost dark. I saw several beavers and numerous moose 
tracks. No Nymphaea in this creek. Made a fire and tried to sleep. We did not 
expect to stay out, as we did not bring any tent or blankets.” They started back 
to the boat at 5:20 a.m. and reached it by 10:15 pm. Erling wrote in his diary: 
“Drew up a sketch from my bearings from this spring from Campbell Lake and 
the portage and tried to work them into those from this trip. Slept.”

“Flying Cloud” at end of navigable water, Pond Lily Creek, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-
101964)
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CHAPTER TEN

RETURN TO AKLAVIK

By completing the circle, the Porsild brothers had reached the end of their 1927 
summer pasture survey. However, instead of the shorter portage directly to the 
delta, it was now necessary to make the long trip back via the Arctic coast.

It was to be a difficult trip. Sometime during the last struggle upstream, 
Erling had strained an adhesion from his spring operation and was in consider-
able pain. As they continued up the lakes, he noted that his condition did not 
seem to worsen and there was no fever, but he was in pain as soon as he left his 
berth. They got lost and could not find where they were. Bob thought the reason 
might be due to magnetic disturbance. They did find the ruin of an old igloo 
close to the water line that they believed was probably the place that Stefans-
son had visited in 1905–6 in the southeast corner of what he called the Second 
Eskimo Lake, but they were unable to find an inlet that they wanted to explore 
before finally discovering the outlet to the next lake.1

One night at the north end of the lakes, the anchor dragged in a strong 
current and the fish net near the boat was lost. Bob had been setting this every 
night and had had big catches of whitefish, trout, and ‘crooked-backs.’ Further 
north, he had begun to catch bullhead and flounder for the first time. Not only 
was this useful for their own purposes but Erling felt it was important for future 
reference. “One thing is pretty safe to say, that almost any place on the lakes 
especially towards the entrance a man could easily with 5–6 nets in very short 
time provide for a whole winter’s dog feed. It would not be necessary to dry any 
at all. This would, of course, be of importance for a future reindeer industry as 
the [Eskimo Lakes] country would be the winter range, at least the south side, 
while the peninsula towards the sea would provide summer forage.”

///////////////////////////
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Bob Porsild feeding the dogs, Eskimo Lakes, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933876)
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The sea was too rough to travel on August 31 and Erling, now in constant 
pain, feared that the delay would mean that they could not reach Aklavik in 
time for him to catch the last boat if his condition worsened. On September 1, 
their father’s birthday, they tried again to continue. With the wind increasing, 
they headed for the other side of Liverpool Bay but “set one sail too steady” and 
bent the centreboard with the violent movements of the boat so it could not be 
pulled up again. Following the west side of the inlet, they struck bottom on a 
shoal and did further damage to the centreboard. In rain, fog, and strong wind, 
they rounded the cape and reached Dalhousie at 8:30 p.m., where they got stuck 
in the entrance as it grew dark. It was 2 a.m. before the water rose high enough 
to enable them to drift into the harbour. After replacing the fuel they had used, 
they reckoned that their Eskimo Lakes trip had cost them an additional ninety 
gallons of gasoline plus costs for damage to the boat.

By now Erling was running a fever and they were anxious to move on but 
their spell of bad luck was not over. A message from the RCMP in Baillie was 
waiting for them in Dalhousie saying that no batteries could be obtained. They 
would have to try running the Elsie with the one they had. On September 3, 
the wind was strong and the tide was low as they tried to leave the harbour and 
again they were stuck for two hours in the entrance. Soon after they got away, 
the engine stopped. Luckily, a schooner had come in the night before and the 
skipper of the Bonnie Belle stood by with a line. The swells were getting heavier 
and once the line broke. The canoe got swamped but this time they were pre-
pared and everything had been taken out. They managed to hoist it on the deck 
of the schooner. Eventually they reached Atkinson Point, where Bob arranged 
for the Bonnie Belle to tow them on to Kittigazuit.2

Even this solution did not mean smooth sailing. Erling fretted that they 
were ready to leave at 9 a.m., “but as always happens with these people, this 
morning, a family that had planned on wintering here, made up their minds to 
return to Tuktuayaktuk. The owner of the boat had given his consent but before 
the fellow had got his dogs and fish nets, and the hundred odds and ends out 
it was eleven, so I kind of doubt that we make Kittigazuit today.” They reached 
Tuktoyaktuk at 9 p.m. and spent the evening visiting. It was noon the next day 
before the family’s gear was unloaded. “Even then, we had to press the point to 
make the boat owner go on. ‘He had not visited his uncle yet’ he insisted, but 
finally consented to put it off till he returned from Kittigazuit.”

When they finally reached Kittigazuit on September 5, the Hudson’s Bay 
factor had already left for Aklavik to meet the last boat, and the owner of the 
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Bonnie Belle said it was too late in the season for him to take them further. So 
there was nothing for the Porsilds to do but to move into McAlpine’s house and 
wait for him to return. Erling found “a well supplied First Aid chest. I fixed my-
self up as best I could and went to bed” where he stayed for three days until the 
factor got back and told them that the Liard had been delayed and would not be 
in until September 15. He could not spare his pilot and would be too busy fish-
ing to take them to Aklavik himself but agreed to let them charter the Hudson’s 
Bay boat on condition that Bob bring it back immediately.

“This arrangement,” Erling said, “besides enabling us to take our boat up, 
also gives us a chance to catch the Liard in case the doctor thinks it unwise 
for me to stay in this winter.” They hired a man who knew the delta well to be 
their pilot, and after a night of howling snowstorm they left the next afternoon, 
picked up their dogs from Pete Stromberg’s place, and took a new route via 
the east channel above Tununeq to the middle and Aklavik channels, arriving 
there in another snowstorm at 2 p.m. on September 11.

All their stores were on the second boat. Once everything was unloaded, 
the house was full of stuff, including a pile of mail and telegrams that were 
waiting for them. Erling went immediately to meet and make an appointment 
with the new doctor, Dr. Ward. He had been improving daily since the rest in 
Kittigazuit so the doctor felt that he could stay in the north safely that winter 
but wanted him to have hospital treatment at once. Erling could not see any 
way he could do this until Bob had taken the rented boat back to McAlpine as 
promised.

When the high winds finally died down, Bob took off on the evening of 
September 13, taking the canoe and new Evinrude motor for his return and 
leaving his brother to cope with the dogs and the fish net. Fishing results were 
poor and it was all Erling could manage to do to mind the net and cook and 
feed seventeen dogs. One day he caught a beautiful 20-pound salmon trout in 
the net, the first he had seen, but he had nothing else for the dogs so he had no 
choice but to give it to them.

Meanwhile, in the brothers’ absence, the mice had been having a great time 
in the house. “In every pocket of garment hanging on the wall and in every 
little fold of any clothing exposed and even in a cap hanging on a nail they have 
established caches of oatmeal,” Erling said. “In the cap there was more than a 
handful. Unpacking the boxes with specimens cached at Kittigazuit I found 
that the mice had destroyed some bird skins in spite of the arsenic in the skins. 
I tried to get some traps but there is not a single trap to be had in town.”
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There was other urgent business to attend to. They had heard that the Dis-
tributor on her way back to Norman had passed the Liard laid up on the second 
day due to the storm so it would not be arriving until September 17. Erling 
worked hard to complete his reports and expense account in time for mailing.

On September 13, he wired the Department of the Interior: “Returned 
from East Eleventh Inst. having completed traverse of coast and in-
land from Mackenzie to mouth of Anderson approximately fifteen 
thousand square miles of reindeer pasture ranging in every respect 
with best types found in Alaska /stop/ This section alone have room 
for quarter million reindeer at conservative estimate /stop/ Besides 
several thousand scientific specimens /stop/.” To answer Finnie’s con-
cerned questions about his spring operation, he added: “Received medical 
attention from Doctor Cook while in hospital including minor oper-
ation local anaesthetic and subsequently five calls out of hospital 
Doctor Macbeth was consulted at my request before operation.” Typ-
ically, he did not inform Finnie of his more recent health problems.3

When the Liard got in at 2 p.m. on September 17, he had until the next 
morning to reply to the later mail as well as get out his report on the summer’s 
work. He got through reading the mail in the evening and wrote most of the 
night. “Delivered my mail at the post office at 8 a.m. I only got the most urgent 

Porsild house, Aklavik, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-101968)
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from hand and did not have time to type my preliminary report of the trip to 
Eskimo Lakes. That shall have to wait to the winter mail. The boat left at ten. 
Saw Mr. McDougal off. Mr. and Mrs. Stringer, the Bishop, are going back on 
that boat too. I am glad I am not going myself – hope I shall not have cause to 
regret that later.” He was delighted to receive new instruments for mapping: “a 
nice little mountain transit, sextant with artificial horizon and a 23 jewel Wal-
tham mean time watch. I wish I had had those instruments this spring instead 
of now.”

On September 20, he wired the National Herbarium about their Alaska 
collection and Malte duly replied that their specimens had been shipped from 
Nome in August but had not yet arrived. The weather was cold and stormy as 
each day passed and he began to worry when Bob did not get back, hoping 
he was not having trouble with the new Evinrude. He went out one afternoon 
when the storms had passed to try and collect some seeds for Malte but found 
that there was very little left and hardly a leaf on the alders and poplars. “Au-
tumn is very early here compared with Greenland,” he said. “In Greenland at 
the same latitude we seldom have continued frost in September and the best 
time to collect seeds is right now.”

He had found an Indian called Amos to cork the walls of their house and 
build them up with mud for winter protection. He repaired four windows and 
thought he had got out most of the mice. He skinned and stuffed some of the 
mice for Dr. Anderson at the Museum and packed the summer collections of 
insects and archaeological artifacts. He noted bands of geese passing south-
bound. “One night when it was a howling blizzard I could hear the birds as they 
passed and I have only seen few flocks in daytime. Today swarms of snow bunt-
ings passed and probably one band of redpolls. I wanted to shoot one or two 
for identification purposes but they were too high up. There are lots of ravens 
around but otherwise I have seen no birds.”

Meanwhile, he continued to tend the fish net and set a new one below the 
hospital because he was having much better luck than he did in the beginning. 
However, on September 24 when he went to check the new net, he had an an-
noying setback. “I made the surprising discovery that somebody had deliber-
ately plugged all of my twelve floats with a .22 rifle,” he said. “I went ashore and 
found the tracks – 9 inch moccasin – white man, using Western ammunition 
that only two men have in this settlement. None of the traders carry it. I did 
a bit of detective work and found out who it was but could, of course, not do 
anything or carry the final proof without starting more [trouble] than it was 
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worth. The only satisfaction I had was in telling the story in the barracks when 
the man was present. Took the net home and made new, unsinkable floats.”

Three days later, he had to report a much more unpleasant situation in-
volved with the net, although his story had an amusing ending: 

I have, the last week, been attending fishnets together with one of the 
new wireless boys. He is not very experienced in a canoe and capsized 
one this summer. I was tying the net to the anchor line when suddenly 
the canoe went over. I do not know what the reason was, but the other 
day when I was taking a fish out of a net he suddenly bent over the 
side to push a stick from getting into the net and had I not made a 
jerk back we should have capsized then. We were above the net close 
to the anchor buoy. I held on to the canoe to see how the current was 
running and saw we had to go round the net in order not to be caught. 
I therefore yelled out to the fellow: ‘Watch out for the net – follow me!,’ 
and started out for the shore. I wore heavy hip boots and was pretty 
busy attending to my own business and did not look back till I got in 
because I had seen that he could swim. Now when I looked back I saw 
he had tried to make a shortcut and had gone head first right into the 
middle of the net and was stuck. Fortunately a couple of canoes had 
seen us and came to the rescue just in time. I do not know what I should 
have done if they had not come to his help. The water was beastly cold 
and I was so tired from swimming with the heavy boots that I doubt 
that I could have gone out again even after removing the boots. I might 
have been able to pull the net ashore with him but the chances are that 
he would have been drowned before I could have dragged the heavy 
anchor in. I was glad to get a good stiff glass of whisky when I finally 
got home. Funny enough I did not get my head under at all and when 
I waded ashore I found myself still smoking my pipe. Somebody has 
remarked before that my pipe and I are inseparable.

That afternoon, when he went back to the nets he noticed a native schooner 
pulling in. When he got home, he found Bob was back at last. He had been 
delayed by bad weather and engine trouble. When the lower crankshaft bear-
ing broke, he had been forced to charter the schooner. He had bought 150 fish 
from the owner of the boat and now proposed to leave this surplus as feed for 
the dogs and take four nets to a better fishing place about twenty miles below 
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Aklavik. Joe the baker would feed and look after the dogs while Erling went 
into the hospital for treatment. Although Erling wished that Bob could have 
somebody with him, he was no doubt feeling the effects of his cold swim. He 
put a new lock on the door and checked into the hospital at 10 a.m. on Septem-
ber 30 to begin ‘serving his sentence.’

Bob left an hour after his brother went into hospital and was back three 
days later with 150 fish. He said he could not manage alone so he was going to 
move to a place nearer Aklavik. He had paddled all the way back because he 
had had trouble once again with the same bearing in the lower crankshaft. By 
combining parts from the new and old engine, he got the kicker working again, 
but he had no sooner set off for the camp on October 5 than he was back the 
next day paddling. This time, while he was tending the nets, his entire camp 
had burned down, with everything but his guns destroyed – tent, eiderdown 
sleeping bag, reindeer parka, personal suitcase with several garments inside; 
even the Evinrude motor that he had put in the tent were all gone.

That October, there were vast herds of caribou west of the delta. Some days 
they were as close as eight miles from Aklavik. From his bed in the hospital, 
Erling learned that, although the season was closed, natives and whites had 
been allowed to kill some for meat because the fishing had been poor. Until the 
RCMP intervened and restricted the kill to twelve per household, “Some hunt-
ers went out and killed as many as 20–30 in two days,” Erling said. “Personally 
I do not see the use or advisability of the restrictions provided in the game laws 
as an effective closed season cannot very well be enforced. Usually the caribou 
are so scarce or are far from any habitation that the number killed is very low 
in ordinary years and the natives will reason that if they do not kill now, they 
will probably not get any when the season opens [December] 1st. Season opens 
September 1st to 30th and October and November is closed. Why I do not see. 
Rutting is probably over by end of September and the deer in best condition 
while in December they start getting poor.” He said they were the only ones 
without meat as Bob had been fishing instead of hunting all fall.

Erling left the hospital at noon on October 22. He was not entirely healed 
but he felt he was getting weak from staying in bed and the doctor did not think 
it would do him any harm. Of course, the next day he went out on skis and 
found out just how weak he was. It was time to do odd jobs around the house, 
work on the collections, read McIntosh Bell’s report on Great Bear Lake, and 
write some letters while Bob went out each day to the fish nets in various loca-
tions. The yields were quite successful in nearby creeks and lakes but there was 
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such a constant demand for feed that they decided that they simply could not 
continue to look after so many dogs. Erling shot his old Jumbo on October 24 
and they sold two more dogs to Dennis, the man who had piloted them down 
the delta in the summer, for about twice what they had paid for them in Alaska.

October passed into the first two weeks of November and one day went like 
the next, with nothing of particular interest happening. The temperature had 
dropped to well below zero at night so they added more mud to the walls of the 
house and covered the kitchen window with a ‘double glazing’ of ice, achieved 
by spraying the glass with water and letting it freeze, and repeating this until 
the whole pane was covered.

Bob went to his nets daily, taking the best part of the day and averaging 
about twenty-five whitefish a time. His catch had varied from the largest white-
fish they had seen, a fish with a short downward pointing head and round nose, 
to smaller ones that they thought were probably a different species. When he 
suspected that he was losing a lot of small fish due to the large mesh in his 
regular nets, he put in a herring net with smaller holes and caught about thirty 
of these each day. As the season progressed, he occasionally found a net frozen 
into the ice and had to chop it out. Erling photographed and pickled unusual 
species of fish for the Museum.

Fishing is a cold job in winter, Bob Porsild at the net near Aklavik, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, 
LAC, e010933878)



118 T H E R EI N DEER BOTA N IST – Wendy Dathan

By mid-November, they were both ice-fishing. The usual method of winter 
fishing on the delta was by ‘jigging’ through holes in the ice with barb-less 
hooks made of bone, ivory, or silver. On November 14, Erling wrote: “Fishing 
today from 2:30 p.m. to 10 p.m. It is very unaccountable how the fish come. I 
never changed my hole and caught steady while Bob had no luck at first and 
not until late did he get his pile. At times as much as twelve men were fishing, 
and during the night over 25 holes were used but none of us got a considerable 
number. People were cutting holes around mine as close as they could but there 
were nothing. We must have had well over 500 lbs. when we finally finished. Be-
fore it got dark we caught nine jack-fish and two connies, one of them 16 lbs.”4

While Bob was fishing, it was Erling’s job to do the housework, beginning 
with cooking for the dogs. To conserve their cache, he added cornmeal or oat-
meal and tallow or lard to the fish feed, feeling there was more nourishment in 
the mixture than in the fish alone, although it was harder for the dogs to digest. 
He complained that he had no suitable pot to cook the feed so he had to use 
gasoline tins that were hard to keep clean. He was afraid that the two to three 
hours of cooking on the primus stove would burn out their generators and they 
would not be able to get extra ones. He said none of the traders carried primus 
stoves any more as everyone wanted the ‘inferior’ Coleman stove that costs 
more than twice to operate and is not nearly as dependable. He finally obtained 
a large boiler that he could use to cook on the camp stove. It was also his job to 
saw the wood needed for the stove and feed the dogs.

In his spare time, he worked on their plant collections from spring and 
summer and typed up his report for Finnie on the summer work. He hoped to 
make a last trip to the coast before the snow got too deep and was having some-
one fix up his toboggan, and he found a woman at the Roman Catholic Mission 
who could do sewing repairs and make new gear for them. They had brought 
furs with them from Alaska so she was able to do something with Bob’s badly 
burned parka. “We never got any reindeer skins from the Lomen Company,” 
Erling said, “and I have not even had a reply to my inquiry by cable over one 
month ago. Wonder if the Company has gone broke.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

COMPLETING THE 1927 
RECONNAISSANCE

By 15 November 1927, the summer’s report for the Department of the Interior 
had been typed and readied for the mail, to reach Finnie by the following spring. 
Elaborating on the results, Erling said that they had succeeded in carrying 
through their program in spite of weather conditions that had caused consider-
able delay and inconvenience. The distance covered was somewhat over 1,500 
miles, of which approximately 175 were made by canoe. No opportunity had 
been missed for making natural history collections, with most attention given 
to the botanical collection which aggregated 4,500 vascular plants, cryptogams 
and phanerogams in addition to a collection of lichens of economic value.

He concluded from the sum of information gathered on the two trips to the 
east of the Mackenzie delta that the country was exceptionally well adapted for 
reindeer husbandry. The average range compared favourably with the best rein-
deer country seen anywhere in Alaska. Excellent summer pasture was found 
in abundance on Richards Island as well as on the coast of the Arctic Ocean 
from the delta to Liverpool Bay, while the hinterland, ten to fifteen miles from 
the sea, was well covered with willows, alders, and a fairly high percentage of 
lichens. The mainland from Point Separation to the mouth of Anderson River 
was partly timbered and good winter range, although large areas of the western 
part had been burned some fifty to sixty years ago and no heavy timber found. 
In many of the timbered areas, several species of reindeer lichens were exceed-
ingly abundant.

He struck a cautionary note that the country differed materially from Al-
aska in the uniformity of the topography, giving few natural boundaries for 
future range units so that the herders would have to stay with the deer. He felt 

///////////////////////////
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that this would not cause hardships as the coast was windy and the flies never 
bad in summer while in the winter range the timber afforded good shelter and 
ample supply of fuel and logs for the construction of cabins.

As indicated in his earlier telegram, Erling was now in a position to make 
a crucial recommendation based on his botanical reconnaissance and the fig-
ures supplied by Palmer in Alaska on grazing potential. “After a conservative 
estimation,” he said, “in this type of country forty acres would be a liberal al-
lowance per head, and the acreage inclosed in the trapezoid country between 
lines from Point Separation to Richards Island and Anderson River to Cape 
Dalhousie would have a potential carrying capacity of at least 250,000 head 
of reindeer.” These figures were to prove extremely optimistic. As more was 
learned of reindeer pasturage and the slow recovery of grazed lichens, grazing 
potential estimates were reduced. At that time, however, the figures were con-
sidered to be realistic.1

Back in Ottawa, Finnie was delighted with the recommendation. He had 
passed Erling’s telegram to Cory on September 14, expressing pleasure that 
“Evidently he found abundant fodder suitable for reindeer and that that par-
ticular district was capable of accommodating 250,000 animals.” Of the full 
report that he received in the spring, he told Gibson that he found Erling’s final 
conclusions “particularly reassuring.”2

In order to complete the survey of the Mackenzie Delta area, a winter 
grazing reconnaissance trip now had to be organized. It was decided that Bob 
would stay and look after things at home while Erling went alone. He looked 
for a guide to accompany him, but it was difficult to find anybody at that time 
of year because all the men went trapping as soon as they had finished hunt-
ing. In order to be ready should the chance arise, Erling busied himself fixing 
a canvas top on his newly made toboggan and burned pine tar for the bottom 
of it, hoping that the tar would work as well for this as it did for the Lapps on 
their skis. He had had a set of collar-harnesses made for his dogs. “I do not like 
the collar-harness but I guess you have to use them in this country because 
you have to work your dogs tandem. If I were going to stay here I would try the 
Siberian harness.”

Indoors, he and Bob continued to work on their summer collections, but 
one night they had the RCMP Corporal and Sergeant Gourley from the wireless 
station over for a game of bridge. They brought worrying news. “The Corporal 
just came back from a patrol to Herschel Island yesterday and reports distem-
per amongst the dogs on the island. He said he had kept his dogs separate from 
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the island dogs but doubt very much if he has avoided bringing the disease back 
with him. It will be bad to get it here for us also.”

On the evening of November 26, they went into the station to see if they 
could get anything broadcast to the north from WBZ. “Just when I came in I 
heard my [code] name,” Erling said, “and some other set in town interfered. I 
sat there for about an hour and heard several messages, but none were intel-
ligible throughout. There are three more sets in town and especially in these 
evenings everybody is trying to beat the other to it and nobody got anything. 
Before I came in Mr. Clouff heard Mr. Finnie sending a bunch of messages, but 
he could not understand any of them.”

It was true that Finnie was beginning to be concerned about the lack of 
news from the north. On November 30 he scribbled an internal memo: “How 
long is it since we have heard from the Porsild brothers? Is there anything on 
file to show just what territory they are investigating now? Do you think it 
would be advisable to wire them at Aklavik and ask them what progress they 
are making?” As it happened, that same day Erling’s wait for a guide ended. A 
man named Lucas came in to Aklavik and it was arranged that Erling would go 
with him the next day. He wired Finnie that he was leaving to investigate winter 
grazing and herding conditions of the lower delta, islands, and coast east of Kit-
tigazuit, portaging to Eskimo Lakes, and returning before Christmas. Plans for 
Great Bear Lake would follow.3

Erling left for Lucas’ camp on the Aklavik River on December 1. They 
reached the middle Mackenzie by December 3, having tried out his new tent, 
made by Woods in Hull after Dr. Anderson’s design. “It is just big enough 
for two but very good I think, only there ought to be some kind of protec-
tion around the stove pipe as sparks falling on the outer silk very easily takes 
fire. Although we were watching close this happened twice. It was doubtless 
below 40 at night but due to the double tent we were warm and comfortable and 
everything kept nice and dry inside.”

