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Epilogue: Henry Larsen, t he S t . Roch, and 
t he Nort hwest Passage V oyage of 1940–42

The voyage of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) vessel St. Roch through the Northwest 
Passage in 1940–42 is forever associated with the name of the famous skipper of the St. Roch, Henry 
Asbjørn Larsen1 – and with the assertion of Canadian sovereignty. The common assumption that 
the transit served sovereignty purposes is often asserted in popular writing but seldom grounded in 
evidence. Larsen’s writing, coupled with RCMP files, suggests that this motivation factored heavily 
into the planning and execution of the voyage.

Larsen was a native of Norway, having been born at Fredrikstad, a village only a few miles 
distant from Roald Amundsen’s birthplace at Sarpsborg, on 30 September 1899. His boyhood fan-
cies were inevitably captivated by the exploits of Amundsen and the galaxy of other great Nordic 
explorers and adventurers, both contemporary and historical; in 1914, at barely fifteen years of 
age, he went to sea to begin his own nautical career. His first voyage was on a cargo sloop owned 
by two of his uncles, which sailed to Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish ports transporting lumber 
and other goods. After about a year of this, he was hired by Captain H. Olsen, who took him along 
with the rest of his crew to Brest, France, to man the sailing ship Baunen, which left for Barbados, 
Gulfport (Mississippi), and Buenos Aires in early 1916. During the next three years, Larsen sailed 
continuously on several ships to US and South American ports. To get home from New York in 
1919, he embarked on a long roundabout voyage which took him to Cape Town, the East Indies, 
Ceylon, and the Suez Canal en route to Christiania (Oslo). There he attended the Norwegian State 
Navigation School, graduating as a fully qualified navigator in the summer of 1920; he then put 
in a period of compulsory service in the Norwegian navy. In 1922, he became a mate on the Nor-
wegian motor ship Theodore Roosevelt, and during the next two years, he sailed between Norway 
and Pacific Ocean ports, including San Francisco, Seattle, Vancouver, Honolulu, and Japan. While 
in Seattle on one occasion, he met Amundsen and his pilot Oscar Omdahl, and through them his 
long-held desire for a career in the North received new impetus and encouragement.

In Seattle during the spring of 1924, Danish-born Arctic trader Charlie Klengenberg hired 
Larsen as navigator. On Klengenberg’s schooner Maid of Orleans, he made two trips to the Beau-
fort Sea region in 1924–25 and the summer of 1926. Wintering at Herschel Island during the first 
voyage, he became acquainted with the inhabitants of the region, Inuit and white alike, and he also 
took advantage of the opportunity to become familiar with (and even expert in) Inuit modes of 
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was of the opinion that the Force 
should have a little schooner of its 
own which could sail everywhere in 
this enormous area to act as a float-
ing detachment in the summer and a 
permanent station during the winter. 
The idea had originated with his pre-
decessor, Inspector S. T. Wood, who 
had left for the South a short while 
earlier after five years’ service in the 
Arctic, mostly on Herschel Island. 
Both of these police officers were ex-
perienced men who knew the Arctic 
well, and realized that the RCMP 
was suffering by being dependent on 
civilian trading ships for transporta-
tion and supplies.3

Needless to say, this prospect provided further 
incentive to Larsen to join the force.

Commissioner Cortlandt Starnes presented 
the suggestion to Minister of Marine and Fish-
eries Arthur Cardin in a letter on 23 October 
1924. “The Officer Commanding the Mounted 
Police at Herschel Island,” Starnes noted, “has 
… recommended that an auxiliary schooner be 
purchased for the purpose of carrying Police 
freight to our detachments at Baillie Island and 
Tree River from Herschel or the mouth of the 
Mackenzie, and also as a movable Detachment, 
such a vessel to move to any point and remain 
for the freeze-up, if necessary.”4 The minister 
approved the suggestion in January 1925,5 the 
initial plan being to purchase a vessel.6 All ef-
forts to find a suitable vessel failed, however, 
so another order in council was issued on 29 
September 1927 to contract the Burrard Dry 
Dock Company, of North Vancouver, to build a 
schooner for $80,200.7 Construction proceeded 
during the early months of 1928, with Corporal 
Ed Pasley of the RCMP as supervisor or “over-
seer,” and the ship was ready for service before 

