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PREFACE 

The following report Is based on research done in the 

National Library of Canada, Library of the Public Archives 

of Canada, and the Departmental Library of the Department 

of Indian Affairs and Northern Development. The work was 

undertaken at the request of the Government of the North­

west Territories, and filed with the National Historic Sites 

Service on November 6th, 1970. 

The report is an effort to present a prospectus of 

historic sites in the Northwest Territories. Most of the 

sites suggested herewith may not be of national historical 

significance, but only of local importance to the history of 

the Northwest Territories. 

The history of the Northwest Territories has been divided 

into what the researcher considers to be its four major 

themes - exploration, fur trade, missionary activity, and 

industrialization. A list of possible sites is presented 

for each of these themes. Short essays precede each list 

in an attempt to interpret the history in terms of historic 

sites. The sites which have been suggested in this study 

are purely historical, and further research and on-site 

investigation is certainly necessary before action is taken 

on any of them. 

Richard J. loung 



I. EXPLORATION 

The history of the exploration of Canada north of sixty 

decrees latitude is a history unique not only to North America, 

but to the world. Except for Russian Siberia, which has some 

parallels to the Canadian experience, never has so vast an 

area of the earth's surface consistently proved such an enipma 

to geographers, explorers, scientists, and the public at large. 

The reasons for this fascination with the North are manifold, 

and can only be understood through a thorough aquaintance with 

its history. The motivations behind the loner history of ex-

loring expeditions ranged from sanguine hopes of economic 

exploitation, to disinterested geographical and scientific 

investigation, to fanatical personal drives after fame and 

fortune. The major obstacles to be overcome in the North were 

geographical and climatic. But the explorers were impeded 

not so much by these problems as by their own preconceived 

ideas about the nature of the problems. The long history of 

exploration is largely explained by the inability of the ad­

venturers to adequately adapt to Arctic conditions. Three 

hundred and fifty years elapsed between the first attempt at a 

Northwest Passage and its consummation - three and a half cent­

uries of tragedy, romance, adventure, and a good deal of stup­

idity. Not until Stefansson did " civilization" become "savage" 

enough to intelligently adapt to the demands of the North. The 

irony of this is that by Stefansson's time, roughly the end of 

the First World War, exploration was at an end, and the modern 

era of the history of the Northwest Territories was beginning. 

1 



The exploration theme forms an ubiquitous backdrop to 

all other aspects of the history of the Northwest Territories. 

For a brief but critical period exploration was a function of, 

and dependent on, the fur trade. The considerable part of it 

was, however, a history unto Itself. A strong tradition deve­

loped which was self-serving and little concerned with any­

thing other than that which was still 'unknown' . This is, 

of course, the explorer's mission: the • mystery ' his ralson 

d'etre. It is this four hundred year process of the accumul­

ation of knowledge about the North, principally the exact de­

lineation of its geography, which the exploration theme has to 

illustrate - the men, the distinctions between their motivations, 

and the variety of their methods. Any program of historic 

sites in the Northwest Territories has to recognize this theme 

as the most attractive in its history, but, at the same time, 

the least tangible. 

The history of the exploration of the Northwest Territories 

can be roughly divided into four periods. The first of these 

would be the spectacular and daring penetration into the Arctic 

by the Elizabethan navigators of the late sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries in their search for the Northwest Passage. 

The two hundred year period following Baffin's voyage of l6l6 

is included in this first period, but is characterized by less 

important and less successful ventures. The second period com­

prises the era of the rapid and inspiring expansion of the fur 

traders of Montreal into the Athabaska country and finally down 

the Mackenzie valley. The third period, I818-I860, saw a meth-
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odical attack on the Canadian Arctic by the British Admiralty, 

culminating in the Franklin disaster and the subsequent and 

massive search for him. The period from the end of the search 

for Franklin and his crews until 1917 Is characterized by the 

demise of British supremacy in the North, a burgeoning American 

activity, the demonstration of Norwegian finesse in exploration, 

and finally the belated Canadian effort to establish a presence 

in the North. Each period had a distinctive flavour of its 

own; within each era, however, the type of men involved, the 

motivation behind their efforts, and the methods they employed 

were fairly slmiliar. It is important to understand these 

different eras in order to exercise an enlightened judgment 

towards achieving a reasonable balance in the selection of hist­

oric sites. 