It was so cold when they set out the next day that at times the breath from 
the dogs was almost too thick for Erling to see the leader. They reached the 
slough into Pete Stromberg’s place on December 5 and stopped to see him. 
Over a cup of tea, Pete decided to go with them to Kittigazuit, just to have a 
chance to talk. “Pete is doing badly as usual. He is here all by himself and com-
plained that he had been bad for a couple of days and ‘seen faces and all kinds 
of things.’ Poor old fellow, it must be a H. of a life.”
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In Kittigazuit, Erling bought presents for his hosts in Tuktoyaktuk and 
three new collar-harnesses to replace the worst of the ones he had had made 
for him in Aklavik which he said were no good. They reached Tuktoyaktuk 
the next afternoon, only to find that all the men but one had gone out to set 
traps. Lucas decided that he wanted to stay longer with his family so Erling was 
forced to hire his young cousin, a lad of 14–15, to be his replacement guide to 
the Eskimo Lakes. Sometime before, the boy had trapped an animal not seen in 
that area before, a “funny-looking wolf that looked more like a dog” that turned 
out to be a coyote. Erling coveted, and finally got for the Museum, a skull from 
another one killed around that time.4

“Have been feasting tonight on ‘Tippy’ fish,” he said. “The taste is not as 
bad as the smell of it. I may get to like it before I am out of this country. The 
people here are still very primitive, by far the most primitive I have seen in this 
country as well as in Alaska and they use very little white man’s grub. The hous-
es are large and well-built log cabins mostly papered inside and with wooden 
floors. The old style igdleq is still in use while most of the other places they now 
use outside made ‘spring beds’ even in their summer tents.”

All the men came back from their traps the next morning expecting bad 
weather but as it did not get worse Erling left with his young guide around 11 
a.m. The boy was not much of a guide, although he knew the lake country rea-
sonably well. “I wanted to take some wood,” Erling said, “but was told that we 
would pass a place where we could pick up some. I asked him about it before 
we got there but he told me we were not there yet. Later I saw the wood alright 
but as the boy did not say anything I naturally thought there was a place still 
closer, and passed. When I worried about it later he said that we passed long ago 
and that he thought I did not want any.” The result of this was that when they 
stopped for the night Erling was just able to make coffee from green willows but 
it was impossible to get the tent warm.

About four miles from the coast, he had been surprised to see good-sized 
willows and low alder and still more by seeing a muskrat house in a tiny little 
tundra pond. “In a large lake about ten miles inland I counted about a dozen 
houses. The natives know there are rats but never hunt them.” He found wil-
lows with a girth of 10–12 inches about six miles inland, and when they stopped 
for the night about fifteen to eighteen miles on they were in a country full of 
hills and lakes, all covered with willows and luxuriant heather. He dug down 
through the snow in several places and found abundant reindeer lichens. “We 
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have here excellent winter grazing grounds much closer to the coast than could 
be expected and besides such abundance of willows to afford good shelter.”

The next day he went over to a large lake that he thought was one of the 
longitudinal chain of lakes that ran the length of the Tuktoyaktuk peninsula, 
with an outlet in McKinley Bay that had been mistaken for the outlet from 
Eskimo Lakes on old maps. They had seen this from the pingo near Atkinson 
Point in the summer. Meanwhile, his young guide spent three hours trying 
unsuccessfully to make coffee with green willow.

“We gave up the attempt and started home. Dense fog all day. We lost our 
own trail twice and had to go back to get in it again. When it got dark I gave up 
trying to follow the trail and Junior who had not previously been interested in 
following the trail now had no trouble. He did not follow the trail but seemed 
to have a very distinct idea of where the village was. I took some compass bear-
ings, and just kept checking on him but did not interfere, and he brought us 
right back.” It had been a frustrating trip for Erling, and he had not reached the 
Eskimo Lakes area as he had hoped, but he had seen enough on his short excur-
sion to prove that winter grazing was indeed very good in this area.

Lucas was ready to leave his family, so on December 10, they left Tuktoyak-
tuk and headed across the bay for the portage across Richards Island to the 
place Erling and Bob had visited in the summer. About halfway across, they 
stopped at the pingos on Midway Island. “There are two conspicuous pingos 
on the island,” he said, “the most westerly is broken, i.e. crater-like. I went up 
to investigate about 40 feet high to the edge of the crater but it may have been 
considerably higher; diameter probably 400 by 600 feet. Inside is a lake about 
8–10 feet above outside ground level.” He made a sketch of the broken pingo 
from the south side in his field journal.5

They stopped at a trapper’s house to pick up wood before continuing over 
a narrow portage to the big bay that cut south and west from the north end of 
Richards Island. There was plenty of wood where they camped that night so 
their precaution had been unnecessary, but doubtless Erling had no wish to 
repeat his previous cold night east of Tuktoyaktuk. Still, they were up at 4:30 
a.m. to keep going, and daylight found them on the west side of the island in a 
bay full of old driftwood.

The wind increased with snowdrift and fog and they could see nothing. 
Islands, lakes, lagoons, inlets, bays – the delta was living up to its reputation 
of being nothing more than water lace-tatted with land. By the time they had 
travelled about twenty to twenty-five miles from the trapper’s house, they came 
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to an island with cutbank and sandspit facing south. It was getting dark and 
the dogs were tired of facing the wind. They made camp near where they saw an 
eider duck sitting on a snow bank and Erling wrote sourly in his field journal: 
“Nasty and disagreeable day that gives me vivid recollections of last winter’s 
travel between Point Hope and Point Barrow. Kind of day that makes you won-
der why foxes want to live here and why people live in such a God-forsaken 
place.” He felt that the area was good for summer grazing but was quite unsuit-
able for winter use.

During the night, a howling blizzard blew up and they were forced to sit 
it out for two days. Snowdrifts built up around the tent. The wind blew with 
undiminished force, and when Erling went out to get and chop wood he was 
glad to get back inside. One dog was nearly buried alive and another almost 
strangled to death when its chain got too short. They ran out of dog feed, with 
only one herring per dog the first day and then nothing the next. Erling spent 
the time making a sketch of the portage across Richards Island and writing 
an essay in Danish on the formation of pingos. He was later to publish this in 
English and, in spite of a great deal of research on pingos in future years, Erling 
Porsild’s theory regarding their formation is still considered to be valid.

They started digging out the tent early on the morning of December 14, 
having to cut the ropes on one side where the stakes were covered with eight 
feet of snow. The wind and snow had died down somewhat overnight but picked 
up again as they travelled on. They reached Ukivik on Kendall Island around 
noon, only to find that the man Erling had been expecting to see, Dennis, had 
been away to his traps for several days, probably caught in the same storm as 
they had. They stayed overnight with a man called Oliver but as they had very 
little fish in that house they did not like to stay longer. They managed to dry 
their tent, making it forty pounds lighter when the ice had gone.

Erling took a walk over the island. “Vegetation of the Richards Island type 
here while the whole south side is one large luxuriant meadow of several square 
miles. Grass abundant – 1–2 feet high. Noticed Parrya nudicaulis not seen be-
fore. Only one specimen seen. On the north coast facing the open sea saw one 
large slumping of about one acre. The island is evidently at least in places built 
up on ice.”

Following the shore back, he found a Winchester .30–30 gun in apparently 
good condition. “Natives seldom use a gun more than a year or two and throw 
it away when rusty,” he complained. “A gun like that would be worth several 
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blue foxes in Greenland, while here they would not even think of keeping it for 
spare parts or ordering a new barrel.”

They left Ukivik the next day, armed with twenty fish and three and a half 
gallons of seal oil. Lucas did not know the trail and they made several detours. 
The dogs were getting poor and they made little time. At the border of the delta 
on the west side, they reached a line of islands, some low and grass covered, 
some high with low willows and heather.

“A reindeer drive should follow this line of islands,” Erling decided, “start-
ing out from Whitefish Station inside Shingle Point, cross the upper part of 
Richards Island, keeping well out of the willow belt that starts about 15 miles 
south of Kendall Island (Ukivik). The drive should not take place later than 
March unless the herd should summer on Richards Island. The fawning should 
take place on the mainland about 10–15 miles behind Kittigazuit.”

By four p.m. the next day, they had seen their first spruce, passed Tununeq, 
and reached a point on the Luis River near the east branch. “First place I have 
been at where nobody asked us in. All men gone; this probably is why. Our dogs 
were not fed either.” Their host was a big, fat man who said he could never get 
dogs strong enough to pull him so he had plans for an auto or a pair of horses. 
Like their last host, he owned reindeer at Port Hope and was anxious to get 
them. “He is a hustler,” Erling said, “besides being a thrifty man and covering 
a lot of ground trapping. He had about 16 foxes besides a good deal mink and 
some marten. Characteristic for him is that he is not using butter but the cheap-
est kind of shortening. I have not been in a native house here or in Alaska where 
butter was not used exclusively.”

Erling compared this man sharply with their next host closer to Aklavik. 
Fred Wolki was the mixed-blood son of Captain Wolki, whose schooner Rosie 
H. had been seen with frequency by Stefansson in 1908–9. “He must have been 
outside long and seems to be well educated. He is the man who got 322 white 
fox last year at Pierce Point. He came west last summer, married a halfbreed 
girl from the delta and is trading now. He is a very good example of the happy 
mixture of the white and Eskimo blood and the kind of fellow there ought to 
be more of.”

They reached Lucas’s trapline tent camp on the evening of December 18 and 
his house on the Aklavik River the next day. Lucas’s mother had some wolver-
ine trimmings. “Funny the way these people figure things. She wanted $4 for a 
set of face and hand trimmings which is very cheap compared with what I paid 
in Alaska where things are generally cheaper, but for sewing the trimmings on, 
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a job that took her half an hour she charged me $2.00.” Although it blew hard 
from the north on December 20, he left Lucas’s house by daylight and was home 
in Aklavik before noon.

Bob had taken in his nets a few days before because the ice had got too 
thick for fishing. In the last three weeks, he had caught over 1,500 whitefish and 
jackfish from the lake but unfortunately they were all small. While he got feed 
ready for the dogs, Erling opened one of their cans of Gunn’s Dog Meal, and to 
his disgust it contained tallow. “This stuff,” he complained, “was shipped us by 
the [Hudson’s Bay Company] instead of Husky Dog Feed which is an altogether 
different thing containing about equal parts of fats, proteins and carbohydrates 
with only about 15 percent water and inorganic matter.”

The wrong dog food was not his only complaint with the company 
shipments: 

Quite a number of articles sold by the H. B. has been found to dif-
fer materially from the articles in the specification – for instance I 
ordered ‘Eveready dry cells’ and instead they sent ‘Burgess.’ These I 
found much inferior for this country as they freeze more easily. Last 
year I used ‘Eveready’ only and in the morning put my flashlight into 
my warm sleeping bad where I kept [it] fairly warm all day and in the 
afternoon at dark it always was in working condition. When using it 
travelling I had the sleeve of my parka large enough so I could have the 
stock of the light kept warm by my arm. In this way I always managed 
to keep it in working condition indefinitely. With the Burgess cells 
on this trip I found the light absolutely dead already at noon though 
I always kept the light in my sleeping bag all night to have it warm in 
the morning when we broke camp. On this trip therefore I could only 
use the flashlight a few times and then only when first heating it up by 
putting it next to my body for some time.

He was also not very happy with the Hudson’s Bay Company all over the Christ-
mas holidays. The temperature fell below 40 degrees Fahrenheit on December 
22 and the next day was the coldest day of the year at 52 degrees below. They cut 
spruce boughs for shelter for the dogs and wood for the house. “This weather 
takes lots of wood. In the warmest of the rooms we cannot get the temperature 
above freezing near the floor even if it is about 130º 6 feet above the floor. And 
for this the H. B. charges us $15.00 a month. I hardly think that anybody but 
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the H. B. Co. would charge anything at all for the house for having the trade 
with us.”

Visitors began pouring in to Aklavik for the holiday. The Wolkis came 
to the Porsild house before moving up to stay at the English hospital. They 
left their dogs behind so the brothers were now feeding twenty-five dogs. On 
Christmas Eve, Erling said they had a house full of natives all day and served 
tea and meals for myriads.

“I started counting them but gave it up. First of course came these people I 
had visited on my trip to the coast. I wish we could do more for some of them.” 
Some people in town gave up their entire house or small store to the visitors. 
One man cooked two whole caribou to feed his guests. “H. B. has decorated the 
store and guess they do some business too, especially with the Indians. I went 
up in the afternoon to get a few things – chocolate and fancy biscuits for our 
visitors. The place was almost empty and they do not accommodate anybody – 
Not the H. B. Co.” he could not resist adding.

Christmas visitors, Aklavik, NWT, 1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-101973)
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There were Christmas festivities all over town. The Anglican Mission had 
a Christmas tree celebration for the children on the afternoon of Christmas 
Eve. In the evening there was a square dance in a house behind the Hudson’s 
Bay store. 

We went up there and looked on for 3–4 hours. It was something simi-
lar to the Greenland old time dances, but the time was much faster 
and the dancing I think better as far as the men goes. Constable Millen 
from Red River came in today. He is a good mixer and a very good 
dancer and stirred things up some. Evidently somebody had been 
moonshining for Christmas, for a few of the Indians were fairly well lit 
up. However, everybody behaved very nicely and probably would have 
to, even if the entire police force had not partaken in the dance. After 
the dance finished at midnight a few of the whites dropped into our 
place and we celebrated with a midnight lunch and a bottle of whisky 
afterward. Thus passed the third Christmas away from my home and 
family.

The town was very quiet the next day and church services seemed to be held 
continuously. The Porsild brothers had Christmas dinner at the wireless sta-
tion, although Erling did not eat much. He had had no trouble with his “Tippy” 
diet while away but was having problems changing back. In the evening they at-
tended the children’s concert at the Roman Catholic Mission. “The whole town 
except the English Mission were present and seated according to rank. There 
was about a dozen pieces given by the children. Songs and physical exercises 
etc., and two educational or moralizing one act plays. They evidently enjoyed it 
immensely in spite of a little awkwardness at first due to ‘stage fever.’” When the 
show was over one of the wireless people appeared as Santa Claus. He had been 
present in the audience and when he reappeared in costume the children im-
mediately recognized him from his boots. “The children, about 25 boys and an 
equal number of girls, from 5–16 years were all healthy looking and not nearly 
as shy as Eskimo children of corresponding age.”

More native visitors appeared at the Porsild house on Boxing Day, and 
there was a square dance at the Anglican Mission school where Erling noted 
that, although no Eskimo had participated in the previous dance and the Indi-
ans were still the most enthusiastic dancers at this one, at least all the Eskimo 
in town were present and danced several dances.
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All their house guests left on December 28, including Wolki’s dogs, so they 
were no longer cooking for strange dogs as well as their own. Most people were 
going to Fort MacPherson to celebrate New Year’s Eve so Bob decided to go too. 
Erling cleared up the house and started to work on the botanical collections 
again. Numerous visitors were back to see him on December 31, but not as 
many as before, and as the new year began Erling noted: “I imagine the busi-
ness has been pretty brisk in ammunition today judging from the number of 
shots that were fired at midnight.”

Bob Porsild entertaining children, nuns, and priest at the Catholic Mission, Aklavik, NWT, 
1927 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-101971)
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CHAPTER TWELVE

LOOKING BACK AND FORWARD

The Porsilds’ third season in the Continental Northwest was about to begin. 
They spent the first month and a half of 1928 finishing up their backlog of sum-
mer work, clearing the rented house of their belongings, and preparing to leave 
for Great Bear Lake to complete their reindeer pasture and collecting fieldwork.

In mid-January, Erling wrote to Malte that he had finished the prelimin-
ary work on their collection from the previous summer. Of about 4,100 vas-
cular plants, represented by approximately 418 species and major varieties, 
he believed several were new to the flora of North America and a few might 
be undescribed species. The lichens consisted mainly of species of economic 
importance.

It had been an extremely wet summer and they had had a hard time keep-
ing everything dry. The specimens stored at Atkinson Point had suffered from 
mould, and mice had also taken their toll, but on the whole the collection had 
not been damaged too badly. With the shipment, he was sending a catalogue, 
index of localities, and a list of seeds to aid in identifying critical species. This 
did not include the Papaver seeds that had been requested. “I am sorry we could 
not get more samples,” he apologized. “For some reason Papaver is rather scarce 
due to a general failure of producing seeds. The reason for this I cannot explain. 
Though the flowers appear to be perfect a very low percentage get fertilized.”1

The boxes he was sending included the skull of the old female grizzly bear 
that they had shot on the Eskimo Lakes to be given to Dr. Anderson, and per-
sonal articles for safe-keeping in Ottawa. Everything they left would be shipped 
out by the Hudson’s Bay Company agent in Aklavik on the first steamboat. In 
return, Erling asked Malte if he would be kind enough to ask the library to 
lend him M. L. Fernald’s 1925 paper on “Persistence of plants in unglaciated 
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areas of boreal America.” Fernald’s theory of “nunataks” (refuges that escaped 
glaciation) was attracting a great deal of attention in the botanical world and 
would prove relevant to the area that Erling was investigating but he did not 
give Malte any further explanation of what he had found of special interest be-
yond the intriguing comment: “I think I have got the scent of something good 
but am not sure if I can follow it down to bedrock.”2

Malte did not receive the letters or boxes until June. However, the Alaska 
shipment arrived, and on January 25 he wrote to Ostenfeld: “The Porsild broth-
ers did well in Alaska in 1926. Their collections which I now have, include over 
1,700 numbers of phanerogams and ferns which will make, I should judge, at 
least 5,000 herbarium sheets. Last summer they were working east of the Mack-
enzie River – and if we get these safely home we should have good material 
from the western Arctic mainland to work with.”

His own Arctic trip had been a great success. He had been working on his 
collection of over 4,000 herbarium sheets. “When I started out, I did not expect 
to add much to the knowledge of the flora of the Arctic Archipelago,” he said. 
“I was therefore very much delighted with the results. Outside of Salix which I 
have not had time to look over yet, I got about 30 additions to the flora of North 
Devon island and about as many as that of Baffin island. Among the Baffin 
island additions are several distinctly western arctic species, several species not 
recorded north of Hudson’s strait before, one new species of Calamagrostis, 
three species of Antennaria – only one has been recorded from there so far – 
and quite a lot of other interesting things.”

Ostenfeld had already congratulated Malte on the important collections 
the he had managed to make during his short visits to various places in arc-
tic Canada. He had begun work on the collections from Knud Rasmussen’s 
Fifth Thule Expedition to the Barrenlands, which were rather incomplete as 
none of the collectors had been trained botanists. They agreed that this area 
and the central and western arctic islands were much in need of botanical ex-
ploration. In his letter of January 25, Malte laid out his plans to go north again 
in the coming summer, travelling on the S.S. Nascopie to Hudson Bay in July 
and August to try and fill in some of the botanical gaps between Baffin Island 
and western arctic Canada. “From what I can judge from my own collections,” 
he said, “there are, particularly in southern and western Baffin Island, a con-
spicuous number of mainland and western types which indicate a much closer 
botanical relationship between Baffin Island and the continent than, judging 
from existing plant-geographical records, we had so far thought there was. At 
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present we know of about 160 species growing on Baffin Island. Considering 
that from Southampton, Nottingham, Mansfield, and other islands in the 
south of Hudson Bay there are only a total of about 60 species recorded, I came 
to the conclusion, some time ago, that a botanical excursion to the latter islands 
ought to yield a rich harvest.”3

As it happened, this was an area in which the Department of the Interior 
was also interested. In 1927, Finnie had heard from Leon J. Ladner, M.P. for 
Vancouver, regarding the lease of areas in the Northwest Territories to the Do-
minion Reindeer Company, an outfit that had negotiated with Waegter Broth-
ers of Seattle for the purchase of 5,000 reindeer from Kokrines, Alaska. Ladner 
was told that no location could be recommended until the districts had been 
examined botanically, although it was possible that some portion of the west 
coast of Hudson Bay might be found to be suitable. Finnie had heard no further 
word but wished to know the grazing potential should new enquiries arise. He 
had also to consider the Royal Commission recommendation that Southamp-
ton, Mansel, and Coats Islands should be set aside as a reserve for reindeer 
and musk-ox. Coats Island had been suggested as a first site. He therefore ap-
proached the Director of the Museum, W. H. Collins, to see whether Dr. Malte 
could be asked to make a botanical investigation if the necessary arrangements 
could be made. In turn, Collins instructed Malte that, while studying plant life 
and collecting botanical specimens in the coastal region of Hudson Strait and 
northern Hudson Bay, he was to pay particular attention to matters of practical 
interest, such as grazing conditions for native or imported species of animals. 
Information about all natural history subjects, ethnology and physical condi-
tions affecting exploration work in the north would be appreciated.4

These must have been trying times for Finnie, weighted down by his con-
cern for the success of the reindeer introduction in the north and the need for 
action in the near future. By now, many years had elapsed since the Royal Com-
mission had made its recommendations for northern development, based on 
hearings in Ottawa in 1920 and published in 1922, and so far there was nothing 
to show but unsuccessful efforts to create a reindeer industry in Canada.

Finnie had only to look backwards to reflect on a dismal history of failures. 
The first Canadian experiment had begun as early as 1908 when Dr. Wilfred 
Grenfell had bought 300 Norwegian reindeer and shipped them to St. Anthony, 
Newfoundland, in hopes of establishing a meat and dairy supply to reduce 
the high incidence of tuberculosis and infant mortality in the area. Initially, 
the herd did well under the supervision of four Lapp herders and by 1913 had 
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increased to 1,500 animals. However, when the herders objected to their low 
pay and returned home, Grenfell was already serving in World War I and was 
forced to leave the deer unattended. In his absence, poaching reduced the herd 
to 230 animals. Shortages of funds in the International Grenfell Association 
brought in the Department of Indian Affairs in 1917. The herd was transferred 
to the north shore of the St. Lawrence near St. Augustin, but the Indians who 
were supposed to look after the animals were untrained and allowed inter-
ference by people and dogs, and predation by wolves, until the Department 
stepped in again. The deer were moved again, this time to Anticosti Island, and 
released to run wild. By 1939, there were only seven reindeer left and were soon 
believed to be extinct.5

In 1911, there was another sorry attempt to create a new reindeer industry 
in western Canada by taking some of the Newfoundland herd to Fort Smith 
in the Northwest Territories. Many reindeer died en route. Those that reached 
their destination soon succumbed to disease and decline, due to various factors 
that may have included insufficient or unsuitable forage in winter and heat and 
fly torment in summer.6

These cautionary setbacks were somehow forgotten on Armistice Day in 
1918 when an enthusiastic northern explorer named Vilhjalmur Stefansson 
made a speech to the Empire Club in Toronto in which he advocated the do-
mestication of the musk-ox and the creation of a reindeer industry in Canada’s 
“Friendly Arctic.” His persuasive optimism undoubtedly helped to create the 
climate of public approval that led to the appointment on 20 May 1919 of a 
Royal Commission to Investigate the Possibilities of the Reindeer and Musk-
Ox Industries in the Arctic and Sub-Arctic Regions of Canada, and ultimately 
pressure the Department of the Interior to proceed with the proper introduc-
tion of reindeer for the relief of native peoples in the Northwest Territories.