hunting, sealing, fishing, and travelling, which 
were necessary to anyone wishing to be even 
passably self-reliant in the North. He spoke to 
Inspector T. B. Caulkin, officer commanding at 
Herschel Island, of his desire to join the RCMP, 
and meeting with an encouraging response, he 
applied for Canadian citizenship on a later vis-
it to Vancouver. This was granted on 18 Nov-
ember 1927, and several months later he was 
sworn in as a member of the police force at the 
Fairmont Barracks in Vancouver, on 16 April 
1928.2

The idea of the St. Roch apparently ori-
ginated with serving Mounties in the North. 
Larsen first learned of it during the winter of 
1924–25 from Inspector Caulkin, who

Figure 16-1: Inspector Henry Larsen aboard 
the RCMP vessel St. Roch. Library and 
Archives Canada / C-070771.



371

16 | Epilogue

Just how and with whom the idea origin-
ated of taking the St. Roch through the North-
west Passage appears uncertain. It is likely that 
the idea began with Larsen himself; it may well 
be that this was a dream he had cherished prac-
tically from the time his service with the ship 
began. There is clear evidence that he was put-
ting the suggestion before his superiors years 
before an attempt was actually made and that 
some of them were not impressed with it. On 
27 November 1934, back in Vancouver after 
four consecutive years in the Arctic, Larsen 
wrote a letter to Assistant Commissioner J. W. 
Phillips, officer commanding “E” Division in 
Vancouver, suggesting: “In summer, from any 
of these places [in the western Arctic], I believe 
the ‘St. Roch’ could proceed right through and 
connect with the East Arctic, via Viscount Mel-
ville Sound, Barrows Straight [sic] and Lancas-
ter Sound, should such a trip be considered.”11 
In a note two weeks later, Superintendent T. H. 
Irvine of “G” Division commented that “Ser-
geant Larsen makes reference to the possibility 
of connecting with the Eastern Arctic through 
Viscount Melville Sound, Barrow Straits [sic], 
and Lancaster Sound; the possibility of this 
route has not yet been established, and it does 
not appear that anything can be gained by do-
ing this.”12 Inspector A.  T. Belcher, who had 
served in the North but was then at the Adju-
tant’s Branch at Ottawa Headquarters, similar-
ly disapproved. “I do not agree with the sugges-
tion that the boat attempt to make the North 
West Passage as suggested by Sergt Larsen and 
connect up with the Eastern Detachments,” 
he noted on 17 December, “as I think this too 
risky.”13

On 9 May 1936, still icebound after win-
tering at Cambridge Bay, Larsen wrote to In-
spector G.  M. Curleigh, officer commanding 
the Western Arctic subdivision at Aklavik that 
“from Gwoa [sic] Haven I am of the opinion St. 

the end of June. She was named the St. Roch 
– “guardian of the poor” – after a parish in the 
Quebec East constituency of Ernest Lapointe, 
whose Ministry of Justice was responsible for 
the RCMP at the time.

The St. Roch was 104 feet in length, 25 feet 
in beam, with draft when loaded of 12½ feet 
and net tonnage of 80 tons. Designed especial-
ly for Arctic service, she had a saucer-shaped 
cross section, which enabled her to rise above 
the crushing pressure of surrounding ice rather 
than being squeezed in it. For greater strength, 
the ship was built solidly of heavy Douglas fir, 
with a complete outside sheeting of Australian 
ironbark. She had schooner rigging and was 
equipped with a 150-horsepower diesel engine.8

