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PLAYING IT COOL
Gigantic ice castles, amazing snow sculptures 
and 1,500-person snowball fi ghts — just some 
of the ways to embrace the cold in Edmonton, 
Canada’s winter capital
by Omar Mouallem
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On the cover: A woman explores the gigantic ice castle 

created at Edmonton’s William Hawrelak Park last winter. 
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WWHOEVER NAMED Churchill, Man., the 
“Polar Bear Capital of the World,” got it 
wrong. Yes, each fall through early 
November it’s the best place on the planet 
to reliably see the iconic Arctic predators as 
they gather on the shore waiting for 
Hudson Bay to freeze so they can hunt 
(above). But the town at the 58th parallel 
offers so much more. It should have been 
called the “Northern Capital of the World.”

Beyond the bears, there’s a multitude 
of other amazing wildlife, including red 
and Arctic foxes, Arctic hares, ptarmigan 
and gyrfalcons, not to mention beluga 
whales, which gather in the thousands in 
the Churchill River estuary each June, 
where local outfi tters offer opportunities 
to kayak and swim with them.

Then there are the northern lights, 
which were partly the reason for my fi rst 
visit last March. The other draw was a one-
of-a-kind, cold-weather fi ne-dining experi-
ence you can read more about on page 11. 
(If I’m going to suggest they call it the 
“Northern Capital of the World,” visiting in 
winter must be worthwhile too, no?) The 
aurora borealis is typically most active from 
January through March, and because of the 
town’s location, it’s considered one of the 
best places on Earth to observe the show. 

True north

 N O T E B O O K

Another highlight of my March trip: 
dog sledding with David Daley of Wapusk 
Adventures. A legendary Manitoban 
musher, Daley’s guests get a glimpse into 
his Métis heritage along with a crash 
course on the logistics and lingo of dog 
sledding — I now know “lead dogs” from 
“point dogs” from “wheel dogs”! After 
that, guests hit a short trail in a custom-
designed three-person sled that allows 
one rider to stand to get a feeling of what 
it’s like to drive the team. 

More northern traditions are on dis-
play at the excellent Eskimo Museum. 
Housed in a school-gymnasium-sized 
space, it’s jammed with a fascinating col-
lection of Inuit artifacts, from thousands 
of years ago to modern times. A big part 
of its appeal may be how surprising it is 
to fi nd such a phenomenal collection in a 
far-fl ung community. 

Of course, Churchill keeps delivering 
such northern gems. So, be it there, or 
some other Canadian community, get out 
and embrace Canada’s winter travel 
opportunities this coming season. 
Whether it’s Churchill or not, Canada is 
defi nitely home to the Northern Capital of 
the World. Go fi nd it, and enjoy it. 

Aaron KylieJE
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Founded in 1929 , the Society is a non-profit 
educational organization. Its object is to advance 
geographical knowl  edge and, in particular,  
to stimulate awareness of the significance of 
 geography in Canada’s development, well-being and 
culture. Primary fields of interest include our people, 
resources, environment, heritage and the evolution of 
our country. In short, the aim is to make Canada 
better known to Canadians and to the world. 
Canadian Geographic, the Society’s magazine, is 
dedicated to reporting on all aspects of Canada’s 
geography — physical, biological, historical, cultural 
and economic — and on major issues of concern to 
Canada in which geographical dimensions play a 
significant role.

patron 
His Excellency the Right Honourable David Johnston

C.C., C.M.M., C.O.M., C.D. 
Governor General of Canada

honorary president 
Alex Trebek

honorary vice-presidents 
Pierre Camu, O.C. 
Arthur E. Collin 

Alex Davidson, O.C. 
Wade Davis, C.M. 

Gisèle Jacob 
Denis A. St-Onge, O.C.

explorer-in-residence 
Jill Heinerth

president 
Paul Ruest, Winnipeg

vice-presidents 
Gavin Fitch, Calgary 

Élisabeth Nadeau, Ottawa

secretary 
Jim Lewis, Winnipeg

treasurer 
Keith Exelby, Ottawa

counsel 
Andrew Pritchard, Ottawa

governors 
Glenn Blackwood, St. John’s 

James Boxall, Halifax 
Wendy Cecil, C.M., Toronto 

Allen B. Clarke, Toronto 
Beth Dye, Kamloops, B.C. 