Thirty-five witnesses had testified at the Royal Commission hearings, all 
with some experience of the north in capacities ranging from missionary to 
scientist and whaling captain. The problems of the decreasing wild caribou and 
musk-ox herds took up a great deal of their time. Regarding the possibilities of 
reindeer herding, the difficulties that emerged included the need for suitable 
locations and grazing units, the necessity of reindeer restraint, the problems of 
parasites and flies, and the question of whether or not the Eskimos or Indians 
could be properly trained as herders. Only the last problem produced much 
conflicting evidence. Diamond Jenness, ethnologist with the Canadian Arctic 
Expedition, and Professor D. B. McMillan, who had accompanied several U.S. 
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Arctic expeditions, felt that the occupation of herding would be contrary to the 
native way of life. No representatives of the indigenous people were consulted.

While the hearings continued, Stefansson became impatient to get on with 
his own reindeer enterprise and resigned from the commission, citing conflict 
of interest. By the time the hearings were over, and in co-operation with the 
Hudson’s Bay Company, he had launched into an ambitious reindeer scheme 
for Canada’s Arctic, leasing 113,900 square miles on Baffin Island by 1 June 
1920. By November he was a shareholder in and adviser to the newly formed 
Hudson’s Bay Reindeer Company, and by December he had applied to the Can-
adian Government for reindeer-grazing rights at the mouth of the Mackenzie 
River and a lease on forested Quebec mainland adjacent to the Baffin Island 
range as a precaution against possible problems of exposure on the tundra for 
animals used to wintering in Norwegian forests. Since neither the Canadian 
Government nor the Hudson’s Bay Reindeer Company was willing to expand 
reindeer operations before the Baffin Island scheme had even begun, plans for 
Baffin Island were then precipitated, leading to the kind of disaster that was 
becoming typical of the well-meaning but unhappy sagas of reindeer transfer 
and settlement in Canada.

A hasty and inadequate survey of the range was done by an ex-member 
of the Canadian Arctic Expedition who was neither a botanist nor a reindeer 
man. Storker T. Storkerson produced an effusive report and, encouraged by his 
advice, 667 reindeer were bought in Norway in the summer of 1921. Sixty died 
or were lost before they could be transferred, along with several Lapp families 
as herdsmen, on board the Canadian vessel Nascopie. Seventy-seven more ani-
mals died before reaching Baffin Island in November. Weakened by the long 
journey across the Atlantic, immediately on landing in Amadjuak Bay the herd 
scattered in search of food. No provision had been made for the herders who 
were forced to occupy themselves with building shelters. Once the herd was 
established, it was hard to round up the widely dispersed animals. The avail-
able forage failed to live up to the report in all seasons. Many animals perished 
or wandered off and ran wild with the caribou. In less than a year, only 180 
reindeer could be counted. The last Lapps returned to Norway in the fall of 
1923 and by the following winter most of the herd had vanished. Stefansson 
blamed the failure on mismanagement and called company officials to task 
for the early resignation of his trusted man Storkerson in a disagreement over 
the buying of the herd, but the Hudson’s Bay Company, which closed down 



136 T H E R EI N DEER BOTA N IST – Wendy Dathan

reindeer operations in 1927, decided that the choice of the grazing lands had 
been unfortunate.7

By 1922, when the Royal Commission report was published, the discour-
aging problems with the latest Canadian reindeer experiment were becoming 
known. It seemed that only in Alaska was the reindeer industry a success in 
North America. Inspired by official U.S. reports and being in no position to 
judge that the success in Alaska was proudly counted in numbers while the 
mounting environmental and social problems were ignored or treated lightly, 
the Royal Commission recommended that small experimental reindeer herds 
should be established in Canadian locations that had been carefully chosen for 
greatest need for native food supply. The importance of obtaining skilled Lapp 
herders to train the northern people to care for the reindeer was emphasized, 
as was the need to take great care in selecting locations in which there would 
be no danger of conflict with the wild caribou and where the vegetation would 
provide ample sustenance for the herd. As had been done in Alaska some thirty 
years earlier, the co-operation of missionary bodies was to be requested in “the 
gradual working out of a system similar to that so successfully followed by the 
United States Government in Alaska, whereby small numbers of reindeer are 
given to the natives in recognition of the interest and industry which they show 
in the work.”8

Acting on the Royal Commission recommendations became the respon-
sibility of the Department of the Interior. It was the driving force that had led 
to the hiring of the Porsild brothers to investigate reindeer conditions in Al-
aska and the Northwest Territories in 1926, and pressure to go on to the next 
phase of reindeer introduction was growing stronger in 1928. So far, the results 
of the Porsilds’ survey had been encouraging but slow. Conscious that time 
was passing all too quickly, Finnie was caught in the need to continue to pro-
ceed carefully and the urgency to get on with the job. On February 1, he sent a 
worried wire to Aklavik: “Do you expect to finish your investigational 
work by next fall” and was relieved to get a firm reply from Erling: “Reach-
ing Bear Lake Ultimo March we hope to do considerable travelling 
by dogs before ice goes out /stop/ Open water we continue working 
when practicable in two parties hoping thus to cover entire coun-
try north and east of lake and should be ready to leave on last boat 
having finished investigation outlined by you.”  On February 14, Finnie 
sent his last instructions to the Porsilds, ending with “Good luck.” He would 
not have to wait too much longer. By summer he would have detailed reports 
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of the previous season and by fall he would have the answers that he needed in 
order to proceed with the reindeer program.9

It was just as well that he was prepared with interim answers in the si-
lence that was to follow the Porsilds’ departure for Great Bear Lake because 
the pressure for the Department to act continued to escalate as winter passed 
into spring and summer. One witness, the Rev. W. G. Walton, continually be-
sieged the department with requests to introduce reindeer on the east coast of 
Hudson Bay. Perhaps from the same source, the Hon. Arthur Meighen wrote to 
the Minister, drawing his attention to the necessity for relief measures among 
Eskimos in that area.

On June 6, around the time that Erling Porsild’s January letters reached 
Ottawa from Aklavik, the question of reindeer introduction and northern relief 
arose in the House of Commons. The Leader of the Opposition, the Hon. R. B. 
Bennett, remarked that every winter there was considerable hardship endured 
by the Eskimos and the only remedy that had been suggested that would be at 
all equal to the demands made upon the Department of the Interior would be 
to import a number of reindeer from Norway, and to establish herds up there as 
had been done “so successfully by Mr. Lopp in Alaska.”

The Minister of the Interior, the Hon. C. A. Stewart, replied that the im-
portation of reindeer had been attempted on the east coast and was a failure. 
He understood this was because the animals had not been located on proper 
grazing grounds. Since that time attention had been directed to the fact that in 
Alaska the American government had made a great success of the rearing and 
domesticating of reindeer. Enlarging on the Alaskan success, he said: “There 
has been in the employ of the department for two years two gentlemen who 
have made a study of the food and other conditions of the reindeer, and it is 
hoped to make a success in that direction yet. They have been in the north now 
for a period of two years, and we shall soon have their report.”

Stewart had not been too well briefed as he was not sure if the gentlemen 
concerned were “The Porsild brothers” as Bennett suggested but thought they 
were from the United States and had been working along the Coronation gulf. 
He mentioned the interest of the Dominion Reindeer Company in the west side 
of Hudson Bay, stating erroneously that arrangements for using that territory 
were almost complete. The herd would be run as a private enterprise, he said, 
but each year there would be a surplus of animals given to the Government to 
be turned over to Eskimos trained to establish small herds.
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Unsatisfied, Bennett pursued the necessity for action to provide for the 
needs of the Eskimo people. Citing letters to the editor from Rev. Walton and 
R. H. Knowles and an editorial in the Toronto Globe to stress urgency, he add-
ed: “The movement of reindeer to the Mackenzie basin will not entirely meet 
the demand for further consideration by the aboriginal population in another 
section of the northwest. There are about six thousand souls in all, and the story 
told of their privations and sufferings demands that action be taken to prevent 
a recurrence of those conditions.… If we do not move now these people will die 
of starvation this winter.”10
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

WINTER TRAIL TO GREAT BEAR LAKE

In the interim period when the Porsilds waited for the winter mail to arrive 
overland from Simpson before they left Aklavik for their 1928 season on Great 
Bear Lake, both the brothers sat down to write to Rudolph Anderson at the 
Museum.

Bob Porsild’s communication after a long silence revealed how much of 
the success of the whole enterprise depended on the hard background work of 
the brother who was too busy fixing things to sit down and write letters. As he 
explained in his letter of February 8:

You are probably wondering at not having heard anything from me 
so far, and I feel that I owe you an explanation. Due to inability to ob-
tain any manual help – practically – either from Eskimos or Indians, I 
have been rather overloaded with things as: providing dog-feed for our 
15 dogs, cutting and hauling of wood for fuel for the winter months, 
‘mechanicking’ and navigating our boat in the summer season, and 
accordingly have not had much time for anything else.

My brother’s sickness in the spring of 1927 and long convales-
cence – hardly quite O.K. yet – forced him to be very careful, and 
therefore, he had been doing all the writing and homework, while I 
had the greatest part of the physical work to do; and I guess nobody 
knows that better than you, what that means up here, when the whole 
expedition consists of two men. We are both hoping he will be in good 
shape for the coming season on Bear Lake, as I may get a chance to 
do a little more mental work. – We have very little fish-literature and 
would ask you, if possible to send us something for fieldwork. I am 

///////////////////////////
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not acquainted with American literature but would like to have some-
thing for determinating [identification?] within this area, if not too 
voluminous.1

Erling had already written to Anderson on January 15, telling him of his collec-
tions on the coast that would go out on the Distributor’s first trip of the coming 
season. “I wish I had thought about asking you in Ottawa what was NOT worth 
the trouble of collecting,” he said. “How about eggs? You never mentioned eggs. 
I understand considerable collections have been made by earlier collectors.”

He told Anderson that they were hoping they would have everything ready 
to leave for Great Bear Lake in February.

Originally we had not planned to leave till open water, [he said,] but I 
am sure we can do a lot more up there in the spring and early summer, 
as I understand that travelling on the lake, like on the sea coast, is 
possible long after the snow is off the ground. Had I known six months 
ago what I know now, things could have been arranged in a more satis-
factory way and a lot of our stuff could have been shipped up to Nor-
man on the last boat.… Many things could have been prearranged in a 
much better way, I admit; but you often have to follow the development 
of things instead of developing them to suit your own taste, at least in 
this country. I may not be the first to experience this, however. Fortun-
ately, I do not think our work will be much impeded, while possibly 
our expenses will run somewhat higher than otherwise, and we may 
have to suffer some inconvenience and hard work ourselves.

One reason, of course has been my sickness from which I had a 
recurrence coming back from the trip east last fall. I thought I should 
have to go out for the winter, but as a change to the better took place 
before we got back, and the doctor was very optimistic, I decided to 
take a chance. I have not recovered though I can travel, but have to 
take care of myself. If nothing comes up I think I can finish the trip 
alright and go out next fall and get proper treatment, which I have not 
got here.2

On February 3, Erling could now report to Anderson that everything was ready 
to hand over to the Hudson’s Bay Company for shipment but added a request 
for more information to be sent north. It was now almost two years since the 
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Porsilds had left Ottawa and both the brothers were feeling the lack of source 
material that they needed for their work. “I am sorry I haven’t got Richardson’s 
‘Arctic Searching Expedition,’” Eling said. “I do not remember how much Rich-
ardson has about the lake.” He didn’t know Petitot’s works but he wondered if 
there might be something in ‘la région de grand lac des ours’ and ‘les grands 
Esquimaux.’ “I suppose you know all that has been written on that country by 
heart. Do you think any of them would be important to have on the trail this 
summer and in that case do you think the library would loan them to me.”3

In asking for the works of Sir John Richardson and Father Emile Petitot, 
Erling had no idea how much weight he might be adding to his already over-
loaded gear for Great Bear Lake. Richardson’s expedition report, detailing his 
1848–49 search for Franklin’s party missing since 1845, had been published in 
two heavy volumes in London in 1851. Father Petitot had been both an Oblate 
missionary and a prodigious writer who had lived and worked at Fort Good 
Hope and in the Athabaska-Mackenzie area from 1862 to 1882, travelling ex-
tensively with native guides down to the Mackenzie Delta to the Eskimo Lakes 
and beyond, as well as around Great Bear and Great Slave Lakes. He had estab-
lished the first mission at Fort Franklin on Great Bear Lake in 1866. Among 
his many scientific and anthropological works, he had written Les grands Es-
quimaux, published in Paris in 1887, and Exploration de la région du Grand Lac 
des Ours, published in 1893, covering his missionary and exploratory journeys 
between 1866 and 1879. He had also produced a dictionary of the local Indian 
language, Dictionnaire de la Langue Dene-Dindjie, published in 1876, and was 
the first to recognize that, although the people of the lake were from several 
different Athabaskan tribes – Hare, Mountain, Dogrib, and Copper – they had 
formed an association of people centred around the lake with their own dis-
tinct identity and dialect. There was a chance that Erling might be able to look 
at Petitot’s writings at the Roman Catholic Mission in Fort Good Hope.

The Porsilds left Aklavik on 18 February 1928. Most of their gear for the 
summer had already been sent ahead to Fort Norman, plus a load of fish and 
equipment had gone to Arctic Red River for pick-up en route, but with deep 
snow and heavy loads they would have to take turns breaking trail, hard work 
for men and dogs, all the way to Fort Good Hope. Their route to the southeast 
was on the winter trail that crossed and re-crossed the Mackenzie River, avoid-
ing rough ice but adding considerably to the distance. The two teams often lost 
sight of each other as one or other went ahead or took different riversides when 
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there was a choice. They reached Arctic Red River, where they stayed at the 
RCMP barracks, on February 21.

When the time came to pick up the feed and equipment that had been sent 
ahead, there were no Indians around to hire an additional team. Erling’s sled 
weighed about four hundred pounds, with three bundles of fish, a trunk, and 
four bags, and Bob was equally weighted down, so they were more than relieved 
when the Hudson’s Bay Company factor agreed to take some of their fish and 
accompany them for a couple of days.

Leaving on February 23, Erling said the first eight-mile portage was not 
too bad, although his overloaded, top-heavy toboggan capsized at least a dozen 
times, but they made good time on the river until they reached a steep trail 
leading up to their overnight cabin. “I could not take my sled right up and left 
it and the dogs below the last steep hill,” he said, “while Dodman went right 
up. Going down [the next morning] his dogs were wild and he hit a tree and 
nearly smashed the front of his sled and hurt his side, though not badly.” By the 
time they had travelled another eight to ten miles to the next cabin, Dodman 
decided to return to his post and could not be persuaded to go any further.

Faced with the departure of the Hudson’s Bay sled, and no other help in 
sight, Erling and Bob were forced to unload the extra two hundred pounds of 

Bob Porsild and Constable Millan cooking dogfeed, RCMP barracks, Arctic Red River, NWT, 
1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933879)
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fish onto their own already weighty sleds. Erling was disappointed that they 
had not had more assistance from the RCMP in Arctic Red River. “I had ex-
pected that the Police who have 16 dogs and nothing to do except cooking for 
the dogs and themselves might have offered to take some of our load for a few 
days,” he said. “I think it would have been a very natural thing for them to do 
us this favour as there is nothing else to keep them busy.”

A gruelling morning now lay ahead of them. It was almost impossible to 
keep the overloaded sleds on the trail that ran halfway up and along the bank, 
sidling towards the river, and dogs and men had to labour hard just to keep 
going. It took about three and a half hours to get to the next cabin eleven miles 
upriver and they were exhausted when they arrived. But their luck was about 
to change. Just as they were pulling out to try again, an Indian from Thunder 
River pulled in with fish for the woodcutters in the cabin and brought the glad 
tidings that the trail ahead was open and not too bad and he agreed to take 
three bales of fish for them the next day. As Erling said with relief: “Some luck 
today after all.”

Their destination the next day was Clark’s trading post on Thunder River. 
They left at nine. “From Adam’s cabin the river trends from south east to north 
east,” Erling said, “and as the predominant winds are north and south the snow 
never blows off the river. There is an old trail fairly hard with six inches of soft 
snow and a fresh toboggan trail on top. Our heavy loads crush the top trail and 
if not steered the sleds slide a little off and capsize into the two feet of soft snow. 
Snowshoeing nearly all day behind the sled.”

When they stopped for a midday break, they noticed that the water in the 
river had dropped about twelve feet since the first freeze-up and all the sand 
bars were visible, looking like islands. They finished the day on a ridge of ice 
created by the drop and then descended to the river itself, crossing a stretch of 
rough ice when they reached the smaller river.

The trading post was beautifully located in a clump of tall spruce in a shel-
tered valley surrounded by hills. The Porsilds spent a restful day with “Mr. A. 
Clark,” an old-timer from the Yukon who fed the dogs generously. It was warm 
and sunny and the snow was melting against the house. They saw a number of 
over-wintering chickadees, and Clark told them that he also had regular visits 
from what he called “the great owl and the mosquito owls.”

With the loan from Clark of a young Indian named Timothe, a nice lad 
with three dogs who took a hundred and fifty pounds on his sled, the Porsilds 
left the post on a fine warm day on February 27. Their pattern of travelling 
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became more of the same routine each day as they followed good trails and 
bad trails, or no trails at all, keeping on or beside the main river from cabin 
to cabin until around nightfall. Sometimes the trappers or woodcutters were 
home when they pulled in and sometimes not, as when the Porsilds broke into 
a cabin that was locked when they arrived at night, only to find an arrow point-
ing to a camouflaged key in a crevice when they could see it the next morning. 
“We left an explanatory note,” said Erling. Timothe had to return to the trading 
post and they struggled on alone. The bottom fell out of the barometer, it got 
colder and snowed heavily, but somehow the miles each day got covered. Even-
tually, on March 4, after a particularly hard stretch of trail where Bob had to 
leave one of his dogs behind because it was completely played out, they reached 
Fort Good Hope.

“We were all tired when we finally saw the lights,” Erling said. “The trail led 
us to the [Hudson’s Bay post] where we were cordially greeted by the Inspector 
Gowan who invited us to stop with the Company. We had, however, planned on 
stopping with the Police, so Mr. Gowan accompanied us to the Barracks where 
we were hospitably received by Constable John Cummings. He told us that the 
patrol we had hoped to overtake and accompany from Good Hope to Norman 
had left that morning. He was alone in the Barracks and had lots of room.”

The brothers spent a week in Fort Good Hope, resting themselves and their 
dogs. Erling worked on getting Constable Cummings interested in natural his-
tory collecting for the Museum. “He is quite enthusiastic already – hope it will 
last. If so, he would have a wonderful opportunity here at Good Hope where he 
has hardly anything to do in the summer.… [He] showed me an owl that he had 
shot a few days ago. Probably the same species that I got from the delta before 
we left Aklavik. Skinned it to show Cummings how to make a skin. Also wrote 
some notes on collecting and what to collect. Gave him some arsenical soap for 
poisoning skins.”

There was some excitement to report while they were at the barracks. 

Two native trappers, who were both Hudson’s Bay hunters and one 
their best man, arrived at the fort. Pulling in they passed the Company 
store and pulled up in front of the N.T. [Northern Traders]. The lat-
ter – Mr. Douglas, was not in so they temporarily put their sleds up at 
the Police warehouse. They brought a lot of moose meat and probably 
lots of fur too. The N.T. interpreter unfortunately was away so they did 
not want to do any business with them. They would not go to the H.B. 
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for some reason – ‘Because the boss did not treat them right last time.’ 
Cummings got a lot of meat and gave them the stuff they wanted in 
trade. The fur was cached and they went back. Gowan at the Bay of 
course is furious. N.T. has the last years been gaining in fast on the 
H.B. and the loss of these two men would be a blow to them – not only 
for the fur they produce but mostly for the influence they have with 
the rest.

The Porsilds were dickering with both companies for more fish for their dogs 
as they had been going through some of their load. “We have noted that there 
is quite a difference in the way business is run here compared with below. After 
we got out of the Western Arctic District going up river everybody seems to be 
a lot more accommodating. We had heard so much about the high prices up 
here but hitherto we have not noticed it.” As an example, he said that if you gave 
a native an order upriver for so many ‘skins,’ the traders gave him trade and 
charged it to you at the rate you were getting, so that an order on $100 would 
only cost you $65.75 if the native took groceries, and $40.50 if he bought dry-
goods. “In Aklavik we always were charged with the full amount.”

On March 9, Erling paid a visit to the Brother at the Roman Catholic Mis-
sion. “I had a hard time talking and understanding French but finally made 
him understand me. The Father at Aklavik kindly gave me a letter of introduc-
tion and he was quite willing to let us have some dry fish. I was trying to make 
him lend me some Emile Petitot[s] Books that Father Trocellier told me were 
here, but I guess he did not understand that I just wanted to borrow them and 
I did not get them.”

The Mission Brother gave Erling two bales of fish. He was able to get a 
small amount from the Hudson’s Bay and a large bale from Northern Traders 
as well as a new dog team for Bob, who had finally decided to give up his Nome 
harness and get a new set from an independent trader in the area. They tried 
to talk a native boy into going with them with a load of fish for two days, but 
without success.

The trail south from Fort Good Hope was in a little better shape than the 
one further north and on March 13 they made good time to the RCMP cabin 
about thirty miles further on. Erling complained that the cabin was not very 
well caulked and it was impossible to heat. “I suppose it is because one sleeps in 
a bunk in a cabin but on the snow floor in a tent, that you generally freeze in a 
cold cabin but not in a tent.”
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Perhaps it was because he was 
cold in the bunk that the next day he 
had trouble with his knees. “I have 
been much troubled with rheuma-
tism in my knees today. I snowshoed 
about ten miles this morning but in 
the afternoon the pain was so fierce 
that I could not walk or even bend 
my knees for a couple of hours.” Al-
though the pain eased the next day, 
he was to continue to have problems 
with his knees further down the trail.

As they moved south, Er-
ling noted how the vegetation had 
changed, with two or three species 
of birch largely replacing the alder 
of the lower river. “I think the Alnus 
here is a different species from that 
on the coast and probably also differ-
ent from the Delta Alnus. The catkins 
are conspicuous and fully developed 
in the fall. I have not noticed that on 
the others.”