Vllhjalmur Stefansson, in his book The Friendly Arctic, 

(describing his five years living in the Arctic as leader of 

the Canadian Arctic Expedition 1912-1917) has divided the 

history of exploration into four stages. The terms of those 

divisions are the explorers' attitudes toward the north and 

their reactions to it. He says " In the first period of polar 

exploration, men were universally in such fear of the North that 

they only made furtive incursions into it by ship in summer, 

returning south befor the autumn if they could....The hardy 

navigator /"j?f the second stag§7 penetrated as far north as 

might be by ship and then, figuratively speaking, dug himself 

in and waited frr the winter to pass, coming out of his hiber-
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nation in the spring.... The leader among these /~"bf the third 

stage/ was Peary, who saw that cold should not be avoided but 

courted, and that the most successful journeys could be made in 
(1) 

the winter." The fourth stage was, of course, Stefansson's 

own method of living off the Arctic, winter or summer, quite 

healthy and comfortable by adapting Eskimo methods to the white 

man's desire and technology. He admirably proved his point. 

However, the irony is obvious - Stefansson was the last great 

Arctic explorer. Although his success belies all the other 

methods of his predecessors' explorations, his method too be­

came archaic in the face of the technological revolution of the 

twentieth century. His analysis of the attitudes of the earlier 

explorers toward the Arctic, and their activities in relation 

to those attitudes, goes far in explaining the nature of the 

sites we are dealing with - mere landing spots for the earlier 

explorers; ships' winterings sites in the nineteenth century; 

and the preponderance of artifacts from the cumbersome Admiralty 

expeditions. 

In the first period of exploration, from the time of 

Froblsher(1576) to the first voyage of Sir John Ross(l8l8), the 

motivation and method of the navigators was rather simple. 

The ships would leave England in the early spring for the Arctic, 

attempt their pre-arranged plans for searching for the North­

west Passage, and, in the face of the onslaught of the northern 

winter, either retreat to England or winter in southern Hudson 

Bay. The motives behind these early voyages were almost ex­

clusively commercial- the search for the Northwest Passage as 
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a shorter route to the lucrative trade of the Orient. Explora­

tion , in the strictest sense, was secondary. Most important 

was the discovery of an ice-free waterway to the Far-East, and 

so land masses became obstacles to be sailed around and avoided. 

Prominent headlands were named after the sponsors of the 

venture but were regarded only as possible signposts to the 

achievment of what might prove to be the watery highway to the 

Pacific. The cartographers were kept busy, but the warm summer 

months of ice-free navigation were short, and time became of the 

essence. Seldom did the adventurers have the time or the inter­

est in those initial voyages to venture beyond the confines of 

their ships to step on shore and investigate and explore the 

land masses. Historic sites for this early period become, then, 

merely an important headland named by the explorer, or a portion 

of land where he might have briefly stepped ashore. There are 

two rather notable exceptions to the activities and character­

istics of this period - i.e, - the second and third voyages of 

Martin Frobisher, who was keenly interested in what the land 

around Frobisher Bay contained; and the voyage of James Knight, 

the first but unsuccessful and tragic Arctic wintering. 

This initial period of exploration came to an end with 

Cook's demonstration that no low-latitude Northwest Passage 

could possibly exist, and a general acceptance of the fact 

that if a more northerly route did exist, it was not commercially 

feasible. The interests of the commercial classes therefore 

ended, and with them, an era in the exploration of the Canadian 

Arctic. 
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Commercial interests were behind the second stage of 