According to the original plan, the ship 
would sail north in 1928 with an elderly New-
foundland skipper, Captain William Hugh 
Gillen, in command, and when it arrived at 
Herschel Island, he would leave and be replaced 
by Corporal Pasley. Pasley, however, withdrew 
from service on the St. Roch and shortly after-
wards from the RCMP when he was refused 
permission to take his new wife along. Thus, 
the ship sailed on 28 June without him, with 
Gillen as skipper and Constable Larsen as first 
mate. When Gillen was about to leave follow-
ing the arrival at Herschel Island in August, 
Inspector Vernon A. M. Kemp, who was then 
officer commanding in the western Arctic, ap-
pointed Larsen skipper and chief navigator in 
spite of his short police service and low rank. 
Sergeant Frederick Anderton was simultan-
eously appointed to take charge of the float-
ing detachment for all police purposes. Thus, 
within six months of joining the RCMP, Larsen 
found himself commander of a ship and holder 
of one of the most interesting and challenging 
positions in the force.9 He remained as com-
mander of the St. Roch during her entire career 
of northern service, from 1928–48.10
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Northwest Passage voyages. It has been com-
monly stated that the voyages were primarily 
for sovereignty purposes, but little concrete 
evidence has been given. Such evidence is not 
easy to find, but some is available which throws 
at least modest light on the subject. For ex-
ample, Larsen noted in his autobiography that, 
after arriving in Ottawa in early January 1940:

One morning in February I was 
sent for by Assistant-Commission-
er T.  B. Caulkin, who was then the 
Officer Comm[anding] “G” Division 
in Ottawa, and whom I had last seen 
at Herschel Island in 1926, prior to 
joining the force. He was now my 
commanding officer and I was glad 
to see him again and to give him first 
hand information about his many 
Arctic friends, both Inuits [sic] and 
whites. A/C Caulking informed that 
Commissioner S. T. Wood wanted to 
see me and to discuss personally the 
next Voyage for the St. Roch. I had 
not previously meet Comm. Wood. 
He had succeeded Sir James Mac-
Brien as senior Officer of the Force, 
upon the latter’s death in 1938. As 
will be recalled, the St. Roch had 
been built as a result of Wood’s 
far-seeing recommendations and its 
doings were of great personal inter-
est to him. On arrival at his office I 
was both astounded and surprised to 
learn that as soon as the season per-
mitted I was to take the “St. Roch” 
into the Western Arctic with a full 
load of Supplies for the Detachments 
there, retain 18 months supplies for 
ourselves, and when our duties in the 
Western Arctic were finished, I was 
to take her into the Eastern Arctic 

Roch would have no difficulty to connect with 
Eastern Arctic supply ship at any place along 
Lancaster Sound if it should be desired.”14 Cur-
leigh sent the suggestion on to Ottawa, but his 
comment met with the response that “the sug-
gestion advanced by Sgt. Larsen, that the ‘St. 
Roch’ proceed north to Lancaster Sound and 
connect with the Eastern Arctic Supply Ship, 
appears to be a trifle ambitious at this time.”15

In July of that year, Commissioner James 
Howden MacBrien visited the St. Roch at Cam-
bridge Bay while on a flying tour of northern 
detachments. Larsen again broached the sub-
ject of a Northwest Passage trip, again with 
rather negative results. He recorded the event 
in the original manuscript of his autobiography 
as follows:

I had opportunity to mention, 
that I would like to at some time pro-
ceed right through the North-West 
Passage with the St. Roch, pointing 
out, that since it was decided we 
should spend the winter of 1936–7 in 
the King William Isl. area, the logic-
al thing to do, would be to proceed 
East from there, instead of treading 
the narrow ice infested channels 
back Westward, and possibly be late 
to get back out past Point Barrow, to 
which he replied, that our Role in 
the Arctic was not to be Explorers, 
but to carry out the various duties 
and administrations on behalf of the 
various departments of the Federal 
Government, but also that he hoped 
that in the future an opportunity to 
Navigate from one side of the Arctic 
would present itself.16

The matter of primary concern in the 
present context, however, is the purpose of the 
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it in one season and I would then 
have to winter somewhere handy. 
The place agreed upon in such a case 
was Banks Island, or close to it, so 
that patrols could cover this large 
Island, previously not visited by po-
lice patrols owing to distance from 
nearest detachment at Coppermine. 
It was a great moment for me. Can-
ada was at War and the Government 
realizing the need to demonstrate 
sovereignty over the Arctic Islands, 
was continuing to entrust the dis-
charge of that responsibility to the 
Royal Canadian Mounted Police as it 
had done for decades, ever since the 
first detachment was built at Cape 
Fullerton on the West side of Hud-
son Bay in 1903.17

