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Colorado-based National Geographic photographer Keith Ladzinski
captured Emily Harrington navigating the endless stalactite scales
of “Red Dragon” (5.13d) on Moon Hill in Yangshuo, China.
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ELEVATE

“Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” wrote American humorist Mark
Twain. These days, Twain’s clever words might describe a print industry that, although
endlessly eulogized, is still very much alive. Like a majestic eagle pestered by a scrappy
crow, in an age of electronic dishing and one-second likes, platforms that elevate and
celebrate the art of print matter more than ever. That’s why we’re not only honoured to
give flight to Mountain Life Annual each year, but also to hear how pleased readers are
with the result. Of course we’re not dissing digital—it’s a fantastic tool for extending
the life and reach of stories, images and their creators. Through mountainlifemedia.ca,
co-website for all of our titles, we share the best of the Annual along with related content
that takes you deeper: video links, photo galleries, interviews, and essays. So find us
online, say hello, order a subscription, and park Mountain Life Annual on your coffee
table. It’ll be proof that not only is quality print still alive, but soaring.
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BC Hydro’s controversial
Site C dam on the Peace
River was approved in 2014
and construction began
immediately for a reservoir
that will flood 5,500 hectares
of prime agricultural and
forested land. Legal challenges
by the West Moberly and
Prophet River First Nations
were unsuccessful but others
are pending. In a 2016 letter
to Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau, 200 academics made
a case for immediately halting
construction (see “Keeping
the Peace,” p. 90).

The Fort Nelson First Nation
challenged a long-term water
licence that allowed Nexen
Inc. to pump 1.4 million m3
of water/year from Tsea Lake
and Tsea River for shale gas
fracking. In 2014, British
Columbia’s Environmental
Appeal Board overturned the
licence, ruling it was based on
bad science and bad faith by
the province.

Resource-development claims
and leases in the 68,000
km² Peel Watershed have
long been opposed by First
Nations, while the territorial
government battles them in
court over its own protection
recommendations. Having
won two decisions, the First
Nation of Na-Cho Nyak
Dun, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in,
and Vuntut Gwitchin First
Nation hope to argue against
the government re-starting
land-use consultations in the
Supreme Court of Canada
in 2017.

Enbridge’s highly contentious Northern Gateway Pipeline proposed from
Bruderheim, Alberta, to Kitimat, B.C., traverses numerous First Nations territories,
the majority of which are opposed, particularly those involved in coastal and riverine
fisheries. In 2015, the federal government imposed a tanker moratorium on the
north coast, which, if upheld, would kill this project.
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The Saik’uz and Stellat’en First
Nations used the Tshilhqot’in lands
title court ruling to win an appeal that
allows them to bring action against
aluminum giant Rio Tinto Alcan for
pollution, environmental degradation,
and impact to fisheries and cultural
sites as a result of its 65 year-old
Kenney Dam on the Nechako River.
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A messy battle is underway over Pacific Northwest LNG’s
proposed liquefaction and shipping terminal on ecologically
sensitive Lelu Island near Prince Rupert, primarily opposed
by the Gitga’at First Nation and elements of other bands who
have split on the issue, causing rifts in their communities. The
first legal action was taken in 2015, but there’s more to come.
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In March 2015, the federal Department of Fisheries and Oceans
opened a herring-roe fishery in Spiller Channel that the Heiltsuk
First Nation wanted closed to preserve herring stocks. In protest, the
Heiltsuk occupied DFO offices in Bella Bella until it shut down the
fishery. A new joint management plan for 2016 saw a harvest limit of
seven per cent of previous totals. (see “In Their Eyes,” p. 104).
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A landmark 2014 court decision handing the Tsilhqot’in title
to its aboriginal lands lifted First Nations struggles nationwide
and strengthened their own cases against Taseko Mines’
proposed $1.5-billion copper-gold project in the sacred Fish
Lake area, and possible pipelines. The tribal chair recently
declared B.C. hunting licenses in the area illegal, requesting
more “believable” grizzly bear counts and establishment of a
park to protect the animals’ salmon-eating habitat.

IA

20

N

9

TS

H

SA

21

8

7

LIS
HA
N

SI

4

2

OUA

ATH

AP

N

AS

KA

N

22

S
A
Cay
use

S

PLA

TE

UTIAN

U

A

U T
O - A
Z T E
C A N

N

O

Q

N

VARIOUS

O

LANGUAG

E

GRO

EN

G
AL

Issues over commercial and First Nations fishing on the Fraser River
have endured for decades, with battles over allowable catches, who
gets to fish when and where, and dwindling returns. A March 2015
refusal by the Department of Fisheries and Oceans to grant a permit
for a ceremony of the Pilalt band of the Sto:lo First Nation resulted
in Shxwha:y chief Robert Gladstone being charged for illegally
taking a single fish from the Fraser for ceremonial purposes.

-P

I

1

ON
QU
IAN

A

U

CADDOAN

AL
G

HA
PA
SK
AN

UP

S

OK
A

AN

AT

ATH
APA
SKA
N

KUTENAI

CH
INO

1

3

A N
S H
L I

CH
IM
AK
UA
N

2

MLA 2016/2017

S

WAKA
SH
AN

5

Chiefs of the Saanich Peninsula’s Tsartlip, Tsawout, Tseycum
and Pauquachin First Nations have made it clear they are
united in opposition to Steelhead LNG’s 2015 proposal for a
floating LNG terminal in Saanich Inlet, just north of Victoria
on Vancouver Island.

The proposed $6.8-billion twinning of Kinder Morgan’s
TransMountain Pipeline from Alberta to Vancouver is widely
opposed because of the danger to both communities and
the Fraser River, world’s largest salmon-bearing watershed.
A sevenfold increase in tanker traffic in Burrard Inlet and
the Gulf Islands would bring its own hazards and impacts
to marine wildlife in an area where ecotourism employs
thousands. The Tsleil-Waututh and Squamish First Nations
have joined the City of Vancouver in legal challenges over the
National Energy Board’s biased approval process.
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Largely due to Inuit concerns,
Royal Dutch Shell abandoned
oil and gas leases held for
Lancaster Sound at the east
entrance to the Northwest
Passage in the high Arctic,
paving the way for expansion
of a planned National Marine
Conservation Area. Parks
Canada calls Lancaster Sound
one of the richest marine
mammal areas in the world
(see “Innovate: Students on
Ice,” p. 26).

As the ice retreats due to
climate change, Big Oil is
banging down First Nations’
doors for permission to
conduct seismic testing for
oil drilling. Yet even when
communities like Clyde River
(see “Full Circle,” p. 70)
say no with mass opposition,
industry exploits its
relationship with the federal
government to proceed.
In November 2016, the
Supreme Court of Canada
will hear the Inuit case against
the National Energy Board’s
approval of seismic testing.

A decade ago, a report showed two girls born for
every boy in the Aamjiwnaang First Nation due to
toxic chemicals emanating from industry in Sarnia’s
Chemical Valley. The news made international
headlines and shamed the Canadian government. Yet
more refineries have been built, more pipelines have
spilled, and more people have been poisoned. Protests
against industrial pollution continue.
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TransCanada’s Energy East pipeline proposed in
2013 would become the largest pipeline in North
America—pumping Alberta bitumen to terminals
in Quebec City and St. John, New Brunswick while
slicing through fully one-third of Canada’s 622
Aboriginal communities, many of whom oppose it.
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Central and northern Ontario and Quebec have seen
decades of ongoing protests and blockades against
continued clear-cut logging on un-ceded lands.
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In 2014, the Atikamekw First Nation declared “no
development” without their say in more than 80,000
square kilometres of land in the Upper Saint-Maurice
River Valley north of Montreal. (see “The Parks
Paradox,” p. 118)

M

O

-

A

L

E

U

T

Carto
Graphic
MAPPING AN ISSUE: KANATA

15

18

Various bands of the Mi’kmaq First Nation have
launched protests and legal challenges over shale
gas exploration, fracking, and proposed wastewater
disposal. Now the Sipekne’katik band is concerned
over the flushing of underground salt caverns
for natural gas storage, with discharge into the
Subenacadie River that threatens commercial fisheries.
19

From 2013–15 the Elsipogtog First Nation repeatedly
clashed with the RCMP during protests against
fracking and shale gas exploration in the province.
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Historical consensus holds the name “Canada” to derive
from the Iroquoian word kanata, meaning “village” or
“settlement.” In 1535, indigenous inhabitants along
what came to be known as the St. Lawrence River used
it to direct French explorer Jacques Cartier to the village
of Stadacona. That slip of the tongue opened the door
to European colonization, mostly built on trade and
military “partnerships” with various First Nations. There
was, however, nothing approaching equality in these
alliances. And 480 years later, little has changed. Stadacona grew into Quebec City, capital of Quebec—the
Canadian province that famously upholds Francophone
“nationhood” in the face of overwhelming Anglophone
influence. Quebec’s struggle, however, pales in comparison
to that of Kanata’s original inhabitants, who were swept
from traditional territories, barred from realizing benefit
in the many treaties signed with French and British
colonists, and variously forced into false partnerships,
assimilation schemes, and ghettoized or marginalized on
their own lands. The Liberal government of Paul Martin
sought to forge a new relationship with indigenous peoples
with the 2005 Kelowna Accord, but the Conservative
government of Stephen Harper that replaced it in 2006
killed the initiative, leading to an unprecedented era of
rancour in which First Nations rightfully demanded
proper consultation and sharing on a myriad of resource
projects. With the law firmly on their side after the
historic Tshilhqot’in lands ruling in 2014, they might
not regain Kanata—a paradise surely lost—but they can
at least wrest control of their destinies.
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In Alberta’s Peace River region in 2015,
the Lubicon Lake Cree Nation used B.C.’s
Tshilhqot’in land decision to sue a local oil
company. The Lubicon oppose the heavy
oil sands development and fracking that
has cleared tens of thousands of hectares
of boreal forest, injected roads into wildlife
migration routes, resulted in numerous
pipeline spills, caused cancerous tumours
among ungulates and fish, and increased
stillbirths and other human health problems.

In 2015, a University of Manitoba study in
collaboration with the Athabasca Chipewyan
and Mikisew Cree First Nations directly
linked tarsands pollution to elevated cancer
rates in nearby Fort Chipewyan, finding
that fish and animals consumed as part of a
traditional diet contained unusually high
concentrations of contaminants emitted
during the extraction and upgrading of
bitumen. Health effects were “clear and
worrisome,” wrote one researcher.
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Ongoing First
Nations issues with
Manitoba Hydro
continue in the
form of protests
over dams, revenue
sharing, and the
desecration of
various cultural sites.
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“Change itself does not destroy a culture. All societies are constantly
evolving. Indeed a culture survives when it has enough confidence in
its past and enough say in its future to maintain its spirit and essence
through all the changes it will inevitably undergo.”
— Wade Davis, The Wayfinders: Why Ancient Wisdom Matters in the Modern World
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Ellipse
There was an activity I loved as a kid. It involved a landscaped rock garden in our backyard that decorated a shallow hillside. I’d place the
end of a hose at its top end, turn it on low, then watch the water as it ran down through the garden to pool at the bottom—the paths of
least resistance it would find, the channels it would create, the material it would transport. Of particular interest was how organic debris
and soil grains were sorted; the largest bits lodging upstream, the smaller continuing on to form sand deltas where the garden levelled out.
Floating items like twigs and leaves always ended up in small eddies. My interest at the time was purely little-boy engineering, but the visual
memory returned this past January during a five-month sojourn through Southeast Asia.
I was on a 65-kilometre hike through the heart of central Myanmar, decidedly rural hill country relatively unmodified by the surrounding
creep of modern life. That day we’d crossed a highway, busy with morning commerce, to quickly lose the vestiges of the town in which
we’d home-stayed. After an hour on a gravel road, we passed the first of many enormous banyan trees (aka Buddha tree, tree of life, tree of
knowledge, etc.), noting how the otherwise-straight road bent slightly around the sacred arbour that couldn’t, by law, be cut. Where the
road ended at a large monastery we hooked off into fields, the trail rising across hot, barren hillside. Cresting the top, we gained a dirt track
on which ox carts passed, their drivers too young to know that their wooden, iron-shod wheels turned as slowly as the centuries that begat
them. When we reached our first plot of cultivated chili I was ebullient—I’d never seen so much of the rubicund, finger-sized ambrosia in
one place. But that little field was soon a forgotten wave in a sea of chili stretching to the horizon through which we swam for hours. At a
village, we were greeted by ground painted red by thousands of peppers spread to dry on every open space. According to our guide Aung Ko
Ko, chili was the main crop of the local Pa’O people, an enterprise evident everywhere and in everything—even the traditional weaving of
an ancient woman labouring on a backstrap loom for the benefit of passersby who stopped to eat crunchy dried beans, sip earthy green tea,
and watch her gnarled hands work fibres dyed the village’s signature red into various traditional patterns for scarves, blankets and bags. It
reminded me of that not only was language pivotal to cultural preservation, but its physical aspects as well. Entire books have been written
about how losing work done by hand isn’t just a loss of muscle memory, but an inherent loss of cultural knowledge. There was also the
manufacture of special baskets in which the harvest was carried, and the splitting and weaving of bamboo slats into the light-dark crosshatch
of local storage-hut walls. Outside town, on a hill a few kilometres away, we could see a dozen chili harvesters working collectively, as almost
all work here was done. Beside them, a hundred-by-fifty metre rectangle of solid red decorated the hillside, a distant semaphore for flavours
and traditions that would have been identical a thousand years ago.
Atop the next hill, the spell of isolation and immersion was broken when Aung Ko Ko pointed to two different factory smokestacks where
roads converged in an adjacent valley. “One factory is for crushing limestone and the other is where they make cement,” he said. “Five years
ago there was a large mountain in between them.”
When I asked what happened to the mountain, Aung Ko Ko had answered matter-of-factly. “China bought it.” And no more needed to be
said as its loss was clearly the way of most of Myanmar’s resources—and every other country in Southeast Asia for that matter. But I also
knew this: most of what I’d experienced that morning would soon be inundated by the waters of globalization; some entrenched aspects
might remain, but most would be washed clean away, the friable, lighter bits of culture pooling in some eddy where tourists might come to
observe them. It was a sad thought that repeated numerous times over the next months.
As I knew while travelling as a young man, the more you see the more you learn, and the more you want to learn even more. This time, as
an “elder,” that outlook was clouded by a deeper realization: although we’d messed it up in so many ways, our world was still an amazingly
manifold place—unique in the solar system, full of vibrant life that reflected both the historic creativity of humanity and the energies of
people looking to the future—and if we didn’t find a way to collectively start cherishing that diversity, we would surely lose it.
—Leslie Anthony

Every human hand tells a human story. ACE KVALE PHOTO
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First Person
THE BURGESS MYSTIQUE

As national parks go, British Columbia’s
Yoho is more compact than most. Driving the
Trans-Canada west from the Alberta border, it
feels like you’ve already left it behind before you
finish reading the “welcome” sign. But if you
commit to the turnoff, the jewels you’ll find
are among the most precious in all of Canada’s
treasured mountain parks. So thought Charles
Doolittle Walcott, the American geologist who
discovered the Burgess Shale.
Tucked at the base of a massive rock face just
off the highway, Cathedral Mountain Lodge
immediately feels like the quintessential Rockies
hideaway—a cluster of classic log cabins in the
forest by a lake. It’s also the starting point for a
trip that’s been on my bucket list since reading
Stephen J. Gould’s 1981 book Wonderful Life,
which details the marvels revealed in this 505
million-year-old formation and the subsequent
intrigue surrounding them.
The Burgess Shale, in fact, is the single most
important fossil deposit in the world. Containing
almost all life forms known from the so-called
Cambrian Explosion—an era of numerous new
phyla and body plans that seemed to appear

22
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“suddenly” in the fossil record—the Burgess has
been lionized in literature, film, and even music
since its riches began undergoing serious study in
the mid-1960s. The deposit’s significance to both
evolutionary theory and our understanding of all
extant animals groups has remained unmatched
in the annals of science. In recent years, the
Burgess has again commandeered both scientific
and popular consciousness with stunning new
interpretations of well-known fossils—some that
speak to evolutionary enigmas as central as sight
and the perception of colour—as well as discoveries
of new life forms, many of which have yet to be
described.
All of this is on my mind as I begin the infamous
21-kilometre roundtrip hike to the “Walcott
Quarry,” where the Smithsonian Institute
scientist and his family excavated fossils for some
20 summers.
Beginning from the parking lot at Takakkwa
Falls, we’re soon high enough to see the Daly
Glacier whose water feeds it. Above a series of
switchbacks, we break onto another bench and
the angle of attack lessens as we make our way to
Yoho Lake and its historic, century-old Alpine

Club of Canada campsite. Leaving the shallow,
shimmering waters that are just catching morning
sun, we follow a low-angled valley through cool,
shadowed forest riven by small streams. Slowly
ascending the flanks of Wapta Peak, occasional
breaks in the trees yield glimpses of alpine
majesty. Openings soon become more frequent,
the views more spectacular. Crossing under a cliff
face we watch for rock fall, dive briefly back into
trees, then pop out into a large rockslide. With
its spectacular overlook of Emerald Lake and
its eponymous lodge, the rockslide is a popular
lunch spot, as the boldness of a swarm of plump,
golden ground squirrels attest. Shameless crumbhounds, the rodents beg pieces of sandwich and
cookie, running over our boots as if these were
just more rocks; they’ve done this for generations
as Walcott’s early photos document. Afterward,
we pass through one last patch of forest
before encountering krumholtz—the bonsai,
ground-hugging trees that form a welcome mat
to the alpine. The world before us reaches for
the sky while we tread on what was once ocean
bottom fifty fathoms deep.
Royal Ontario Museum (ROM) scientists have
been working new Burgess quarries since the