exploration in the Northwest Territories, but with different 

objectives and much more success. The remarkable energy of the 

independent fur traders of Montreal and the intrepidity of 

their voyageur employees in the expansion of the fur trade into 

the northwest, to the Pacific and Arctic Oceans, is one of the 

epics of Canadian history. Their new network of fur trading 

posts, neatly outflanking the lethargic Hudson's Bay Company, 

laid the economic and geographic groundwork of the future 

Canadian nation. The intrinsic nature of the fur trade, and, 

more especially, competition in the fur trade, demanded expan­

sion. For present purposes the culmination of that expansion 

was Alexander Mackenzie's voyage down the river which is now 

named after him, and the establishment of the fur traders north 

of the sixtieth parallel. The Hudson's Bay Company had spon­

sored Samuel Hearne's remarkable journey of exploration in 17&9-

1772, but contributed nothing further until the great explor­

ations of Simpson and Rae in the middle of the nineteenth cen­

tury. Again, except for Hearne's itinerary, these explorations 

by the fur traders were conducted on the waterways, and although 

the small rivers and lakes of the Indian country were the 

source of the riches of that trade, the highways were the major 

waterways, and the fur trade posts, merely collection points 

along the way. 

The third phase of exploration of the Northwest Territories 

was a massive and methodical exercise under the auspices of the 

British Admiralty. The period began with Sir John Ross's first 

voyage in 1818, climaxed with the Franklin disaster, and ended 
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with McClintock's voyage of 1857-1859 which established the 

fate of Franklin and his crews in the Erebus and Terror. This 

period saw the development of the British Naval tradition of 

Arctic exploration. Its characteristics have been defined in 

a large mass of publications popularized by the explorers them­

selves. Large ships, two or more at a time, would leave England 

in the early spring, fully provisioned for two or three years, 

forcing their way as far north and west as ice conditions would 

allow before wintering, confident that the break-up of the ice 

in the following spring would mean the fulfillment of their 

goals - i.e. major geographical discoveries and perhaps the 

discovery of a Northwest Passage. The spring, before the break­

up of the ice, would see explorations undertaken on the land 

masses surrounding the wintering harbour. These explorations 

were enormous efforts of man-hauling sledges, carts, and some­

times boats. The stubborn defiance of the worst of Arctic con­

ditions had, by the end of the period, gradually contributed t0 

the geographical delineation of most of the Canadian Arctic 

Archipelago, and the charting of the entire northern coastline 

of North America. Scientific investigations, at the time classed 

under the general heading of Natural History, were carried out 

with much success - the Geographical Society being one of the 

most enthusiastic supporters of arctic expeditions. 

Besides being the most prolific ( in terms of both literary 

publications and geographical discovery) period, and hence of 

the greatestinterest and possibility in terms of historic sites, 

the monumental effort of the British, the sheer mass of their 

7 
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cumbersome operations, resulted In the scattering of numerous 

historical artifacts all over the Arctic. A cart here, a 

shipwreck there, and innumerable cairns built for innumerable 

reasons, are the material evidence of this great period of 

exploration. Some of the artifacts still survive, others have 

been collected and distributed to various museums throughout 

the world, and many have dissappeared forever. 

This era of exploration also witnessed the beginning of the 

great tradition of Arctic literature. Most, if not all, of the 

explorers published accounts of their experiences in beauti­

fully bound, beautifully illustrated, expensive books. These 

contributed a great deal to the knowledge about the Arctic, or, 

at least, about the British in the Arctic. Many are dull and 

pompous, but many make good reading, and all are indispensable 

for studying the subject. The books perfectly reflect the 

spirit of the age, and the sdlrit of the explorers which was 

carefully cultivated. 

The fourth and last period of polar exploration,which 

ended with Stefansson's historic expedition, is the most 

difficult to define. The reasons for this are varied. In 

the first place, after the end of the Franklin search, little 

territory in the Arctic was left to explore. Indeed, in the 

massive search undertaken for the missing Franklin expedition 

much redundancy was experienced, but was justified because of 

the nature of the endeavour. Three different Northwest Pass­

ages had been discovered, and two actually traversed on foot. 



The heavy expenditures of the Admiralty towards the solution 

of the Franklin mystery were not wont to be repeated, even in 

the interests of national prestige. The British, for all in­

tents and purposes, had lost interest in the Canadian Arctic. 

Consequently only one more major British expedition was under­

taken - that of Nares1 attempt on the Pole in 1875-1876. 