On March 15, when they 
stopped overnight at a trapper’s cabin, he noticed four coyote skins hanging on 
his cache. “The coyotes are fairly common all along the river,” he said, 

… and all the trappers are much bothered with them and several seem 
to think they are more destructive than the wolf and bounty probably 
should be paid for them. To the foxes especially they are alleged to 
do much harm. One trapper told me they dug out fox dens whenever 
they found one, killed the young foxes, and stayed in the den. There 
had been few foxes on the river before we passed, but it appeared that 
they are running wild now when we passed. Probably the most tracks 
were seen from one day above Red River to a day below Good Hope 
then again from Good Hope till a few miles above Carcajou Ridge and 
from there to here I have not seen a fresh track. Sometimes one fox 

Heavy trail on Mackenzie River, NWT, 1928 
(Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933880)
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will follow the trail for 10–20 miles digging up the droppings from the 
dogs. Saw one small white fox traded at the H. B. at Good Hope and 
saw one track yesterday that looks like white fox. The trappers tell me 
that a few [have been seen] coming through going west. Most come 
through when they are abundant on the coast.

By March 17, they reached a stopover cabin seventeen miles below Fort Nor-
man. It was 6:30 p.m. and it had been a tough day so Bob opted to stay and rest 
his dogs. Erling decided to keep going as the trail ahead was reputed to be in 
better shape and he had a hunch that the mail would leave the fort the following 
day. Sometime after dark he lost the trail at Bear Rock on glare ice. “I crossed 
the river when I had the lights abreast. Hit rough ice from the B.[Bear] river. 
Arrived at the R.C.M.P. Barracks at 9:30.”

Mail had come in the day before and would leave in a few days time, giving 
him time to write letters to send downriver to Aklavik. Of the mail that had 
come in from the south, although he had wired the Department in the fall to 
send everything to Fort Norman, “there was not a piece of official mail so per-
haps that has been sent somewhere else.”

When Bob pulled in the next day, they started to get together an outfit to 
take with them to Great Bear Lake. Except for a small bale of fish that they suc-
ceeded in getting from the Roman Catholic Mission, Erling complained that 
it was very hard to get what they needed as the traders either did not have it 
or they were holding it back for the spring trade. “We cannot get anything but 
lard and flour and 50 lbs. oatmeal here. I want to move on to the lake as soon 
as possible.”

Other arrangements went more smoothly. On March 19, a trader from Fort 
Franklin with whom Erling had been corresponding, A. W. Boland, arrived in 
Fort Norman and agreed to charter his forty-foot gasoline boat for travelling on 
the lake in the summer. A trapper named Louis Olmsted had just come in from 
the north shore of the lake and they arranged with him to borrow his canoe 
and use about three hundred and fifty pounds of food from his cache at Dease 
Bay. It turned out that the trapper and his partner had got into a poker game at 
Fort Norman in which “his partner found that he could do better playing poker 
than trapping on Bear Lake and quit him cold” so Erling hired him to work 
for them until the end of June. In payment, Olmsted would get his grub and 
Erling’s six dogs when they were no longer needed in summer. “I think he will 
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be a very good man for us,” Erling said. “He wants to go into the country north 
of Dease Bay himself so this arrangement is very satisfactory to both parties.”

A caravan of dog teams left Fort Norman on March 22. Besides the Por-
silds, there were Boland, Olmsted, and three other teams, of which two were 
traders from the rival companies of Hudson’s Bay and Northern Traders who 
agreed to carry some of the brothers’ load. The trail, at first rough and hard, 
became a hard track over marshy lakes and swamps. Four teams ahead of the 
Porsilds had cut up the soft snow at the sides. With their heavy, bulky loads, if 
they tried to avoid a hole on one side of the trail, the sleds went into deep snow 
on the other side.

To make matters worse for Erling, his knees began to trouble him again 
and he had caught the cold from which everyone was suffering in Fort Norman. 
There was a tent set up about twelve miles out of the fort where they caught up 
with Olmsted. “I almost felt like caching some of my load. My cold is very bad 
too. Kind of ‘kill’ or ‘cure’ treatment this is. Fortunately the trail was much bet-
ter in the afternoon mostly going through the timber where there was a good 
deep trail. I surely admire the dogs. The weight of the load does not stop them 
in spite of their sore feet. I cannot walk much on account of my knees and the 
dogs have to pull me too.”

They camped with the company about twenty-five miles out of Fort Nor-
man in a patch of burned-off timber with lots of dry wood. The next day was 
fair going. After climbing the plateau from the valley of the Martin River, the 
route led over small lakes and muskeg. Erling noted the abundance of birch, 
with some arborescent specimens measuring up to six to eight inches in diam-
eter, and the first Populus tremuloides they had seen. Timber was generally 
sparse except in the river valleys and the spruce not heavy enough for cabin 
building. Digging down in the snow in open muskeg, he found a dense growth 
of Ledum with some Cetraria nivalis and C. islandica.

They reached Fort Franklin on March 24. “At Fort Franklin, named for Sir 
John Franklin who wintered there in 1826–27, we found … that the fishing was 
on the decline but the nets set out … were still averaging from 500 to 600 ‘her-
ring’ a day. This little whitefish, which was originally described from this place 
by Sir John Richardson, is caught in large numbers and is said to remain in the 
lake throughout the year. Four hundred and fifty fish, comprising a toboggan 
load, caught in this fishery were found to average 1½ pounds each, whereas 
those taken a month later at Dease Arm averaged only ¾ of a pound. Three or 
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four large Great Bear Lake herring per day will keep a hard-working dog in 
good condition.”4

The Porsild dogs, for the first time since the previous summer, were given 
all the fish they could eat with a big feed of herring. “They were getting rather 
thin but a week’s rest at the fishery with all the fish they cared to eat improved 
them tremendously.” Ten days were spent in Fort Franklin resting the dogs and 
organizing the summer’s work. The plan was that Boland would accompany 
Erling and Olmsted as far as Etacho Point (known locally as “Big Point”) and 
Bob as far as Dease Bay, carrying the eighteen-hundred-pound load, mostly 
of dog food. Bob would return to Fort Franklin, which he would use as a base 
to explore as much of the west end of the lake as possible before the opening 
of navigation. At that time, he would meet the steamboat in Fort Norman and 
bring over their supplies about the last week of July. Meanwhile, Olmsted and 
Erling would survey the area east and northwest of Dease Arm.

In the report for Finnie that Bob would take to mail on the steamboat, 
Erling wrote: 

From Dease Bay we go by way of Dismal lakes and the Coppermine 
river to Coronation Gulf, returning across the Barrens, striking south 
west towards the headwaters of the Horton river and from there across 
the divide to the lake. By June, as soon as the snow is off the ground, 
we go in again on foot with pack dogs, striking north towards Ander-
son river. By open water my brother is to pick me up … with the boat 
and during the rest of the season we intend to circumnavigate the lake 
and possibly make one trip inland to the Barrens from McTavish Bay. 
I feel certain that, if everything goes well, by the end of navigation we 
shall have accumulated considerable amount of information and be 
down in Norman in time for the Liard River [steamboat], bringing all 
collections out this year as well.… We shall proceed at once to Ottawa 
to report on our investigation.5
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

DEASE ARM AND THE NORTHEAST 
BARRENS

As with their previous summer’s work, the territory that the Porsilds proposed 
to investigate in their 1928 season was immense. Great Bear Lake was the 
eighth largest lake in the world, the fourth largest in North America, and the 
largest lying totally inside Canada. North of Latitude 65, it had an approximate 
area of 12,200 square miles, including five arms in every direction – named 
Keith, Smith, Dease, McTavish, and McVicar after chief traders and factors in 
the Hudson’s Bay Company who had helped with the early Franklin expedition 
– of which only the northerly Dease Arm was above the Arctic Circle.

Erling claimed that, in spite of the fact that the lake had been one of the 
easiest and best-known routes from the Mackenzie River to Coronation Gulf 
for many years, no accurate delineation of its shoreline had ever been made ex-
cept for a few hundred miles of the western shore recently covered by the Topo-
graphical Survey. Maps of the time still depended on the 1825–26 pioneer work 
of Sir John Richardson, the surgeon/naturalist on the Franklin expeditions. In 
addition to their 1928 planned surveys of the lake itself, Erling hoped to cover 
large sections of the barrens to the north and as far northeast as Coronation 
Gulf.1

The Porsilds, Boland, and Olmsted left Fort Franklin on April 3 with nine-
teen dogs and three sleds carrying eighteen hundred pounds, mostly of dog 
feed. With their heavy loads, they had to walk most of the time, following the 
north side of Keith Arm on the lake ice. By April 5 they reached the south side 
of Deerpass Bay, where they had the misfortune to damage one of the tents 
when they stopped for tea on the ice. “Last time put up our double silk tent for 
shelter,” Erling mourned. “Boland’s small stove was set up and got too hot. The 

///////////////////////////
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tent caught fire and though Bob and Boland were inside, the fire had spread so 
much before they saw it that the tent went up in flames. I was outside and pulled 
the tent down to lee and put out the fire by stamping. The tent however was gone 
or at least ruined as about two square yards were burned up.”

They continued walking across the ice to the north side of the bay and 
camped on the other side. On Good Friday, April 6, following the south side of 
the Scented Hills peninsula east to “the last wood,” they reached Etacho (“Big”) 
Point where they set up the remaining tents for the night and gave the dogs the 
last feed of fresh fish.

Erling found the place interesting. “Near the point there is a border of bar-
rens along the beach, and to get to the timber we had to go up over a ridge 
running parallel to the coast. This ridge is probably about 50 feet and runs all 
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the way down to Deerpass Bay. Numerous small creeks cut through it. Right 
at the southwest corner there is an exposure of what Boland said was shale – a 
few hundred yards from a beacon or monument [Pearson’s] from the survey a 
few years ago. Stopped and took some sights here.” He thought the ridge was of 
glacial origin, with numerous gravel boulders. “The place we camped is notice-
able from a distance by a peculiar-looking stunted spruce.… The trunk is about 
8–10 inches at the butt, quite straight till about 12 feet above the ground where 
the top starts. This is almost globular and the branches are twisted in a peculiar 
way and looks about like one of those Japanese dwarf trees. All the spruce close 
to the lake are stunted in growth with a short but thick trunk and dense top, 
often bent by the wind.”

Boland began his return journey to Fort Franklin on April 7 while the Por-
silds and Olmsted continued east across the lake. Forced to camp on the ice five 
miles from shore, they reached “Caribou Point” (Cape MacDonnel) the next 
morning. On April 10, along the peninsula on the south side of Dease Arm, 
they saw their first small band of caribou. “Bob continued to [the] first wood, 
and made tea while Olmsted and I went out to some small islands where we 
had seen many fresh traces through the field glasses,” Erling said. “We were a 
few hours late. With the field glasses I could see a band of twelve crossing to the 
north shore, probably about six miles out. They were just walking slowly and 
I do not think they had the wind of us. We could not possibly overtake them 
before they were over, so we went back to the sleds hoping they would stay on 
the north shore till we got time to go after them.”

They finished their journey the same day. Crossing the last bay, they saw 
a wolverine coming from the direction of Olmsted’s cache. “Not a very good 
sign,” Erling commented. “We pulled in at Lambson’s house, a good sized 
building where Boland used to live. Everything was in fine shape. Very cold. 
When I had unpacked I hung up the thermometer and found it to register 25º 
below, quite chilly for this time of year.” This was to be Erling’s base for further 
investigation until the ice went out of the lake in July.

The house was close to the site of old Fort Confidence at the mouth of 
the Dease River. The Hudson’s Bay Company ‘forts’ as seen along the Mack-
enzie and at Great Bear Lake were in no sense fortresses for protection as they 
might have been elsewhere but were simply a group of log cabins used to house 
the factor, store, and provisions. Fort Confidence was built in 1836 for Peter 
Warren Dease, fur trader and explorer for the later Franklin expeditions, and 
Thomas Simpson, who accompanied Dease on his Arctic explorations. They 
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Buildings owned by trader A. W. Boland, Dease Bay, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, 
e010933884)

spent the winter there in 1837–38, and Simpson complained that it had been 
constructed with inadequate timber and insufficient roofing so the interiors 
were very cold. It was rebuilt in 1848 when it was used by Sir John Richardson 
during the winter after he returned from his search for Sir John Franklin be-
tween the Mackenzie and Coppermine rivers. Dr. John Rae used it for the same 
purpose the next winter. It was finally abandoned in 1853.

The buildings were still standing in 1902, as seen by David Hanbury when 
he passed through, but were destroyed by fire a few years later. By the time 
Vilhjalmur Stefansson visited Dease Arm with a party of Coppermine Eskimos 
in 1910, all that was left of the old fort was a pile of firewood left by Richard-
son’s men and four stone chimneys that were still standing “like the monoliths 
of Salisbury Plain.” Stefansson was amazed that the firewood, “chopped by 
Richardson’s men, and piled up methodically after the nature of Englishmen, 
looked as if it had been chopped last year – a striking proof of the fact that 
in the northern regions decay is very slow.” When George Douglas and his 
Coppermine expedition members camped on the site and photographed them 
in 1912, the four chimneys were still standing, but by 1928 when Erling and 
Olmsted arrived, only two chimneys were left upright.2
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Two chimneys, all that was left of Old Fort Confidence, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, 
e010933883)

A small trading settlement had grown up about half a mile from the old 
site in 1908, established by a well-known Hudson’s Bay factor named James 
Mackinlay and two wealthy Englishmen turned trapper/hunters, John (Jack) 
Hornby and Cosmo Melvill. Melvill left in 1911, while Hornby stayed on and 
became very friendly with the Douglas brothers and functioned quite well dur-
ing their stay, but, as Douglas remembered in later years, he began to show 
signs of mental deterioration at that time. Hornby left Dease Arm to join the 
army in France in World War I and was decorated for valour. When he re-
turned to Great Bear Lake, he built an isolated cabin on the shore of what came 
to be named Hornby Bay in McTavish Arm and lived there alone for many 
years, gaining a mythic reputation as “Hornby of the North” for his hunting 
and survival prowess, as well as the strangeness that would lead to his downfall. 
At the time of the Porsilds’ arrival on Great Bear Lake, he had disappeared into 
the Barrens with two young companions and had not been heard from for quite 
some time.3

The trading post itself had only recently been abandoned. In his report to 
the Department in 1929, Erling wrote: “Dease Arm and the plains to the north 
and east were formerly the home of vast herds of caribou. Consequently this 
district was the favourite hunting ground for the Great Bear Lake Indians, and 
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when, about ten years ago, a trading post was established at Dease Arm the 
Coronation Gulf Eskimos also frequented the east end of the lake. For the last 
few years, however, the caribou hunt has altogether failed and in 1927 the trad-
ing post was abandoned. The last Indians moved to the west end of the lake, 
where when hunting fails the fishing can always be depended upon.”4

The first tasks in the next three days were to get wood for the house and for 
Erling and Olmsted to go out to check on the cache. They also needed to pick 
up a replacement tent. “The cache was on the north shore about ten miles from 
the houses. The wolverine had been there sure enough and had cleaned up on 
two fish caches, one on a stake and one in a tree. The main cache however was 
intact. Took a load of about 800 lbs. and returned after setting some traps for 
the wolverine.”

Bob left for Fort Franklin on April 15 while Erling and Olmsted set off 
on a hunting trip, following old tracks of caribou, and fresh ones of wolf and 
wolverine. They searched for two days without seeing anything, but on April 17 
they caught up with a small herd of caribou on an island about a mile offshore. 
Erling had trouble with his gun but managed to get a doe that he later skinned 
for the Museum. On their way back, they climbed a high point of limestone 
and quartz that he thought must be Richardson’s Limestone Point and he took 
bearings and photographs of the Dease Valley below. Many expeditions had 
used this valley coming or going to Coronation Gulf, but Erling thought that 
the only accurate survey in recent times had been made by the Douglas broth-
ers, as recounted by George Douglas in Lands Forlorn in 1914, during their 
trips to the Coppermine Mountains to investigate the potential for copper de-
posits reported in that area.

On reaching the house, Erling made the unpleasant discovery that he 
had lost his field diary and went back to find it by daylight. They spent several 
days getting organized for a three-week trip to the northeast barrens, during 
which time Erling again struggled with his problem transit and odometer while  
Olmsted managed to patch up the burned silk tent. They found where the trail 
started, but the weather brought a chinook from the southeast followed by 
thaw, which made the snow soft and travel impossible.

Bird life was starting up around Dease Bay and Erling noted that the Gray 
Jays were mating on April 21, a month later than stated by Frank M. Chapman 
in Handbook of Birds of Eastern North America. He tried to collect a pair but 
only succeeded in shooting the female. On April 25, he said he shot another 
whiskeyjack and made a skin of it. “I saw the first snowbird yesterday and a few 
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today. The jays are mating and so are the ptarmigan. Tonight we can hear the 
mating calls in all directions. Noticed the mating call is very different from that 
of the Greenland ptarmigan. Shot one male for a specimen back of the house.”

From a diabase rock to the north of the settlement, he took bearings for his 
map of the bay, noting bare spots where three days earlier there had been a foot 
of hard snow. “In the open flats the willows are nearly uncovered. I found four 
inches of water under the snow in the Mission creek. Noticed Dryopteris fra-
grans, Juniperus communis, and Potentilla nivea on the south side of the rock. 
What shows of the flora is very uninteresting so far.” By April 27, he said: “I 
have never seen anything like this. About two weeks ago we had 25° below 
and less than a week ago we had 15° below. On 23rd we had the first day with 
temperature above freezing at noon and today spring is fully established. We 
have had winds from every direction and they are all warm. Saw the first moth 
up in the bush today and lots of flies. I could smell the spring and noticed the 
change in the spruce.”

Their first attempt to leave for the Barrens ended in failure as they were 
forced to go back. “The snow would not carry [the sled] in the trail and the dogs 
broke through constantly. To break trail with the snowshoes would not help 
any as the snowshoe would only break through in places, viz., the sun side of 
the east-west-running trail. We were rather heavily loaded but even with a light 
load a few miles of this going would take all the hair and skin off the dog’s legs.”

During the night, it turned colder and was raw and cold all the next day, 
though still thawing in sunny places. Some of the dogs got loose overnight and 
chewed up one of Erling’s wet moose-skin snow-boots so he spent the day mak-
ing a new one and a number of dog kamiks. Finally, on April 29, the therm-
ometer read twelve degrees Fahrenheit, and a cold north-north-east wind was 
blowing when they set out for a second time along the Coppermine trail that 
Boland had sketched for them, following the lakeshore but in the shelter of 
timber. The thaw had made the snow so hard that it was rough on the sleigh but 
easy for the dogs to make good time across the barrens.

Five miles from Dease Arm they found three old caribou tracks and later 
one fresh one but otherwise the country was bare. Their route led over a low 
plain that was broken into rhomboid-shaped blocks. Erling noted that the val-
ley and hillsides were well covered with heath scrub and lichens that he felt 
would afford splendid summer, spring, and fall grazing for reindeer. They 
climbed higher and crossed the divide the next afternoon, descending into a 
canyon with a creek flowing toward the Coppermine River via Dismal Lakes. 
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The land was getting more broken and rough, with hilltops to the east in the 
order of two to three thousand feet, as they followed the creek to an area of 
good-sized spruce and camped in a narrow valley separated from another can-
yon by a ridge of high land.

They woke to soft snow and decided to wait until it had stopped before 
travelling on. Erling surveyed their position from a hill west of the junction of 
the two canyons, seeing what he thought was Lake Rouvière but unable to see 
Dismal Lakes behind the hills to the east. Morainic gravel deposits and glacial 
erratics were strewn on the hillsides where numerous ground squirrels were 
busy. He chased an arctic hare for some distance before killing it for a speci-
men and for dinner. While he was away, Olmsted found fresh tracks from three 
wolves that had circled a few hundred yards from their camp. There was no sign 
of caribou anywhere.

At 10:30 that night, when it was freezing hard again, they followed the 
creek about fifteen miles downstream, running out of hills and timber into 
a low flat in which a conical mountain barred a direct route to Dismal Lakes. 
Through the passage on either side of Teshierpi Mountain, they could see the 
lakes named by Dease and Simpson on their Arctic exploration for the second 
Franklin expedition between 1837 and 1839. “Looking down on the treeless 

First spruce at Ukivik, A. W. Boland’s road from Dease Bay to Coppermine, NWT, 1928 (Photo: 
AEP, LAC, e010933882)
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shore on a cold morning like this I do not think Simpson was wrong when he 
gave them this name,” Erling said. They camped at the base of the mountain 
and next day climbed to the summit, which they calculated to be about eight 
hundred feet above Dismal Lakes, fifteen hundred feet above sea level.

From this vantage point on May 2, and from a similar peak to the north of 
Dismal Lakes on May 4, Erling was to make his entire survey of Kendall River, 
Rae River, and the land north and east to Coronation Gulf. “We could see the 
whole of Kendall River as well as its valley and junction with the Coppermine,” 
he said. “Of the latter we could see what I take to be the September Mts. and the 
east side of the Copper Valley or Canyon. Apparently there is good travelling 
across the Copper Mountains almost anywhere. Aside from the Kendall River 
valley there is no timber seen across the lake except in the cirque near the east 
shore of the first lake.” He thought he could see two or three small lakes at the 
head of Kendall River and to the northwest they could see where the lakes or 
basin trended towards the west.

They had seen a lot of good reindeer country but no caribou or signs of 
them since the first tracks at the beginning, but this was about to change as they 
travelled overnight down to Dismal Lakes and turned north along the lake ice. 
Soon after it got light, they came upon three caribou tracks about a day and a 
half old, followed by a lone wolf, going towards the south. After that, they saw 
two or three fresh wolf tracks, as well as one of wolverine and a number of fox 
tracks. It had been overcast all night but just after sunrise there was a hailstorm 
over the lakes, the first that Erling had seen in the Arctic in winter. About three 
a.m. they came to the narrows in the big lake and saw a number of fresh caribou 
tracks going north. Leaving the dogs tied to a big rock, they set off in pursuit, 
catching up with a small band of does with yearlings and two-year-old fawns.

We killed one two-year buck and two yearlings ditto and an adult fe-
male which was all the meat we would require, [said Erling]. Olmsted 
started skinning the two-year buck for a specimen while I went back 
for the dogs. When I came down over the hill I saw a caribou track 
going that direction; an animal that our shooting had driven back had 
gone right down towards the dogs. As might be expected they all went 
crazy and got the rope off that held them to the rock. I did not think 
the outlook the brightest when I started out on their trail. The trail led 
right across the lake and up over the mountains to the south. When 
I came over the foothills I could hear Junior bark but could not spot 
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them with the glasses for a while. Finally I saw them. The rope had 
caught on a rock. I started calling them and as soon as they saw me 
they started back and then got the rope loose. They were all dead tired 
and looked so guilty that I could not help laughing at them and forgive 
them the run they had given me.

It was noon before Erling got back to where he had left Olmsted with the cari-
bou. “Olmsted had finished the specimen and another one, and after skinning 
the remaining two and feeding the waste to the dogs that were almost too tired 
to eat, we hauled the meat back and camped near the lake on a rocky ridge. At 
four p.m. cleaned the skin of blood and grubs and went to bed.”

The next morning they headed for the end of the lake where they had no-
ticed good spruce from the hills the day before. “It got pretty hot before we got 
there but the going on the lake was not bad though it was much too hot for the 
dogs.” They went up a hill on the south side of the lake and saw three caribou 
in a broad valley leading towards the northwest but did not bother to go after 
them as they had enough meat for their needs.