1970s, making exciting new finds annually. A
few summers ago, the ROM and Parks Canada
launched a Burgess online exhibition as part of
the Virtual Museum of Canada, an immersive
journey using never-before-seen visuals and
stunning animation to bring to life over a
century of research and discovery. But the popularity of the Burgess has also made it more vulnerable: several years ago, Parks officials chased

Over a century after their discovery,
the spectacular fossils of the
Burgess Shale continue to reveal
the deepest secrets of evolution,
their very existence a testament to
why ignorance of their meaning is
so dangerous to society.
a pair of Czech thieves, their pockets laden with
purloined fossils, across the precipitous slopes.
As a result, we now pass signs warning of a
restricted area above the trail before crossing the
“discovery point”—a shale talus where Walcott
famously got off his horse in 1909 and first

noticed the impressions of strange creatures in
rock whose origin was eventually traced uphill
to the exposure he named the Burgess Shale after
a nearby peak. Standing where Walcott made
his momentous discovery is spine-tingling for
science geeks like myself, and shortly thereafter,
we make the final upward turn—switchbacks
climbing an open face equivalent to a 41-storey
building. By now, anticipation of actually seeing
Walcott Quarry has erased any fatigue of ascent,
and when we reach it—despite the jarring,
solar-powered security camera set-up and steel
lock-box in which Parks Canada keeps interpretive material—I can only pause to reflect.
If you know anything of the history of life,
neither joy of physical accomplishment nor appreciation of the beauty of the surroundings can
surmount the emotion of comprehension that
washes over you here. A less familiar and far
less tangible feeling, it dwells in the bricolage of
broken shale slabs on which you stand—the ungraspable monster of deep time reflected in an
odd little riot of life that took place on a muddy
ocean floor some half-billion years ago. The
range of body plans not only includes most of
the invertebrate phyla with which we’re familiar,

but also forms that represent opposite extremes:
on the one hand there are those creatures—some
truly bizarre—that lost the evolutionary lottery
and blinked out of existence forever; on the
other hand are found the humble beginnings
of our own heritage—primitive chordates that
would, in a hundred million years or so, give
rise to the vertebrates.
Over a century after their discovery, the spectacular
fossils of the Burgess Shale continue to reveal the
deepest secrets of evolution, their very existence
a testament to why ignorance of their meaning is
so dangerous to society. That’s because to stand
in a place like the Walcott Quarry and truly
understand its significance and connection to
ourselves is to let go of all prejudice, imperialism
and appetite for war, and to abandon notions
that artificial constructs like “the economy” carry
any meaning whatsoever. Instead, the long-vanished organic diversity of the Burgess casts all of
humanity—which came onto the scene a mere
geological blink of an eye ago—as sharing a razor-thin slice of time as a single species that may
or may not similarly disappear.
—Leslie Anthony

BELOW Ocean bottom some 505 million years ago, the Burgess Shale now scratches the sky in Yoho
National Park. PHOTO COURTESY SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION. TOP OF PAGE Opabinia. DRAWN BY
MARIANNE COLLINS. Olenellus thompsoni. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS. Hallucigenia sparsa. MATTEO DE
STEFANO/MUSE, SCIENCE MUSEUM OF TRENTO IN COOPERATION WITH WIKIMEDIA ITALIA.
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1
shot

A world traveller from the former Czechoslovakia now living in Vancouver,
British Columbia, Jussi Grznar seems at home no matter where he finds
himself—or points his lens. One writer called him “a master of arresting
stillness in moments that are hectic by design,” while another labelled him
“a storyteller at heart, always searching for the defining moment.” With
several exhibitions and numerous Red Bull Illume awards to his credit, the
career Grznar started as a snowboarder in Whistler reached new heights
when he was invited to the prestigious 2016 Olympus Pro Photographer
Showdown held in Whistler during the annual World Ski & Snowboard
Festival. As it turned out, Grznar had been prepping for the opportunity,
having attended the Pro Photo 10 years in a row. “My first time was during
my first year in Whistler,” he says. “I was already interested in photography
so I brought my little point-and-shoot and recorded the show from the
back row.” But being ready in theory doesn’t mean you’re prepared. “When
I got into this year’s Pro Photo, I cleared my schedule, didn’t take any
work, and pretty much just shot ‘personal’ stuff I thought would fit,” he
recalls. “I wanted a diverse show that took the viewer on a visual journey
with me. I felt I had enough snow stuff, so I focused on surf, skate, base
jump, landscape, and portrait photos.” What he gathered was gold. Despite
the difficulty of paring it down to an eight-minute slideshow, Grznar won
hands down, taking both Best in Show and People’s Choice awards with a
stunning visual display and spine-tingling soundtrack. // jussigrznar.com //
vimeo.com/163188837

“The idea for this shot goes back to a day in Slovakia. I was driving to Bratislava
with a buddy and noticed a Roxy billboard on the side of the road—a beautiful
girl duck-diving somewhere in the South Pacific. I pulled over, stared for a
few minutes, then told him I’d take a photo like that one day. “Yeah right!”
he laughed. Meaning fat chance while we were living in a post-communist,
land-locked country. Flash-forward many years and when a chance came to go
to Tahiti, I knew exactly what photo I was going to get! Sticks—the subject—
might not be a sexy female pro surfer, but he’ll do.” —Jussi Grznar
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Innovate

Creating polar ambassadors one ice chunk at a time. STUDENTS ON ICE PHOTO

STUDENTS ON ICE : GOING TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH—LITERALLY—ON
OUTDOOR EDUCATION.
Leaning on the railing of their 85-metre ship,
a group huddles in jackets, hoods up, watching
massive glaciers glide into focus. Ice floes dot the
ocean where penguins swim effortlessly through
icy waters. Suddenly, through thick fog loom the
snow-capped mountains of Antarctica’s Elephant
Island—the frigid outpost where 22 men from
explorer Sir Ernest Shackleton’s ill-fated hms
Endurance expedition sheltered for four months
in 1916 before being rescued. Today however,
the island is a classroom for the Students On Ice
research program.
Since the first Students On Ice trip in 2000, the
Canadian foundation has transported over 2,500
high school and university students and their
mentors on annual ship-based expeditions to
both the Arctic and the Antarctic, with the goal
of educating youth on the importance of polar
regions. Students—up to 30 per cent of them
Arctic dwellers—gain educational credit, but it’s
the unique expedition opportunities that carry
most weight in their future. “It was really where
my career began,” says Tyler DeJong, an alumni
of Antarctic 2009 and now a spatial analyst for
the Wildlife Conservation Society in Whitehorse,
Yukon, where he researches habitat changes in
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the Canadian Arctic. “That initial polar experience
led directly to my current role.”
The fully equipped oceanographic research vessels
act as floating cafeteria, lecture hall and sleeping
quarters for students and an eclectic mix of
teaching staff that include First Nations elders,
scientists, artists, authors and innovators from
around the world. Students are challenged to
consider how individual skills and interests can be
employed to create positive environmental change
in both their own countries and abroad. It’s this
multidimensional approach to both science and
critical thinking that makes the experience special.
“Communal living, where scientists and students
share and explore a huge variety of topics, made
the trip a great learning opportunity,” recalls
Emilie-Jeanne Bercier, another Antarctic 2009
alumni. Now a Hydrometric Technologist for
Environment & Climate Change Canada, the
floodplains of Manitoba are Bercier’s office. “It
was humbling, and at the same time empowering,
to come together to learn about protecting a part
of the Earth that is changing so dramatically.”
Dividing their time between ship activities and the

surrounding glaciers, icebergs and islands, students
immerse in cross-disciplinary activities that meld
scientific theory and practice. On-the-ground
workshops with geologists, zoologists, botanists
and paleobiologists transport participants into the
pages of virtual textbooks filled with everything
from glacial physiography and ice formations, to
ancient fossil-bearing rock and polar flora and
fauna. Trading lab coats for life jackets, students
dip hands into polar seas, evaluating temperature
and salinity for the effects of accelerated melt on
ocean ecosystems; they could just as easily find
themselves testing ice-core samples for pollutants
before discussing international air-quality policies
over dinner. The approach delivers students a deep
toolkit of skills, creating environmentally responsible
citizens and de facto polar ambassadors.
As echoed by DeJong and Bercier, listening to
a lecture on polar melting with glaciers calving
in the background gives such information new
meaning. To see, hear and feel the changes taking
place in the world’s polar regions is the type of
knowledge that will travel home with students,
inspiring them to action.
—Carmen Kuntz

Cheap and deep, somewhere along the Spearhead Traverse. CHRIS CHRISTIE PHOTO

SPEARHEAD AHEAD: LAUNCHING A LONG-AWAITED BACKCOUNTRY PROJECT
IN BRITISH COLUMBIA.
Few experiences rival that of the backcountry
hut. Four walls and a roof in the middle of
nowhere combine the perfect amounts of comfort
and wilderness, unburdening adventurers from
the dank weight of nylon tents and cold, sleepless
nights. Dozens of huts dot the Sea to Sky Corridor
of British Columbia’s Coast Mountains, from luxurious commercial lodges to illegal shelters built
specifically for skiers, by skiers. With increased
accessibility has come inevitable popularity, further
fuelled by word of mouth. Yet one key experience
has eluded the swelling regional backcountry
skiing community—a hut-to-hut touring route
wherein the journey between shelters is as coveted
as the skiing itself. But that option, too, will soon
be added with the realization of a 30-year dream
to link "resortified" Whistler and Blackcomb
mountains via three alpine backcountry huts along
the Spearhead Traverse.
A horseshoe-shaped, 35-kilometre route crossing
13 glaciers in neighbouring Garibaldi Provincial
Park, the Spearhead was first completed in 1964
by a group of mountaineers from Vancouver’s
Varsity Outdoor Club. Currently the haunt
of ski-touring speedsters competing for record
times, day-trip dabblers from the resort searching
for powder, and a handful of multi-night winter
campers, the route’s numbers and popularity are
expected to skyrocket once the huts open. After
three decades on the backburner, the Spearhead

Traverse will become the Pacific Northwest’s
answer to Europe’s famed Haute Route.

Route, businesses look forward to benefiting
from the increased visitation.

The skin-track to infamy hasn’t been without
hurdles. Since going public in 2010, every
conceivable roadblock has faced the project, its
ultimate success due solely to the perseverance
of proponents. “If we’d made this proposal to
a National Park, it probably would have had
approvals in less than two years,” says Spearhead
Huts Committee Chair, Jayson Faulkner. “[But]
BC Parks has become so thin on resources [it
couldn’t] effectively manage this kind of a
proposal in an expedient way.”

“From the first day Garibaldi Park was created, its
mandate was very much that of an outdoor recreation destination in addition to conservation,”
notes Faulkner. “From a skiing and guiding point
of view, the Spearhead is one of the best ranges
you’ll find in the world. It checks all the boxes of
accessibility, big glaciers, big terrain and a phenomenal snowpack. You’ve got many more days
of the year that you can ski and traverse safely
[out there] than in the Rockies, for example.”

Another bureaucratic impediment was Garibaldi’s
outdated Park Management Plan. Reworked to
account for current environmental standards and
shifting recreational trends, the required public
comment periods and extensive stakeholder
consultations dragged on for years. There was
also opposition: a local search and rescue organization was uneasy about increased traffic on
the Spearhead, citing already-stretched resources;
heli-skiing interests were unhappy over potential
loss of landing zones near hut sites, voicing
safety concerns over being forced to fly farther
afield during inclement weather; and there was a
vocal group of defensive locals. Fortunately, the
corridor’s backcountry community overwhelmingly supported the project and, as per the Haute

To minimize the impact of 30–40 nightly users
(less than half the capacity of larger Haute Route
refuges), each full-kitchen-equipped hut will
employ innovations like vermiculture compost
toilets that function well below 0˚C, and renewable
energy sources such as solar and remote micro-hydro. With the exception of guided groups,
visitors should count on fast-and-light self-sufficiency—an approach that should also benefit
them when waking to ski prized powder lines on
Mount Fitzsimmons or Fissile Mountain. With
the first hut scheduled to open by the end of
2017, it’s only a matter of time before Whistler’s
unparalleled alpine backcountry becomes more
accessible than ever.
—Vince Shuley
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OutSpoken
A ROUNDUP OF MOUNTAIN MEDIA

OLD BOOK: The Snow Leopard, Peter Matthiessen
In the autumn of 1973, 46 year-old Peter Matthiessen joined zoologist George Schaller on a two-month hike into the remote
Himalayan region of Dolpo, where the latter planned to study the Himalayan blue sheep and hopefully glimpse its main predator—
the phantom-like snow leopard. Grieving over the recent death of his wife, Buddhist-practising Matthiessen’s primary interest was
to reach the ancient shrine of Shey Compa. Into the mountains they went, following their own personal quests for solitude and
enlightenment over passes as high as 5,200m. Adjoining philosophical rumination with factual description, Matthiessen’s vivid, often
heart-wrenching prose channels anthropology, mysticism, biology and landscape in every paragraph. So expertly does he unpack the
physical, psychological and interpersonal hurdles of the journey that the 1978 book now dwells on every literary listmaker’s Greatest
Adventure Books of All Time. Before he left, Matthiessen’s Zen teacher advised him to expect nothing, take each day as it comes,
and find the riches of the moment. Substitute “page” for “day” and you have a perfect mantra for reading this book.

distracted talkin’ about the environment or something
else silly, I wandered over to The Place and met these
really nice people… I just settled in and looked up at this
woman with my big brown eyes and next thing you know
I was eatin’ burger! Forgot all about man till I heard him
yellin’ my name. That happens a lot. Speaking of new
people, you don’t smell familiar—have we met? This
answering questions stuff is tiring. Think I’ll take a nap.
What actually happens out there when you two go walkabout—do you keep man out of trouble or vice versa?

ACE KVALE PHOTO

THREE QUESTIONS: DESERT DAWG
Desert Dawg doesn’t know how old he is and doesn’t
care. And why should he? After all, the charismatic Australian blue heeler has the outdoor-media world by the
tail. After gaining notoriety with his “Desert Dawg Adventure Blawg”—chronicling adventures in Utah’s canyonlands with his faithful “man,” noted photographer
Ace Kvale—DD has gone on to canine infamy as co-star
of the heartwarming, Vasque-sponsored film Ace and the
Desert Dog, which tracks the pair’s relationship through
the portal of a 60-day hike undertaken to celebrate the
60th birthday of DD’s manpanion. The blawg, which
can count thousands of fans, began as a way for DD to
pass along the wisdom he comes by naturally. “Heelers
are known for bein’ so smart an’ stuff, I thought I could
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help other dawgs understand their poor, misguided humans. Help train ’em not to put dawg packs on us and
useful stuff like that.” The film came about when director Brendan Leonard recognized the pair’s special bond
and adventure partnership. While the media accolades
are laudable—along with other accomplishments from
wolfing down pounds of bacon to howlin’ the blues to
taming his man’s notoriously gruff photo buddy Marko
Shapiro—celebrity hasn’t gone to Desert Dawg’s head.
He still craves the simple canine pleasures: an evening
walk, grass to run on, and fresh cowshit to roll in.
// mountainlifemedia.ca/category/annual/outspoken
How did you get hooked up with this “man” guy, Ace?
It’s pretty blurry. Man was just, like, there and we became
one unit. Me and my man. Although today when he was

We are a team. Man leads, but I lead from behind man.
So when he’s trying to figure the shit out he can talk to
me and then he feels better. That’s my main job. Just
being even, level-headed, solid. Sometimes man has to
lower me down a canyon or lift me up a cliff a little
ways. I don’t like it much but I play it cool. I don’t fidget
or make it any harder than it has to be. It’s always tense
but I just do my job ’cause I’m a pack animal and I’ll do
what’s necessary to stay with the pack.
What’s it like being a film star? Would you make
another film? Any aspirations to get on the other
side of the camera and direct?
Let’s put it this way: I got a box of dawg treats delivered
by UPS today from one of my sponsors. And they are
really, really good. My favourite. So I like being a star. A
lot. Otherwise not much has changed. Sleep, eat, hike,
shit. Repeat. Oh, and meet girls. Yep, still a chick magnet even though man says I have dragon breath. Sure
I’ll make some more films. Just reviewing scripts now,
actually, but they’re top secret. Directing is a good idea.
Heeling cows and film directing go paw-in-paw—doncha think? Smell ya later, time for din din!

DAVID SANDFORD PHOTO

THREE QUESTIONS: DAVID SANDFORD
For David Sandford, a photographer based in London,
Ontario, shooting mostly professional sports has paid
the bills for two decades. Although he has also been
fortunate to photograph wildlife and diverse landscapes
beyond Canada’s borders—from the frozen tundra of
the Arctic to the warm waters of the South Pacific—he
recently felt drawn to the Great Lakes of his own backyard. With warm sunny beach days behind, autumn’s
dark, cold and wind transform these lakes into wickedly
wild and treacherous bodies of water. Shooting along
the north shore of Lake Erie during the period mid-October – December, a time when the Great Lakes act
more like oceans, Sandford created a unique portfolio
he calls Liquid Mountains.
// mountainlifemedia.ca/category/annual/outspoken
As a photographer, what steered you in this direction?

My passion for photography was born of a love of
nature and wildlife. My earliest attempts at photography,
as a kid and into my teen years, were of birds, critters
and beautiful Canadian landscapes, but even then I was
always most passionate about anything to do with water.
Oceans and lakes beckon me and I love to be on, in,
or around water. I’m fascinated by its sheer raw power, captivated by the graceful movement of a wave, and
mesmerized by the light dancing across it.
Why Lake Erie?
Even as the fourth largest of the Great Lakes, Erie is
still awe-inspiring. It caught my attention for its unique
dimensions and character—388 kilometres long, 92
kilometres across, average depth of only 19 metres.
Because of this shallowness, conditions can change
dramatically in a matter of minutes, with fierce waves
springing up unexpectedly; Erie has wrecked thousands of ships dating back to the 17th century, most of

which have never been found. Its name originates from
a native tribe who called the lake eirige (“cat”) due to its
unpredictable and, at times, dangerously violent nature.
I wanted to capture that character during what singer
Gordon Lightfoot called “the Gales of November.”
How did you make the images?
The images were made using a Canon 1Dx body, with
400mm and 70-200mm lenses, protected from the
elements by an Aquatech sport housing and shield gear.
They were shot about 150–180 metres offshore in Port
Stanley, Ontario. On the storm days I was shooting, daily temperatures ranged from -2 – 14˚C, with sustained
wind speeds of 45–50 kph and over 100 kph. Average
water temperature was 11˚C, and wave heights reached
7.5 metres. On days like these, when Erie comes alive
and shows its true power, most people stay away… but
it’s days like these that I can’t wait to get to the lake and
create images.