Governmental interest languished, but expeditions to the North 

did not cease. The whole tenour of the bulsness changed in the 

last half of the nineteenth century. The era was a menagerie 

of men, motives, and objectives - ranging from the esoteric to 

the fatuous. The interest and Importance of the era lies in the 

variety and versatility of interests in the North. 

The great era of the British work in the Arctic had gen­

erated a great interest in the North in a diverse number of peo­

ple and organizations. The last half of the nineteenth cent­

ury saw the Influx of new blood into the Canadian north - the 

scientists, bureaucrats,publicity seekers, and a number of 

eccentrics. Public Interest certainly did not die, and was 

most carefully cultivated in the " race " to the Pole. Peary 

contributed very little of scientific or geographical Interest 

in his dash to the Pole, but he had a great press. The stations 

of the International Polar Year contributed vast amounts of 

data to the scientific disciplines, but were of too esoteric 

a nature to be of any great Interest. The Canadian govern­

ment became actively Involved in some exploration and a great 

deal of administration and scientific work. The historic 

itineraries of Svedrup and Amundsen demonstrated Norwegian 
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expertise in the development and improvement of the means of 

Arctic travel and, in the process, established a significant 

Norwegian claim to territory. The important point of the period 

was the growing interest and the growing diversity of interests. 

The historic sites should reflect this subtle change. 

There are Immense difficulties in the development of an 

exploration theme in any historic sites program. The explorers, 

because of the very nature of their task, were transients, and, 

as a consequence, left very little in the form of historical 

records in the North. What is left in terms of actual person­

al monuments is either insubstantial, or, in the case of cairns 

and artifacts strewn about the landscape, rather sterile and 

mute reminders of fertile and eloquent sagas of human endurance, 

idealism, spirit, and, at times, Ineptitude. The artifacts wh­

ich now lie in the Arctic were once the unwanted, the forgotten, 

the expendable portions of their equipment and activities - ej­

ected in the exigencies of a variety of circumstances. The 

more tangible records, the true historical artifacts, are not 

that which the adventurers left in the North, but that which they 

brought back with them - the maps, drawings, records, diaries, 

and the publications of the journals of their experiences with 

the scientific data. These of course were determined by the 

motivation behind the adventure. There were usually results 

for anyone who took an interest in their work (except, perhaps, 

those who wished to make a large profit by it) - maps for the 

geographers, data for the esoteric interests of the scientists, 

a prestigious record for the person or organization primarily 
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responsible for the trip, and a tale of adventure and some­

times enlightenment for the public at large. And this was 

precisely the function of the explorer - the accumulation of 

knowledge for his sponsors through the dutiful adherence to 

his instructions and the exercise of his judgment. The history 

of explorations is only properly understood in the perspective 

of the larger British, American, and Canadian social and ec­

onomic history, and the history of the British navy; the history 

of cartography, and the beginnings of the history of the 

Natural Sciences. 

Any long-term approach to the exploration theme in the 

Northwest Territories must make intelligent and imaginative 

use of three elements - the individual historic sites; artifacts 

remaining in the North; and the more difficult task of using 

the records of the expeditions to illuminate the characteristic 

features of the different eras of exploration. This could 

possibly be accomplished through the establishment of a central 

museum or archives of exploration. 

The major problem of more immediate importance, that of 

protection of existing historic sites, must precede any plans 

for long range development. The prodigious industrial and 

population growth of the Northwest Territories in the past 

few decades has created this urgency. A 1968 report from the 

Glenbow-Alberta Institute will serve to illustrate this prob-
(2) 

lem. A cart especially designed by Leopold McClintock and 

used by him briefly in 1853 was discarded by the explorer 
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on Melville Island after it proved too heavy to be dragged thr­

ough the soft spring ground. The cart had remained untouched 

and, except for three scientific parties,unseen for over one 

hundred years. Mow the oil companies are drilling on Melville 

Island, and pilfering of the arcticles left on the cart,and 

some artifacts from the cache at Dealy Island has begun. There 

are laws to protect sites of historical interest in the North 

but they remain largely unenforceable. 

Active measures - thorough research of sites and archeologlcal 

on-site investigation- must replace the unenforceable laws 

which now inadequately protect important historical sites. 