By one p.m., they had set up camp at the end of the lake, and in the after-
noon climbed a high hill to the northwest overlooking all the surrounding 
country. “The summit was 940 ft. above the lake. Away to the north we could 
see what may be the Rae River valley, to the south and west the whole Dease 
River basin. We found the latter only parted from the Dismal Lake basin about 
two miles, the watershed being about midway and very low.” They built a five-
foot cairn and left a note in a .30–30 shell that read: “Built this cairn today re-
turning to Dease Bay from a reconnaissance trip to Kendall River and Dismal 
Lakes. Killed four caribou on the north shore of Dismal Lake. Elevation of this 
cairn 940 ft. above the lake.” The note was dated May 4th, 1928.

Going down, the hillside facing south was almost bare in places and there 
were open buds on the willow, Salix richardsonii. Erling collected a curious 
Cladonia, growing on a gravel hill, as well as Carex pedata and Carex misandra, 
Campanula uniflora, Potentilla species, Tofieldia coccinea, T. palustris, “and all 
the ordinary things.” They heard a wolf howling somewhere to the south. They 
slept well that night, although in the morning they found that the wolves had 
circled the camp overnight. When they started out in the morning, they real-
ized that the wolves were following them.

The men were following a small creek through a valley that was high on the 
north side and low to the south. “The valley is only about 3 miles long and then 
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opens into a cirque formed by a broken ring of very beautiful and undisturbed 
moraines. The bottom of this cirque is a swamp with three or four waterholes.” 
Because there was no distinct divide, Erling believed that the water from this 
swamp flowed to both the Mackenzie and the Coppermine rivers. “Our course 
of about 20 W. of S. (true) took us past several low isolated sand cliffs the west 
and south of which were timbered while the east side was badly eroded by the 
wind. We kept on till the snow got too soft and we camped alongside a small 
creek flowing through a low flat. We did not set up the tent and intended to 
make an early start tonight.” Olmsted killed four ptarmigan and a ground 
squirrel that Erling skinned for a specimen. It was a fat male with a rather ob-
noxious smell, evidently already mating, and most of the dogs refused to eat it.

They started again as soon as the snow began to harden in the early even-
ing. Their passage got worse when they came to low willow flats where the creek 
meandered between sandy cut-banks and became very crooked and flooded at 
the bends, so either they had to go through eight inches of water in the middle or 
over bare sand at the sides. Eventually they came down to what Erling thought 
was Lake Rouvière. It began to rain and hail alternately as they followed the 
lake and crossed a series of lakes all striking south to north. They passed a dia-
base dyke striking southwest but the visibility was too poor to see much from 
it. From the bottom of a well-timbered valley, they cut over to the side where 
the going was easier. It began to snow heavily. “Found enough brush for a camp 
though no shelter,” Erling said. “Went to bed waiting for better weather.”

The snow eased up as the day wore on, although there was still a strong 
wind. “In the afternoon about three p.m. we saw a small band of six caribou 
– three does and three yearling bucks coming down from the hillside towards 
our tent. They grazed undisturbed by our presence till they got about 150 yards 
to the leeward of the tent and got our scent. We had all the meat we could haul 
out and the season was so advanced that I thought it doubtful if we would be 
able to go in for another load of meat. We therefore left them alone.”

Erling took a couple of photographs when they were close, although he had 
a hard time keeping some of the dogs quiet. He noticed that one of the does was 
lame in her right front leg. “If they are local caribou it must be an old injury as 
there have been no people here for a couple of years.” As he and Olmsted were 
beginning to pack up to leave later that evening, he heard one of the dogs snarl 
on the windward side of the tent. “I looked up and saw what I at the first mo-
ment thought to be a caribou fawn or yearling but with the glasses at once saw 
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a lone grey wolf coming down with the wind. He evidently paid no attention to 
the dog but kept right on. I fired four shots at him but missed him.”

That night, with a good covering of snow and freezing temperatures, they 
crossed back over the divide and followed the higher land down the Dease 
Valley to the cabin by the shore of Great Bear Lake. Their reconnaissance trip 
to the northeast barrens had lasted ten days and covered about two hundred 
miles. Due to spring break up, they had not managed to get as far as Corona-
tion Gulf as hoped, but Erling felt that he had gained much information about 
the country and its fauna. He concluded that the Dismal Lakes basin was a 
well-defined grazing area in which numerous caribou had been seen. Although 
the hills and high plateaus to the north and south of Dease Valley and Dismal 
Lakes were rocky and almost barren, they were interspersed with broad, fertile 
valleys where excellent summer pasture was found. He reported that a large 
system of valleys communicated with the Rae River valley from the west end of 
Dismal Lakes and thus offered an easy and convenient route for reindeer herds 
moving to the seacoast.5
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHANGING TIDES AND SEASONS

During the return trip from Dismal Lakes, Olmsted began to worry that bears 
might get at his cache, so as soon as they got back to Dease Arm they went over 
to check on it. At the same time, as spring was advancing and the lake ice thin-
ning, they decided to set one or two fish nets in the north narrows. Winter ice 
fishing with nets usually involved cutting a series of holes a few feet apart and 
poking the net underneath with long curved willow poles. Alternatively, the 
line could be attached to a long stick float and worked along under the ice from 
hole to hole with another forked stick. Once the under-ice net was secured, it 
was easily cleared of fish by chopping open the end holes.

It was at the Dease Arm net on 9 May 1928 that Erling made an odd discov-
ery about an apparent tidal occurrence on the lake:

 We left at eleven and found the ice pretty rotten at this end of the nar-
rows. Put a 19 fathom herring net in through the ice about 6–8 inches 
thick. Everything was O.K. at the cache. Took the last stuff – about 500 
lbs. and one canoe that we left at the north end of the narrows where 
we found wide open water. I went across in the canoe to see if there 
was water enough for a net and found from 3–8 feet only. Coming back 
we looked the net over but found nothing in it. When we set the net 
there was a very distinct current or tide that swung the net about 1½ 
fathoms out of the line of our holes and made it hard to run the long 
pole through. Now the net was out to the other side – the current this 
time going roughly from west to east through the narrows. The nar-
rows are here about ¼ mile wide and where the net is about 15 ft. deep. 
Cannot see what makes this current unless it is a regular tide caused 
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by flood and ebb. We must make some observations with two stations, 
one in each entrance to the bay and occupied at the same time with 
hourly readings.

Erling visited the net two days later and was pleased to find that they had 
caught thirteen small herring and one small trout. Again he observed the cur-
rent running out at the north end of the narrows. More and more convinced 
about the tide phenomenon, having noted a decided bulging of the ice between 
some of the islands and cracking noises when the current changed, he resolved 
to try some measurements. On May 17 he tried out a measuring pole, which 
proved to be inadequate. The next day he replaced it with a better pole with 
an inch rule attached to it. They began to take hourly readings, putting a tent 
out on the ice over the tidal gauge so that the instrument could be read from 
a sleeping bag overnight. Olmsted took the midnight to four a.m. shift and 
Erling from then until noon. On May 20, three days before they discontinued 
observations, Erling noted: “The changes are very great today and the curve 
looks very peculiar.”1

It was time to turn their energy to planning their trip to the barrens north 
of Great Bear Lake, west of Dease Arm. Toboggan travel was impossible dur-
ing the spring thaw, so Olmsted painted the canoes while Erling worked on a 
runner sledge for lake travel when conditions became suitable. One night they 
tried out the new sled, running upriver as far as the Douglas brothers’ ‘shack,’ 
which they found still in good shape, although the windows and doors were 
missing. The cabin had been built by Lionel Douglas in 1911 while his brother 
George and the third member of the party, the chemist-metallurgist-geologist 
August Sandberg, were away on an extended reconnaissance of the Barrens in 
the direction of the Coppermine River. Jack Hornby, whom the Douglases had 
befriended while he was at Dease Bay and who joined their party for a while 
after Melvill left, thought it was the largest and most solid cabin he had ever 
seen. It was fourteen feet wide by sixteen feet long, and it boasted a fireplace 
that departed from the usual country style. Instead of being small and narrow 
with the logs needing to be burned standing on end, Lionel Douglas had made 
a regular wide and deep one with a slab of quartzite for a mantelpiece. “There 
is a very well built fireplace built in real style,” said Erling, “and kindling was 
lying ready for starting a fire. We were cold and had a good fire before we left.”2

There was little to see botanically around Dease Arm, although from a high 
point on the south shore Erling noticed a few small birch (Betula papyrifera), 
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dwarfed aspen (Populus tremuloides), and the juniper (Juniperus horizontalis) 
that biologist Edward A. Preble had found on Leith Point on the south shore of 
Great Bear Lake in 1903. The birds were coming back daily and he continued 
to collect specimens. He saw his first Lapland longspur on May 14. The ravens 
were nesting and he found and photographed a nest before taking specimens of 
the adults and eggs. The first swans, herring gulls, and snow geese passed over 
on May 23, the day they discontinued the tidal observations.3

The ice on the bay became covered with water from the swollen, impass-
able creeks. Rain added to the water and slush. By May 27, several lakes and 
sloughs were partly open to the west of Dease River. “Spring is well established, 
the woods are full of birdlife and song and life,” Erling wrote in his field diary. 
“Several flocks of snow geese passed. Saw first swallow. Still some snow in 
the bush especially on the north side. Grass has started to sprout and so has 
Chamaenerium angustifolium [fireweed]. All snow has rained off the lake ice 
and there are several holes, thawed through.”

They decided to make a triangulation of Dease Bay for mapping purposes 
and set off on May 29. At the west end of the south narrows, Olmsted took 
the dogs to find a place to put in two fish nets while Erling put up the first of a 
number of flagpole signal stations on a hill at the first island. In a creek by the 
narrows he found six to eight muskrat push-ups and an otter track. The lake 
was open along the south shore, and hundreds of oldsquaws, black ducks, and 
other waterbirds had arrived. Other bird life was also plentiful – sparrow hawk, 
owl, whiskeyjack, robin – and, as for the vegetation, he made a note to himself 
to come back in the summer and look for Triglochin and Juncus species near the 
shore of their first island camp.

The triangulation exercise took them between Narakay (locally “Narqua”) 
Island and Prospect (“Fat”) Island, taking a number of sights from the hilltops 
and a series of soundings as they crossed the arm. On the mainland north of 
Prospect Island, they saw the first loons. On June 2, “the dogs woke us up at six 
and we found that two caribou out on the bay were inspecting the camp. The 
wind was from east and though the dogs were pretty noisy they did not have 
our wind and were not disturbed at all.” Erling shot one caribou from the sled 
on the shore and wounded another. He chased it on foot until he caught up with 
it in the bush and killed it. “They were both yearlings and in pretty good shape. 
The meat was most welcome as we were out of meat and almost out of grub and 
dog feed. Besides, the dogs have been living on cornmeal since we came back 
from Dismal Lakes.”
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By June 4 the temperature was as high as 72º Fahrenheit in the afternoon. 
Mosquitoes, bumble bees, and grey moths were numerous and common. Erling 
said it was too hot to travel so he stayed in the camp all day, leaving Olmsted to 
cut up some of the caribou meat and put it up to dry. In the evening, he took the 
dogs and continued his survey of the area around the arm. “Climbed two hills 
to the east and got a fair idea of the land. No height over 200 ft. To the north the 
land rises in terraces to probably 600 ft. and is almost barren and rocky but not 
broken. The divide is probably about 6–8 miles from the shore.”

When they broke camp the next day, they left the tent and some dry fish, 
about a hundred rounds of ammunition and some camp outfit to be used when 
they came back en route to the north shore. Erling intended to make the trip 
inland with pack dogs as soon as they could get ready and figured on remaining 
on the north shore until Bob arrived with the schooner in July.

Returning in the direction of the south narrows behind Midway Island, 
taking soundings as they travelled, they arrived at the west end where the ice 
was so rotten that they had to travel through the bush for about a mile until 
they found it was open enough to bring down the canoe. At the end of the open 
water where they had camped and set nets on their way out, they had a small 
catch of trout with some jackfish, whitefish, and bluefish. Olmsted took up the 
nets so they could set them nearer to the house. They needed fish for the dogs 
as all the meat they had left behind had spoiled. With the rising temperatures, 
meat spoiled in a day. Luckily, as the days continued, on June 9, Erling could 
report: “Fishing is excellent, we got about 25 fish a day and the dogs are all – 
even Wolli – too fat and can hardly eat all the fish. Our last meat is gone. Saw 
a fresh moose track in the mission creek. First night the sun didn’t go down!”

Spring had advanced swiftly in the week they had been away. The head of 
the bay was open for about three quarters of a mile, the grass was green around 
the house, and a dozen plants were now in flower. Erling did some collecting on 
June 9, mostly lichens, and noted that Stellaria longipes, Minuartia biflora, two 
Carex and Salix species, Anemone parviflora, Arctostaphylos rubra, Andromeda 
polifolia, Rhododendron lapponicum, Chrysosplenium tetrandrum, Eriophorum 
angustifolium, Petasites frigidus, Picea canadensis, Potentilla nivea, Saxifraga 
tricuspidata, Alnus crispa, two species of Betula, and Eleagnus [Shepherdia] 
canadensis were all in some stage of bloom.

Final preparations for the trip to the north barrens began in earnest now 
that the tide and triangulation observations were complete. Erling worked 
on his triangulation notes and finished his map of Dease Bay (“I have now 
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sketched out as much as needed for the understanding of my notes,” he wrote) 
while Olmsted made pack sacks for the dogs on an old machine in the house 
that he had managed to get into shape after considerable trouble with the ten-
sion. The dogs would not enjoy this trip. Leffingwell had said that all sled dogs 
hated pack-saddles, which chafed them on the elbows until they became raw 
or bled, and if there was a wrinkle in the material their backs would become 
sore. The extra weight also tended to make them footsore.4

On June 12, it was raining and snowing in squalls but they were fully 
packed and prepared to leave in the morning. June 13 was a fine, sunny day. 
“Closed up the buildings and nailed the windows up, etc.” Erling said. “Loaded 
the two canoes up and left at 13:20. Had to round all the little bays as the ice 
was quite close after we got beyond Dease River. Stopped for lunch near the old 
chimneys of Fort Confidence built by Dease and Simpson.” The ice was solid at 
the end of the narrows so they had to transfer their two canoe loads, weighing 
about eight hundred pounds in total, to the sled that had been carried on top of 
one canoe. By the time they reached the camp on Prospect Island where they 
had earlier left their tent and gear, it was midnight and both men and dogs were 
exhausted from getting the heavily laden sled over the rough spring ice.

When they broke camp the next day, they had to add the gear that they had 
left on the island. They crossed to a large shallow bay on the north shore about 
ten miles west of the island. At the head of a smaller bay, a large creek ran over 
a rocky hillside in a series of waterfalls. While Olmsted set the fish net, Erling 
followed the creek to a small lake and then east through a willow flat in a rocky, 
broken plain, swampy, and sparsely wooded, seeing caribou and bear tracks on 
the lake shore coming back. In addition to the plants seen in bloom at Dease 
Bay, he noted more than one species of Primula, Carex, Cassiope, Pedicularis 
lanata, Eriophorum vaginatum, and Dryas integrifolia in flower. He also noted 
that the mosquitoes got busy as soon as the sun got hot the next morning.

As they had had no luck with their net, they decided to move across the 
bay to where there was deeper water near the waterfall creek. They explored 
the west side of the creek for a couple of miles, finding very sharp rocks all over 
that would be hard on the dogs’ feet but they hoped that this formation would 
change as they got further inland. There were tracks of bear, wolf, wolverine, 
and caribou along the lake shoreline.

Fishing near the camp was excellent. “Dogs cannot eat the fish as fast as we 
get them,” Erling said on June 16, “so Olmsted cut up most of this morning’s 
catch of two to three hundred pounds of fish and hung them up. I started on a 
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bear-proof cache by cutting the tops off two spruce about sixteen feet up. We 
notched holes through about twelve feet up and ran a cross piece through for 
beams and put a bottom up that protrudes four feet out from the tree.”

The next day was fine, calm, and hot, and the mosquitoes were “pretty ag-
gressive” until a fresh wind sprang up in the evening. They finished the cache 
and packed up, putting everything into the two canoes and then putting them 
on top because, being freshly painted, they were attractive to bears. “Packed up 
grub, i.e., cereals, sugar, flour and grease, tea for about ten days. Dog feed, dry 
fish for about four days. We are not taking sleeping bags or tent but tarpaulins 
and mosquito bar. Took a feed of the still pretty fresh fish on the stage and left 
the rest to the bears.”

A little after midnight on July 17, they started up the vertical limestone 
hills near the lake, having trouble getting the dogs to go over the sharp rocks. 
Fortunately, it was not long before the formation changed from vertical to hori-
zontal and they entered a low, wet system of large rock flats interspersed by 
creeks and long narrow lakes. About six miles from the lake, the limestone was 
replaced by soft, coarse, red sandstone, changing to fine-grained, hard, grey 
sandstone. They passed a number of creeks running parallel to the lakeshore. 
Erling remarked that Betula glandulosa was predominant on the plain. Spruce 

Erling Porsild’s bear-proof cache, Great Bear Lake, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933888)
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were stunted, due to lack of soil, except in favourable locations. He found a few 
low aspen on a red sandstone hill.

After ten miles, they reached a large creek, which they forded the follow-
ing night after camping for the day on the east shore. A number of small creeks 
were later crossed without problem. The sandstone formation changed to low 
rolling sand and gravel hills apparently of glacial origin, although in one or two 
places Erling thought he saw the remains of old shorelines. Timber was grad-
ually disappearing and the draws were occupied by low willow brush. Since the 
snow had only just disappeared, it was wet going. “Had to go through much 
water and nearly all the stuff got wet some,” he said. “One should have water-
tight grub sacks for this kind of travelling.”

He found it interesting to notice how the vegetation was getting late as they 
moved only a short distance northwards. “Towards end of one day’s journey 
only few flowers were out.” Of particular interest were Parrya nudicaulis and 
Eutrema Edwardsii on the limestone, and Poa alpina, Myrica gale, and Coral-
lorhiza sp. on the sandstone. He was surprised to see so little sign of caribou. 
Even the few tracks they saw were not fresh. Early on June 19 they reached an 
unusual hill first seen from Narakay Island. “At five [a.m.] we were stopped at 
the very foot of the hill by a veritable river over fifty yards across. Fording was 
out of the question as the water in the rapid was over three feet deep. We shall 
have to make a raft. All pretty tired so camped.”

There were fresh tracks of wolf and fox on the riverbank, which showed 
signs that the water had been about eight feet higher only a few days earlier 
when the ice had gone out. Olmsted started cutting dry logs for a raft in the 
afternoon, a slow job as they had only brought a hatchet. The raft was built and 
at eleven p.m. they loaded it up and crossed the swollen creek with no difficul-
ties. “Hauled the raft half out of water, loaded up the dogs and started up the 
‘two snowbank hill’ that we have been travelling towards since we left the lake.”

Erling felt that the hill, calculated by him to be latitude 67º12´38 ,̋ deserved 
special description: 

It is almost circular in outline and about two miles in diameter and 
probably stands about two hundred feet up from the surrounding 
plains, [he said]. It is doubtless a moraine and is built up of coarse 
sand, gravel and clay without any stratification. The boulders are 
of sandstone mostly but limestone, quartz, granite and porphyry 
is also found. Several parts of the hill have caved in leaving craters 
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and canyons, some of which dissects the hill, and the floor of which 
is occupied by water or swampy ground. The caving in undoubtedly 
occurred when a nucleus of the glacier (dead glacier) was left in the 
moraine and, covered by it, gradually thawed out. Except for the slopes 
the steeper of which have not been consolidated by vegetation yet, the 
hill is fairly covered with vegetation. A few stunted, almost prostrate 
spruce carry on a miserable existence. Many succumb in the fight with 
the northeast wind with no snow protection, but those surviving re-
produce seed, and new growth is found in the shelter of the dead or 
dying ones. The bulk of the vegetation is formed by Dryas integrifolia. 
Densely overgrown with Carex rupestris.

From the hilltop, they had a commanding view of the country in every direc-
tion. They could see stunted spruce in protected places for about ten miles to 
the north and west. Timbered and barren areas were thickly dotted with small 
lakes. It was difficult to follow the watercourses. Erling thought the river they 
had just crossed went west as far as the foothills of the Centre Mountains and 
then either turned north or received a tributary from that direction.

“The whole shoreline of Dease Arm showed up plainly,” he wrote in his 
final report. “To the south we could see Cape McDonnel and the Scented Grass 
Hills as a low blue line. To the north and east the Great Northern Plains lay as 
low rolling country and to the far north a low streak of fog indicated the vicin-
ity of the sea. These hills are the most easterly spur of a range of gravel hills 
more than a hundred miles long which runs about northeast-southwest and 
approaches the lake within a few miles of the north shore of Smith arm. To me 
they appear to be an enormous system of glacial moraines and are probably 
underlaid in places by remains of a glacier.”5

Seven to eight miles to the northwest, they could see another characteristic 
landmark, a pyramidal gravel hill on top of a low rounded formation that was 
slightly higher than their observation hill and of similar formation. They de-
cided to head for “Pyramid Hill” the next day but in the meantime they would 
camp where they were and make one or two trips into the barrens from there. 
“Nothing could be learned by proceeding much further as the barrens un-
doubtedly are the same till about twenty miles from the coast where the prox-
imity of the ocean would be noticeable.”

On June 20, they set out towards the pyramid-shaped hill to have a last 
look at the barrens and see if they could find any game. From a low hill about 
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six miles to the north they spotted five caribou grazing in a swampy flat to 
the northeast. “They were moving around quite a bit and were evidently both-
ered by mosquitoes,” Erling said. “I set out stalking three of them that grazed 
together. They were all bulls and very wild on account of the flies.” He shot and 
wounded a four-year-old bull, then had to follow it a couple of miles through 
swamps and lakes before he could finally finish it off. Wet and tired, he took as 
much of the meat as he could carry, leaving the rest in a cold stream until he 
could come back for it later with the dogs, and headed back to camp.

This was to be as far as they would go. Collecting plants in the vicinity of 
the “two snowbank hill” the next night, Erling said: “The wind went down and 
clouded up heavy in the evening. Very hot and flies terrible. Had intended to 
go over and get the rest of the meat but with the prospect of rain, no wind, and 
flies, the gain of one feed for the dogs hardly seemed to outweigh the expendi-
ture of energy. Instead we broke camp and started back at 23:00. The raft was 
fine, and we crossed with little trouble.”

That night as they travelled south “the flies were a holy terror – almost as 
bad as Mackenzie delta,” making them anxious to keep on the move. Retracing 
the steps they had taken coming in, enduring the attacks of the flies when 
they stopped to rest, they made good travelling time. Erling noted a number 
of plants in flower that had not been blooming when they had gone in a few 
days earlier. By June 23 they were back at their cache at the lake. Everything 
was in order and no animal had been close. They took down the canoes, tent, 
and necessary supplies, and headed out to the western point of the bay to find a 
camping place with fewer mosquitoes.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

OF ICE AND “FLIES” AND  
MISERABLE DOGS

“We are getting ready for a canoe trip up the coast as far as the entrance to 
Smith Bay about 75 miles from here,” Erling wrote in his field journal on 23 
June 1928. “We are leaving one canoe and are, on account of the uncertain 
travelling, taking three weeks grub.” The trip would take them west along the 
north shore of Great Bear Lake to where Olmsted had a cabin he was anxious 
to check, giving Erling a chance to explore a shoreline that he felt had not been 
properly surveyed.