RECENT BOOK: The Conquest of Everest: Original photographs from the legendary first ascent,
George Lowe and Huw Lewis-Jones
It’s hard to believe there was anything new to publish on the 60th anniversary of the famous 1953 first ascent of the world’s highest,
most beleaguered peak. But such is serendipity and the high cost of printing photos, that not only was there abundant material
yet to be seen, but it came from the archives of George Lowe, a key climber, filmmaker and photographer on that triumphant
expedition. Although the coffee-table volume trades on its outstanding imagery and historical material, there’s yet another story
to be told of the climb, this from Lowe’s point of view. As expertly handled by editor, exploration historian, and award-winning
author Lewis-Jones, the narrative of the stalwart, often-overlooked Lowe is buttressed by recollections from a star-studded cast
of Everest luminaries, including a foreword by fellow New Zealander, Sir Edmund Hillary. A decade in the making, Lowe outlived
all his 1953 expedition mates only to pass two months before publication of this significant gift to the annals of climbing, over
which students of Everest lore will no doubt geek-out big time.
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Haute Terre
OUTDOOR ART AND ARTIFICE

BRIAN MARANAN PINEDA PHOTO

EXHIBITION, ZARIA FORMAN, FEBRUARY – MARCH 2017, WINSTON WÄCHTER FINE ART, SEATTLE, WASHINGTON
New York artist, Zaria Forman’s mission is to connect people with the impacts of climate change. Inspiration for her photo-real pastel drawing began as a child travelling
the world’s remote landscapes—subject of her mother’s fine art photography. Her work has appeared in publications like National Geographic and Smithsonian, and her drawings
used in set design for the Netflix TV series House of Cards. In August 2012, Forman led Chasing the Light, retracing the 1869 sailing journey of American painter William
Bradford to the Greenland coast. Documenting rapidly changing landscapes, Forman has also travelled to the low-lying Maldives, the country most vulnerable to rising sea
levels. Forman was artist-in-residence aboard National Geographic’s Explorer voyage to Antarctica in 2015. Recently, she participated in Banksy’s Dismaland and held a 2015
solo exhibition at Winston Wächter Fine Art in New York. // zariaforman.com
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ANDREI DUMAN PHOTOS

FINE ART PHOTOGRAPHY, ANDREI DUMAN GALLERY, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA
Born in Romania, raised and educated in England,
living for several years in New York, Andrei Duman is
now a Los Angeles-based photographer specializing in
travel, landscape, and preternatural aerials that explore
natural and anthropogenic patterns on the planet’s
surface. His passion for photography has delivered
him to 70 countries, including some of the world’s
most visually stunning and remote locales. From Easter
Island to Zanzibar, Greenland to Namibia, Duman’s
broad cultural perspective is apparent in the subjects
and composition of his work. He continually sees new
places with fresh eyes, simultaneously navigating the
new environment to create evocative, powerful photos
showcasing the Earth’s vast beauty and diversity. He
built his own architecturally celebrated gallery, employing
a unique design in which Plexiglas-enclosed images
are suspended by metal cables from the branches of
dynamic sculpted trees—a representation of growth,
exploration and nature in its rawest form.
// andreiduman.com // andreidumangallery.com
Did you find aerial photography or did it find you,
and what do you strive to show?
I’m not sure who found who, but aerials are now my
favourite type of photography. Being up there provides
both freedom and a unique perspective. It also forces
you to think and shoot differently, to be very reactive.
You’re in constant fast motion, without the luxury of
time to set up shots and reposition for different angles.
It also makes a difference whether you’re in a helicopter

or a small plane—which moves much faster and places
huge force on your body. The aerial images are a way
not only to differentiate myself professionally, but to
show a different aspect. I like viewers to not know
straight away what they’re looking at, to have to study
and think about what they initially believed. Maybe to
see something different than the next person, to strike
and maintain a constructed conversation.
What inspires you most these days?
I’m always itching for the next project, the next adventure.
And I’m always excited about the unknown and
extreme locations others choose not to visit. I don’t
mean dangerous places like Yemen and Syria—which I
still enjoy—but out-of-the-way locales like Papua New
Guinea and Madagascar, which intrigue me immensely.
I’m fascinated by how people live, their cultures, the
environment and landscapes they’re surrounded by. I
want to try to show people something that maybe they
haven’t seen before, or, if they have, show it to them in
a different light.
What’s keeping you busy and what’s on the horizon,
so to speak?
I have ambassador work with Singh-Ray filters, and
Icebreaker clothing, so there’s blogging and social
media around my trips, but the gallery takes up most
of my time. I’ve been working to establish it as a
go-to place for unique fine art photography in LA. An

exciting side project is that it’ll be the first gallery in
the world to come out in virtual reality on a range of
platforms. I’m in talks with an established publishing company to produce a book on aerials. I’m also
working with a production company and pitching TV
networks on a show whereby a crew follows me on my
travels, with a hint of teaching photography. All in all,
some pretty exciting things.
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Searching for Sero
IN LIEU OF TRAGEDY, A SEARCH FOR CLARITY
John Rathwell and Tracy Guenard hadn’t been
dating for long in 2014 when suicide impacted each
of their lives.
“Tracy met my family at my father’s funeral,” says
Rathwell, “and, a month later, I met her family at her
aunt’s funeral.”
Together, experiencing the old adage that suicide has
more than one victim, the couple struggled to make
sense of these losses. Only when they found themselves barrelling down the slopes of Camp Fortune on
mountain bikes or surfing the Ottawa River’s perpetual
waves did each reconnect with their own sense of wellbeing—and of purpose. As their hearts leapt and sweat
trickled, they experienced moments of clarity. Clarity
that eventually led to the conception of an awareness
campaign that officially launched in May 2016.
“I wanted to put my photography career on hold and
do something for suicide prevention,” recalls Rathwell.
“I didn’t know what that was going to be, but it
became the Searching for Sero project.”
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Rathwell and Guenard—and RainDog, their sevenyear-old Beagle-Labrador—decided to take on a
mental-wellness beat. With a plan to use photojournalism to document how exercise produces the
neurotransmitter, serotonin, and how this compound
can improve one’s mental outlook, they undertook
a two-year odyssey across the continent that features
weekly accounts of people they meet on the rivers and
trails along the way.
“Sero Stories” depict cyclists, climbers, skiers, and
paddlers across Canada and the U.S. who throw
themselves headlong into outdoor recreation to enrich
their daily lives.
Research over the past three decades has suggested
that exercising outdoors trumps indoor activity. In
Your Brain on Nature, authors Eva M. Selhub and
Alan C. Logan examined several studies, including
one published in Psychophysiology in 1995 that found
“running outdoors versus on the treadmill… is associated with less fatigue, diminished anxious thoughts,
less hostility, more positive mental thoughts, and an
overall feeling of invigoration.”

“We’re not trying to say that going for a bike ride or
a hike is going to cure your depression or anxiety,”
says Rathwell. “But what we do want to say is that
getting outside and making time for yourself is going
to help prevent illness.”
Without setting out to determine if serotonin really
does cause happiness (dopamine and endorphins are
also likely culprits), they aim to find a pace of life
they can enjoy as they meet others similarly searching.
For Guenard, it meant quitting her auditor job to
become a writer.
“At first we were a little worried about backlash,” she
says. “We thought people would say, ‘Biking and
hiking and sports? That’s not related to depression.’
But then we got so many emails, so much feedback,
from people who actually got what we mean. It’s
really inspiring because it has made us realize this
really reaches people.”

decal trumpeting #FoundSero. The couple took to
van life like skiers to snow.
The logistics of the trip go beyond mechanical
repairs and road mapping. The duo connects with
subjects willing to share both their struggles and the
pastimes that help overcome them. Even in the face
of early motor issues and glitches, the couple stuck
to optimism. “We will make the ferry today,” was the
mantra during the final prep week, as they pushed
their bright-blue Westfalia up to 80 km/h on their
way to Newfoundland.
As the journey began, Guenard reiterated how
she hoped to help eliminate the stigma around
addressing mental health. “It’s not ‘a problem’ as in
someone else’s—it’s our problem. For many, depression is an issue only when it hits them. But it really
affects all of us.”
—Joseph Mathieu

Over ten months, the pair crowdfunded $14,000
and retrofitted a 1991 VW Vanagon Westfalia with
bike racks, a homemade solar shower, and a full-body

JOHN RATHWELL PHOTOS
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Thirst for adventure
We’re more than makers
We’re a community of adventurers that make
products for people like us—people who live,
work, and play in rivers, lakes, and mountains.
Great design, versatile function, and lasting value
guide us to build a better drinking experience.
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nørge
A postcard from Norway’s wild west coast,
where you’ll find long fjords, big snow, small
ski areas, few people, and plenty of tradition.
photos :: Mattias Fredriksson
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Wielding an engraved silver ladle, Captain Charles Wara dredged homemade leek soup from an 18th
century ceramic tureen. The skiers noisily slurping seconds around a thick wooden table in his ship’s
mess hadn’t left him much, but Charles was still grateful for a share—if only to fund the energy
required to cook dinner. Later, around 9 p.m. (no one would know for sure as the sun never really set)
Charles would whip up some reinskav, a traditional Sami stew of sautéed reindeer meat. Afterward,
we’d all lounge on deck in a spell of bluebird warmth unprecedented for late May at 70˚N above the
Arctic Circle. We’d watch dolphins and condor-sized sea eagles, count the silver-thread waterfalls lining
the fjord, spin maps in sunburned hands and point to ski lines on the horizon. And though it was only
Day One on the boat, and most were Norway veterans who’d often plumbed this land of mountainous
grandeur in winter, we’d all entertained the same thought: this is the best trip ever.
While most in the Northern Hemisphere are done with skiing by May, Norway’s second season is just
beginning, and its airports bustle with people dragging ski bags to the likes of Lofoten, Lyngen or
Sunnmøre, no small number of whom would be heading off on boat/ski trips like the one that found
us slurping Captain Charles’ soup.
In our first 24 hours on Goxsheim we climbed and skied all day, and then, anchored in a pretty fjord,
made a post-dinner tour in midnight sun, with above-freezing temps, copper light, and genuinely
amazing turns that ended at the water’s edge. We’d do it all again the next day. And the next. For a
week in fact, and never in the same place twice. Most would be map-in-hand exploration, the daily
theme an eight-hour tour and single 1,000-metre descent from a nameless summit in perfect weather.
“It can’t get any better,” we would say. And then the next day it would do just that—better terrain,
better snow, better everything.

PREVIOUS SPREAD I’ve made at least 10–15 ski trips every winter for the last 25 years. Many in Norway, and always
very memorable. Like this ski-touring trip to Stjernøya (Star Island) in Finnmark, in far northern Norway in 2013. It still
might be my favourite ski trip of all time. We lived on this sailboat for a week at the end of May, cruising around the
fjords and went ski touring everyday. Perfect summer snow, perfect weather and great people. Hard to beat.
LEFT Norway isn’t just about fjords and amazing vistas. Here I captured freeski superstar Henrik Windstedt skiing
a cool line near Digermulen on the Lofoten Islands during a trip with the Norwegian film company Field Productions
back in 2011.
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“The plan is to go to Norway…” I’ve lost track of the number of times over
the years I heard this via phone or email from my friend, Swedish photographer, Mattias Fredriksson. But every time I do, I get pretty excited.
As a result of numerous trips made in his company, I’ve been fortunate
not only to experience the depth and breadth of skiing along the western
spine of this stridently alpine nation, but also through his lens afterward.
One of the world’s most celebrated outdoor photographers, Fredriksson has
spent considerable time exploring the almost endless ski possibilities in
“the cradle of skiing,” one of the planet’s most mountainous countries, and
whose 100,000 kilometres of convoluted coastline rank it seventh in the
world. On assignment from Songdal to Stranda, Lyngen to Lofoten, Narvik,
Finnmark and everywhere between, working with film companies and on
his own, Fredriksson has captured the Norwegian ski experience and its
relationship to life along the fjords like no other shooter. Along the way he
has photographed the stalwart locals who hold the keys to their kingdom—
from ski makers, to binding and head-lamp innovators, captains, guides,
tour operators and others searching for environmentally sustainable ways
to move their art and craft to the cutting edge in a tradition-bound country.
As much as his photos show us about the land, they also capture the stories
that he is only too happy to share, as these captions attest.
— Leslie Anthony
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RIGHT PAGE CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT 1. Endre Hals’ award-winning skis are handmade from scratch in a 200-year-old barn in Lønset near Oppdal. Endre has helped
Canadian freerider Eric Hjorleifson and 4FRNT Skis with the design of Hoji’s pro models
several times. 2. Charles Waara is the owner and skipper of Goxheim, the sailboat we
lived on while ski-touring in Finnmark in 2013. The sail-and-ski concept was developed
during the 1990s in the Lyngen Alps by the Italian mountain guide, Lucas Caspari. In
2005, Charles began offering sailing/skiing tours with a two-mast, 25-metre wooden
ketch to fund a necessary refit for his dream trip of sailing the world. Shuttling skiers
around without participating (he’d only ever cross-country skied), he was nevertheless
intrigued; obtaining a ski-touring set-up, he followed groups when the weather was
nice and soon became hooked. 3. Fresh cod is prepared during a ski-touring trip to the
Lyngen Peninsula in April 2012. 4. Uteguiden is run by Oscar Almgren, a young Swede
who has established himself as the most successful guide in the popular Sunnmøre
region. 5. Canadian ski-tour guru Greg Hill fishing cod in the Hjørundfjord in Sunnmøre
during a down day while shooting an episode of Salomon Freeski TV in March 2013.
ABOVE American skier Sven Brunso reaps a powder reward after hours of ski-touring
near Strandafjellet ski area in the Sunnmøre region. When the local council in Stranda
bet big by replacing an ancient push-button platter and beat-down lodge with a stateof-the-art €20,000,000 lift-system to serve a two-mountain, 300-bed ski area in the
middle of nowhere, it proved the point that politicians rarely make “build it and they
will come” scenarios work. Too isolated to draw tourists, the state stepped in to sell
the area at a huge loss… but not before the cognoscenti did come: with decent lifts
accessing Scandinavia’s deepest snow and best off-piste, the town of Stranda is now
the destination for core Scando skiers and international tourers.
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P. 48-49 Stjernøya is located west of the city of Alta in the Finnmark region. This
island has no roads and a population of about 80. Of course, you have to earn your
turns, but with amazing skiing it’s well worth the effort. Here, globetrotting skier Chad
Sayers bites into the golden fruit of a midnight ski tour.

ABOVE The Lofoten archipelago is the most stunning and picturesque place I’ve ever
been. Its small islands, fjords and rugged peaks are truly unique. And yeah, the skiing
is amazing too. The kind where you just land anywhere, walk up and ski down—like
most places in Norway.

PREVIOUS SPREAD There’s no other place I’ve been where you can access skiing by
boat as much as in Norway. It adds an exotic element and you always get very beautiful
views of the fjords. Here, Mårten Pettersson, Åsmund Magnetun Thorsen and Björn
Thorn-Andersen ready themselves for the boat’s arrival on shore in Hjørundfjorden,
Sunnmøre region.

FOLLOWING SPREAD Strandafjellet in the Sunnmøre region might be one of the most
beautiful ski areas in the world. Its location above the Storfjord with rugged mountains
all around is simply breathtaking. This shot of Espen Linnerud is one of my personal
favourites and was captured at about six in the morning during a film shoot with Field
Productions in the spring of 2009.

LEFT PAGE CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT 1. Oscar Almgren, a young Swede who has
established himself as the most successful guide in the popular Sunnmøre region. His
guiding company, Uteguiden, is based in Stranda. 2. Chad Sayers hiking in Finnmark.
3. Goxheim sits at anchor in a fjord on Stjernøya. 3. Fishing is still one of Norway’s
main industries. 4. “The snow sifts down and we sift through it,” wrote Leslie about
this particular trip. Mike Douglas skiing backside powder at tiny Hodlekve ski area in
Sogndal region.

Mattias Fredriksson’s photography can be found in
pretty much any magazine in the world devoted to
skiing or mountain biking. He and his partner Elle
live in Åre, Sweden, with a husky named Tikaani
who has 8,000 Instagram followers.
// mattiasfredriksson.com
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THE

HIGH ROAD
An adventure cyclist ponders the speed and magnitude of changes in one of
Southeast Asia’s most traditional mountain enclaves.
words :: Aaron Teasdale

I

t had taken two days of driving rough, chaotic
roads—picking through rockfall and honking
around hairpin, high-mountain turns—to pen-

etrate Ha Giang, one of the most remote regions
in Vietnam, so we were practically levitating with
anticipation when we finally removed our bikes from
the van to ride. Mist hung heavy in the cool air.
In every direction, black peaks launched into the
clouds like giant stalagmites. Ahead, where the road
snaked past a toss of rudimentary houses, children
scampered over sharp rocks punctuating the ground
like upturned dragon’s scales. As we prepared our
gear, an elderly woman and young girl holding
hands appeared in brilliant, varicolored clothing
and scarves seemingly cut from rainbows. Passing
us, the girl looked long and hard at the large white
men with bicycles and funny clothes, humans from
another world. She wouldn’t be the last.
Jumping on, we’d begun by rolling down a black ribbon
across the skirts of mountains. Soon we wheeled into
a village where women hand-washed clothes by the
road; others stepped from homes in vibrant headdresses to look us over. These were the Hmong, one
of numerous hill tribes comprising the country’s 50plus ethnic minorities, and this high-mountain aerie
was their stronghold. On our drive into these mountains we’d passed a lone sign on a jungle-hemmed
road that read: FRONTIER AREA. Though the border
with China was only a few kilometres away, I realized
we’d already crossed the real frontier. Our excitement
was palpable; despite the cliché, we couldn’t help but
feel we’d entered that mythical land long synonymous
with paradise on earth—Shangri-La.