No written orders dealing with the purpose 
or purposes of the first voyage have come to 
light. Larsen himself committed to paper, years 
afterwards, his own understanding of what lay 
behind the voyage:

The “Nascopie” did however take 
some fuel oil to Pond Inlet for us in 
1940. The reason for this, I believe, 
was that prior to the “St. Roch” leav-
ing Vancouver on its eastward jour-
ney through the Arctic, Denmark 
had been invaded and Greenland was 
more or less left on its own. Had the 
“St. Roch” managed to navigate the 
Northwest Passage that year it is my 
understanding that our Government 
was planning to send her to Green-
land. I believe also that a Canadian 
Consulate was established in Green-
land about that time, and I under-
stand this was one of the reasons 

and endeavour to reach Halifax, and 
if not, to winter somewhere in East-
ern Arctic Waters of the Lancaster 
Sound area. In simple language, I was 
to complete the North-West Passage, 
and did I think I could do it he asked, 
to which I replied I foresaw no great 
difficulty if the season was anywhere 
normal as far as weather and ice 
conditions, also that the 1939 season 
had been perfect with no ice what-
ever, should we however experience 
ice seasons like the two last ones of 
1936–37 it would be difficult to make 

Figure 16-2: The St Roch in Vancouver after 
her Northwest Passage. Courtesy Arctic 
Institute of North America. AINA 51-124.
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Had it not been for the war we 
would never have had the occasion or 
opportunity to make this passage. As 
previously mentioned the plans were 
that perhaps the “St. Roch” could be 
utilized to advantage in the Eastern 
Arctic and perhaps have to winter 
at some designated spot, bearing in 
mind that we had closed three of our 
Eastern Arctic detachments prior to 
the war, namely Dundas Harbour, 
Craig Harbour and Bache Peninsula. 
These detachments had as you know 
been established for Sovereignty 
purposes and that was also one of the 
reasons for our passage. Owing to 
our delay by adverse ice and weather 
conditions, also because we had to 
supply our Western Arctic posts in 
1940 and 1941, we did not manage to 
reach the Eastern Arctic before 1942, 
and then it was felt there was no par-
ticular need to keep the “St. Roch” in 
these waters after 1943. We then re-
ceived instructions to proceed back 
West by a different route.19

It was true, as Larsen suggests, that if the St. 
Roch had succeeded in getting through the 
Northwest Passage in 1940, the Canadian gov-
ernment had planned to send her on to Green-
land, which had been placed in a very insecure 
position by the German invasion of Denmark. 
This could not have had anything to do with 
the original plans for completion of the North-
west Passage, however, since Larsen was told of 
these in February 1940 and the invasion of Den-
mark came (without much warning) in April. 
Furthermore, although both Dundas Harbour 
and Bache Peninsula were closed before the 
war, Craig Harbour was not closed until the 
summer of 1940. Plans were being made at least 

why the “St. Roch” was instructed to 
proceed eastward in 1940.

However owing to our delays 
in having to carry cargo etc., plans 
had changed by the time we reached 
Pond Inlet in 1942 and we did not 
proceed to Greenland. The Amer-
icans had by this time pretty well 
taken over in Greenland and the “St. 
Roch” trip was cancelled.

It was the object of the Govern-
ment and our Department to ensure 
that the “St. Roch” could be kept in 
operation in the Eastern Arctic after 
she arrived there, and the fuel oil de-
livered to Pond Inlet by the “Nascop-
ie” was not to assist the “St. Roch” 
through the Northwest Passage. It 
was taken there solely for the pro-
posed trip to Greenland.… I know 
for a fact that she was asked to take 
fuel oil to Pond Inlet only because 
we expected the “St. Roch” would be 
sent to Greenland.18

Larsen wrote another letter to the commission-
er on the same subject a couple of days later, 
and he included some additional detail.