Joseph Frey, Toronto 
David Mitchell, Ottawa 

Lynn Moorman, Calgary, Alta. 
Jim Murray, Montreal 
Robert Page, Calgary 

Paul VanZant, Amaranth, Ont. 
Connie Wyatt Anderson, The Pas, Man.

chief executive officer  John G. Geiger

chief operating officer and publisher  Gilles Gagnier

chief development officer  André Préfontaine

vice-president, finance and administration  Catherine Frame

executive assistant  Sandra Smith

director of advancement  Jason Muscant

director of education  Ellen Curtis

education program coordinators  Sara Black, Andrea Buchholz

communications manager  Deborah Chapman

archivist  Wendy Simpson-Lewis

1155 Lola Street, Suite 200, Ottawa, ON  K1K 4C1  
Phone: (613) 745-4629 

Email: rcgs@rcgs.org    Website: rcgs.org

NEWSSTANDS
AND ONLINE NOW

VISIT CANGEO.CA/SIP

AVAILABLE ON

BEST WILDLIFE 
PHOTOGRAPHY 2017

THE ULTIMATE CANADIAN 
GEOGRAPHY QUIZ

SIPPromo-Wildlife+Quiz_TwoThirds_Nov16.indd   1 2016-11-01   2:40 PMNotebook+Mastheads_Nov16.indd   5 2016-11-01   2:50 PM



SOMETIMES FEELING SMALL MEANS 
LOSING YOURSELF IN THE BIG PICTURE.

Publication/Location:
 

File Name:  NIK-MISC Canadian Cinematographer-7.75x10.875

Date: Apr. 25 Artist: JG Rev #: 0 Colour: 4/0

Final Size: 100% Trim: 7.75”x10.875” Bleed: 8”x11.125” Safety: –

CD: AD: CW:

PP: SM: AM:

Nikon.indd   6 2016-11-04   9:23 AM



CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC  TRAVEL   7      

Visit cangeo.ca/calendars

Wildlife
16-month 2017 calendar

C A L E N D A R S 
OUR 2017

NOW 

AVAILABLE

CanGeoCalendars_TwoThirds_Nov16.indd   1 2016-10-13   9:10 AM

Urban winter
Canadian winters can pack a wallop, 
but that doesn’t mean you have to be 
a cold-weather shut-in. Instead, layer 
up and explore cities that embrace the 
winter chill, such as Edmonton (above).
cangeo.ca/nov16/cities 

Surf’s up
With the world’s longest coastline, 
Canada is pockmarked with under-the-
radar surf spots. Find these gems and 
meet the people who love them.
cangeo.ca/nov16/surf

A factory resurrected
Explore a former cotton factory in 
Hamilton, Ont., that has been trans-
formed into a beautiful community 
workspace that’s fostering the city’s 
creative entrepreneurs.
cangeo.ca/nov16/hamilton
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our subscriber list available to reputable companies whose 
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receive our complete privacy policy, please call (800) 267-0824 
or write us at Canadian Geographic, c/o Privacy Offi cer, 
1155 Lola Street, Suite 200, Ottawa, ON  K1K 4C1 or 
privacy@canadiangeographic.ca.
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SILVER SKATE  Feb. 10-20, 2017
Hawrelak Park also hosts the famed Silver Skate Festival. For 
more than 25 years, this free family event has wowed visitors 
with snow sculpture gardens, jam-can curling matches, 
thrilling speed skating and Dutch Kortebaan (long-blade) 
races. A crowd favourite is the nightly fi re sculpture spectacle, 
when artists burn huge effi gies to dramatize traditional folk 
tales about renewal.

ICE CASTLES  Jan.-Mar. 2017
Hawrelak Park, a true gem in the 
river valley, boasts one of the nation’s 
fi nest winter sights each year from 
January to March. Ice Castles — a 
creation of world renowned ice artist 
Brent Christensen — are fantastical 
structures of cascading icicle walls as 
big as a football fi eld. Come explore the 
picture-perfect throne room, waterfall 
and ice maze, which glow blue during 
the day and take on unearthly hues at 
night thanks to embedded LED lights.

NORTH SASKATCHEWAN RIVER VALLEY
There are all kinds of ways to explore Edmonton’s stunning 
river valley in winter, when it’s threaded with 150 kilometres 
of pristine, snowy trails. Make fast tracks in cross-country 
skis or strap on snowshoes to take on the deepest, 
freshest powder. Less traditional types are discovering 
that plowing through snow on knobby tired fat bikes (rent 
them at Revolution Cycle) is a rush. Alternatively, with the 
help of guides from River Valley Adventure Co., you can 
zip around the trails on Segways with equally impressive, 
snow-gripping winter tires.