Geometry gone wild marks the terraced hillsides of Ha Giang region
in Northern Vietnam. ARNAUD FOUCARD PHOTO
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In February 2011, my friend Ron Gorayeb and I

the footpaths webbing the surrounding mountains

The Hmong occupied similar mountains in southern

had gone to Vietnam with my father, who’d wanted

delivered a steady stream of Hmong and other

China for thousands of years until the 18th century,

to return to the country he fought a war in 40

minorities, like Lolo and Red Dao, to the town

when government persecution forced them south

years ago. After a week surveying the landscapes

centre, which was now a sea of milling, chattering

into Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand. Fiercely self-de-

of his wartime past, we headed north to ride

people. Towering over the kaleidoscopic milieu,

termining, mute promises of future autonomy saw

bikes and explore. Looking to get beyond the

we watched women resplendent in colourful

them fight alongside first French, then American

main tourist routes, we caught wind of Ha Giang,

textiles sell vegetables and handicrafts, talking,

colonial powers against Vietnamese communists

the country’s poorest and most isolated province.

bartering, laughing. None stood higher than a

during the last century. Though the latter prevailed,

Frommer’s guidebook labelled Northern Vietnam

metre-and-a-half. The men, slightly taller and

the Hmong—a word some scholars say means

“where the rubber hits the road for adventure

garbed in black, gathered at long tables to drink

“free people”—still don’t consider themselves Viet-

seekers” without even mentioning Ha Giang. My

extraordinary quantities of corn whiskey. My

namese. They subsist, always in the highest and

Lonely Planet guide, long the imprint for more

attempts to photograph one of these without

most remote regions, independent of any notion

adventurous travellers, described Ha Giang as

being noticed failed when a man holding a

of borders or country. As a result, their relationship

“a mind blower” while only devoting a single

bamboo bong vigorously waved me over to try

to the rest of Vietnam remains fraught: naturally

page to it. Scattered reports on Internet message

his whiskey. Though not in the habit of downing

suspicious of the loyalties of many hill tribes, the

boards painted a landscape riddled with limestone

homemade liquor before breakfast, there was no

Viet majority also don’t understand why the Hmong

spires, caves, and canyons populated by hill

way to politely refuse, meaning I was unusually

won’t descend to the more prosperous valleys.

tribes almost entirely removed from the modern

“happy” when we finally sat down to eat in a

world. It sounded absurdly compelling—even

small, cement-walled restaurant where a pretty

The Hmong may remain disinterested in the nation

if China’s unsuccessful 1979 invasion saw the

woman cooked pho—Vietnam’s omnipresent

that surrounds, but the Vietnamese military still

area remain under military control with permits

noodle soup—on an open fire.

controlled Ha Giang’s roadways. Though we hit a

required for foreigners to enter. This, however,

police checkpoint that afternoon in the region’s

would prove no hurdle for our Vietnamese guide,

Two hours later we rode an otherworldly track

highest reaches, it wasn’t long before curious officers

Joe. Our plan was set.

cut into the rock of a nearly treeless valley where

were riding our bikes and insisting on photos

mountain fangs raked low clouds. Although

with us. Later, we found ourselves on a dirt road

the entire Ha Giang region comprises classic

carving a serpentine, high-wire path along a moun-

karst topography—an eroded landscape of

tainside. Though the sky remained murky, it was

water-tortured limestone—here it was at its most

clear we’d moved from an area of tightly packed

extreme and visually arresting. We stopped at

pyramids into a higher, more spacious land—last

a pass, where the road continued on into more

gasp of the Himalaya. Beside us, a precipitous can-

mist-shrouded moonscape. Below, a family tended

yon fell away, reaching into a distance where mist

an emerald vegetable plot amid fields of spiking

spilled from between mountains. A patchwork of rice

Nights in Ha Giang were spent in the utilitarian

black rock, their young children waving when

paddies stepped down the russet and green slopes

town of Meo Vac, where we faced more than one

they saw us. Wondering aloud what it would be

below. As usual, pedestrians and the occasional

cultural hurdle. After checking into the nicer of

like if this was all you knew of the world soon

scooter were the only traffic—a good thing when

two recently built hotels, we’d found our toilet

segued to a discussion of how the average North

you’re having a hard time keeping your eyes on the

had no seat. Nominated to sort it out with the

American might cope in such an environment,

road. Then, after a final long climb, we were literally

non-English-speakers staffing the front desk, I

where people worked themselves to the bone

stopped in our tracks by the vista that opened

anticipated embarrassing pantomime. Fortunately,

just to survive while we who have so much

before us. At Ma Pi Leng—“Heaven’s Gate”—Pass,

Joe was in the lobby to spare me the indignity.

tended to find ever more reason to be dissatisfied.

the deepest canyon in Southeast Asia plunged 800

No doubt life here was as hard as stone, yet

startling metres to the Nho Que River. Above, unseen

We woke the next morning to rooster calls, but

nearly everyone we met smiled as readily as they

summits atop sheer limestone walls disappeared into

there was another sound, too—not unlike a

breathed—smiles that radiated like a flame.

the clouds, a scattering of homes hewn to their lower

We rode an otherworldly track
cut into the rock of a nearly
treeless valley where mountain
fangs raked low clouds.

massive flock of birds. It was market day and
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flanks. It all seemed head-spinningly improbable.

Cyclists descend the high-wire road between Meo Vac and
Dong Van near Ma Pi Leng Pass. AARON TEASDALE PHOTO
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LEFT TOP One minute you’re thinking cycling up this hill is hard, and then… LEFT BOTTOM Homestay hosts cook a traditional meal for the hungry cyclists. AARON TEASDALE PHOTOS. ABOVE Remote no more. Ha
Giang, like Sa Pa before it, risks culturally insensitive touristification. LESLIE ANTHONY PHOTO

The government-funded road built in the early

Before returning to Meo Vac, we spotted a pair of

hatching the slopes. Fortunately, Dad and Ron

1960s by the muscle and sweat of the Hmong

fires flashing through the fog on a slope above

resisted, as we eventually saw how most of these

and other tribes was, until recently, rough, rocky,

sheer, 300-metre walls. The Hmong were burning.

trails would leave us on a dead-end mountain-

and too narrow for cars (in other words, perfect

By delivering roads and electricity, the govern-

side, the wrong side of a river, or another corner

for mountain biking). But fueled by the fastest

ment also hoped to stop these environmentally

of Vietnamese nowhere where white folk on

growing economy in Southeast Asia, Vietnam has

destructive slash-and-burn agricultural practices.

bicycles never trod.

poured money into modernization here—building

But the Hmong have lived this way for centuries

schools, bringing in electricity, and paving what

and weren’t much interested in changing. At least

Although the beauty of the landscape contin-

one American newspaper described as a road

not here, last bastion of the old ways.

ued—all mountains and rivers and rice paddies
and hamlets—it suddenly hit us like sad news:

“not for the weak of stomach.”

Sa Pa, once a lightly visited
region where travellers found
vibrant experiences, has
been turned into a Hmong
theme park where every
interaction is a transaction,
culture itself the commodity.

The next morning, our last in Ha Giang, we

we’d left Shangri-La and returned to Vietnam. It

headed back to Ma Pi Leng just to see it one

was still hill-tribe country, but lower, more devel-

last time. As we stood on the empty roadside,

oped, and dominated by the Tay, the country’s

happy voices reached our ears. Talk and laughter,

largest ethnic minority and the one most readily

it seemed, issued constantly from these singing

adopting modern clothing and architecture. A few

mountains, where people were forever at work

piloted small tractors and even flew Vietnam’s

coaxing life from stone. I traced the sound to a

flag outside their homes, a rarity in the wild

vibrant line of women walking towards a leafy

mountains of the Hmong. As if to punctuate the

plot far below, and, with mist rising from the

change, sunlight, absent the better part of a

chasm to swirl overhead, it occurred to me that

week, momentarily shafted through the clouds.

this might be the most visually striking combination
of people and landscape on the planet. What

Our final two days saw us pedal across mountains,

didn’t occur to me was how lucky we were to

past villages of one tribe after another, and

While that’s perfect for cyclists who like having

be there, not realizing just how endangered the

through markets where all eyes turned to the

their minds blown, for others it’s simply home.

Hmong way of life was until, that afternoon, we

aliens on exotic steeds. The air warmed. Forest

Like the kid we met on his classic develop-

rode into the mountains to the south.

appeared. Arcing bamboo shaded the road. People
of all ages stooped under massive bundles of

ing-world bicycle: single-speed, rod brakes,

wood, palm fronds and other harvests. Preternat-

battered-yet-functional rear rack and fenders.

Touring on little-used roadways was great, but I

Proud of his bike, he nevertheless eyed our gears,

couldn’t help salivate over the region’s potential

urally cheerful, their never-ending calls of Hello!

suspension forks and disc brakes with curiosity. In

for mountain biking. As we traced a dirt road

rang out from fields, houses, streamsides, and

response, I lowered the seat and handed over my

through a deep-cut valley of wooden homes and

even trees. Rafts of schoolchildren on bicycles of-

wheels. Cautious at first, he was soon streaking

terraced hillsides, I repeatedly proposed dropping

ten pedalled furiously alongside us before fading

down the road with a grin as wide as the canyon.

down one of the innumerable footpaths cross-

back in a chorus of giggles.
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Market day means talk, trade, smoke… and corn whisky for breakfast. AARON TEASDALE PHOTO
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LEFT Along the high road between Meo Vac and Dong Van near Ma Pi Leng Pass, a young hill-tribe boy shows off a bicycle so big he has to sit behind the seat to reach its pedals. AARON TEASDALE PHOTO.
ABOVE In Ha Giang, where tractors have yet to arrive, water buffalo still do all the heavy lifting. ARNAUD FOUCARD PHOTO

Vietnam’s exploding population meant kids were

clean water. Things aren’t as simple as we might

the growing presence of wealthy outsiders render

everywhere. There were 75 million Vietnamese in

like them to be. Even letting that kid ride my bike

this impossible? Is it only a matter of time before

1997; today there are 90 million, an unfathom-

may have had a downside. He’d been so proud of

Ha Giang is another place you should have been

able 20 per cent increase in 20 years. Though the

his beat-down ride, but would his dreams now be

20 years ago?

Hmong and other tribes are keeping pace—too

filled with shimmering mountain bikes? Were we

frequently with mothers who are still children

contributing, by our mere presence, to the slow

It isn’t just tourism, however, that could change

themselves—it remains to be seen what this

unravelling of his culture?

the lives of these mountain people, and that was
made clear when we paused on a high pass to

hedge against assimilation will mean for their
self-reliant culture. How many people can Viet-

Perhaps, but change was coming to these

survey the true extent of the region’s habitation.

nam’s high mountains support?

mountains whether we rode here or not. In more

The mountains in our view had all been cleared

accessible regions of northern Vietnam like Sa

of forest, with thatched-roof homes studding

Pa, tourists flood in to see the Hmong, who have

the ridgelines and farm plots checkerboarding

learned English to better sell trinkets, to act as

the peaks. Hmong had moved onto the highest

guides, and to advance the craft of charging for

slopes here, smoke from their land-clearing fires

photographs. What was once a lightly visited

everywhere, curling into the air. One look at these

region where a few travellers found culturally vi-

denuded mountainsides suggested that alluring

brant experiences has been turned into a Hmong

as traditional lifestyles might be, along with a

It occurred to me that this
might be the most visually
striking combination of people
and landscape on the planet.

theme park. Gone are genuine interactions between

burgeoning population they could soon spoil the

As we leaned into a turn later that afternoon, I

people from different worlds. Today visitors find

very land that supports them.

saw a family sitting together on their front porch.

fake Hmong water wheels and get mobbed by

What seemed remarkable was that they weren’t

“authentically dressed” locals hawking cheap

Our last night was spent with a Tay family in Ba

doing anything else—just sitting with relaxed

tchotchkes. In modern Sa Pa, every interaction is

Be National Park, home of Vietnam’s largest lake

expressions, watching the forest and whatever

a transaction, culture itself the commodity.

and a scattering of tribal villages tucked away

came down the road. I waved, but when they lit

in mountainous jungle. Despite otherwise rabid

up and waved back I felt the urge to say—Hey,

Since our visit to Ha Giang, the region’s popu-

development, Vietnam was doing an admirable

don’t be in a rush to get high-tech and wealthy, just

larity has boomed. Hotels are springing up like

job of establishing parks in their more spectac-

keep enjoying the world from your porch.

mushrooms after rain. We saw one tour van

ular and ecologically vital locations. At Ba Be,

our entire trip; today they clutter the roads and

they’d developed a home-stay program to boost

Of course, it’s hard to project such sentiments

village markets. Travellers want to see the Hmong

tourism and encourage conservation by locals.

onto people who lack adequate health care and

and other hill tribes as they really are, but does

Forests engulfed the surrounding hills and the
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Ha Giang could follow Ba Be’s
lead in developing a rustic
tourist economy based on
trekking, cycling, limited
development, and cultural
authenticity.
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It occurred to me that this
might be the most visually
striking combination of people
and landscape on the planet

PREVIOUS SPREAD Cyclists follow the bed of an old French railway through a limestone gorge in rural Vietnam. AARON TEASDALE PHOTO LEFT Hmong boys show off fashion that melds traditional weaving
patterns with the influence of French occupation. RIGHT Hmong women follow ancient trails to tiny agricultural plots fitted between the rocky teeth of Ha Giang. AARON TEASDALE PHOTOS

narrow, smoothly paved road we’d ridden into Ba

it becomes another Sa Pa, the unique beauty of

straint are sadly in short supply, but Vietnam will

Be felt more like a bike path. Following a gentle

its mountains and people will be lost forever.

need to find both to keep its far north special.

led us between mountains that dropped from the

Next morning, Joe led us on a ride he assured us

At day’s end, as we piled into the van for the

sky as walls of giant ferns. It was so verdant, so

we’d like. He didn’t lie. Rolling onto a smooth dirt

long drive back to Hanoi, my mind drifted back

peaceful, I barely pedalled, lest the butterfly-filled

path that tucked into tropical forest, we paralleled

to Ha Giang, where mountains thrust skyward like

beauty pass too quickly.

a small river as it unspooled into limestone gorges

spears, people dressed like bouquets, and the

pocked with aquamarine pools. We followed

old ways of the Hmong lived on in hard, captivating

The traditional Tay stilt house we stayed in was

narrow wooden bridges over creeks, dodged water

beauty. No matter what happens, we’d always

equally idyllic. Built entirely of polished, hand-

buffalo, and passed thatched homes in the middle

know that we pedalled through its villages, drank

planed wood, its occupants reflected the meeting

of nowhere. An old mining railway route built long

corn whiskey in its markets, raced with its children,

of worlds occurring everywhere: the grandmother

ago by the French, the trail was now a rip-roaring

and sailed down those mountainsides when it

wore traditional hand-dyed clothes with brightly

ride through the Vietnamese hinterlands. Finally

still felt like Shangri-La.

coloured head scarf, while the father sported a

enjoying a real mountain bike ride, I babbled like

polo shirt and leather belt. Though a small televi-

a caffeinated second-grader. Then, after 10 blissful

sion periodically entertained two young children,

kilometres, the earthen thread entered a small vil-

it was quiet and peaceful and they cooked a deli-

lage and dumped us onto gravel road. To my grave

cious spread of water buffalo, spring rolls, bamboo

disappointment the trail had ended, with only road

shoots, and rice on an open fire. Our beds for the

ahead. Salting the wound, when Joe had ridden

night sat by open windows overlooking rice pad-

here only two months before it had still been trail.

river where ducks and white egrets mingled, it

dies and flowering trees bursting with birdsong—
the kind of place we’d longed for all trip.