What follows is a list of sites which should be considered 

in the development of the exploration theme in the history 

of the Canadian North. The list is not exhaustive. An attempt 

has been made to achieve a sort of balance in representation of 

the different eras of exploration - important and characteristic 

men and expeditions within each period previously outlined. 

There are a number of possible sites which are not included 

because they are not as important and would involve needless 

repetition of a basic theme. The Innumerable cairns built by 

the explorers have been for the most part avoided in the fear 

that too exhaustive a listing would forestall action on the 

major ones. It should be re-iterated here that each site 

listed here needs futher extensive individual research, and on-

the- spot investigation before proper judgment can be exercised 
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concerning its potentials for development. 

Footnotes: 

1. Stefansson, V. The Friendly Arctic , New York, 1921, Pp- 1-6 

2. Dempsey, Hugh A. , Mo Cllntock Cart Site, Glenbow-Alberta 
Institute, Calgary, 1968 
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Exploration Sites 

1. Princess of Warwick Island , Froblsher Bay 

The first documented European of modern times to have 

discovered and landed on an area which Is now part of the 

Northwest Territories was Martin Froblsher. His first 

voyage In 15?6 was financed by the Muscovy Company and was 

an attempt to find the Northwest Passage. His second voy­

age a year later was supported by Queen Ellzabeth>and was 

an attempt to mine what was purported to be gold on the 

shores of Froblsher Bay. His third expedition to Froblsher 

Bay in 1578 consisted of fifteen ships which carried men 

and materials to establish a settlement and mine the 'gold*. 

These sanguine efforts were dashed when a number of his 

ships were lost In a storm at the mouth of Froblsher Bay — 

one of them containing the materials for the establishment 

of the mining town. However, a small house was built on 

Princess of Warwick Island before the fleet returned home, 

although no miners were left there, and the ore later proved 

to be worthless iron pyrites. Charles Francis Hall, another 

formidable Arctic explorer, found the remains of the small 

house and several artifacts from the Froblsher party during 

his explorations on Baffin Island in 1862. 

Sources - a.) Hakluyt, Richard The Principal Navigations, 
Voyages, Trafflques, and Discoveries of the English 
Nation, edition of 1927, J.M. Dent, Vol. VII 

b.) Stefansson, V. The Three Voyages of Martin 
Froblsher, London, 193H 

c.) Hall, Charles F. Arctic Researches and Life amnung 
the Esquimaux, London, 1865 
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2. Cape Chldley - Northeastern Tip of Labrador Peninsula 

To commemorate the three important voyages of John Davis 

In 1585, 1586, and 158?. Davis sighted and named Cape Chidley 

before returning home to England at the end of his third 

voyage. He discovered Davis Strait and the entrance to 

Hudson Strait. Davis, like most of the adventurers who 

sailed to the Canadian Arctic before the nineteenth century, 

was sent out by commercial concerns to search for a shorter 

route to the Orient through the fabled Northwest Passage. 

Although none of these early explorers found the sought-

for Passage, their cumulative effort did much to clarify 

the apocryphal geographical ideas of the day. 

Sources a.) Hakluyt, Richard The Principal Navigations... of 
the English Nation, 1927 edition, J.M.Dent, Vol VII 

b.) Markham, Clements The Voyages and Works of John 
Davis, Hakluyt Society, London, I878 

3. Cape Dlgges - Digges Island in Northeastern Hudson Bay 

To commemorate the historic but tragic voyage of Henry 

Hudson in l6l0-l6ll. Hudson on this voyage discovered and 

sailed into Hudson Strait and Hudson Bay. The crew mutineed 

in the spring of 1611 and set Hudson, his son, and a number 

of other crew members adrift in an open boat near Charlton 

Island. Hudson had landed and named Cape Dlgges on the 3rd 

of August 1610 and it was here that he hoped to shoot fresh 

meat for his scurvy stricken crew on the return voyage. It 

was here, also, that five of the mutineers left the boat to 

secure fresh food on the return voyage and were killed by 

Eskimos on the 29th July l6ll. The rest of the crew were 