From their tent by the shore, it was not hard to see why the trip would 
involve uncertain conditions. As spring had turned into summer almost over-
night, the lake ice had broken up and shifted, bringing a pile-up of ice floes 
that would create ever-present obstacles for movement by canoe. The weather 
had turned very hot and a thunderstorm blew up in the afternoon, followed by 
strong winds from the northeast that pinned the ice against the land and made 
travel out of the question for several days. At the height of the storm, the men 
nearly lost their tent until they tied it down more securely, and Erling’s canoe, 
although hauled out on the beach, was blown right across the small bay about a 
hundred yards to the west. The canvas was torn and three ribs were fractured, 
but fortunately the hole could be fixed with patch and shellac.

While they waited for the wind to change to a northwest direction and take 
the ice out further into the lake, they made several trips back to the cache to 
feed the dogs. Olmsted tended a fish net close to the mouth of a nearby creek 
and went west along the shore in search of game, while Erling banded white-
crowned sparrows and robin nestlings, took flower photographs, and collected 
plants whenever the weather cleared. He laid out his plant specimens in the tent 
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in the evening. “A large per cent of the flora is flowering now,” he commented. 
“Dryas integrifolia, Rhododendron lapponicum, Pedicularis lanata, Anemone 
parviflora. (the latter already going to seed) are brightening up the otherwise 
rather bleak country.” He also collected Lepidoptera specimens and noted un-
happily that the mosquitoes were as bad as ever, despite the wind.

They made their first abortive attempt to continue along the shore on June 
27. “Wind went down in afternoon and went through south and west. Decided 
to take a chance on it staying in that corner so broke camp and portaged the 
outfit across to the west side of this point we are on. Before we had moved it 
all over, the wind however changed back to east. Since we had the stuff moved 
we went up as far as we could about one mile from next point and camped. Ice 
against the shore.”

The next day was calm and hot and they tried again. The ice had loos-
ened up a little and with a good deal of pushing they wormed their way for 
a few miles past the perpendicular cliff that they believed to be Richardson’s 
Limestone Point. “After two hours we could go no further,” Erling said, “and 
consequently after climbing the hill and finding the bay on the other side full 
of ice we camped. The ice in the whole of Dease Bay has broken up and that is 
what causes us trouble. Before there was a narrow belt of open water along all 
the shore and the islands in the bay were the ‘nails’ that held the ice. Then first 
some of the pressure ridges open up and gradually the whole bay breaks up in 
large strips from shore to shore. At present the central part is still composed 
of large ice fields while those towards the shore have been ground up in small 
cakes. Ice is yet about three feet thick.”

Once again they were marooned for two days of calm with no movement 
in the ice. “The black flies have started too,” Erling said. “This is the earliest I 
have ever seen them. With them and the mosquitoes I expect we can look for-
ward to a pretty hot time.” Just before midnight on June 30, a light west wind 
sprang up, the ice opened up slightly, and they tried again, but two miles to the 
west, after pulling the canoe around a number of ice-jammed areas, they gave 
up and camped. Shortly after midnight on July 2, they tried again to continue 
their tortuous journey but were no sooner around the first point when they 
found the ice fast against the shore and were forced to stop. It seemed hopeless, 
but it was necessary for them to keep trying to reach a river five miles to the 
west where they hoped to catch fish. The dogs had had nothing to eat since they 
left the camp near the cache. Although Erling and Olmsted managed to shoot 
five Canada geese, seen almost daily in large flocks, some of the dogs did not 
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like fowl and refused to eat them even though starving. For the men, it was a 
welcome change. “The geese are pretty tough just now,” Erling said, “but tasted 
good all the same when you have lived on bannock, rice, and cornmeal for ten 
days.”

On July 3, it was calm and hot all day. “Mosquitoes are so thick that the 
dogs wander restless around and hardly ever stay in the same place for more 
than a few minutes. Their noses and eyebrows are swollen – poor brutes! Once 
in a while one will sit down and howl.” The only beings that appeared to benefit 
from the insect invasion were the redpolls. “In a stunted spruce behind the tent 
is a redpoll’s nest with five eggs that hatched today. We are getting to be on great 
terms with the parents,” Erling said. “When we come close to the nest the proud 
mother will even allow us to move the concealing branch though to do that my 
hand is a few inches from her and the nest. First time she was evidently ‘on the 
jump’ but after that she is quite at ease and looks up quite confident.”

Their tent and sleeping bags were a great feeding ground for several pairs 
of redpolls, picking off the mosquitoes that sometimes were so thick that it 

Mosquitoes on tent, Great Bear Lake, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933885)



176 T H E R EI N DEER BOTA N IST – Wendy Dathan

looked from inside the tent as if an extra sheet of canvas had been laid over 
the top. Overnight, while they slept, the hungry dogs broke into their grub box 
and stole part of a can of butter and some lard and tore open several sacks and 
finished most of their uncooked rice.

A thick fog hung over the ice and visibility was low on July 4. In the after-
noon, they decided to walk to the river, taking the fish net and dogs with them 
and figuring they could use a raft to set the net across the mouth. However, 
about one and one-half miles up, they found a small creek that they had seen in 
the winter and forgotten. Erling forded the creek with a line while Olmsted set 
the net, to be later rewarded with sixteen whitefish. Erling went back alone to 
the camp, hoping to bring the canoe [across] at first open water, but the weather 
continued still and hot with no sign of ice break-up.

When Olmsted arrived for a visit, a light northeast wind started blowing 
and they tried again. “The ice at once responded but jammed before we could 
get enough water to round the point. We had loaded up and forced our way 
down to the point by breaking the ice with a heavy pole. Here further progress 
however was stopped unless the wind got the ice moving again.” Olmsted went 
back to his net.

Erling was able to get around the point when at last a wind sprang up and 
opened a lead. When it increased to a storm, he pulled the canoe onto a heavy 
ice-cake, feeling safe enough to drift down on it towards the open water in the 
bay. “The foot of the bay where the big river is was all closed by ice so we were 
content to remain here though there is much willow brush and consequently 
the flies are worse than ever, even with a storm blowing, but there are fish, and 
the dogs need them badly. They are all in bad shape on account of the mosqui-
toes and flies. They are all shedding and very short-haired.”

When the wind went down, it started to rain, and it rained all day. When 
the rain stopped, it was calm and hot, and the dogs were more miserable than 
ever. On July 8, they were able to go past the first point beyond the river. They 
found a pair of nesting Canada geese and tried to band the five goslings but 
they were too small, so released them. “In another flock was one remarkable 
goose, smaller than the rest and with a body much like the Canada goose. Had 
yellow bill and feet and brown head and neck. It was in molt. Shot it for a speci-
men; the rest got on the wing before we had a chance.” Olmsted went back to 
fishing while Erling walked inland for a couple of miles, banded a Long-tailed 
Jaeger, and collected a few plant specimens “in spite of the flies” that were mak-
ing life unbearable. “Calm and hot,” he wrote on July 9. “‘Bull dogs’ [horse 
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flies?] are out now too. We have now besides the latter not less than three kinds 
of mosquitoes and the black flies ‘no see-um.’ What a life! My left eye was nearly 
closed by swelling from fly bites and several bumps adorn my forehead.”

He decided to go further by foot to explore the large river that he thought 
must be Richardson’s Haldane River, large enough to have a delta about half 
a mile deep with two or three channels and several small low islands covered 
with driftwood. Hiking up the east side, he said: “This is undoubtedly the river 
we rafted on the trip to the barrens. It forks, I think, at the foothills of Centre 
Mountains and our river is the northeast branch while the other drains the 
plain between Centre and East Hills.” He noted that the timber came to within 
a mile of the lake, unusual for the north shore, and there was a small grove of 
poplar about fifteen feet high. He saw fresh caribou tracks, and caught and 
banded a young ptarmigan, along with collecting plants.

July 9 was a day of good news. “Olmsted got about thirty fish today and 
pulled the net. Ice has melted away a lot these last two days and there is much 
open water. After attending to my plants from the trip today and skinning the 
goose we got the other day, broke camp and left at 22 o’clock. Had some trouble 
and delay getting dogs across the bay this side of the point. No serious delays 
from ice.” They made good progress across the open water except when they 

Olmstead fishing, Cache Bay, Great Bear Lake, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933886)
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had to get close to the shore to keep an eye on the dogs that were following by 
land. “A slight wind from east followed carrying a black cloud of mosquitoes 
with us,” Erling said, but, by the time they reached a narrow strip of land that he 
christened Long Point, on the west side of the delta, they had actually covered 
twenty-two miles of which sixteen or seventeen could be pronounced “good.”

A south wind now blew up that pinned them to the peninsula for a couple 
of days, during which time they had excellent catches of fish and appreciated 
the fact that the wind was too strong for the biting flies. “I am sure the dogs had 
their best day on this trip,” Erling said. “They are all badly mosquito-bitten and 
have large ulcerating wounds but are picking up fine after the starvation.” They 
saw a grey wolf but it got away before the dogs saw it. Erling continued to collect 
plants and birds. Seeing the ‘West Mountains’ across the next bay (probably the 
Big Spruce Hills, running parallel to the coast immediately west of Clearwater 
Bay), he wished they could make a trip up to a hill about ten miles away, but 
settled instead for watching the bird life and exploring a small pond near their 
campsite. “Few aquatic plants, and the result of my wadings were rather mea-
gre: Utricularia minor, Menyanthes, Ranunculus paucistamineus, and a few bog 
plants.”

They broke camp on July 13, portaging across the peninsula before taking 
to the canoe. To keep close to the dogs, they had to almost double the distance 
going around the following two bays. When they stopped, Erling took a short 
walk up a hill where he found a small grove of Populus balsamifera and “other 
things” of interest. “Soon after we got started again the wind without warning 
increased to a young gale. We were fortunately at the time at the foot of the bay. 
Tried to land but found a double sandbar; got over the first one but couldn’t 
cross the second. Followed it with some danger of getting the canoe swamped. 
We finally got across by dragging the canoe but took little water. Camped up in 
a small creek. Had mushrooms for supper.”

Prevented from moving on by a heavy swell from the gale, Erling and Ol-
msted climbed the foothills on July 14 for a view of Smith Arm and the sur-
rounding country. “The ‘mountains’ are all gravel hills! Glacial moraines!” Er-
ling exclaimed. To the south, Etacho (“Big”) Point and the Scented Grass Hills 
showed up clearly. He was surprised to see a lot of open water and not much 
ice in the arm below. Boland had told him that the ice went out of Dease Arm 
first and most of the prevailing winds had been from the east. From the hilltop, 
they could see that the swell had gone down considerably so they hurried back 
to pack up and leave. West of the point, the coast was less indented so the dogs 
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could follow without their having to detour into the bays. Covering a distance 
of about twenty-five miles, they stopped at a creek where the entrance boiled 
with trout. In the space of one hour, the net yielded about two hundred pounds 
of trout and two whitefish. The dogs were almost too tired to eat, but for the first 
time since the start of the trip they were not bothered by biting flies and they all 
got a good sleep that night.

On July 15 they headed overland for Olmsted’s cabin, taking the dogs and 
hiking easily on old gravel beaches until, skirting some lakes, they crossed a 
low swamp, knee-deep in muck and moss. The last few miles were travelled 
through thick forest. The cabin was located at the head of a bay that Erling 
named after Olmsted (the name “Olmstead” was later retained for the creek 
running into what would be called McGill Bay), and it was in bad shape, so 
Erling left him to fix everything and went collecting. Shortly after eleven p.m. 
they took the trapper’s 23-ft. canoe and two light oars and rowed back to camp, 
where they packed everything into it and put up a sail for the return journey.

Big canoes like Olmsted’s were difficult to steer when heavily loaded and 
were almost unmanageable in a wind. With a fresh breeze catching the sail, 
the craft moved too fast for the dogs to keep up with them. Soon it became 
too rough to go inshore and pick them up, so the men were forced to continue 

Most westerly spurs of moraine hills east of Olmstead Bay, Great Bear Lake, 1928 (Photo: AEP, 
LAC, e010933890)
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without them to the bay where they had camped two days earlier. By the time 
they got there, Erling reckoned that they had travelled ten miles on foot, seven-
teen miles rowing, and twenty-six sailing in the last two days; not a bad day’s 
work.

“Laid out my specimens and went to bed. We are getting short on sev-
eral – in fact most things. Had expected to find matches and tobacco at Ol-
msted’s cabin but somebody cleaned them up and all we found was three boxes 
of matches and no tobacco at all. We have been splitting our matches for some 
time already but with the tobacco soon gone we shall probably have enough. 
We shall not be reduced to starvation although we may be living on fish exclu-
sively before long.”

The dogs had still not showed up in the morning, and they wished they had 
taken them with them in the canoe. Erling fretted to move on. “Now we can do 
nothing except wait or go back for the dogs. We are used to the first alternative. 
Talked about going back with the canoe, but wind came round to south and we 
couldn’t do that, so I guess we shall walk.” At midnight he started back alone to 
look for them. “Saw fresh caribou tracks about sixteen miles down and at once 
had the explanation of the dogs’ absence. About two miles this side of the creek 
where we had stopped for supper, two or more caribou had travelled west and 
met the dogs just as they had crossed the creek. One buck had taken the water 
while the other turned inland, evidently pursued by the dogs as I could see no 
more tracks or signs of them.” He continued west for a few miles but there were 
no tracks going in that direction so he turned back, expecting to find them at 
the camp. “Back at 21 o’clock. No dogs! Distance travelled about 40 miles in 21 
hours. All the results I had out of the trip was a few plants two of which viz., 
Oxytropis arctobia and Botrychium lunaria I had not found previously. Rather 
meagre results for the amount of work involved.”

A very tired and sore-footed Rock showed up just before midnight but there 
was no sign of the other dogs during the night. Erling walked about six miles 
to the east the next day looking for them, fording the creek where they had 
camped and going as far as the foot of the bay. “No fresh tracks of the dogs. So 
we know at least that they have not passed us. Dragged a rotten fish along to be 
sure that they would find my trail if they come out of the bush east of here.” He 
added Arenaria humifusa and Stellaria species to his plant list and a specimen 
of Northern Phalarope to the bird collection. After he got back, Olmsted took 
the small canoe and headed west again. “Our last meat is gone. Set a net across 
the creek before I went to bed and can hear the fish splashing out there now.”
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Erling’s day of wait was quite productive. He did some collecting and wrote 
field notes. He shot and made a specimen of a muskrat, only the first or second 
he had seen on the north shore, and got sixteen fish out of the net. He also made 
further tidal observations. They had camped by a slough enclosed between old 
beach-lines and backed by a number of small lakes and ponds. He noted a cur-
rent running in and out four or five times a day, giving a rise and fall of a few 
inches each ‘tide.’ He thought that all the ice had gone out of the lake. “We have 
seen none since the 10th instant and am quite sure there is none in the north-
ern part of the lake. Surprising to see how fast it disappeared after it started to 
break up.”

He had only been asleep for a few hours that night when Wolly’s long 
missed growl woke him up. “Sure enough there was Wolly out on the fish pile 
and Chaplin and Silent too. Shortly afterwards Harding and Junior came up 
and I had just started the fire when Olmsted came around the point at 4 a.m.” 
Olmsted had made a remarkable trip all the way to the cabin and back in thirty-
one hours. He had found three of the dogs about twenty-three miles down the 
coast and the other two at their previous camp. “The dogs had evidently come 
out from the barrens to the north just when he found them. They must have 

Pack dogs, L to R: Silent, Naataq, Junior, Chaplin, and “Chief Botanist” Wolly, Great Bear Lake, 
NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933889)
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killed something since they were in good shape and not hungry though pretty 
sore-footed. Sure was a great relief to see them all back and safe and sound.”

With a light breeze from the east, they headed out, rowing, this time 
making sure of the dogs in the big canoe. They camped at Long Point, where  
Olmsted intended to come back in the fall and build a shack, and were off again 
as soon as the wind allowed the next day. It was July 23, the last flour had been 
baked, provisions were getting low, and Erling was hoping that the schooner 
might have arrived with Bob waiting for them at Dease Arm. One more camp 
stop was made necessary by the wind, with sleep disturbed by a wolf howl-
ing all night close behind the tent. On July 24, almost a month since they had 
started out, they reached the bear-proof cache they had used for the trip to the 
north barrens.

Everything was in order and they now had enough grub for the next day 
or two. Erling collected a number of plants that had not been out earlier, they 
loaded up what was left at the cache and were off again by evening. By midnight 
they had reached Prospect (Fat) Island and by the afternoon of July 25 they 
stopped briefly at the site of the old chimneys at Fort Confidence to look for the 
“White Arctic Poppy” mentioned in that location by geologist J. Mackintosh 
Bell when he and Charles Camsell visited the lake in 1899. Erling had read 
Bell’s Geological Survey report on the topography and geology of Great Bear 
Lake before leaving Aklavik and now commented sharply: “I have not seen any 
Papaver as yet and of course failed to find it here. I believe Mr. Bell’s ‘poppies’ 
very likely were Parnassia palustris. Also in other places I think Bell is very 
inaccurate.”1

There was no sign of the schooner when they reached the houses in Dease 
Arm. Erling set about collecting plants in the vicinity and worked on his trip 
collections, taking out specimens and drying papers. Going over his observa-
tions for latitude and time, he confirmed his suspicion that they had got one 
day ahead of time while held up by the ice on the north shore. He thought it 
had happened at the small creek that he called Mosquito Creek where they first 
fished.

Still no sign of the boat, so on July 26 Erling decided to make one last trip 
up the Dease valley before Bob arrived. He packed up a tarpaulin and mos-
quito bar, along with provisions for three days, and set out alone with three of 
the dogs. The trail that they had had such difficulty finding in winter, the trail 
that was wet and impassable in spring, was now dry and well worn and easy to 
follow. In the low sandy hills a few miles up he saw good examples of an area 
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of recuperating Cladonia alpestris that he felt must have been closely cropped 
by caribou about twenty years previously. The grazing situation was compli-
cated by the fact that he had also observed ground squirrels eating the lichen. 
He found Lycopodium complanatum that he had not seen before and Tofieldia 
coccinea on the first barrens. On July 27 he climbed “Observation Hill” at the 
head of the valley and then cut back to Dease River, which was much smaller 
than he had thought earlier, but found no sign of caribou. At a junction with a 
creek, he did some plant collecting on July 28 and then headed back to Dease 
Arm.

Erling had now completed his reconnaissance of the Dease Valley and the 
barrens to the east and north of Great Bear Lake. In his final report, he was to 
conclude: 

In the early spring and in the fall when the fly pest is over, Dease valley 
is one of the finest reindeer ranges I have seen. In this open, wind-
swept country, with its inconsiderable snow-cover, a crust is formed 
which makes travelling easy without causing the deer any trouble when 
feeding. The numerous small stands of timber afford excellent shelter 
for herders and deer during severe weather, besides being ample for 
the construction of shelter-cabins, corrals, etc. This valley is a natural 
grazing unit, being closed in on all sides. Numerous isolated hills or 
drumlins which stand out above the floor of the valley would afford 
good look-outs whence the movement of reindeer herds could be easily 
followed by the herders. The pasture is mostly of the browse type with 
a good intermixture of lichens and sedges in places. It is estimated that 
the Dease valley covers an area of about 800 square miles available to 
reindeer and capable of supporting 10,000 to 15,000 head.… 

The pasturable country suitable for tame reindeer north and east 
of Great Bear Lake may be roughly described as a triangle, the south 
edge of which follows the direction of the north shore of the lake from 
Haldane River eastward to the mouth of the Coppermine, a distance 
of about 200 miles. The west side is formed by a line running north-
northwest about 250 miles from the mouth of Haldane River … to 
Franklin bay on the Arctic coast. The coast from Franklin Bay east-
ward to the mouth of the Coppermine constitutes the third side. This 
triangle comprises about 38,000 square miles or about 125,000 acres. 
In this type of country probably as much as 60 acres should be allowed 
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per head of reindeer. How large a percentage of this unmapped coun-
try is occupied by lakes and streams is impossible to estimate at the 
present, but it is probable that as much as one-tenth should be de-
ducted. This would leave room for over 100,000 reindeer.

Erling’s recommendation did not come without warnings. Apart from the 
problems with biting flies, the caribou they had taken north of Dismal Lakes 
were heavily infested with warble and nostril flies. Olmsted had told him of 
seeing wolves in packs of twenty or more in the winter of 1927–28 and he felt 
that the grey wolf constituted a serious menace to future reindeer herds in the 
Great Bear District.

“During all our travels on Great Bear Lake, both in summer and winter, we 
were followed by wolves,” Erling wrote: 

Generally two animals travelled together and only once did I see 
tracks of more than two at one time. In several places we saw evidence 
of caribou killed by wolves. Grey wolves are very hard animals to trap, 
and poisoning is probably the only way to control them effectively. 
Barren Ground grizzly bears are fairly common on Great Bear lake 
and the other larger lakes. Although fresh tracks were seen almost 
daily no animals were encountered. My companion killed four bears 
on the north shore in the fall of 1927. Bears probably never bother 
wild caribou, but in Alaska they kill a number of reindeer each year. 
Wolverines are quite common and are hard to keep out of caches or 
deserted cabins. Golden eagles occur in the district and in Alaska are 
reported to kill young fawns every season.

As good reindeer rangeland without competition from caribou, and wolves 
had already been established in the Mackenzie Delta region, the exploration 
to the east and north of Great Bear Lake added little to the reindeer introduc-
tion program, although it was later seriously considered for expansion of the 
project. For Erling, the country had proved difficult to traverse and there had 
been no compensating discoveries of particularly interesting flora. However, he 
had completed his mandate and investigated the area for its reindeer herding 
suitability, and he felt that his pioneer exploration and extensive biological col-
lections had contributed more than anyone since Richardson to the scientific 
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knowledge of the relatively unknown north shore from Dease Arm to the en-
trance to Smith Bay.2

On a personal and professional level, his original observations of tidal cur-
rents in the lake would form the basis of an interesting paper on the subject, 
published in the Geographical Review in 1932 under the heading “Notes on the 
seiches and currents of Great Bear Lake.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

MCTAVISH ARM AND CONJUROR BAY

Boland’s schooner Star was in dock when Erling got back to the Dease Bay 
house soon after midnight on 29 July 1928. With its arrival, the last lap of the 
Porsild brothers’ two-year reconnaissance began. It would be the easiest sum-
mer they would have since the beginning of their reindeer investigation and 
one they would look back on with interest as the pristine east side of Great Bear 
Lake that they were about to explore began to change beyond recognition.