Again the adventurer’s dilemma: Progress sucks I’d
voiced, while Dad reminded us that the families

Ba Be offers hope. Development is minimal, tour

sitting in the shade of bamboo and the wrinkled

Growing up in Minneapolis, Minnesota, Aaron Teasdale

buses few. Its model presents a possible solution

women working the fields probably thought it

explored abandoned buildings, half-built bridges, and

to the environmental and economic challenges

was great. The trail, like their lives, was changing.

facing these people. With its previous isolation

Roads, electricity, tourists—all were descending

fading, Ha Giang could follow this lead in devel-

as both invading force and connective tissue to

oping a rustic tourist economy based on trekking,

the health and prosperity of the larger world. In

cycling, limited development, and cultural authen-

a country hell-bent on modernization, change we

ticity in order to preserve what made it special. If

can neither begrudge nor steer, sensitivity and re-

70

MLA 2016/2017

ghettos. Today, the veteran writer and photographer lives
in Montana and explores wilder corners at the nexus of
adventure, conservation, and culture. A former editor of
Adventure Cyclist, his award-winning work can be seen
regularly in magazines like Sierra, Mountain, and National
Geographic Adventure.
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PREVIOUS SPREAD Sarah McNair-Landry during her recent retracing of her parents’ circumnavigation of Baffin Island. ERIK BOOMER PHOTO. LEFT Kayaking below Mount Thor in Pangnirtung National Park. ERIK
BOOMER PHOTO. ABOVE The same spot when the senior McNairs passed it on their 1990 circumnavigation of the island. MATTY MCNAIR / PAUL LANDRY PHOTO

It was on Day 3 that the trip nearly came to an end. It was early February

Erik jumped in to help, but lost a mitten in the mêlée. A small female got

2015, and Sarah McNair-Landry and partner Erik Boomer had just begun a

loose, further agitating the team. Eventually, they’d managed to free Sarah

planned 120-day circumnavigation of Baffin Island by dogsled when, after two

and calm the dogs. They tried to push on, but on what would prove the

days of clear but cold weather, a winter storm hit them full-on. They didn’t

coldest day of the trip, they soon had to call it and pitch their tent instead.

have a thermometer but knew that nearby Iqaluit, their departure point, stood
at -70˚C with the wind chill. With 90 kph winds approaching, Iqaluit was shut

“The storm was so bad you couldn’t see,” says Erik. “Had the sled taken

down, something that didn’t happen often to the high Arctic town.

off and left us—which could easily have happened—or if one of us got lost,
no one would come get us for a few days. It would have been an extreme

The plateau over which they were traversing northward was 600 metres

survival situation. That really put things into perspective.”

higher than town and farther inland, geographical facts that served to make
it even colder and windier. As they travelled that day, the storm continued

The storm lasted the next five days. Though the wind never dropped below

to build. With visibility reduced to mere metres, the dog team didn’t want

40 kph, they’d travelled on, knowing the sooner they got off the plateau,

to run; at one point, when they left the trail, Sarah skied ahead to coerce

the sooner they’d escape the worst of it. Still, the heinous weather was not

them back onto it. That’s when the dogs pulled a move that, as Erik puts it,

entirely unexpected.

“wasn’t very cool.”
A quarter century earlier, Sarah’s parents, legendary polar explorers Matty
“They completely turned around,” he recalls. “They did a full 180 and started

McNair and Peter Landry, were the first to conquer this exact same route.

running downhill. Sarah’s cross-country skis got caught in the harness ropes

That endeavour—the longest and toughest of her parents’ many such

and dragged her under the thousand-pound sled; she was just helpless,

sojourns—became part of family lore. More importantly, it was a trip Matty

hurtling down the hill. I thought she’d already blown her knee.”

and Peter never truly returned from; as soon as the expedition finished,
they’d moved the entire family to Baffin Island.
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“It was the expedition that led to me growing up on Baffin Island, so it
was always special,” she says. “I’d seen the photos and heard the stories
Start/End
Iqaluit

Hudson
Bay

over and over and thought it was pretty neat that nobody had tried to redo
it—especially after 25 years. It’s rare [that such] trips aren’t repeated. I also
couldn’t think of a better route to do—Baffin is so beautiful and the terrain
so varied, it had all the right challenges… and it was long.”
Historical and aesthetic reasons are powerful motivators for adventurers, but
finances can also be a deciding factor. “The downfall of [many] dogsled expeditions is that as soon as you have to get in a plane with dogs, your cost

Baffin, Canada’s largest island and ranked fifth in the world, remains one of

is insane compared to [travelling by] skis or kites,” Sarah explains. “That

the planet’s last great wildernesses. Located west of Greenland and almost

generally makes dogsled expeditions logistically hard to fundraise and put

completely north of the Arctic Circle, its 507,000 km2—fully a quarter of the

together. But this one, we could literally just step out our back door.”

vast territory of Nunavut in which it lies—are home to polar bears, caribou,
glaciers and a scattered human population of only 11,000, two-thirds of
them in the capital, Iqaluit. Adjacent Baffin Bay is wintering ground for
narwhal, walrus, beluga and bowhead whales. The island was named for

“You can come up with all these other

English navigator and explorer, William Baffin; before that, Vikings knew it

reasons for being out there, but the bottom

as Helluland. Geologically, Baffin Island comprises the eastern edge of the

line is that if you’re not having fun, you might

Canadian Shield, which rises along its eastern coast as the glacier-scoured
landscapes of Auyuittuq National Park, including towering Mount Asgard and

as well not be there.”

the sheer face of Mount Thor, believed to be the earth’s greatest uninterrupted vertical drop at 1,250 metres. It’s remote, rugged, and a place few

From Iqaluit, the pair would travel through Pangnirtung, Qikiqtarjuaq, Clyde

Canadians will ever travel to—certainly not during winter.

River, Pond Inlet, Arctic Bay and Igloolik, before finishing again in Iqaluit.
Over 4,000 kilometres they’d cross the sea ice of fjords, unstable rivers,

The circuit Sarah’s parents made in 1990 wasn’t plotted by simply studying a

frozen tundra, and rocky canyons; in order to complete the trip before

map; instead they’d followed routes linking seven coastal communities used

break-up, they’d need to average 33 km/day. In an Arctic beset by rapid

by generations of Inuit. But while the Inuit regularly travel between these

climate change, would it be possible?

points to hunt, visit relatives or gather supplies, the idea of looping them
all together during one season isn’t something they would ever consider.

They’d spent months preparing, building their own sled, amassing and meticulously sorting gear and food, making their own clothes. They’d selected

“It was very much a white person thing to do,” says Sarah. “[The Inuit]

their dog team and spent weeks training both themselves and their canine

wouldn’t say, ‘we’ll just go in a big circle for four months.”

companions. They’d shipped supplies ahead to each of the communities
they’d visit. The logistics were almost as onerous as the physical demands

But Matty and Peter did. And for Sarah, it remains an exceptional accomplishment.

of being on the land would be. But if anyone in the world was prepared for

One she eventually decided to retrace.

a trip like this, it was Sarah McNair-Landry.
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TOP ROW During their 1990 circumnavigation, Sarah's parents enjoyed Inuit hospitality in several remote communities. MATTY MCNAIR / PAUL LANDRY PHOTOS. BOTTOM Roping up in crevasse country
during the 2015 circumnavigation. ERIK BOOMER PHOTO
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Born in Thunder Bay, Ontario, Sarah was but three years old when her parents

tre Northwest Passage. In 2007, she was named one of the “Top Ten Women

disappeared for four months to round Baffin Island. During that time, she

in Adventure” by National Geographic Adventure Magazine. At only 30 years

lived with her grandmother in New Hampshire; when her folks were done,

of age, you have to believe there’s more in the works.

they’d flown her and brother Eric (not to be confused with boyfriend Erik) to
Iqaluit. Sarah’s formative years would be spent on the Arctic Ocean with a
team of sled dogs in her backyard.

The circuit wasn’t plotted by simply studying a

During this time, her parents ran NorthWinds, a guiding outfit for Arctic

map; instead it followed routes linking seven

journeys via dog sled, ski, raft and foot. As time passed, they offered longer

coastal communities used by generations of Inuit.

and longer trips, including some of the first guided expeditions to the North
and South Poles. Sarah grew up immersed in adventure, gaining requisite
travel and survival skills. Even then, however, she didn’t see the writing on

In addition, Sarah now owns and operates NorthWinds. Being a woman in

the wall, unaware she’d follow as the next generation of explorer. “When

the male-dominated worlds of both adventure guiding and exploration has

I was in high school I wasn’t like ‘I wanna be a guide,’” she says. “It just

never deterred her. “I work hard, and I’m stubborn so I figure out a way

kind of happened.”

to make it work,” she says. “Probably the biggest problem is when I’m
approaching possible clients or sponsors. Most people think of explorers as

With this family, “happen” is a relative word. At the tender age of 18, Sarah

40-year-old males with beards. I definitely don’t fit that mould.”

joined an unsupported expedition to the South Pole. A year later came a
dog-sled trip to the North Pole with her mother, making her the youngest

Indeed, her skills and résumé should speak for themselves, and Erik Boomer

person to reach both poles. Even a sampling of the significant adventures

believes they do. “She’s a very strong woman,” he says. “She doesn’t really

she crammed into the next decade, often with brother Eric, make for an ex-

see a difference; you can make a big deal about women’s rights and I think

hausting litany: traversing the Greenland ice cap five times, both east-west

women need it, but ultimately it just should be. She expects to be treated

and north-south; guiding other adventurers to both poles; an unsupported

the same as men. She’s a strong leader, and by her leadership and skills,

crossing of the Gobi Desert by kite buggy; and kite-skiing the 3,300-kilome-

demands the same kind of respect.”

Arctic travel often means lonely and cold but for the warmth of dogs. ERIK BOOMER PHOTO
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In Igloolik, the last community on their circumnavigation before returning

Philip de Roo, two experienced Dutch explorers on a two-month scientific

home to Iqaluit, Erik and Sarah visited a family her parents had stayed with

study of ice, had fallen through in Resolute and drowned; Sarah had known

25 years earlier.

them both. With the effects of global warming amplified in the north, it was
anyone’s guess what this final leg of the trip might bring.

“In most towns, we met folks that remembered my parents,” says Sarah. “But
these people helped them get dog food. Their daughter is the same age as

“There were some big, scary sections of open water,” says Sarah. “We got

me, and my parents had all these photos of her when she was about three.”

into some really bad ice, where we literally stopped moving. The dogs were
like, ‘are you kidding me?’”

It was Day 95 when they left Igloolik for the final 25-day push to Iqaluit, the
longest stretch between communities. The pair had departed Iqaluit a week

An approaching full moon brought high tides that meant much ice movement,

earlier than Matty and Paul had in 1990, hoping they wouldn’t outrun winter;

plenty of cracking and strong currents. “An Inuit friend in Iqaluit sent us a

breaking through the ice, or pulling a sled across bare ground weren’t issues

message saying ‘Get off the ice as soon as you can,’” she recalls. “So we end-

they wanted to confront.

ed up taking this route that her grandfather had once done. She’d never done
it herself, but passed on her grandfather’s description over the phone. As

“It was actually one of our big worries,” says Sarah. “It’s always tough being

soon as we turned off, we hit this place where there were tons of inukshuks.

so much at the mercy of weather and conditions. And that’s what the whole

It had a cool feeling and we thought, yeah, this must be the right path.”

last month was. We were just keeping our fingers crossed. My parents had
run into some open water, rivers that were already flowing, big stretches

Having successfully skirted Foxe Basin, they began to really cover ground.

of tundra they couldn’t sled on, and here we were 25 years later—with a

Thankfully, after one of the coldest winters in decades, snow held along the

different climate.”

route. “Once we got 24-hour light, we’d travel for six hours, then tie up the
dogs, set up the tent, eat dinner and just lay down for 20 minutes,” says

Sarah’s parents, in fact, were on a packed snow-machine trail when their sled

Erik. “Then we’d do another six-hour shift. We were hitting 60-kilometre

broke through over a deep water area of Foxe Basin notorious for rotten ice.

days with that, sleeping a total of four or five hours a night. Eventually we

They were fine and able to pull the sled out, but Sarah well knew she and

became the lead dogs and skied in front of the team.”

Erik couldn’t count on that kind of luck: a week earlier, Marc Cornelissen and
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TOP ROW Paterfamilias, Paul Landry, a young Eric and Sarah, and matriarch Matty. BOTTOM Making harnesses the traditional way. MATTY MCNAIR / PAUL LANDRY PHOTOS
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Tallied on paper, the collective accomplishments of the McNair-Landry clan

“Sarah and her mom have a philosophy that strategy is very important for

are staggering. Further staggering in that these aren’t more celebrated by

polar travel,” says Erik. “A lot of the British explorers, they’ll take pictures of

Canadians.

the frostbite on their face. Ranulph Fiennes is famous for cutting off fingers
when he got home. And Robert Peary said, ‘some toes are a small price to

Sarah, in fact, is a third-generation outdoor adventurer. Her father Paul grew

pay for the Pole.’ But Sarah and her mom are like, ‘Why did you get frostbite?

up in Smooth Rock Falls, Ontario, where he spent summers in a canoe and

That’s stupid. It means you did something wrong.’ A lot of trips come in and

winters snowshoeing or cross-country skiing. His passion for the outdoors

they’re frostbitten, exhausted, stinky, tired and that’s a dangerous place to

eventually landed him the position of Program Director at Outward Bound,

be. When Sarah and her mom come in from a trip they’re unfazed, happy

where he spent a decade—the last four years with the Canadian Outward

and ready to go out for more.”

Bound Wilderness School, promoting the spirit of adventure to young people.
He’s touched the North Pole four times, the South Pole three, crossed Antarctica, climbed numerous South American peaks and been awarded a medal of
bravery for risking his life to save four hikers in Auyuittuq National Park.
Born in Pennsylvania, mother Matty’s achievements comprise a laundry-list
of firsts that include guiding an all-female team to the geographic North

Even a sampling of the significant adventures
Sarah crammed into the next decade, often with
brother Eric, make for an exhausting litany.

Pole, leading her kids on a youngest-people-to-the-South Pole trip, and
crossing the Greenland Ice Cap by kite ski and dogsled. Matty’s parents were
instrumental in underpinning this dynasty; they won the U.S. canoeing na-

On Day 119, Sarah and Erik were setting up camp when some friends arrived

tionals three years in a row and paterfamilias Bob McNair was inducted into

on snow machines. They’d come out from Iqaluit with a generator and a

the International Whitewater Hall of Fame in 2005, honoured for writing the

waffle iron to make eggs and waffles for the couple.

manual on basic river canoeing techniques, and being key to the formation of
both the American Whitewater Affiliation and the American Canoe Associa-

“It made our day,” says Erik. “We actually joked about staying out longer

tion Slalom Committee.

because this is what we were missing—food and friends.”

No surprise that Sarah’s sibling Eric also inherited the family thirst for

The following day, the exact same length of time it took Sarah’s parents, the pair

adventure. In addition to kite-skiing the Northwest Passage and crossing the

pulled back into Iqaluit, arriving at 2:00 a.m. to be met by family and friends.

Gobi Desert with his sister, he’s been to the South Pole twice and traversed
Greenland six times. He received the Outdoor Idol Award in 2007 and set a

“The dogs had been slowing down a lot because they were getting tired

world record for the longest distance kite-skied in 24 hours, travelling 595

and as we came around that last corner, they realized where they were,”

kilometres over Greenland’s icecap in June 2010 with photographer/explorer

says Erik. “They knew they were coming home—and they sped up.”

Sebastian Copeland, with whom he pioneered a new coast-to-coast route
across Antarctica the following year.

Coming full circle and adding to a legacy, Erik and the indomitable Sarah
became only the third and fourth people ever to circumnavigate Baffin

Given such a multigenerational litany, one can’t help wonder Why? What

Island—a feat of northern tradition in the service of adventuring that, more

compels this family, their scions, these couples into such dangerous

than likely, won’t be repeated for a while.

situations in such remote locales?
“It’s the challenge,” says Sarah. “Every good goal is going to be hard and
uncomfortable at some point and I just love being out there for that long.
Just being away from everything. It’s a pretty cool feeling when you’ve got
your team—of people or dogs—and you’ve packed up your gear and your
food and been dropped off at Point A. You then have to get to Point B and
whatever happens, you gotta figure it out with what you have. It’s also fun
to go to these super remote places. You can come up with all these other
reasons for being out there, but the bottom line is that if you’re not having
fun, you might as well not be there.”

Writer, photographer and world traveller Colin
Field couldn’t be reached at press time. That pretty
much says it all when it comes to the Collingwood,
Ontario resident’s globetrotting schedule.
// colinfield.com
KARI MEDIG PHOTO

Lest you think this sounds reckless, think again.
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Warren Harding on Leaning Tower circa 1961. Four years later, Royal Robbins
made the second ascent in a historic solo effort. GEORGE WHITMORE PHOTO
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When Stone
Speaks
In a new book on the history of big-wall
climbing, even geology has something to say.

words :: Lisa Richardson
“Every rock has a story,” my kid announces suddenly. He’s three. He speaks mostly gibberish. But the
poet Anis Mojgani nailed it when he said that three-year-old gibberish is actually half-nonsense and
half-god. I stop in my tracks. “That’s true, love. That’s absolutely true.”
He hasn’t even seen the book. It’s not one that you let three-year-old hands touch.