ELK ISLAND NATIONAL PARK
Snow and bare forests make winter the best 
time to catch sight of the moose, elk and 
mighty bison that run the wild aspen parkland 
of Elk Island National Park, a 40-minute drive 
east of Edmonton. Take a catwalk tour of 
plains bison at the bison handling facility and 
learn fi rsthand how the park has long been 
crucial to the species’ conservation globally. 
Stay into the evening for your best chance of 
viewing the dancing northern lights along with 
the brilliant stars over the park, a Canadian 
dark sky preserve.

124TH STREET
There’s nothing quite like Duchess Bake Shop’s 
French macarons, éclairs and other baked 
masterpieces to help you fuel up for your 
Edmonton art education. More than 10 of the city’s 
top galleries, all showcasing vibrant local art and 
countless works by other established and emerging 
Canadians, are clustered on 124th Street. To wind 
down, try RGE RD restaurant, a cosy spot nearby 
that combines rural hospitality with fresh and ever-
evolving Alberta farm-to-table cuisine.

WINTER IN
EDMONTON!
In the last few years, Edmonton has transformed itself into 

the continent’s Winter Capital. In fact, you’d have to travel all 
the way to northern Europe to fi nd another city that comes 

close to making the frosty months as action-packed and artistic 
as Canada’s northernmost metropolis. With everything from 
labyrinthian ice castles and close encounters with national park 
bison to skate races and dancing under the stars (and northern 
lights, if you’re lucky) at one of Edmonton’s many cold-weather 
festivals, don’t be surprised if winter becomes your favourite 
season. And what could be more Canadian?
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A D V E R T O R I A L 

This is just a taste of the winter fun on offer in Edmonton. 
With so much to see and do, you may just want to extend 
your stay. Visit exploreedmonton.com to start planning 
your Edmonton winter experience. #ExploreEdmonton

4TH STREET PROMENADE
In recent years, the 4th Street Promenade 
has found a sophisticated voice all its own. 
Home to the brand new Rogers Place (the 
HD concert venue and home of the Oilers), 
locals and visitors are also fl ocking here 
for chic shopping and uniquely Edmonton 
offerings. Try the coffee at Credo (a 
connoisseur-favourite), the chocolate at 
designer confectionery Jacek Chocolate 
Couture and more. Cap off a winter day at 
warm, welcoming Rostizado, a celebration 
of slow-cooked Nuevo-Mexican cuisine, 
and you’ll see how easy it is to lose yourself 
on the promenade.

DEEP FREEZE  Jan. 14-15, 2017
This eclectic, folky, free festival celebrates 
the city’s rich historical heritages. While 
its roots are Ukrainian (dates include the 
Orthodox New Year), the fun and cuisine on 
offer are also grounded in Franco-Albertan, 
Franco-African, First Nations and East Coast 
cultures. Tens of thousands come out for the 
wagon rides, outdoor hockey tournament, 
log-cutting competitions and more. And 
this is the fest that introduced the crowd-
favourite “Deep Freezer Races” (which, yes, 
involves bolting skis to lidless chest freezers 
and hurtling down 118th Avenue).

WINTER PATIOS
Thanks to the likes of Little Brick Café 
and Café Bicyclette, Edmonton’s patio 
season stretches through the winter with 
cosy blankets, patio heaters and fi re pits. 
At Little Brick, the beautifully refurbished, 
historic home of one of the city’s original 
brickyard owners, you can stay snug 
around the fi re with some of the best 
coffee and other core-warming drinks 
you’re likley to fi nd. Try their fresh-baked 
goods, glorious porchetta sandwich or 
other lunch specialties.

FLYING CANOË VOLANT  Feb. 3-4, 2017
The Flying Canoë Volant festival got its name from the 
Quebecois and First Nations legend about a group of 
voyageurs doomed to canoe forever through the night sky, but 
that tale is just the start of the traditional French-Canadian, 
First Nations and Métis celebrations in Mill Creek Ravine each 
February. Follow light-painted trails between the Trapper’s 
Cabin, First Nations Base Camp, Métis Camp and Winter 
Patio to hear more legends, dance to jigs and reels, eat fi re-
baked bannock, sip maple whiskey and more.