During the summer of 1940 the 
“Nascopie” took 3500 gallons of fuel 
oil to Pond Inlet as a cache to be left 
for us there, as the plans then were 
that we might be requested to spend 
the winter at some designated spot in 
the Eastern Arctic, also for a possible 
trip to Greenland. Captain Smellie 
seems to be under the impression 
that the Northwest Passage trip was 
something of a stunt or else a trip to 
compete with the “Nascopie.”
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their own sons and it is up to me to 
be worthy of such an honour.23

This was not public knowledge, however, and 
press reports of the voyage reveal an aspect of 
secrecy. For example, an article in the Globe 
and Mail on 10 October 1942 stated that “the 
purpose of the trip remained secret.” In the 
same issue, referring to a scroll which had been 
made for “Frenchie” Chartrand (who had died 
at Pasley Bay during the voyage), the report 
noted that “on this scroll is only a hint of the 
purpose of the voyage, not yet known to any 
newspaperman in Canada.” The day before, 
the New York Sun also said that “details of 
the Mounties’ voyage were cloaked by official 
secrecy, the members of the expedition declin-
ing to disclose their purpose in undertaking 
the hazardous journey.” Larsen also spoke to 
the requirement of secrecy in his book The Big 
Ship, explaining:

When I returned to the St. Roch 
after the completion of my course in 
late March, I was full of enthusiasm 
over what was ahead of us. Our des-
tination was to be kept a secret until 
we reached the North, as no undue 
publicity was wanted. Only two crew 
members – the engineer, Corporal 
Jack Foster, and the Mate, Constable 
Farrar – were informed of the pro-
ject, but I was under orders not to 
tell even them until we had reached 
Arctic waters several weeks later.24

An account by one of these crew members, 
however, indicates that Larsen was more cas-
ual about the matter of secrecy than the above 
passage would indicate. Constable Fred Farrar 
(whose narrative, it should be noted, was com-
pleted by another after his sudden death in 

as early as January and February 1940 to close 
Craig Harbour,20 however, so Larsen was right 
to anticipate that if he got through the passage, 
he would find no police posts on the northern-
most islands.

RCMP officials were hesitant about what to 
do with the St. Roch if she did not get through 
the passage in 1940. On 20 August of that year, 
Adjutant F. A. Blake wrote to the officer com-
manding “G” Division that “the Commissioner 
further directs that if Sgt. Larsen decides later 
that he cannot get through to Ponds Inlet, he 
be instructed to winter the vessel on Banks Is-
land.” Blake also noted that “the Commissioner 
has not given his decision regarding the vessel 
continuing to the Eastern Arctic next sum-
mer.”21 On 8 March 1941, Inspector D. J. Mar-
tin wrote to the officer commanding at Akla-
vik, repeating an earlier message that the com-
missioner had ordered that the St. Roch should 
undertake the voyage to the eastern Arctic “in 
accordance with the plans arranged for last 
year.”22 By this time, the RCMP clearly had de-
cided to stick with the original plan.

Larsen seemed clear about the purpose for 
the voyage in his diary entry just before the 
ship set out to sea:

Well, we are set and ready for 
the great adventure of trying again 
to make the Northwest Passage. We 
must do all in our power to uphold 
Canada’s claim to this section of the 
Arctic. I feel very proud that this im-
portant mission has been assigned 
to me again and I hope that I will 
be able to fulfil the task before me, 
to uphold Canada’s claim to these 
valuable islands and the bulwark of 
our northern frontier. Canada and 
its people have adopted me as one of 
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heavy ice encountered leaving Walker Bay, also 
in Amundsen Gulf, it was not practical to do 
so this year.”28 He eventually took the southern 
route below King William Island and through 
Bellot Strait, heading out into Baffin Bay, and 
thus completing the first transit of the North-
west Passage from west to east before reaching 
Halifax on 11 October 1942.