There’s a photo of a ledge on El Capitan, in the coffee table tome from Patagonia books, Yosemite in
the Fifties: “If this ledge could talk—of the thousands who’ve clawed onto it, who’ve slept on it, cried
on it, shat on it, quit climbing forever and ever on it,” reads the caption.
The photo was taken by Wayne Merry in 1958, on the epic two-day first ascent of The Nose. It had
taken his partner, Warren “Batso” Harding, 47 days over 18 months with various partners to put the
route together, fixing lines between camps and siege-grovelling their way up. At 6:00 a.m. on November
12, 1958, they made history. Two years later, Royal Robbins, Chuck Pratt, Joe Fitschen and Tom Frost
would complete The Nose’s second ascent, without fixed ropes, in just six and a half days, ushering in
a new era of climbing. And from there, the records would start to fall: by 1975, John Long, Jim Bridwell
and Billy Westbay would climb it in a day; Lynn Hill free-climbed it in 1994 in 23 hours; Tommy Caldwell
got that down under 12 in 2005; Dean Potter to just under two-and-a-half in 2010, and Alex Honnold
has since shaved a few minutes off to come in at 2 hours and 23 minutes. Honnold subsequently free
soloed the route as part of an epic 18-hour, 50-minute link-up of three Yosemite classics.
None of the gear, equipment, techniques or even methods for capturing and recording a climb are the
same these 60-some years later, but the sentiment reflected in the caption for that half-blurred 1958
image remains timeless—as anyone who has clawed onto a ledge and quit climbing right then and
there, forever and ever, can attest.
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Finding Iron
The seminal climbs featured in Yosemite in the Fifties—pioneering ascents of Yosemite’s Lost Arrow Spire, Sentinel Rock, Yosemite Point Buttress, Half Dome,
Middle Cathedral Rock, Arrowhead Arête, El Cap, The Nose—were ordeals, achievements made possible only because of the presence of a toolmaker. Someone
who could pound into existence pitons that would stand up to the impossibly hard granite of the valley, and who could conceive and rig up the levers and the gear
required to move men up 600-metre faces without a topo map, without any assurance that what they were attempting was even doable.
John Salathé, a Swiss immigrant blacksmith, set the stage. The mechanically-savvy father of big-wall climbing first nailed and drilled his way up the flawless granite
in 1947. Anyone who wanted to follow his footsteps and claim their own wall had to BYO hand-made pitons. Jerry Gallwas taught himself to pound them out on
an abandoned anvil he’d found in the desert and dragged home. Bill “Dolt” Feuerer, an aerospace engineer, made “stove leg” pitons—quite literally from stoves.
Even George Whitmore made “all kinds of whacky things” (as co-author Dean Fidelman respectfully calls the hand-forged gear on Gallwas’ rack) for the 1958
ascent of The Nose on El Capitan.
Patagonia founder, Yvon Chouinard, is legendary for being self-taught in metalsmithing and producing affordable climbing gear he then sold out of the back of
his truck. This kind of hardware availability began the democratization of the sport, ushering in the Golden Age of Yosemite over the following decade. Until that
point, as Fidelman says, “if you didn’t have a toolmaker, you couldn’t climb.”
The portraits of Dolt’s “jewel-like” hardware (so particularly made they were almost too beautiful to use), spools of rope, hammer and hooks that mark the book’s
opening spreads are some of its most exquisite. “They’re my favourite photos,” admits Fidelman. “It took two years to get Ken Yager [President of the Yosemite
Climbing Association and climbing-museum advocate] to give me those pieces to photograph, because they’re absolutely priceless.”
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A book is a wormhole.
Co-authored by John Long, Dean Fidelman and Tom Adler, Yosemite in the Fifties is a direct route to the
most storied place in Rockdom during a seminal age when the first big walls were pioneered by men
who forged their own protective gear on backyard anvils—pitons and stove legs and hardware that left
scars in the rock which would later seem sacrilegious but still make for the most incredible finger jams
when you’re miles off the valley floor (see sidebar: Finding Iron).
1950s Yosemite has been dubbed the Iron Age—semaphore for the iron will, steel cojones, and handforged chromium-molybdenum alloy gear applied to the task of scaling the most improbable, commanding, aesthetic granite walls in the world. “Flint hard and flawless” was the rock. It took a certain
type of person to tackle challenges that large-looming. Yosemite in the Fifties is their story.
The book features restored photos and original source material that took years to excavate, track
down, compile.
And it almost didn’t get made.

LEFT DEAN FIDELMAN PHOTOS. ABOVE Mark Powell, Dolt Feuerer, and Warren Harding hitting the cheap jug after a rainy exploratory climb
on El Capitan, circa 1957. BEVERLY POWELL WOOLSEY PHOTO

Photographer Dean “Bullwinkle” Fidelman and writer John “Largo” Long have been documenting rock
climbing since the 1970s. Designer Tom Adler has been the spare hand behind other companion classics,
including Glen Denny’s definitive Yosemite in the Sixties, and Long and Fidelman’s The Stonemasters:
California Rock Climbers in the Seventies. The trio reconvened to build a bridge back to a lost era of
classic Americana.
While the legends of 1950s Yosemite are mostly dead or wrecked now, survivors of sound mind, now in
their eighties, sit like old dragons on hoards of obscure treasure—old slides and photographs and relics.
Fidelman knew those photos were out there, mouldering away (see sidebar: Finding Film). Even some
of the 1970s material he’d sourced for Stonemasters was already curling up, disintegrating, on the
verge of vanishing.
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“I’m not from the
fifties. I was born
in the sixties. I had
no business doing
anything but being
a shepherd and
that’s what I tried
to do. It’s totally a
legacy work."

LEFT Ascending ropes fixed over the pendulum into Stoveleg Crack, El Capitan. WAYNE MERRY PHOTO. ABOVE John Salathé and Ax Nelson
on the north rim following their ascent of Lost Arrow Chimney, Labor Day, 1947. YOSEMITE CLIMBING ASSOCIATION COLLECTION PHOTO

“We were getting images from shoeboxes or that had just been sitting in slide carousels, boxed, under
piles in the garage,” he recalls. “They were losing light, getting mouldy. This is organic material and it
was disappearing. I knew if this [book] wasn’t done, it would all be lost.”
He became obsessed with the mission. “It was a three-year journey to get them collected, to get what
I wanted. These guys are my father’s age, in their eighties. They want you to look them in the eye, to
shake your hand. To be assured their legacy will be protected. It took a couple of years to get some of
them to return my emails. I didn’t ever ask anyone to send me anything. I’d go to them—with a scanner.”
“I grew up with a lot of those stories,” adds Long. “They were fairy tales to me. How do you make
them real? I knew there were some real good narratives out there and if I could cut them down
enough, they’d work really well.”
Though he’s been writing about climbing for 40 years—and winning awards for it—he says he couldn’t
have done such a book before.
“No way could I have done it when I was young. I didn’t have the sensibility. Even the captions—I had
to have a lot under my belt to write like that. You have to tap a universal part of your own brainpan
to even get on that frequency,” he says. “I’m not from the fifties. I was born in the sixties. I had no
business doing anything but being a shepherd here and that’s what I tried to do. It’s totally a legacy
work, not some blog, someone’s rantings. I read blogs all the time. They’re fun, but they’re disposable.
This thing is the opposite—an heirloom. A blog is a place for someone to let off steam, and the thing
about steam is that it evaporates. [But] someone will be leafing through this book a hundred years
from now.”
Fidelman concurs that creating a repository and future for this history was key to the book’s genesis.
“There’s a saying in climbing, that when the standards have risen it’s because we’re standing on the
shoulders of someone else,” he says. “And I’m interested in those people, in that time people have
forgotten. To meet them, you’re transported back. You can see the passion in their eyes, what it means
to them. You can see where you’ve come from.”
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Finding Film
Dean “Bullwinkle” Fidelman took up photography in high school. A 1970

the camera, Steck gave it to him, trading for Fidelman’s just-replaced scanner.

assignment from his teacher, a climber, took him to Stoney Point, a famous

“It was like getting the guitar from your favourite artist. It’s priceless—and

SoCal bouldering area, where he promptly fell down a rabbit hole. He’s been

heavy as a brick.”

a climber ever since.
In almost three years driving around California sourcing images, Fidelman
At 16, he supported himself working in photo labs during the shoulder season,

assembled, among other collections, the largest archive of photos by Dolt

until he was making money from photography. He fell in with the legends of

Feuerer, who’d partnered with Warren Harding and Mark Powell on the first

the time—stonemasters Lynn Hill, John Long, John Bachar, Tobin Sorenson,

effort to scale El Cap. “He committed suicide and his negatives disappeared.

John Yablonski—and his portraiture and longevity make him one of climbing

Some were here, some were there.”

culture’s most important documentarians. Now 60, he still lives out of his van,
mostly in Yosemite.

In 1959, Dolt, a WWII veteran, was hanging out with Tom Frost when, as
Fidelman notes, “Dolt gave his Leica camera to Tom and said, ‘take my photo.’

“I was a fashion photographer in Europe for three years. I wasn’t very good. I

When Tom gave it back, Dolt said, ‘No, no, it’s yours now.’ And that started

just liked the girls. To be really, really good at something, it has to be part of

Tom’s time taking photos.”

you. If you don’t feel it, it won’t work. You won’t ever be on top. It’s why I went
back to climbing photography.”

One of the pioneering big-wall climbers of the 1960s, Frost also became one of
the foremost photographers of his era, as well as co-inventor of the hex, crampons

Fidelman went back in a different way with Yosemite in the Fifites. “This book

and other aid-climbing devices developed with Yvon Chouinard.

was definitely about dealing with my father,” he says. “I didn’t have a good relationship with him. He hated that I climbed. [Instead] I forged a relationship

This lineage makes Fidelman—artist, stoner philosopher, keeper of the light—a

with Allen Steck, founder of the sport.”

key link in an unbreakable chain. Cameras passed from one hand to another.
Images recovered from basements and garages. Stories. Courage. Lore.

While looking through Steck’s slides, Fidelman began admiring the old man’s
camera, the one used to shoot his “Ordeal by Piton” in 1950 with John Salathé,
on a wall now named the Steck-Salathé Route. When Fidelman said he liked
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“Somehow,” he sums humbly, “I’m a part of it.”

LEFT CHRIS GAHRAN PHOTO. ABOVE A portrait of man against himself, running (climbing) sneakers included. MIKE SHERRICK PHOTO

Long and Fidelman started with plans to self-publish under their own Stonemaster Press, the house
that put out two of their previous titles. But a disagreement with the other business partner, over
financing his research up-front, prompted Fidelman to dissolve the company and pitch the idea to
loose contacts he had in Patagonia’s photography department. They turned him down.
“I was very upset about dissolving the publishing company,” notes Fidelman. “I loved it, and was
upset it fell apart. I thought, ‘Shit, I’m never going to make another book again, and I have this stupid
book here and Patagonia rejected it.’ The process of not having publishers clamouring for your work,
though, means you’re always introducing yourself to yourself. I said to myself, ‘Don’t let them say no.’
I thought about going down there and shooting everyone, but then reconsidered and thought, I’ll just
go higher up. So I talked to Allen Steck, who’s very well-respected.”
Fidelman’s tenacity honours the men whose stories he was holding in his hands, who had to introduce
themselves to themselves with every hammer blow and busted drill bit and stinking can of kipper
snacks choked back on those airy walks up the wall.
It paid off. Released by Patagonia Books in the fall of 2015, with the authors undertaking standing-room-only book tours to Patagonia flagship stores across the country, it’s been hailed as “one of
the most exquisitely put together rock-climbing masterpieces” and “a well-crafted work of art.”
“Anybody can find that magic,” says Long, who wears his philosophical connections to the climbing
experience on his sleeve. “You just have to seek it out, or put yourself in that position. You’re up
there, freaking a million miles off the ground, strapped to a rock. Whoa. Those might be the most real
moments in people’s lives, until they die. You might have a kid. You might climb a wall. Those are
When Lisa Richardson spent three nights on a big
wall in Yosemite it was a threshold experience she
didn't think she, or her marriage, would survive. 15
years later, both relatively intact, she contemplates doing it again only when mildly drunk with
a brick-heavy book open on her lap. She writes

boundary experiences.”
The book is the kind of accessory that every climber who has graduated from living in their van will
want on the coffee table. The tribe’s founding stories, writ in black and white photos, spare text,
masterful captions, archival accounts.

about global mountain culture and hyper local
awesomeness from a cabin in the Coast Mountains

More than that, it’s a signal, a way of communicating to any outdoor adventurer who wanders into

and calls Squamish her home crag.

your living room, or sleeps on your couch: this is your lineage too. You are part of this tradition of

// lisarichardsonbylines.com

crapping your pants for fun. And though nothing you ever do will be as bold as what these guys did,
you’ll stand on their shoulders any day of the week.

MLA 2016/2017

89

Pitting farmers and food security against industry
jobs, heritage against so-called clean energy, the
proposed Site C dam may become British Columbia’s
most costly environmental battle.
Words :: Dustin Perry and Feet Banks

As day breaks and fog peels from the waters of northeastern British Columbia’s
Peace River, Ken and Arleen Boon look out over their third-generation farm
and wonder how long its productive soils will continue to feed them. With
construction already surrounding them, BC Hydro’s Site C hydroelectric dam
jeopardizes not only their farm, but some 83 kilometres of this agriculturally
important valley. It isn’t the first time the Boons’ land has been threatened:
thirty years ago, Arlene’s grandfather chased BC Hydro off with a shotgun in
hand, firmly refusing to sell. Now it’s Groundhog Day: Hydro again wants the
Boons out, and they again refuse to leave.
Humans are a pretty diverse and opinionated species, so it’s naïve to expect
everyone to agree on an issue as large as an $8.8 billion dam. Proponents
shout about jobs in the construction and energy sectors, inflating their case
with calls for future energy security and new heavy industry; detractors like
the Boons point not only to loss of agricultural land, but indigenous rights,
widespread environmental damage, degradation of fish and wildlife habitat,
dubious exemptions from regulations, and, perhaps most bafflingly, a demonstrable lack of need for the project.
But as opinions clash and lawsuits fly on the largest megaproject in British
Columbia’s long and checkered history of land-changing megaprojects,
there’s at least one thing both sides have in common—we’ve all gotta eat…
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PREVIOUS SPREAD Critical riparian zones occupy the flood zone of the proposed Site C Dam reservoir on the Peace River near Hudson’s Hope. ABOVE Beekeeper Guy Armitage. Much of his Hudson's Hope Honey
farmland and bee habitat will disappear under the Site C reservoir. RIGHT Ross Peck fishes on the Peace River in front of his farm. Ross raises horses and grows wheat and canola on land that will be flooded
by Site C. GARTH LENZ PHOTOS

Water, Water Everywhere and Not a Bite to Eat.

This land is our plan B for the province in terms of nutrition and health. And to cover these soils in water for
a dam that doesn’t make any sense is criminal on a public policy level.
—Wendy Holm, former president, BC Institute of Agrologists
Despite the agricultural wealth of large valleys like the Cowichan, Pem-

Crops like cantaloupe, melon and corn don’t grow anywhere else in the north.”

berton, Fraser, Okanagan and Columbia, British Columbia imports 70 per
cent of its fruits and vegetables from California. But as droughts, depleting

This indeed seems a shame when you consider that the reservoir expected to

aquifers and changing climate increasingly disrupt this food supply, many

pool behind the Site C dam will flood some 5,500 hectares—including over

rightly question the wisdom behind flooding a valley full of prime farmland

3,200 hectares of top-quality Class 1 and Class 2 soils in Crown and private

for electricity that a consensus of experts holds can’t be rationalized.

holdings. That would be the largest ever removal of farmland from B.C.’s Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR), established in 1973—ironically—to protect the

Ironically, the same shifting climate patterns wreaking havoc on California’s

province’s most productive farmland from development and urbanization.

agriculture industry have been beneficial for the Peace—earlier springs and
warmer temperatures have joined long, northern summer to produce boun-

Recently, however, the province severely eroded the powers associated with

tiful crops on the most productive farmland in the province’s north. Arlene

the ALR through Bill 24, which serves to open previously reserved land to

Boon’s grandfather was one of the earliest to farm the valley’s rich river

development in the resource-rich north and southeast parts of the province.

soils, homesteading here in the early 1900s. Today, the Boons continue to

Critics point to this bill—and Site C in particular, the ugly stepchild of a

cultivate grain while leasing out property for fruit and vegetable crops.

helium-filled dream for a provincial liquified natural gas (LNG) industry—as
evidence of the government’s continuing short-sighted pursuit of profits from

“There’s huge potential to expand agriculture here,” notes Ken, president

boom/bust resource extraction.

of the Peace Valley Landowner Association, and someone who believes the
area could feed a million if farmed to capacity. “The valley’s microclimate

But undermining its own food-growing capacity isn’t the government’s only

is unique—the east-west orientation allows for significantly more daylight.

recidivist act when it comes to Site C.
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LEFT A jet boat travels a river under threat. Abundant outdoor and recreational opportunity will disappear due to Site C, and along with it, jobs it supports. GRAHAM OSBORNE PHOTO. ABOVE Ken and Arlene
Boon enjoy a day out on a section of their farm that would be flooded by the Site C reservoir. GARTH LENZ PHOTO

History Repeating. Again.

Genocide, the physical extinction of a people, is universally condemned, but ethnocide, the destruction of
people’s way of life, is not only not condemned, it’s universally celebrated as part of a development strategy.
—Canadian anthropologist, author and explorer, Wade Davis
Whether Site C goes ahead or not, the Peace River already has a damning

adage: If you’re really sorry, stop saying sorry. Stop doing it. [Sorry] doesn’t

history of dams. In 1968, BC Hydro finished its seven-year construction of

mean anything if you just keep doing it.”

Site A, aka the WAC Bennett Dam and Williston Reservoir, North America’s
largest artificial lake at 250 km x 150 km. Then, in 1980, the utility completed

The Treaty 8 First Nations collective is fighting Site C with both provincial

Site B, the Peace Canyon Dam, and its 21-kilometre reservoir known as

and federal court cases claiming that the decision to authorize the project

Dinosaur Lake for the important fossils and footprints lost forever beneath

by the Canadian and BC Environmental Assessment Agencies’ Joint Review

it. While some B.C. residents might feel constructing a third dam on the

Panel overrides treaty rights and threatens traditional ways of life on

already impacted Peace is better than damming a virgin river elsewhere,

un-ceded lands. Despite authorizing the project, the Panel stated that it

local indigenous peoples beg to differ.

would indeed have adverse effects on hunting, fishing, and traditional land
use by First Nations.

Chief Roland Wilson of the West Moberly First Nations knows all too well the
effect of large-scale dams on his people’s traditional territory. His mother, Betty

Tellingly, on the banks of the Peace in 2012, then Assembly of First Nations

Wilson, was caught off guard when the waters of Williston Lake began to rise.

B.C. Regional Chief Jody Wilson Raybould stated, “The country’s reputation

Given no notice the dam was coming, she’d watched helplessly as cabins,

is at stake with approval of these projects like Site C… Our reputation as a

traditional transportation trails, and sites of spiritual and cultural importance

caring and considerate and environmentally friendly nation internationally is

were washed away. It wasn’t until June 2016 that BC Hydro officially apologized

going to be questioned… and running roughshod over Aboriginal title and

for this atrocity, but it’s now poised to commit the same crime—this time with

rights, including treaty rights… is not the way to improve that reputation.”

prior notice. Site C threatens unmarked First Nations’ graves and heritage sites,
and, since the project began, it is felt that due process on consultation, and

In the fall of 2015, newly elected Prime Minister Justin Trudeau spoke in

archeological and cultural concerns, have been largely pushed aside.

front of a room filled with survivors of Canada’s notorious residential school
system. Discussing the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission,

In a move similar to that which recently removed farmland from the ALR, the

Trudeau held that, “what is needed is a total renewal of the relationship

B.C. government passed Bill 17 back in 2010. With the candy-coated label

between Canada and Indigenous peoples.”

of Clean Energy Act, this legislation has enabled the province to bypass the
usual BC Utilities Commission reviews that would authorize a project like

In order to foster such a relationship—and with Raybould, now Federal

Site C by issuing a Certificate of Public Convenience and Necessity. “There’s

Minister of Justice, speaking out at the General Assembly of the United Na-

nothing clean about a large-scale hydroelectric dam and destroying the last

tions on the topic of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples—

remaining 80 kilometres of river valley that we have on the Peace River,”

it is incumbent that the Trudeau government directly address the concerns

Chief Wilson said in a June 2016 interview with the CBC. “There’s an old

of Indigenous peoples affected by major developments like Site C.