WHYTE AVENUE
Old Strathcona’s historic, bohemian Whyte Avenue 
buzzes all through winter. Head to this creative epicentre 
of trendy restaurants, music shops and one-of-a-kind 
boutiques — many showcasing local and Canadian 
designers — after a day in the snow. Or visit between 
Jan. 26 and Feb. 5, 2017, when the Ice on Whyte festival 
transforms Old Strathcona into a winter wonderland. 
Around 70,000 kilograms of ice are shipped in for 
shaping by world-class ice sculptors, and there are ice 
carving lessons, dances and a huge ice slide for the kids.

Edmonton_Nov16.indd   9 2016-11-02   6:42 PM



ULTIMATE  
ANTARCTICA  
WEDDELL SEA AND THE FALKL AND ISL ANDS  

11 NIGHTS, 12 DAYS  |   FEBRUARY 21 - MARCH 4, 2017  

•  Join Antarctic experts in ornithology, marine biology,  
geology, history, and polar photography

• 2017 RCGS expedition series shoulder badge
•  Lifetime membership into the RCGS Antarctic  

travel group and OOE One Club
• In-room welcome basket
•  Comprehensive booking package  

& pre-departure information

 

JOIN THE ROYAL CANADIAN  
GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY  ON  
THIS EXTRAORDINARY VOYAGE…  

PLEASE CALL WORLDWIDE QUEST  
(QUOTE CDNGEO ANTARCTICA)

1.800.387.1483
WWW.ONEOCEANEXPEDITIONS.COM

EXPEDITION CRUISE HIGHLIGHTS:
•  Photography, tabular icebergs, Weddell Sea
•  More time in Antarctica
•  Up to 8 species of penguins
•  Follow Shackleton’s journey to Elephant Island
•  Enjoy an intimate small ship experience
•  Exceptional customer service
•  Optional overnight camping in Antarctica  

PHOTO CLUBPHOTO CLUB

RCGS POL AR EXPEDITIONS SERIES : :  ANTARCTICA 2017
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PRINCE OF
WALES FORT

SNOW DRIFTS REACH the top of the 
6.5-metre-high limestone walls of the 
nearly three-century-old Prince of Wales 
Fort on Eskimo Point, Man., where the 
Churchill River fl ows into Hudson Bay. It’s 
mid-March and -20 C, and with the wind 
chill it feels nearly 10 degrees cooler. The 
sun has been down for hours here at 58 
degrees north latitude, and despite a nearly 
full moon, it’s very dark. R umour has it a 
polar bear has visited the fort recently. 

It’s not hard to fathom the challenges 
of life for the crew that once ran this for-
mer Hudson’s Bay Company post, which 
was critical to moving traded goods 
between the Canadian hinterland and 
England. Indeed, in these frosty winter 
dinner hours, one wonders what meagre 
fare might have been on offer — most 
likely preserved local fruits and vegeta-
bles, salted fi sh and meats.

Wonder no more. A taste of the fur 
trader’s existence — both literal and fi gu-
rative — is the highlight of the latest offer-
ing from Frontiers North Adventures, the 
Winnipeg-based company that’s been 
hosting wildlife and northern lights tours 
near Churchill, Man., since 1987. 

RAW:churchill, a “pop-up” restaurant/
culinary and cultural experience, was the 

brainchild of John Gunter, president and 
CEO of Frontiers North, and Joe 
Kalturnyk, an architect, founding director 
of Winnipeg’s RAW:Gallery of 
Architecture & Design and a co-founder 
of RAW:almond, a temporary eatery built 
at the Forks (the junction of the Red and 
Assiniboine rivers) in Winnipeg that has 
run for nearly three weeks each January 
and February since 2013. 

In the summer of 2015, Gunter, 
Kalturnyk and Duane Collins, interpreta-
tion coordinator for Wapusk National Park 
and Manitoba northern national heritage 
sites, fi rst discussed the idea of hosting a 
similar event at the Parks Canada-managed 
Prince of Wales Fort, a national historic 
site a 30-minute drive across the frozen 
river from Churchill via one of Frontiers 
North’s custom-built Tundra Buggies. The 
timing for such a marquee experience in 
such an iconic location seemed particularly 
meaningful with Canada poised to cele-
brate its sesquicentennial in 2017 and the 
Hudson’s Bay Company just a few years 
shy of its 350th anniversary in 2020.

MANITOBA

Eat like a 
fur trader 

(sort of)
B Y  A A R O N  K Y L I E

The northern lights dance over the pop-up 

RAW:churchill restaurant at Prince of Wales 

Fort across the river from Churchill. 