Bob had had a good trip over from Fort Franklin, crossing the lake in only 
three days. With him was Cornelius Osgood, a young anthropologist from the 
Department of Mines who had recently arrived to study the Bear Lake Indians. 
He was anxious to see the lake, so Bob had invited him to go along with them, 
taking his turn with the chores. Many years later, Erling would tell George 
Douglas that in 1928 the young man had very little money and Diamond Jen-
ness had secured for him a small supplementary grant from the National Mu-
seum “Realizing that he would be on Boland’s hands all summer and since we 
needed an extra hand who could look after camp and cook, etc., we somewhat 
reluctantly gave Osgood a job for the summer paying him $100 a month.”1

Bob and Osgood had brought very bad news with them. The Distributor 
had arrived at Norman on July 1st and returned from Aklavik on the 13th. “The 
boat brought the ‘flu’ in and the Indians are dying like flies along the river. At 
Norman 25 already, some places larger numbers,” said Erling. “One sometimes 
wonders if the medical service of this country is not neglected and if a few more 
doctors instead of R.C.M.P.’s wouldn’t prove more beneficial to the country.” 
The north had had its problems with disease from time to time since the com-
ing of the white man, but the 1928 influenza strain, like the Spanish flu of 1918, 
was to be a disaster that would devastate the indigenous population all down 

///////////////////////////
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the river and delta and beyond, wiping out small communities or drastically 
reducing them. Although the native people were the hardest hit, everyone in 
contact had come down with this flu, some worse than others. Boland was ill 
for some time while Bob had had it but was fortunate to recover quite quickly.2

It was the first time in months that Erling had received news of the outside 
world and he stayed up all night reading his mail. He was very relieved that Bob 
had brought the needed supplies for his trapper companion. “The replacement 
of Olmsted’s stuff has been weighing on my mind ever since we got here,” he 
said. “Bob had done very well indeed and managed to get everything so that 
part is o.k. In lieu of wages Olmsted received the six of my dogs (all except Jun-
ior) and toboggan, harness, etc., besides $100 in merchandise and cash.”

They had promised Boland that they would take back as much of his stuff as 
conveniently possible. On July 30, they stowed everything they could carry on 
board. “The dogs evidently had a hunch that something was going on,” Erling 
said, “and when Olmsted tied them up they were most miserable and howled 
every time I went down to the boat. We pulled out about midnight and could 
for a long time hear the dogs howling out their disapproval of my sneaking 
away. Sorry too to leave the best dogs I ever drove or ever will drive. Olmsted 
has been trying hard to get Junior too but I made up my mind a long time ago 
that he was to stay with me.”

Sad as it was for Erling to leave his team behind, it would in fact lift a great 
load off his shoulders. From the time that the Porsild brothers had bought their 
two teams in Kotzebue to the moment of leaving Erling’s team at Dease Arm, 
they had had to spend an inordinate part of their time hunting and fishing in 
order to feed an army of dogs or else worry about buying or preparing moun-
tains of dog-feed. Without the need to set nets and fish at every stop, the rest 
of the summer’s work could return to the character of the earlier investigation 
in Alaska when they were free to concentrate on their collections and observa-
tions without distraction.

At the south narrows, Erling finished his work at the triangulation station 
before they left for Narakay Island, where they spent the afternoon collecting. 
By the time they reached Cape MacDonnel (Caribou Point) which marked the 
southeast end of the arm, they had moved south of the Arctic Circle, the first 
time for Erling since crossing the lake from Fort Franklin in April. They col-
lected plants and took the mast, sail, and ropes off a stranded schooner they had 
seen on their way to Dease Bay.
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On August 3 they entered McTavish Arm, the most easterly arm of the 
lake. Most of this long bay lay south of the Arctic Circle except at the extreme 
tip that curved northwards at the end of Hornby Bay. “This part of the lake is 
the least known,” Erling said, “and the outline appearing on the existing maps 
only vaguely indicates the general trend of the arm. While the shores of the rest 
of the lake are low and receding, the Laurentian cliffs in McTavish arm stand 
boldly out of the crystal clear water of the lake and in some places rise to nearly 
1,000 feet. Long, narrow fjords striking northeast–southwest cut the land up 
into rhomboid blocks, and the general appearance of the country is not unlike 
the west coast of Norway. From the head of the deepest fjords the distance to 
the Coppermine is short, as that river in this latitude takes a sharp bend to the 
west.”

Going ashore at a small creek on the north side of the arm, they found fresh 
caribou and bear tracks near “a peculiar looking spring in a crater-like top of a 
sand cone” that was well known to the Bear Lake Indians. Bob had been talk-
ing to their chief, Chief Jimmy Soldat, and learned about the spring before he 
left Fort Franklin. “Very little water comes out at this time of the year,” Erling 
noted, “but I believe considerable volume of water comes out earlier. The spring 
is ‘boiling’ i.e., gas bubbles up in the well and the Indians claim that at times 
black sooty stuff comes up with the water.” He tasted the water and found that 
it “did not taste salty but undoubtedly contains some mineral in solution (Mag-
nesium sulph. or Alum?) as the vegetation is much affected and on the low half 
barren plain the sand is white with encrustation. Flora all halophytes: Plantago 
maritima, Carex incurva, Sagina nodosa, Pleurogyne rotatum, Aster sibiricus, 
Taraxacum sp., Puccinellia sp. Also the caribou tracks indicated that this spring 
was much resorted to by these salt-hungry animals.” They collected a number 
of birds and plants. Few trees were seen, although Erling saw Larix for the first 
time since leaving Keith Arm. He remarked that the barrens extended down to 
about fifty miles south of Cape MacDonnel, varying in width from one to seven 
miles except at the head of timbered bays.

Still following the north shore of the arm, they continued east in the dir-
ection of Hornby Bay, going ashore periodically to check the vegetation. On 
August 5, they moored in a protected harbour. The next day, Bob went out to 
a hilly point and collected plants on the boundary between the limestone and 
Pre-Cambrian formations while Erling took the canoe into the bay, following 
the shore, and ascended a small river for about three quarters of a mile. “It 
drained a rather complicated system of lakes,” he said.
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Farther up, he climbed a high hill of Laurentian rocks that marked the 
western edge of the Canadian Shield, which he was seeing for the first time. 
“The Pre-Cambrian rocks crop out under the limestone and although most of 
the hills are capped by columnar (dolomite?) the lowland and some of the hills 
are now PreCambrian. I have only seen granite in drift and the rock is every-
where (quartzite) (with veins of quartz). As might be expected the change of 
geological formation also affects the flora considerably and I found a number 
of species that I have not met with before on Bear Lake. Several were indeed 
even new to the Mackenzie District. Drosera longifolia, Pinguicula villosa, Utri-
cularia vulgaris. Took a number of photos of raised shore lines found as high as 
four to five hundred feet above shore level. Also curious lichen formation. Took 
series of bearings.”

Back at the schooner, on August 7 they continued east to a small river 
where they saw a cabin and another log building where they thought Boland 
had wintered some years earlier. They went ashore for a few hours and did some 
collecting but did not find much of interest. Shortly afterwards, they “passed 
Hornby’s old cabin but did not stop.”

There was no reason for the Porsilds to go ashore at the cabin except out 
of curiosity, although it is hard to imagine that they would not have stopped 
if they had seen any signs of life. Many stories were circulating in the north 
that summer about the eccentric hermit trapper who had disappeared into the 
barrens in the summer of 1926 with a teenage cousin, Edgar Christian, and 
young friend, Harold Adelard. Last seen, they had been heading for the The-
lon River via Great Slave Lake and had not been heard from since. Opinions 
varied as to whether Jack Hornby, the wealthy upper-class Englishman turned 
bushman who boasted of his prowess as a hunter and trapper and his ability 
to survive anywhere Indian-style in the wild, had really known what he was 
letting himself in for when he headed overconfidently into the barrens without 
being fully equipped and with two young greenhorns as his only companions. 
When months and a year began to stretch into two years and there was still no 
word of them, people like George Douglas and Vilhjalmur Stefansson, who had 
befriended Hornby in his early years at Dease Arm, began to raise alarms that 
someone should go in and look for them. At the Department of the Interior, 
Finnie was beginning to get increasingly concerned by the summer of 1928. 
Two days after the Porsilds passed the cabin, he wrote to the Police Commis-
sioner at Fort Reliance, “It is beginning to look as if Hornby and his compan-
ions have perished somewhere in the vicinity of the Thelon Game Sanctuary.” 
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Ironically, that very same day, Staff Sergeant Joyce at Chesterfield Inlet was 
taking a statement from a mining engineer from the Ontario-based Nipissing 
Mining Company, Harry S. Wilson. He and three other prospectors had found 
the bodies of the three men on July 21 in a shack near the Thelon River. They 
had all starved to death the previous year when the migrating caribou herd that 
they had been expecting failed to appear.3

Unaware of the drama unfolding in the distance, and perhaps missing 
something of historic interest had they gone ashore to look inside the Hornby 
cabin, the Porsilds continued to the foot of the bay where they anchored just 
before dark in “a lake-like pocket” or “w-formed bay” connected to the main 
bay by a narrow channel through which the tide ran up to about one or two 
knots. They went ashore the next morning. Spruce and birch were taller than 
in Dease Bay. Erling noted that the lowest rock formation was a conglomerate 
of quartz overlaid by greenstone similar to that found in the highland south of 
Dismal Lakes. He shot a couple of birds for his collection while Bob had several 
interesting plant finds from a high moor behind the coast hills.

In the afternoon, they followed the coast to a small harbour. While Bob ex-
plored the south shore by canoe, Osgood and Erling climbed a hill about 850 ft. 
high on the north side to take bearings and make a sketch of the bay. They had 
a “splendid view from the top,” from which they could see that the green rock 
formation extended from the shore to the highest elevation above the lake. To 
the south they could see a lake and mountain where Bob and Erling portaged 

Greenstone hill, McTavish Bay, Great Bear Lake, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933892)
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the next day to collect on the south slope, finding the valleys heavily timbered 
with good-sized spruce and canoe birch. It was obvious that they were moving 
south as the ravines abounded with raspberries, red currants, and blueberries.

The deeply indented, rocky greenstone shoreline continued as they moved 
down the southeast side of McTavish Arm. On August 10, they stopped to look 
at a small “glacier,” apparently emerging from a large spring in the bottom of a 
pond. “Vast masses of ice must have been accumulated here during the winter,” 
Erling said. A mass of thick ice still covered the pond and inlet, visible across 
the bay. White mineral deposits, which he speculated were probably mostly 
gypsum, remained where the ice had disappeared and on top of the ice itself. 
The water had a peculiar, rather pleasant taste. They took specimens of the resi-
due and of some of the minerals in the vicinity and also collected a few plants 
before continuing, crossing the mouth of two inlets they had seen from the 
hills the previous day then entering a third fjord where they spent the night in 
the shelter of an island.

The island was composed of granite, the first they had seen. They found 
several interesting specimens there, including Cryptogramma, Limosella, 
Agrostis borealis, and Corydalis. Behind the island was a deep, winding chan-
nel, well-protected from the main lake. Soundings went as deep as 75 fathoms. 
On August 12, Erling and Bob climbed a hill north of their anchorage at lati-
tude 66°08´25 .̋ “We found that we were anchored on the north end of what 
looked like a small island, evidently in the south side of the bay or fjord com-
plex that we have been in for the last few days. Beautiful sounds and rocky 
precipitous islands. Deep blue water and good size timber on all suitable places. 
If the surface of the islands and the almost total absence of little streams [had] 
not indicated a very dry climate the resemblance of the coast of B.C. and S.E. 
Alaska would be striking.”

When they moved out into the bay, the fog closed in. When it lifted, they 
were only an hour and a half down the coast when they ran out of the green-
stone formation as suddenly as they had entered it. In doing so, they left behind 
them an area that within the next five years would become famous beyond 
their dreams. Looking back, Bob Porsild was later to remember: “Even without 
much geological experience we knew there was something spectacular about 
the area and it was at that place the first radium mine was started up by Gilbert 
Labine.” Their island shelter on the last night of the “greenstones” was at the 
entrance to Echo Bay.4
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Twenty years earlier, two other young men had travelled through this area 
by canoe. James MacIntosh Bell, a recent geology graduate from Queen’s Uni-
versity, and his assistant Charles Camsell, the mining engineer son of a Hud-
son’s Bay factor in Fort Simpson and the future Deputy Minister of Mines, had 
surveyed this area geologically in 1900. In the Geological Survey the following 
year, Bell reported that “in the greenstones of east McTavish Bay occur numer-
ous interrupted stringers of calc-spar containing chalcopyrite, and the steep 
rocky shores which here present themselves to the lake are often stained with 
cobalt-bloom or copper-green.”5

His report attracted the attention of the owner of a failing mining com-
pany called Eldorado Gold Mines in Manitoba. In 1929, when the north began 
to open up with access by air, Gilbert Labine made his first prospecting trip to 
Great Bear Lake. Pioneer aviator Punch Dickens, described by Pierre Berton 
as the “little pilot with the perennially boyish grin,” remembered taking three 
prospectors into McTavish Arm the summer after the Porsilds left. It was his 
first flight to the lake and he was filled with astonishment at its size and the 
grandeur of the cliffs and fjords of the eastern shoreline. The following year, 
Labine returned with another prospector who was snow-blind at the time of 
the spectacular discovery of a rich vein of pitchblende, streaked with silver and 
copper, at the entrance to Echo Bay.

When the news of Labine’s claim leaked to the outside world, the rush 
began. Frederick Watt was in Edmonton when it happened. It was Depression 
time, and pitchblende, processed into radium and previously only obtainable 
from the Belgian Congo, fetched enormous prices in the world market for its 
uses in medicine. Although the Eldorado company was first, Watt and dozens 
of other prospectors headed for the area in droves, mostly flown in on the fra-
gile planes, drawn to the magic of future riches. Tents and makeshift cabins 
went up everywhere along the greenstone shore. Pilot after pilot dropped in 
with more hopeful men, sometimes also bringing curious visitors like George 
Douglas on his way to Hornby Bay. As the prospecting frenzy continued, Bo-
land and some of the men from Fort Norman made the two-hundred mile 
journey over the iced-over winter lake by dog-team to stake and trade. The 
Bear Lake Indians and Chief Jimmy Soldat came too, giving the prospectors an 
unforgettable Easter experience as they sang hymns in harmony in a tent at De 
Melt Cove, until the winter when there was no meat or fish to be had and the 
Indians returned to Fort Franklin before they and their dogs faced starvation.
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The Eldorado mining operation and the first settlement at Port Radium 
began in 1932. Watt described what was inside the fifteen-foot mining trench at 
the base of Labine’s legendary hanging wall. “The entire wall might have been 
taken from a crazy miner’s dream,” he said, with silver in leaf and wire forms, 
and copper cropping out like gold bricks, and pitchblende, black and glossy, 
present in startling quantities.

Port Radium continued with heavy mining activity for pitchblende until it 
was closed down and then re-opened in World War II, mainly to meet Amer-
ican demands for uranium, which ultimately led to the atomic bomb explo-
sion at Hiroshima. With the development of the mining industry came huge 
changes to Great Bear Lake. By 1945, a large motor vessel plied the waters be-
tween Fort Franklin and Port Radium and small planes regularly connected 
McTavish Arm with the outside world. Fishing lodges and camps followed as 
civilization moved in, even though between 1932 and 1960 it has been claimed 
that more than 7,000 tonnes of heavy sacks of radioactive material were being 
transported to Fort Franklin by the Bear Lake Indians and another 1.7 million 
tonnes of waste was being dumped into McTavish Arm. The mine was finally 
closed in 1960 but not before the land and lake around Echo Bay had been ser-
iously contaminated and the terrible effects on the health of the First Nations 
people of Great Bear Lake were still to be documented.6

So it is interesting to note that as the Porsilds and Osgood continued quiet-
ly along the shore away from Echo Bay in that summer of 1928, little dreaming 
of what was to follow them in the very near future, they were making the last 
exploration of McTavish Arm before the eager prospectors and the advent of 
the bush plane opened up the unknown waters they had left behind. Gilbert 
Labine and Punch Dickens would bring in the commercial future; they were 
wrapping up the untouched pioneer past.

The summer season was coming to an end as they neared the southeast 
corner of McTavish Arm on August 13. It was almost dark at midnight and all 
the stars were out. “Auroras tonight,” said Erling. The character of the coast-
line changed as the rock formation became granite with only a few boulders of 
limestone and greenstone. The land was lower, and the fjords and valleys not 
as marked. August 14 dawned fine and clear. “Followed an open coast till we at 
noon were abreast of what looked like a sound going about southeast. Stopped 
under a high hill at north side of entrance and climbed it to see what was at the 
end of it. After a fairly narrow strait of a couple of miles the sound opened up 
to a lake-like body of water dotted by numerous rocky islands. No doubt this 
was Conjuror Bay.”
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For the young anthropologist who was travelling with them and studying 
the Bear Lake Indians, Conjuror Bay should have been more of interest than a 
place to gather bird, plant, and rock material, but at no time in the several days 
that Osgood and the Porsilds spent around the elaborate bay system looking for 
the entrance to Camsell River, exploring the terrain and collecting specimens, 
is there any mention of coming across a historic cave. When Thomas Simpson 
explored the southern area of McTavish Arm in 1838, he was told that in one of 
the bays at Conjuror Bay there was a cave where “the Indian Shamans practised 
their most solemn necromancy.” It is possible that this was not its exact loca-
tion as Father Petitot had found the only cave he had seen in these regions in 
the limestone rocks further west on Keith Arm, but the name Simpson gave it 
suggests that in any case there may have been some significant shaman activity 
in the area of Conjuror Bay.7

The Indians of Great Bear Lake originated from four main tribal groups: 
the Mountain (or Slave) around the Bear River to the west, the Hare to the west 
and northwest of the lake, the Copper (or Yellow-knife) to the northeast, and 
the Dogrib to the south. Conjuror Bay was located at the most northeasterly 
corner of the Dogrib territory. According to Jenness in his classic study of the 
Indians of Canada, the Dogrib “made offerings to local spirits, especially to 
spirits supposed to haunt lakes and rapids, [and] placed their main reliance 
on their medicine-men to prophesy and to inflict and cure diseases.… The 
scaffolds on which they deposited their dead carried streamers to amuse the 

Schooner “Star” in Conjuror Bay, Great Bear Lake, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, e010933891)
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shades of the deceased and retain them near their resting places; the mourn-
ers, as usual, destroyed all or most of their property, and the women gashed 
themselves in token of their grief. A year after the funeral they uncovered the 
remains, renewed their death chants, and held a memorial feast.” The memorial 
feast may have been the “solemn necromancy” purported to be practised in 
some part of this region.8

Unlike the Bear Lake people, it seemed that the Dogrib were not very par-
tial to fish and depended for their main supply of food on the herds of barren-
ground caribou, which they snared in pounds and speared in lakes as did the 
Chipewyan and Copper tribes. At the bottom of the first rapid up the Camsell 
River, which seemed to be one continuous rapid all the way up to the first lake, 
Erling found an old Indian tepee and signs of hunting. “Old caribou horns are 
found quite commonly especially on the more or less barren hill tops but no 
fresh signs of anything except moose or bear. I doubt if this country is fre-
quented by any barren-land caribou at all at the present time.”

During their time in the bay, they were running short of meat. Erling shot 
eight ducks as well as doing some aquatic plant collecting and making tidal 
observations in the south narrows, while Bob ranged far and wide exploring 
and collecting plant specimens. They heard wolves howling one night from the 
schooner and recorded the first tree squirrel. “There are none in Dease Bay 
though there used to be some as I found old nests and caches occasionally,” 
Erling said.

Rain and wind held them in Conjuror Bay until August 22. The deck of the 
schooner leaked badly and they had to cover everything up and sleep under tar-
paulins themselves. “Everything is wet and miserable,” Erling said on August 
17. “Found that one corner of my trunk from touching the side of the boat had 
got full of water and my slide rule thus got thoroughly soaked and ruined. A 
box with films also was in the water but thanks to the cartridges of which I still 
have some left, the films were o.k.”

When the rain cleared on August 20, they set up a tent in order to work 
on the plant specimens. “The boat is too damp for drying and the plants take 
too long to dry,” he said. They dried some over the stove and laid earlier ones 
in folders. They tried to move on the next day but the lake was too rough to 
continue so they were forced to shelter again inside the south narrows. “At once 
after landing we set up a tent and I started to go through the six feet of fresh or 
dry plants in the presses. It took me seven hours to go through them.” While 
Bob went off to do some more exploring, Osgood helped Erling with drying the 
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blotting paper sheets that were used in the presses and collected spruce seeds 
for him. They opened up the hatches to dry out the boat and took all their bed-
ding ashore for a much needed airing and drying.

By now, Erling must have been feeling that it was time to leave Great Bear 
Lake. He had been surveying and collecting diligently around the lake for five 
months without a break. The terrain around Conjuror Bay did not seem as 
promising for reindeer herding as the land he had seen around Dease Bay. He 
looked at the timbered lowlands and thought that the timber was no better 
than usual except in particularly favoured locations, nor did he feel it was of 
any economical value, “contrary,” he could not resist adding, “to the opinions 
of J. M. Bell.” Two days before setting up the drying tent, on August 19 he and 
Bob had climbed the high hill south of the outlet of the narrows. “Magnificent 
view from the top that is one of the highest points in the whole bay. Could see 
Keith Point, Caribou Point and the whole north shore of McTavish Bay, most 
of the bay behind [Conjuror Bay] and the first string of lakes on Camsell River 
portage and to the left what I expect to be Hottah Lake. We couldn’t see the 
outlet of Camsell River. Built a cairn and returned.”

The Porsilds’ cairn brought finality to the exploration of the south shore. 
In all their reconnaissance travels, once Erling had climbed a hill that was high 

Drying out equipment and specimens at camp, Conjuror Bay, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, 
PA-101054)
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enough to survey the whole area, he was satisfied that he had seen enough of 
the essential geographical features, as well as the frequency and type of vege-
tative terrain, to make his assessment. He concluded his last hilltop survey 
with a negative recommendation. “Large tracts of excellent feeding grounds 
for caribou exist to the south and west of the lake, but that part of the country 
may never become available for domesticated reindeer because it is either too 
broken or rugged or else too heavily timbered to make herding and control of 
tame reindeer practicable.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

END OF THE INVESTIGATION

Only one small arm of Great Bear Lake, McVicar Arm, remained to be explored 
by the Porsilds before leaving the south shore, and the survey would be cursory 
because of what they had seen from the hill where they had left the cairn.

They broke camp on 22 August 1928 and moved out of the Conjuror Bay 
narrows into the lake with a fresh breeze blowing from the northwest. Several 
flocks of brant took off as they approached a small sheltered bay. Commenting 
on the shallow coast, Erling said: 

A ‘continental shelf ’ extends from a few to five or eight miles out aver-
aging from about five to eight fathoms, and from that point there is 
a sudden drop on to deep blue water while the water on the shelf is 
milky blue, much lighter coloured than on the deep water. There [are] 
a number of bars and islands. Several fairly good harbours, though of 
course nothing like McTavish Bay. The geological formation changed 
as soon as we got out of the narrows to limestone of a similar type as 
Dease Bay or the north shore of Smith Bay. Consequently the charac-
ter of the country is much the same, only most of the shore is much 
better wooded than one would gather from Edward Preble.