MLA 2016/2017

95

The Peace River Valley is a haven for myriad birds, like this Upland Sandpiper. Dam construction is already having impacts on wildlife. STEVE OGLE PHOTOS
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Where The Wild Things Aren’t.

Any river is the summation of the whole valley. To think
of it as nothing but water is to ignore the greater part.
—American author, journalist and naturalist, Hal
Borland
Erecting massive dams has proven disastrous to the ecology of the Peace
River, submerging both floodplain and islands that once provided crucial
year-round habitat for moose, deer, elk, bison, rare songbirds, waterfowl,
muskrat and other wildlife.
Prior to construction of the WAC Bennett Dam, the West Moberly First Nation
were able to sustainably harvest caribou from the Klinse-Za herd. But the
enormous Williston Reservoir prevented historic east-west caribou migrations,
leading to a population collapse and ending the hunt in the 1970s. With
recent increases in oil and gas development on the land, caribou numbers
have further declined to where, in a last ditch effort to preserve their traditional food source, the West Moberly now support controversial government-sanctioned wolf culls. More of the same can be expected with Site C.
In terms of aquatic life, BC Hydro claims to have learned from past mistakes.
Thus its nifty, 100-year, $25.5 million “trap and haul” plan to aid fish
blocked from reaching upstream spawning grounds by the Site C dam: the
process involves capturing fish—including British Columbia bull trout and
three additional at-risk species—in man-made fish-ladders, then driving
them around the dam in trucks.
Although it is required by law to help the 32 fish species that will be affected
by Site C to reach their spawning grounds, there’s a significant problem with
Hydro’s plan—it likely won’t work. Unlike salmon, for instance, bull trout
seem averse to any man-made structure. The only bull trout ladder in North
America, on the Clark Fork River in Idaho/Montana, has proved an exercise
in futility. Of the reported 25,000 fish that used the structure in 2011, only
12 were bull trout; in 2015, that number dipped to just seven, five of which
turned back halfway—and the Clark Fork ladder is less than half the length
of that proposed for Site C. Other concerns include fish deaths in dam turbines
(as many as 40 per cent of large fish passing downstream according to
Hydro’s own Technical Data Report) and inevitable contamination due to
methylmercury, formed naturally by bacteria feeding on carbon in flooded
vegetation and soil. The Joint Review Panel stated that mercury levels would
be so high that Site C reservoir fish could be inedible for 20–30 years.
On a positive note, fish that do make it up the ladder will ride in the best
trucks 26 million tax dollars can buy; no word on whether they’ll get snacks
and entertainment en route.

PREVIOUS SPREAD The Peace River Valley is a haven for myriad wildlife; a flock of Canada geese
takes flight. RIGHT While B.C. politicians try to get the dam to “the point of no return” in the face
of pending court challenges, construction continues in November 2015. GARTH LENZ PHOTO.
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ABOVE Horses on the Ardill family ranch. RIGHT TOP Chief Roland Wilson stands beside the Peace River near Hudson’s Hope. RIGHT BOTTOM Renee Ardill and Michelle Van Stam inoculating cattle on the now
threatened three-generation Ardill family ranch. GARTH LENZ PHOTOS

Stranded Assets

We truly believe [Site C] is a bellwether. Will [the Federal government] actually live up to the commitments they
have made to evidence-based decision-making with scientific integrity and also to reconciliation with First
Nations? —Karen Bakker, Canada Research Chair in Water Governance at the University of British Columbia
The most tragic part of the Site C saga may be that British Columbians don’t

Though even a casual observer can see that the numbers don’t add up, both

need the power the dam is going to create. In Disturbing the Peace: The Story

the province and publically owned BC Hydro seem committed to ramming

of the Site C Dam, a video released in June 2016 by environmental watchdog

Site C down taxpayers’ throats, claiming it’s in their best interest. Yet history

DeSmog Canada, Harry Swain, Associate Fellow at the Centre for Global

suggests neither party can be trusted to have any interests at heart but

Studies at the University of Victoria, calls the dam a very expensive mistake.

those of the resource-extraction industries keeping them in power (and yes,

“There is no need for Site C,” he says. “If there was a need we could meet

that’s a double-entendre).

it with a variety of other renewable and smaller-scale sources. Of the $9
billion it will cost, at least $7 billion will never be returned.”

In 1980, Hydro released a 20-year consumption forecast that has proved to
be incredibly exaggerated—the kind of projection expected if a six-year-old

Swain is no environmental Svengali—he actually chaired the Site C Joint

was overseeing production at a candy factory. More recent consumption esti-

Review Panel. And he’s not the only credentialed spokesperson casting

mates—those currently being used to bamboozle the province’s citizenry—

doubt on Hydro’s math or highlighting its prevarication skills. In a 2015

also miss the mark. The reality is that British Columbia’s energy demand has

Supreme Court affidavit addressing an injunction the utility sought to block

levelled off in the last decade and even decreased slightly since 2007.

protesters, it was former BC Hydro CEO, Marc Eliesen himself who destroyed
its absurd claim that a one-year delay in construction would add $420

With consumers using less energy, B.C.’s Liberal government, headed by

million to the bill, calling this “effectively illusionary” and based on “fun-

Christy Clark, finds itself grasping at straws to justify the province’s most

damentally flawed” analysis.

expensive public project ever. On the heels of falling gas prices and huge
opposition, Clark’s election-promised and much ballyhooed liquefied natural

Eliesen—who has also headed both Ontario’s and Manitoba’s electricity

gas (LNG) export industry hasn’t materialized to sign up for Site C power

authorities—found BC Hydro’s testimony “fails to provide the proper and

(good news for the environment, as extracting LNG from the ground is like

comprehensive historical context” and is “without merit.” He also stated

fixing a plugged toilet by dropping dynamite into the bowl). Further plans to

that proceeding with Site C was, at the moment, “highly imprudent,” noting

sell electricity to Alberta (likely in exchange for an oil pipeline to the Pacific)

that delaying construction would actually save provincial ratepayers more

seem unlikely to materialize at any price point that makes sense for B.C.

than Hydro’s alleged costs given its own projections for decreasing demand

With cheaper power available from American dams on the Columbia River

for electricity—particularly among heavy users like the pulp and paper

and smaller run-of-river projects around the province, plus the growing shift

sector. Putting values to this, American energy economist Robert McCullough

to renewables like wind, solar and geothermal (an enormous, untapped

calculated that, based on Site C power being sold at a loss due to the

resource in B.C.), megadams like Site C seem anachronistic. In neighbouring

dramatic fall in world energy prices since 2008, a delay of one-year would

Washington State, they’re dismantling such structures and undertaking eco-

save ratepayers $268 million, of two-years, $519 million, and of five-years,

logical restoration of the river system, following scientific consensus that big

some $1.18 billion.

dams are not the way of the future.
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ABOVE A sign of the times. RIGHT The annual Paddle for the Peace, drawing stakeholders, protesters
and concerned citizens since 2005, passes by a productive farmland. Agronomists have calculated
that the farmland to be submerged by Site C could feed a million people. GRAHAM OSBORNE PHOTOS

If so, why are excavators already digging up the Peace’s riverbed, bypassing
normal environmental safeguards under the guise of a “Clean Energy Act”
while indigenous rights, environmental concerns, and common sense are
swept under the rug? Why, when 250 top scientists and scholars pen a letter
to the Prime Minister urging that this misguided project be stopped because
its significant environmental effects are unprecedented in the history of environmental assessment in Canada, is it instead fast-tracked by a province bent
on getting it, as Christy Clark famously stated, “to the point of no return”?
Political hubris plays a role—it’s difficult to admit to a mistake when your
salary and ego hinge on the perception that you’re getting things done in
the public interest. But the facts, the science, and objective common sense
all point to the same conclusion: Site C is a bad idea that the people of B.C.
will be paying for, both monetarily and otherwise, into perpetuity.
And while Indigenous peoples and Peace River farmers fight as hard as they
can through lawsuits and with media coverage of large protests like the annual Paddle for the Peace armada that has taken to the river every July since
2005, most agree Site C will only be defeated from above.
“In a lot of ways the ball is in the federal government’s court right now,”
Ken Boon recently told an interviewer. “It’s the government’s obligation to
review those permits properly and then refuse to issue them if they deem
it’s the right thing to do.”
Renee Adrill, a rancher and neighbour of the Boons’, perhaps explains the
most human take on all of this in Disturbing the Peace. “To those of us that
live on the land and work the land, it’s different. The land is a part of you,
there are feelings for the land that other people don’t understand. It’s the
sort of thing that either you get it or you don’t. If you get it, I don’t have to
explain it. If you don’t, I can’t.”

Dustin Perry is a Squamish, B.C-based geologist,
hunter and fisherman who has often driven
through the Peace River Valley en route to the
north. Working in the mineral-exploration sector
and being familiar with the regular permitting and
environmental assessment process for mining, he
remains amazed at the lack of regulation for the
Site C project.
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IN THEIR EYES

Cristina Mittermeier documents the effect of environmental
degradation on indigenous cultures from the Amazon to the
Arctic, opening a window on a planet fraught with difficulties.
There are many paths to a photography career. A starting point in marine sciences as a Biochemical Engineer isn’t a common
one, but that pedigree has proved particularly useful to Nanoose Bay, B.C.-based photographer Cristina Mittermeier, whose
interests in conservation, biodiversity, landscapes, and human cultural connections are inexorably tied to aquatic ecosystems.
As both a passionate and informed shooter and lecturer, the Mexican-born Mittermeier’s high-level professional involvements
in a dozen photography, conservation, environmental and educational organizations speak volumes about her commitment and
tireless work ethic. But it’s that spoken through her vibrant imagery—published, showcased and displayed around the world—that
continues to deliver both accolade and opportunity: a Sony Artisan of the Image; one of Outdoor Photographer magazine’s 40
most influential Nature Photographers; Nature’s Best Photography 2010 Conservation Photographer of the Year; editor of some 20
coffee table books. In particular, it is her work with indigenous cultures—deeply personal photographic inquiries filled with the
day-to-day hopes, dreams and uncertainties of existence—that unearths the deeper talent of her eye for stories that dwell at the
intersection of the needs of humans and the needs of nature. Often these sentiments trace back to the “thin blue line” where the
oceans meets the shore—separating what is familiar and comforting to land animals like ourselves from “the endless abyss of
water where creatures with gills, scales and fins are far better adapted to live”—the plentary interface that holds her most in
thrall. Along with partner, National Geographic photographer Paul Nicklen, Mittermeier co-founded the organization Sea Legacy,
a group of artist and scientist conservationists who look to employ the power of visual communication in promoting protection of the world’s oceans. Sea Legacy is currently advocating to restore integrity to the planet’s beleaguered ocean
ecosystems by protecting 20 per cent of their area by 2020. With half the human population living within a day’s
travel of the sea, our effect and dependence on these remains critical to a veritable infinity of other species.
“Under the tireless swing of the tides, the coast is constantly changing. For a few hours it belongs to the
land, then it belongs back to the sea; it never, however, belongs to humans,” Mittermeier writes,
with consummate humility. With the beauty and diversity of both the planet and its people radiating from her photos, it’s clear she has captured not just what she sees,
but what her subjects are experiencing—their world in transformation.
// cristinamittermeier.com // @cmittermeier —LA
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PREVIOUS SPREAD In an interesting act of avian trust, a pet goose allows a woman to carry it around on her head in Yunnan, China.
LEFT People often ask if I gave these boys from the highlands of Papua New Guinea the gum they’re chewing. The answer is no. They were participating in the Mount Hagen Highlands Sing-sing and
completely surprised me by popping a few big ones when I pointed my camera their way.
RIGHT Ethiopia is a big country with a mesmerizing diversity of landscapes. The 219 million tonnes of carbon in its forests are better kept as living biomass than released to the atmosphere by deforestation.
One of the country’s more fascinating areas is the Valley of Awash, where I met this girl from the Afar, a tribe of semi-nomadic herders. From delicate swirls of raised flesh to intricate dotted patterns,
the decorative scars are cultural signifiers of everything from beauty to adulthood to marks of belonging.
NEXT SPREAD This simple moment, forever framed in fresh snow has become one of my favourites. “Without sea ice, without our sled dogs, without polar bears, seals, walrus, and whales, our traditions
and customs will cease,” said ice hunter, Naimanngitsoq Kristiansen, while we travelled on the sea ice in northern Greenland. Given these potential impacts of climate change on the north, I feel a
complete and total responsibility to live in such a way that my actions and my lifestyle do not cause others to suffer a lesser fate than mine.
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ABOVE In many parts of the world, most of the large fish have already been taken and fishermen are now targeting reef fish, like these beautiful parrotfish in Brazil. Increasing the number of Marine Protected
Areas globally—to create “fish banks” where fish are able to reproduce and grow—is the best way to promote a healthier ocean able to provide food for some of the poorest people on the planet.
RIGHT It was amazing travelling up and down the coast of the Great Bear Sea with Sea Legacy and Pacific Wild and visiting coastal First Nations along the way. Spring was almost here and people were
excitedly awaiting the traditional fishing season. First Nations fishermen from the Gitga’at community of Hartley Bay would soon be heading out to harvest the bounty of this productive sea, acutely
aware that this precious existence is threatened by oil and gas pipelines and increased tanker traffic.
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PREVIOUS SPREAD Human emotion is the fabric of a good portrait. This beautiful Kayapó girl along the Xingú River in the Brazilian Amazon, is one of my favourites because her eyes say so much about
a beloved river about to be dammed forever, about pride in her people’s traditions and culture, about fear of a future unknown, and about the innocence that every child deserves not to lose. If I could
have one wish, it would be to stop the Belo Monte dam. The damage this megaproject will have on the forest, the river, and its people will never be healed.
LEFT I am endlessly fascinated by the love affair people have with their pets. Here, a young woman from a village along the remote Sepik River in the Karawari Region of Papua New Guinea—from which
both forests and languages are rapidly disappearing—poses with her pet parrot.
ABOVE I was ill the day I took this photo, so I sought shelter in a hut from the relentless sun of the Madagascar Spiny Desert. There, I shared a tight space with this beautiful woman of the Antandroy—
People of the Thorn—semi-nomads who survive in a very harsh environment. Her traditional mask of powdered bark serves as a natural sunblock and mosquito repellent. Sitting quietly in the
smouldering heat I felt grateful for her humble hospitality.
NEXT SPREAD I love knowing that there are many places in our planet like the highlands of Papua New Guinea, where people still live their lives by traditional rules. I hope we never become so homogeneous and alike that Earth becomes a boring place.
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words :: Ned Morgan
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Should national parks be designed to promote tourism,
or preserve wilderness?
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One day in 1883, three guys smelled Canada’s first national park.
The Canadian Pacific Railway workers stumbled upon a malodorous thermal
spring while prospecting on the flank of Sulphur Mountain in Alberta’s Bow
River Valley, 120-odd kilometres west of the newly incorporated town of Calgary.
A natural vent at ground level opened up into a domed cavern of gypsum-encrusted travertine with a deep pool at the bottom. The phantasmagorical sight struck one of the workers, William McCardle, as akin to “some
fantastic dream from a tale of the Arabian Nights,” prompting he and his
companions to claim squatters’ rights to the site in the hopes of charging
admission one day. That dream was short-lived: two years later, the federal
government instead decreed Canada’s first nationally protected land around
the spring now known as the “Cave and Basin.” By 1887, the original land
allotment was expanded to become Rocky Mountain Park of Canada, which
would eventually be further enlarged and renamed Banff National Park.
Though the railway workers didn’t actually discover the Cave and Basin—the
spring had served as a ceremonial site for the local Stoney Nakoda First
Nation for centuries—they were the first to attempt to commercialize it.
Years of development would follow, including construction of a geothermally
heated public pool that operated from 1916–1992, and a recent multimillion-dollar refurbishment of the Cave and Basin National Historic Site and
adjacent Sulphur Mountain Gondola.
Canada’s first national park, then, didn’t come about in a pure impulse of
wilderness conservation. Instead, due to the Cave and Basin’s proximity to
the new town of Banff, it served as a mass-tourism destination that Canadian
Pacific Railway Vice President Cornelius Van Horne saw as a necessary
complement to his transcontinental megaproject. (Similarly, U.S. President
Ulysses S. Grant’s 1872 Yellowstone Act had established the world’s first
national park in a geyser-pocked Wyoming wilderness, where the Northern
Pacific Railway arrived a year later.)
In 2017, as Canada celebrates the 150th anniversary of Confederation, the
federal government will throw open all of the country’s national parks, waiving
entry fees for the year. Such a gesture should provoke some reflection.
Namely, how has the national park system evolved? Or is it instead devolving,
beset by shrinking government funding and a private sector eager to commercialize what many believe should be left alone?