All told, the information presented in the 
preceding pages paints a clearer general picture 
that matters relating to sovereignty loomed 
large in planning and carrying out Larsen’s 
transit of the Northwest Passage during 1940–
42. Other contextual factors also help to explain 
the decision: the worrisome Greenland situa-
tion, the temporary abandonment of the most 
northerly RCMP detachments, the question of 
supplying existing and possibly future police 
detachments along the route, the search for a 
usable route, and the RCMP’s desire to focus 
attention upon its northern activities by cap-
italizing upon the inevitable publicity and pres-
tige that would result from successful transit of 
the passage. Nevertheless, RCMP documents 
themselves indicate that sovereignty was a pri-
mary factor, if not the primary one. If Larsen 
did not himself initiate the idea of taking the 
St. Roch through the Northwest Passage, cer-
tainly he was promoting the project long before 
it had any appeal to his superiors. Probably he 
was not thinking in terms of sovereignty at 
the beginning, but this aspect of the voyages 
obviously appealed to his fancy or judgment. 
Based on what he wrote on the subject, ultim-
ately he came to view the sovereignty aspect as 
the most important of all.29

There is no reason to fear that Canada’s legal 
position has deteriorated since this time. On 
the contrary, it has probably improved. No new 
foreign claims have been made. Canada’s own 
program of governmental and other activity 
has steadily expanded since the Second World 

February 1955) indicated that Larsen told him 
of their destination on 8 June 1940, before the 
voyage had even begun. He told the rest of the 
crew on 24 June – their first night at sea. “It was 
back in the Naval Dockyard at Esquimalt, B. C., 
where I first heard of our assignment. That day, 
June 8th, 1940, had broken clear and warm,” 
Farrar wrote. He quoted Larsen disclosing that 
“I’ve just received orders from Headquarters to 
take the St. Roch through the Northwest Pas-
sage.” Farrar also recounts a conversation on 
the evening of 24 June 1940, as the ship “passed 
out of the narrow neck of water between Van-
couver Island and the mainland and into the 
Pacific”:

“What’s your opinion Mate,” 
Frenchie asked, “do you think we’ll 
make the Northwest Passage this 
year?”

Larsen had told the boys at sup-
per that night.25

Whatever the case, the ship set out for 
the North on 21 June 1940. It is apparent that 
Larsen had initially intended to take a more 
northerly route through Prince of Wales Strait 
and Viscount Melville Sound, which he re-
ferred to as “the one which should be used for 
any future enterprise among the Arctic Islands, 
or in yearly negotiation of the North-West Pas-
sage for any purpose that might occur.”26 He 
spent the winter of 1940–41 at Walker Bay 
on the west coast of Victoria Island and that 
of 1941–42 at Pasley Bay on the west coast of 
Boothia Peninsula.27 Writing from the latter lo-
cation on 31 December 1941, Larsen remarked 
that “my original intention was to return west-
ward from Cambridge Bay, proceed Northward 
through Prince of Wales Strait then into Mel-
ville and Lancaster Sound, as this is no doubt 
the best route in an average year, but owing to 
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attitude has applied consistently to wartime 
projects, such as the Alaska Highway and the 
Canol Pipeline, and to postwar and Cold War 
projects, such as the Joint Arctic Weather Sta-
tions and the Distant Early Warning (DEW) 
Line. In these circumstances, it may be asserted 
with confidence that Canada’s legal title to her 
northern territories, particularly to the archi-
pelago, is secure today and has been at least 
since the 1930s.30

War. The moderating trend in the legal require-
ments for territorial sovereignty, as highlighted 
by the Eastern Greenland Case, does not appear 
to have been reversed. The United States played 
a leading role in joint defence projects dur-
ing and after the Second World War, but suc-
cessive Canadian administrations have been 
careful to maintain Canada’s sovereign rights, 
and the United States has apparently shown no 
unwillingness to meet Canadian wishes. This 

16-3: Voyages of the St. Roch, 1940–44. Andrew Taylor, Geographical Discovery and 
Exploration in the Queen Elizabeth Islands (Ottawa: Department of Mines and Technical 
Surveys, 1964), 130. By permission of Natural Resources Canada.