Although Erling does not mention it by name, it is obvious from his notes that 
they were looking for McVicar Arm as they went inside several shallow bays be-
fore finding “the right sound” and anchored behind “the island.” He noted that 
most of the low islands on the south and north shore were built up from lake 
sediment, not from corals but from ice pressure. “The process is undoubtedly 
exceedingly slow but every winter a layer or a row of new boulders are shoved 

///////////////////////////
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up on already existing reefs or shores.” They found the island uninteresting ex-
cept for the flora. Although the bedrock was limestone, the bulk of the boulders 
were of quartzite and other siliceous rocks. Crossing by canoe to the mainland, 
Erling went about six miles up the bay, noting swampy, densely timbered coun-
try with quite large trees of which tamarack was very abundant. Of the flora 
collected that day, he listed the most interesting as “Tofieldia glutinosa, Viola 
species, Selaginella selaginoides, Habenaria hyperborea, Pyrola chlorantha, P. 
minor, Utricularia intermedia, U. minor, Pedicularis flammea, Carex flava or 
[C.] Oederi, etc.”

Back at the schooner with the south shore investigation now complete, the 
Porsilds and Osgood made an early start at 4 a.m. on August 4 and headed west, 
straight across the lake to Etacho (“Big”) Point for a final look around the area 
that according to Hanbury had been burned off in 1902.

Judging from old stumps and charred logs the country had previously 
carried the ordinary growth of stunted or rather scraggy Canadian 
spruce. Now the country had an open and park-like appearance. 
Thickets of willows, alder and birch alternated with beautiful ver-
dant meadows, here and there with a solitary well-shaped spruce and 

Cornelius Osgood and Bob Porsild at end of summer, Great Bear Lake, NWT, 1928 (Photo: 
AEP, LAC, PA-101053)
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tamarack 15 to 20 feet high. In this case the effect of the burn on this 
well-drained, fertile area had been a most beneficial one. Otherwise, 
in the muskeg country, a forest fire usually leaves the soil almost sterile 
and the country probably returns to the original muskeg state after a 
certain time.

Bob started out for the highest point on the peninsula about six to ten miles 
back from the coast while Erling, who was concerned that their anchorage was 
not very good, walked along the shore near the boat. When Bob returned late 
in the evening, he had reached the top of the hill, nearly 1,500 feet above the 
lake. At timberline, around 800 feet, he had found a series of terraced alpine 
meadows covered with a flora distinctly different from anything they had seen 
before.

The lake was like a millpond on August 25. Rounding the point to the 
north side of Deerpass Bay, they went ashore for a tiresome hike through heav-
ily timbered and swampy terraces, with an almost impenetrable undergrowth 
of willow, alder, and birch, and found numerous signs of Indian habitation, 
some old enough to be pre-Franklin.

Crossing to the other side of the bay in the evening, they found a small 
Indian encampment. According to George Douglas, it was usual for the Indi-
ans to come to this part of the lake to fish after the first boat of the season had 
passed Fort Norman. “First Indian I have seen since April 1st,” Erling said. 
“One old woman (who lost her husband during the flu this spring) accompan-
ied by three boys and three little children. They could understand no English.” 
This was an interesting encounter because it raised the question of the role of 
the older women during and after the flu epidemic as they took over the care of 
orphaned children.

The Porsilds and Osgood were to encounter a larger group of Bear Lake 
Indians and learn more about the effects of the flu on the native population as 
they rounded the coast from Deerpass Bay and entered Russel Bay on August 
28. “Saw a large camp of eight Indian tents and stopped for two hours. It turned 
out to be the chief, Jimmy Soldat, and a bunch of the survivors from the flu 
disaster bound for Big Point or Deerpass Bay. One woman was very sick yet and 
the chief expected her to die any time. A lot of them were still coughing badly 
and they were all poor physically but improving.”

The people they were now encountering on the west side of the lake were 
mainly of Hare origin. According to Osgood, the Satudene, or people who had 
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Chief Jimmy Soldat and family, Great Bear Lake, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-101059)
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become so closely connected with Great Bear Lake that they had become a pol-
itically autonomous unit, were probably more closely related to the Hares than 
to any other local tribe, although they were politically, socially, and linguistic-
ally differentiated from them and more often associated and intermarried with 
the Dogribs. “It is uncertain whether [the Satudene] were always an independ-
ent group or whether they have become such during the past hundred years, 
due to conditions created by Europeans,” Osgood said.

He also commented on the title of “Chief” for the man leading the group in 
Russel Bay. “Chiefs, such as are among more highly organized tribes, probably 
never existed among the Satudene. Authority lay with such heads of families as 
were the best hunters, generally older men whose experience was considered 
necessary for the guidance of the group. Through courage, prestige in hunting, 
and leadership, head men came to exercise, for a time presumably, the author-
ity of chiefs, but that authority was probably neither officialized nor inherited.” 
With the Hare people, the “Oldest Man” sometimes was considered an un-
official chief and it was unlucky not to obey him. A second, lesser chief was the 
“Best Hunter” of moose and caribou and he was consulted if needed but never 
equalled the first chief in power. Osgood noted that chieftainships had some-
times been inaugurated by the fur traders to create a position through which 
the Indians could be reached but it had little basis in fact and some of these 
honorary chiefs thought that the office brought them nothing but bad luck.1

However he had earned his title, Chief Jimmy Soldat was the best known 
of the Bear Lake people. Frederick Watt, who was to meet him at McTavish 
Arm in 1932, said that as early as 1908 Melvill and Hornby had written of 
their appreciation of his vigour and knowledge of the country. “Stefansson and 
Douglas had depended on him,” he said. “Where Indians generally had stopped 
short their caribou hunting in the barrens when they reached the Dismal Lakes 
– the instinctive dividing line between themselves and the Eskimos – Jimmy 
had pressed on to establish friendship with the traditional enemies of his 
people. By any measure, he was a formidable man.” Stefansson, who was with 
Jimmy Soldat at the time of the historic meeting, told a rather different story. 
He had met the Indian party in the area of Dismal Lakes and taken them to 
his Coppermine friends who were as reluctant as the Indians to make contact 
except at his insistence. When both parties remained friendly in Stefansson’s 
presence, Jimmy had proceeded to tell the Eskimos that he was an ambassador 
of a bishop of the Roman Catholic Church and, to Stefansson’s chagrin, he had 
distributed packages of saints and holy men that would protect them from all 
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evil. It was not long after this meeting that the Roman Catholic Church sent in 
their first missionary, Father Rouvier, who was later to die at the hands of some 
of his Coppermine converts, but it was Jimmy Soldat whose reputation spread 
far and wide as the first Indian known to have friendly contact with the Eskimo 
and to have brought the faith to them.2

At Russel Bay, Erling noticed that one of the younger men in the Chief ’s 
group had an eight-horse-power Johnson motor on his twenty-two-foot ca-
noe while the rest seemed to have the usual two or two and a half horsepower 
motors. Knowing the distances they would have to travel across the remote 
lake and the inconvenience of carrying a lot of fuel, and with his dislike of un-
scrupulous traders who took advantage of the native people, he fumed: “This 
engine they told us burned two gallons of gas per hour. Fine job to sell an In-
dian such things!”

It appears that they must have left Osgood with Jimmy Soldat, for his name 
was not mentioned again. They were quite glad to be rid of him because, as 
Erling told George Douglas in October 1953, he had turned out to be one of the 
“know it all boys” and had not been much of an asset as a travelling compan-
ion. “Still, we got along fairly well,” he said, “but I remember being somewhat 
surprised when on parting he showed me a little red book in which he claimed 

A. W. Boland and family, Fort Franklin, Great Bear Lake, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-
101033)



20518: End of the Investigation

he had recorded in detail the numerous instances during the summer when we 
had ‘insulted and humiliated’ him.”3

It was the last stop for the schooner until they reached the fishery at Fort 
Franklin that afternoon. “We unloaded the boat, put up a tent, etc., etc. Boland 
came in the evening. We got our mail from the second boat and sat up talking 
most of the night.” After cleaning out the boat and settling up with Boland, 
who took some of their used but re-usable equipment in part exchange for his 
services, the brothers prepared the rest of their gear and collections ready for 
shipment. Boland would take the heaviest stuff down by boat while they canoed 
the Bear River to Fort Norman, ready to leave on the Distributor on her way 
back from the Delta on September 10.

The Porsilds left Great Bear Lake in their canoe on the last day of August. 
Their tent had blown down overnight and the wind was still blowing hard 
from the northwest as they worked their way downriver. En route they climbed 
Mount Charles but did not see much as visibility was poor. Erling made the 
comment that for two days they could see smoke from some large fire to the 
southeast, which may have been a forest fire in the mountains.

When they arrived at Fort Norman on September 3, after forty miles of 
paddling, much of it into the wind, they were aghast to learn that the steam-
boat had been badly delayed and was still upstream of the fort. Having sold or 
packed up their equipment, with ten boxes of specimens to go to the Museum, 
they were not in a position to make further trips. When the boat finally ar-
rived, it would have to continue down to Aklavik before heading south, and 
they would have to move out of the Fort Norman house they had been loaned 
by the Hudson’s Bay Company. “The R.C.M.P. undoubtedly would house us,” 
Erling said, “but as the Corporal is married and they have a couple of prisoners 
I don’t like to draw on their hospitality.” They were still packing and settling 
accounts when the boat arrived on the afternoon of September 6. She was leav-
ing for Fort Good Hope at daybreak. “I had always wanted to get a few days at 
Good Hope so we boarded the boat,” Erling said.

It was like old times when they arrived at Fort Good Hope. They were 
heartily welcomed back by Constable Cummings of the RCMP who had been 
their generous host in the winter. The next evening, two ‘gas boats’ (motor 
boats) arrived from upriver bringing Dodman, the Hudson’s Bay Company 
factor who had accompanied them for part of the trail up the Mackenzie until 
he was injured and had to return to Arctic Red River. It seemed that he was 
having his usual run of bad luck. Coming through the Rampart Rapid with the 
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A. E. Porsild, Mt. St. Charles, NWT, 1928 (Photo: R. T. Porsild, LAC, PA-101036)

two boats lashed together side by side they had lost control of the boats and in 
an attempt to reach the channel they drifted side-wise over the east side of the 
rapid where there was a distinct drop of several feet. A kettle of boiling water 
was upset over the engineer’s right foot scalding it rather badly. The boats “suf-
fered a few bumps” but were otherwise not damaged.

An earlier traveller down the Mackenzie had commented on the Rampart 
Rapid in her travel story called A Woman in the Mackenzie Delta. Travelling 
downriver in 1894 in her outfit made for her in Paris by a seamstress who be-
moaned the fact that she did not want even a “little train” on her long skirt, 
carrying poison bottles for butterflies, materials for drying plants and preserv-
ing bird-skins, camera and stew-pans, hats and frying pans, field-glasses and 
boots, blankets, medicines, and artist’s materials in addition to a scanty ward-
robe, the whole packed into waterproof bags or gunny sacks, this nineteenth-
century Elizabeth Taylor had been the ideal naturalist as she set off for the delta 
as the only woman in the party unless a mission nun or wife of a company 
officer joined them between one fort or another.
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R. T. Porsild, Mt. St. Charles, NWT, 1928 (Photo: AEP, LAC, PA-101035)

Her delightfully illustrated account includes a description of the Ram-
part Rapid that Dodman had just encountered, a place where the Porsilds were 
unknowingly about to spend several days. “The ‘Ramparts’ of the Mackenzie 
begin a few miles above Fort Good Hope,” she said. “The river contracts until 
it is only five hundred yards wide, and on either side the vertical cliffs of lime-
stone and shale rise in heights varying from one hundred and fifty to two hun-
dred feet, crowned by the stunted evergreens. In some places the cliffs seem 
to hang over the water, and are worn into strange shapes, such as turrets and 
little towers and columns. As one approaches the Ramparts the river seems to 
be barred by the creamy white walls, no sign of the channel being visible; then, 
as the boat comes nearer, an opening is seen extending to the east for several 
miles.”

As her steamboat passed through the lower end of the chute, she could see 
Fort Good Hope “prettily situated on a fertile point of land” and was amazed 
by the luxuriant vegetation she found there. Although one suspects that Er-
ling Porsild would have dismissed the list of wildflowers that she gathered and 
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pressed there as the work of a mere female amateur, he would probably have 
agreed with her remarks about the renowned Good Hope gardens growing on 
permafrost so far up north.4

While they waited for the Distributor to return, he went with a knowledge-
able old-timer to his homestead on the Rabbitskin River. 

Furlong broke this garden this spring and is having wonderful results. 
The potatoes are of the old famous Good Hope stock. For some rea-
son they keep better than any other potatoes I have seen and the skin 
even in spring is quite thin and smooth. Another peculiar thing Mr. 
Furlong brought to my attention is, that the seed potatoes apparently 
remain quite unchanged and can only be told from the new crop by a 
slightly thickened skin. Besides potatoes he had some wonderful cab-
bage, good size carrots, lettuce, radish, beets, spinach, etc.… Furlong 
is very much interested in natural history and I have hopes that he will 
do some collecting here in the future.… We have had several good 
talks. I showed him how to make bird skins and am leaving my col-
lecting outfit here, also the handbooks I have brought down here.

The Distributor arrived at 6 p.m. on September 14 and left an hour later with 
sixty-two passengers on board including the Porsilds. She went only as far as 
the Rampart Rapid and anchored below it for the night. In the morning, she 
tried to go up the rapid but failed. She was towing a barge, so after a while they 
took the barge to the bank and tried the boat alone, but still she could not make 
it. In the evening, a twenty-eight-hundred-foot steel cable was taken a distance 
above the rapid. The plan for the next morning was to try and let the boat drag 
the cable out to the channel about a thousand feet out from the bank. What 
followed would have done justice to an old comedy movie.

At the first attempt on September 16, the cable caught on a rock and broke. 
“A boat was lined up to the upper end of the cable,” Erling said, 

… to try to bring it out to the channel and drift down shore. A light 
line with buoy was attached to the end of the steel cable. None of the 
crew knew how to use an oar. It was decided that the boat crew should 
be volunteers. Bob and I joined and with two deck hands and the two 
mates started out. The cable weighed about two tons and was very hard 
to handle especially after we got out into swift water. Things were not 
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very well arranged. On account of the weight the cable had to be in the 
back … [because] a kink caught in the boat would most likely cause 
the boat to upset. Also we had not power enough on the oars to tow the 
heavy cable and keep the boat up. However, we managed to get out to 
the channel and [were] swept down with a tremendous speed. Had the 
cable caught we certainly would have been in a bad way.

In the meantime, the Distributor was supposed to come out and be waiting 
below the channel to pick up the float, but when the small unsteady boat shot 
out through the chute with the massive cable, the steamboat was not there. 
She was stuck in the bar below the eddy. They worked all day to get her off the 
bar. Nothing worked. Cables kept breaking and the boat worked itself further 
and further up the bar. By next day, they finally got her off, and they tried the 
cable procedure again. No luck. Apparently the buoy was not big enough for the 
boat to pick up. They dredged for two hours with hooks and anchors without 
success.

Again the boat was pulled to the bank, and this time the lifeboat was lined 
up for action. Erling reported their orders. “We should try to follow the cable 
out and attach a heavy 800 foot rope to the end of the steel cable as we drifted 
through the rapid. Then we should hang on to the rope till the steamboat picked 
us up and the rope.” They started out with the same boat crew. “Found the cable 
caught under a rock or in a crevice just above the rapid in the swift water. Tried 
to work it loose for about an hour but had to give up. We were too far down to be 
able to go back so we had to go through [the rapid] a second time. Cable is prob-
ably lost. Boat went back to Good Hope to get a gas-boat. The mate was to go 
up to Norman where it is hoped that we can get a cable at the oil well. The Liard 
should have been down by this time. I’m afraid we are out of luck if the Liard is 
stuck above.” There was no question of an exchange of passengers and freight 
when the smaller vessel arrived as she carried only six passengers compared to 
sixty-two on the Distributor.

On September 18, the fourth day since they reached the bottom of the rap-
id, Bob was appointed “mate” in the absence of the regular one and was leading 
operations for salvaging the cable. He rigged up tackles and with the combined 
forces of crew and passengers managed to salvage two thousand feet of the 
heavy cable. At the first splice, the cable caught on a rock and the splice pulled 
out the remainder – eight hundred feet lighter cable thus lost. Erling’s entire 
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entry for September 19 said it all. “Waiting for the Liard River. Collected seeds 
and took a series of photographs.”

The M.S. Liard River showed up on the evening of the sixth day, bringing 
the mate of the Distributor and a two-thousand-foot cable from the Imperial 
Oil Well. On the following morning, the seventh day at Rampart Rapid, the at-
tempt was made again to go up. The Liard laid out four thousand feet of cable 
to just above the chute and dropped a lifeboat down the channel with a rope. 
This time the old steamboat was ready and after many clumsy attempts picked 
up the line and started winching in on the cable. Everything went well and the 
Distributor was almost up through the rapid when her engines stopped.

“I was ashore taking photos,” Erling said, “and expected the cable to break 
any time. I learned later that the flues were stopped (caused by sand from the 
driftwood we have been burning the last few days) and accordingly the steam 
went down from 200 to 50 lbs. pressure. It took them about 1½ hours to fix it 
up. Fortunately the cable held and the boat continued upstream inch by inch 
and finally was up and safe.”

Of course, this was not the end of it. There was still the problem of what 
to do about the barge with all the freight, tied up by the bank below the rapid. 
“It was quite late then and a council was held between the various pilots and 
experts as to whether the barge could be taken up or not. The consensus of 
opinion was that although it could be done it would greatly hazard the safety of 
the steamboat and the safe passage of the passengers and fur. The Liard leaving 
her barge went down and took the little freight up through the rapid that we 
had left behind in the barge. First, of course, they had to relay the cable.”

It was decided that the barge would be towed back up the rapid by the Liard 
River on her return from Aklavik and left to freeze in the Rabbitskin River for 
the winter. On September 22, Erling could write: “Finally we could continue 
our much delayed journey up river.” The old steamboat headed south to the first 
woodpile up the river to pick up three cords of wood. They had only one stick 
of wood left when they got there.

Of the rest of the trip, Erling found little to say until they reached Great 
Slave Lake except that they travelled for two days through a sand and dust 
storm to Fort Norman and once again were affected by the smoke (“It must 
be a tremendous fire in the mountains”) en route to Fort Simpson, where they 
heard that a government plane had been lost on the Peace River a few days 
earlier but they could not send or receive any messages as the radio station was 
being moved. Throughout the entire trip, Erling makes no mention of any other 
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passengers, but Bishop Fleming was later to recall discussing Greenland and its 
people with the “eminent Porsild brothers [who] were returning from a survey 
of the country on either side of the Mackenzie Delta and were to give a detailed 
report to the Government at Ottawa as to its possible use for the development 
of herds of reindeer.” The bishop also remembered talking to prospectors who 
came on board at Fort Simpson, men who talked of all the mineral riches to be 
found in the out-croppings of the Canadian Shield and what had to be done to 
develop the North. What struck Fleming the most was that the men had taken 
three hours to fly into the headquarters of the Nahanni River as against ten 
days to return by canoe.5

It was in crossing Great Slave Lake that Erling was to realize the full joy of 
travelling on the old steamboat. 

Saturday, Sept 29. Started early for Hay River, got a fresh breeze out on 
the lake. The water soon got rough and the old boat began to work in 
a most unpleasant way. The sea was on our beam which is the worst 
place it can hit us so we had to tack. First the top of the boat began 
to work sideways at the upper deck 6 to 8 inches with the rolling of 
the boat. Worse, however, was that the boat also warped and worked 
lengthwise in a most sickening way. When one sat in front of the 
smoking room and looked down through the dining room, the floor, 
i.e. second deck moved so much that at times a man sitting in the far 
end of the dining room was only visible from the knees up. I can better 
understand now the old Mackenzie River yarn about the old ‘Trader’ 
that got her propeller shaft bent going over the Rampart Falls! … The 
chief engineer claimed that the lower deck on this crossing bent over 
1½ feet and he was consequently much worried about his steampipe 
that runs the whole length of the boat.

They were stormbound for two days in Hay River, where Erling visited the 
Anglican Mission School, and arrived at Fort Resolution shortly after noon on 
October 3. 

Took a stroll up through town. There is a very large Roman Catholic 
mission, new and well-kept buildings. In the boarding school are 87 
children, one father told me. A striking feature of the place is the long 
new government-built pier with a lighthouse at the end. The town has 
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electric light. Characteristic for the country is the way things are go-
ing. When I was uptown at the mission, the ship blew three whistles 
and I hurried back. There was however no sign of pulling out yet. The 
pier was full of people chattering with passengers. Nothing happened. 
Some freight was on the pier waiting to be loaded. Half an hour later 
some of the deckhands loaded some on the boat. More blasts of the 
whistle. Ropes were cast off and the plank drawn in when it was dis-
covered that we had some freight for this place. Gangplank put out 
again. Freight unloaded. More blasts. Boat pulled out a quarter of an 
hour later.

They reached Fort Smith on October 4 only to learn that the S.S. Athabasca 
River, unable to wait any longer with no boat in sight, had just left Fitzgerald. 
During the three-day wait for a substitute “vessel” that would prove to be two 
motorboats with two covered scows and a number of rough bunks, the brothers 
were able to arrange a trip by horseback into Wood Buffalo Park. This was the 
summer botanical territory of Hugh and Lucy Raup who had been working 
there for two years on their own, but in 1928 Malte had persuaded the De-
partment to give “Mr. Raup of the Carnegie Institute, Pittsburgh,” a tempor-
ary position in order to get at least one full set of the specimens collected. The 
Raups had already left for the season so the Porsilds did not meet them on this 
occasion, but they did see one magnificent bull buffalo and a number of beaver 
that were expanding in the protected area.6

They reached Edmonton on the evening of October 19 and tried to get into 
the MacDonald Hotel without success. 

Probably we looked too disreputable, [Erling said]. We were still in 
our field clothes and moccasins and I was dragging Junior around on 
a rope. Succeeded at the Royal George which we found to be a kind 
of northern hotel where all the northerners met. Much like the Frye’s 
Hotel in Seattle. We were constantly meeting friends and asked to 
come over for drinks. One of the prospector’s party from Nahanni 
River, Morrison, evidently is a man of some influence. He had us meet 
a number of prominent western men, mostly politicians. Went out in 
the evening, wired the office, talked for half an hour to a man from Ed-
monton Journal who got a story suitable for printing. While I was talk-
ing to him a man came up and showed me a wire he had just received 
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from Mr. Finnie. There had been rumours in the Copenhagen press 
to the effect that we were reported lost and Mr. Finnie was anxious to 
find out if anything had happened.

While in Edmonton, Erling contacted Francis Lewis, the botanist at the Uni-
versity of Alberta who had been corresponding with Malte for many years and 
went out with him to see some muskegs outside of town. He found the flora 
surprisingly similar to that of the north and was interested in Lewis’s work and 
observations on the recession of Sphagnum peat. Leaving Edmonton by train 
on October 22, Erling was met at the Saskatoon station by Seymour Hadwen 
who took him out to the university where they had “a good long reindeer talk” 
and he found a place to leave his dog. The train left for Ottawa the next after-
noon, thus ending thirty months of travel during which Erling reckoned they 
had covered approximately 15,000 miles by every imaginable kind of northern 
transport except the new-fangled aircraft.