PREVIOUS SPREAD A hiker takes in Temple Mountain in Banff National Park, Alberta. JIMMY CHIN
PHOTO. LEFT CNR posters produced in the 1920s and '30s promoted rail travel to Jasper National
Park. COURTESY LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA. RIGHT PAGE Viewpoint "Le passage" at sunrise.
Parc national de la Mauricie, Quebec. MAXIME LÉGARÉ-VÉZINA PHOTO
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Canada’s first national park didn’t come
about in a pure impulse of wilderness
conservation, but to serve as a masstourism destination complementing the
Canadian Pacific Railroad’s transcontinental
megaproject.
LEFT A kayak and a canoe break the stillness on Maligne Lake, Jasper National Park. PARKS CANADA / BRIAN BRAY PHOTO. ABOVE The public pool near Banff 's "Cave and Basin" hot spring—
pictured here in the 1940s—operated from 1916-1992. COURTESY LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA

Two hundred and eighty-eight kilometres north of Banff lies the town of Jasper,

2015, JEA and CPAWS, represented by Ecojustice, challenged that approval

hub of Jasper National Park, established in 1907. At nearly 11,000 km2,

in Federal Court, arguing that Parks Canada had contravened its own manage-

Jasper NP dwarfs its southern neighbour (Banff NP covers 6,641 km ), and

ment plan, which pointedly prohibits overnight commercial accommodations

its interior, which includes 3,782-metre Mount Columbia and 3,363-metre

outside the Jasper town site. (You could call such a contravention “gateway

Mount Edith Cavell, is better suited to bighorn sheep than humans. Together,

sprawl”—where commercial development in a large park isn’t restricted to

these two contiguous national parks form the core of the Canadian Rocky

the gateway community and instead brings the heavy footfalls of humanity

Mountain Parks World Heritage Site and the route linking them, the Icefields

ever-deeper into otherwise protected hinterland.)

2

Parkway, is often billed as the world’s most spectacular drive. Just off the
Parkway in Jasper, however, at the crest of the glacier-choked Sunwapta

A 2016 court decision upheld the challenge, stating that any proposals in

Valley, juts the new Glacier Skywalk, a cantilevered observation platform of

violation of the Management Plan cannot receive final approval. Justice

structural glass and steel-box girders supported by rods drilled into the cliff

James Russell’s 46-page ruling also contained several strong anti-develop-

face. Built and operated by Brewster Travel Canada—an experiential tourism

ment sentiments: “additional development within the Maligne Valley is not

company owned by Phoenix, Arizona-based multinational Viad—Glacier

compatible with the recovery of the Maligne caribou herd and protection of

Skywalk projects visitors a titillating 30 metres out into space, some 280

grizzly bears, and the Tent Cabin Proposal poses a new risk to their habitat

metres above the valley floor, and setting foot on it costs a cool $32 on top

security,” reads one section. The ruling, however, was not an “approval

of the park entry fee.

decision” (it does not quash the concept approval for the project, meaning
that Parks Canada can go on considering conceptual proposals that may be

Public interest groups roundly condemned the project from the outset, and

contrary to their Management Plan even though the ruling stated that ulti-

it’s still taking heat. According to the Jasper Environmental Association (JEA),

mately such proposals cannot legally be approved). CPAWS and JEA believe

it “sets a very dangerous precedent for other businesses to apply for lease-

that Parks Canada may attempt to amend their Management Plan to allow

holds along this renowned highway in a World Heritage Site.” The Canadian

for the development.

Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS) claimed that Brewster Travel Canada
“…took a public viewpoint and turned it into a private pay-for-use theme-

“After Parks Canada rejected the hotel proposal they should have rejected

park-like development.” But even environmentalists may grudgingly admit

the tent cabins for the same reasons,” says Alison Ronson, Executive Direc-

that the Skywalk—which resembles the wing of a space station that might

tor of CPAWS Northern Alberta. “That’s why we launched our legal challenge.

be floating above earth’s atmosphere—taken strictly on its own merits, is

We don’t want to see a precedent set that management plans, which are

a bravura piece of design and construction. Sturgess Architecture and Read

tabled in Parliament, can be ignored by Parks Canada.”

Jones Christoffersen Engineering won a World Architecture Festival Award for
it but we are, in the end, beset with the same question: do such colossal

Asked for a reaction to the ruling, Jasper NP spokesperson Steve Young re-

enhancements, however brilliantly designed, belong in our parks, or should

sponded via email that Parks Canada welcomed it. “The ruling is affirmation

parks exist precisely to keep them out? Although the answer is of public

that the Agency has properly followed its processes… Parks Canada manages

concern, it’s a question that the parks themselves seem most unsure of.

development in national parks through planning and consultation with the
public and stakeholders … Management plans are the primary accountability

In 2013, Maligne Tours Ltd. (since acquired by Brewster Travel Canada)

documents for the management of protected heritage places under Parks

proposed a 66-room hotel on the shores of Jasper NP’s mountain-ringed

Canada’s care and are reviewed every ten years.”

Maligne Lake, a region of critical habitat for grizzly bear and threatened
woodland caribou that lies east of the Parkway beyond the Queen Elizabeth

Whether this represents pure doublespeak or implies that Parks will “re-

Ranges. Though Parks Canada rejected the hotel, Maligne Tours came back

view”—i.e, change—the plan to allow development isn’t entirely clear, but

with a revised proposal for tent cabins on the lake that was approved. In

one thing is: the waters of regulation are muddier than ever.
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Pyramid Lake, Jasper National Park. MIKE GRANDMAISON PHOTO
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How did it come to this—that NGOs must hold Parks Canada to account for violating their own management plan in the name of commercial development?
“The previous federal government had a policy of developing visitor experience in parks—it moved away from nature-based tourism and focused more
on theme-park ideas,” says Ronson. “I can only speculate that some of the
decisions made by Parks Canada over the last ten years to allow developments like these were encouraged by federal government policy.”
In spite of the Harper administration’s hostile disposition toward conservationists, she declines to criticize it directly, reiterating that CPAWS is
non-partisan. “We’re hopeful that under the new federal government, Parks
Canada may go back to being a conservation organization.”
Still, the facts are unavoidable: not only did the federal Conservatives shift
focus away from conservation, they did so in concert with deep cuts to the

LEFT Divers explore “The Grotto” in Bruce Peninsula National Park near Tobermory, Ontario. ANDY
MORRISON PHOTO. ABOVE Glacier Skywalk in Jasper National Park. PHOTO COURTESY BREWSTER
TRAVEL CANADA

Parks Canada budget—most recently, $27 million in 2015. Even with a new
government in power, these cutbacks continue to resonate. Ronson is all too
familiar with their effects in Jasper NP: “We’re concerned with the state of
visitor facilities; I’ve been keeping track of the number of Parks Canada staff
I see while I’m in the park, either hiking or in visitor facilities—it’s quite low.
It isn’t very often that you meet a warden. And I’ve heard secondhand from

Do colossal enhancements like Glacier Skywalk,
however brilliantly designed, belong in our parks,
or should parks exist precisely to keep them out?

staff that they don’t feel able to provide quality interpretive content—they
just don’t have the information to rely on anymore.”
that the sweat lodge blunder is a symptom of the change in Parks Canada
But if wardens are scarce, visitors are not. Jasper NP saw nearly 2.1 million

culture over the last decade: a drive to enhance visitor experience (for a fee)

visits during the first nine months of 2015. The lure of roadside attractions

since the parks themselves are no longer sufficient, one supposes, to entice

like the Glacier Skywalk is probably bringing in some visitors who wouldn’t

crowds in search of new sensations.

otherwise visit a wilderness park, particularly if it required hard-trekking into
bear and cougar country. Obviously more visitors equal more gate fees in its

In recent years, Ontario’s Bruce Peninsula National Park has suffered crowds

coffers, but Parks Canada may have gone too far in regarding “extra” fees as

greater than its 156 km2 can manage, especially since most visitors funnel

the only way to survive in a mean little world of cutbacks.

down to The Grotto, a deep sea cave carved into the Niagara Escarpment’s
dolostone shoreline along Georgian Bay. In 2015, an election year, the fed-

The Agency suffered a public backlash in June 2016 when it advertised sweat

eral Conservatives doled out some strategic dollars to high-visibility targets,

lodge ceremonies—conducted by an Anishinaabe Saulteaux elder of the

including an infrastructure grant to the Toronto-proximate Bruce Peninsula

Skownan First Nation at the Lower Fort Garry National Historic Site—for a

NP (and the adjacent Fathom Five National Marine Park).

cost of $59.50 per person. Located near Selkirk, Manitoba, Lower Fort Garry
is a former fur-trading post and site of several 19th century treaty-signings
between First Nations and the Crown.

The grant was aimed squarely at managing big visitor numbers by upgrading worn-out campgrounds, day-use areas, roadways, and parking lots. “This
year [2016] we’ve expanded the length of the season at both Fathom Five

“We don’t charge for ceremonies,” Manitoba regional chief for the Assembly

National Marine Park and Bruce Peninsula National Park to encourage visi-

of First Nations, Kevin Hart told the CBC, echoing a swift and severe social

tation in the spring and fall,” said Bruce Peninsula NP Superintendent John

media reaction. “It looks like a tourism draw to me … People are being

Haselmayer in an emailed statement. The Park will hire 20 new staff trained

taken advantage of if there’s a charge.”

to help disperse visitors throughout the Park, Haselmayer added, and
introduce a guided tour of The Grotto in an attempt to control foot traffic. In

Following the uproar, within hours Parks Canada issued the following

the end, it may be Bruce Peninsula NP’s modest acreage that saves it from

backpedal: “The fee was only intended to cover the costs associated with

catastrophic overuse: when the 142 parking spots near The Grotto access

planning and delivering the program. However, Parks Canada recognizes that

point fill up, visitors will be turned away.

this may have been inappropriate. We have re-evaluated this element of the
program and will be now providing it at no cost.”

Established only in 1987, BPNP can be viewed as a runaway success: everyone wants to experience this piece of semi-wilderness, only a few hours

We can be reasonably sure that Parks Canada did not intend to insult

from Toronto, with its white Escarpment bluffs adorned with ancient cedars

First Nations traditions. Perhaps the cutbacks have left Lower Fort Garry

and wave-hollowed caverns. But if high visitor numbers are considered suc-

and other Parks Canada facilities so strapped that they can’t lay out for

cess at a theme park, they’re potentially the opposite at a national park—

programming without asking the public to chip in. Or one could speculate

prolonged and unchecked overcrowding could lay everything to waste.
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Will Gadd cleans an ice climbing route in Ghost River Wilderness Area near Banff, Alberta. JIMMY CHIN PHOTO
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ABOVE Does the Grand Canyon really need hotels, a spa, retail space, or a tramway? JON BURAK PHOTO
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The pressures of popularity are more forebodingly evident in Arizona’s Grand
Canyon, probably the most recognizable national park geological feature in
North America. Over 5.5 million people visited the park in 2015, making it the
second-most visited park in the U.S. system behind Great Smoky Mountains
NP. Just outside the Grand Canyon NP borders, developers have recently presented two shockingly reckless megaprojects. In another example of gateway
sprawl, Italian conglomerate Stilo Development Group proposed over 2,000
housing units and extensive commercial space including hotels, a spa and a
conference centre in the village of Tusayan near the park’s south entrance.
The U.S. Forest Service rejected the proposal arguing that the necessary
infrastructure upgrades would threaten the Kaibab National Forest.
A plan by Scottsdale, Arizona-based Confluence Partners, LLC, is more
outlandish: a recreation and shopping complex featuring a tramway dubbed
the Grand Canyon Escalade, lowering up to 10,000 people a day down to the
confluence of the Colorado River and the Little Colorado River, squarely on
Navajo Reservation land. The Confluence is sacred to the Navajo, Hopi, and
Zuni nations and at present the only tourist activity there is whitewater rafting.
“They are serious threats to the future of the park,” Superintendent Dave
Uberuaga told the Los Angeles Times in 2014, referring to both the Tusayan
and Confluence proposals. “When you have that size and scope of potential
development that close to the park, it will impact our visitor experience.” In
2015, incoming Navajo Nation President Russell Begaye spoke out against
the Escalade (which his predecessor supported). “The Grand Canyon Escalade project… is not in the best interest of the Navajo Nation or the Navajo
People,” read a statement released by Begaye’s office.
Commercial developers and their lawyers go into any approval process equipped
to play a long game, aware that regulatory or other roadblocks will be thrown
up—and also aware that governments and management plans are changeable.
Like Brewster Travel Canada’s tent cabins on Jasper NP’s Maligne Lake, the Grand
Canyon projects may encounter organized resistance for the time being. But
their proponents appear no less determined to keep trying to build them.
With the Cave and Basin, Canada’s first national park preserved a natural
phenomenon geared to railway tourists. But as the park expanded around
the hot spring, the Banff wilderness generated its own value—not by
catering to tourists, but by protecting the greater wilderness from human
encroachment. Such spaces are of incalculable worth and should exist
outside the purview of technological progress, unharassed by commercial
endeavour. Jasper’s Glacier Skywalk may look impressively futuristic now, but
in a few decades it will become a relic of the tastes and techniques of an
age passed—not to mention a safety liability and significant expense as
it inevitably degrades. No one knows how long it will last, but one thing’s
certain: it has a limited shelf life, unlike the landscape it overlooks.

Ontario-based writer and editor Ned Morgan has
been visiting national parks since before he could
walk. If he could vacation only in such places
until the end of time, he'd consider it a privilege.
Memorable park moment: a face-to-face encounter
with an enormous cow moose on the Coastal Trail
in Ontario’s Pukaskwa National Park.
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WILD
COULD LOST BE THE NEW FOUND?

“It was the happiest time of my life,” says Chris Larkin.
His answer is instant, unhesitant. The best part of his 65 years
on earth happened, without doubt, 31 years ago. It lasted
ten days. It was that time he lost absolutely everything in the
Mackenzie Mountains.
The idea of getting away from it all lies at the root of exploration. It is, for most of us, a path to a particular kind of
freedom—as it was for all explorers, whether searching for a
new home, spiritual salvation or glory. Most outdoor pursuits
claim some kind of ‘ultimate freedom,’ but what does that
actually mean? Skiers might tell you it’s a bottomless powder
turn, surfers will say it’s getting tubed, but Larkin’s take is
different. He found what we all seek after dumping his boat
on the infamously dangerous Mountain River in the Northwest
Territories in June 1985.
Larkin was on his way back to civilization after spending two
winters alone in the wilderness. In autumn 1983 he’d loaded
two canoes with gear and departed Fort Simpson on the Mackenzie River, travelling up the Keele River to a cabin where he
spent the winter. In spring 1984, he headed further upstream,
dragging, pushing and forcing one fully loaded canoe to the
source of the Twitya River at Mountain Lake. An epic, and
perhaps mule-headed feat in itself, Larkin then built himself a
cabin and spent another winter in the bush. In March 1985 he
began his descent of the Mountain River, intending to intersect
the Mackenzie and paddle on to Fort Good Hope. This was a
guy who knew his way around the wilderness.
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But by June the river was raging with spring runoff, its sheer

the Mountain River’s ingress, stretches three-kilometres wide.

volume expressed in five-metre waves barrelling off the

He could hear and see boats on the far side, but couldn’t get

inside of canyon walls. These Class III rapids had no problem

their attention. And it was pouring rain. It took him all night

capsizing—as Larkin calls himself—the inexperienced paddler.

to start a fire which, with diminishing energy, he then had to

With the frigid water threatening hypothermia, he was lucky to

lean over to keep going.

get ashore. His life spared, his sole possessions were now a life
jacket, a sheath knife, a container with 20 matches, gaiters, rub-

“I think it was a full 24 hours before a boat came,” he recalls.

ber boots, and the clothes he wore. Everything else had been

“Over that time, I wasn’t really asleep. Only drowsy. I suppose

carried downstream or ripped from his pockets by the torrent.

I’d given up. The real factor here is that the will to live has
a direct correlation with energy levels. It’s a physical thing,

“With emotion I think of all the important material posses-

a biological thing. If the body isn’t getting heat, you’re just

sions I have lost,” he writes in his unpublished book, A Far

naturally going to die. Starvation is not an uncomfortable way

Cry. “But with a still more powerful feeling I know the land is

to go.”

offering me freedom; freedom from being possessed by my
possessions. The river has taken them all, save a few clothes

A deep thinker, Larkin has pondered those ten days on the

on my back. Hungry and happy I have never felt such elation,

brink for decades.

such perfect union.”
“My philosophy is that we, as human beings, are a part of naHe was 110 kilometres from the Mackenzie River, from where it

ture. The further away from technology and human creations

was another 100 to Fort Good Hope. But between him and a

you are, the more worthwhile the experience. The knife and

potential cold beer were unforgiving terrain, one of the widest

matches were fairly primitive technology, so I spent ten days

rivers in Canada, and millions upon millions of hungry mosquitoes.

in pure nature. There was no other element of man involved,
nothing interfering between existence and the basic elements.

Over the next ten days, Larkin ate next to nothing—a dozen

The fact that you’re so close to death in such circumstances,

shriveled cranberries from the previous fall; parts of a porcu-

makes for life lived at a much higher pitch.”

pine he stabbed in the head and roasted over a fire; some
ants, and then, inevitably, mosquitoes. By day four he was

It’s that higher pitch that Larkin loved. “I’ve never done the

chewing poplar bark. Then things got hazy.

wingsuit thing,” he says, “but the analogy might be that
instead of [flying without a chute] for a couple minutes, you’re

“I can’t remember the sequence… but my memory of each in-

doing it for ten days. It’s ultimate freedom.”

dividual circumstance is very vivid,” he says. “I do remember
the noise of the river conjuring itself into this sort of barber-

While he admits forcing yourself into a survival situation

shop singing, which was horrendous. I realized it was a lack

would be foolish, he believes it was the ideal end to two

of food and sleep so I just had to put up with it.”

years in the bush. “I still remember it with a lot of joy. I think
it was the most worthwhile thing I ever did in my life.”

After nine days hiking through mud, landslides and impenetrable bush, Larkin finally arrived at the Mackenzie which, at

—Colin Field

SARAH KING ILLUSTRATION.
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