G A T E A Y

Eskimo
Point

B Y  A A R O N  K Y L I E

Winnipeg

Enlarged
area

MANITOBA
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Some nine months later in March 
2016, 20 guests are seated in the middle 
of the fort on fur-draped wooden boxes 
around a 12-metre-long wooden dining 
table under a visually stunning, gently 
curving A-frame longhouse-type struc-
ture (courtesy of Kalturnyk) partly cov-
ered in clear vinyl (such that the northern 
lights might be visible overhead). 
Jägermeister is served to toast the kickoff 
of (and to warm up for) the one-of-a-kind 
event. Gunter and co. plan to run 
RAW:churchill each March until 2020. 
“Our intent was really to prove to our-
selves that we could do this,” says Gunter 
between courses during the first evening 
of the 2016 dinners. 

The “surprise” menu (part of the pop-
up restaurant mystique) boasts fare 
inspired by many of the hallmark eats fur 
traders likely feasted on hundreds of years 
earlier in this very spot, along with other 
more modern Manitoba favourites. With 
chef Mandel Hitzer, the other co-founder 
of RAW:almond and owner of Winnipeg’s 

popular Deer + Almond restaurant, run-
ning the kitchen, however, the food is 
presented in an undoubtedly more 
sophisticated and delectable fashion. 

The seven-course menu boasts foie 
gras (“Of Prince and Geese”), bison 
(“Leonardo Carpaccio”), chicken soup 
(“Sir Campbell’s Soup”), Manitoba gold-
eye and bone marrow with a beet sauce 
(“Don’t Have a Midas Cow Man”), sea-
weed noodles, scallops and cured rain-
bow trout roe (“The Old Mare and the 
Sea), cured walleye and local root veggies 
(“Pickerel, You Brought Her”), and beet 
ice cream — unbelievably delish! — with 
wild blueberries (“Eat Your Vegetables”). 

The meal is replete with a wine list of 
suitable accompaniments, as well as Parks 
Canada’s Collins decked out as English 
explorer and Hudson’s Bay Company man 
Samuel Hearne, circa the 1760s, sharing 
local history. It’s near midnight when he 

announces the northern lights are show-
ing. The diners clamber out to the ram-
parts to marvel at the flickering night  
sky — surely just as wondrous over the fort 
in this frozen land today as they would 
have been hundreds of years ago. 

Editor’s note: The 2017 RAW:churchill will 
be held March 3 to 11. 

Diners dig into one of seven courses at  

the 2016 RAW:churchill event.

Check out more images of RAW:churchill at 

cangeo.ca/nov16/raw.

 G A T E W A Y
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MY HEAD SAYS, “This is not a cliff.” My 
gut, or at least the knotted part of my stom-
ach that keeps somersaulting toward my 
throat, disagrees. Regardless, my feet keep 
approaching what appears to be an icy 
precipice, drawn forward by gravity and the 
well-waxed snowboard beneath me. 

Sure enough, as I carve closer to the lip, 
it reveals not a deathly abyss, but a sweep-
ing scene that causes me to stop short and 
smile with relief: a pristine tongue of snow 
cuts through evergreens with the blue St. 
Lawrence River sparkling beyond. It almost 
looks like the sky fell too close to Earth, like 

if I never bothered to brake, I could glide 
right onto an ice fl oe-shaped cloud.

At 770 metres, Le Massif has bragging 
rights as the highest vertical east of the 
Rockies. Located a 50-minute drive 
northeast of Quebec City, the ski spot has 
been a Charlevoix highlight since the 
1980s, when school buses would shuttle 
skiers from base to top, but especially 
since 2002, when Cirque du Soleil co-
founder Daniel Gauthier took the moun-
tain under his wing and launched an 
ambitious eco-development project.

The resort’s not a hard sell. It gets an 
average of 645 centimetres of natural 
snow per year and has 40 hectares of pris-
tine off-trail playground. There’s also 
North America’s fi rst “rodeling” course 
(essentially a 7.5 kilometre sled run) and 
an extensive network of cross-country ski 
trails through ancient boreal forests.

And then there’s the area around the 
mountain. The Charlevoix region is classi-
fi ed as a UNESCO biosphere reserve and, 
however beautiful, this peaceful region has 
a geologically violent past. Around 350 mil-
lion years ago, a 15-billion-tonne meteorite 

CHARLEVOIX, QUE.

Ski to seaway
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Skiers come to the Charlevoix region’s 

Le Massif to carve slopes overlooking the 

St. Lawrence River.

slammed into the Earth, leaving behind a 
giant crater that today is partially hidden 
by the St. Lawrence. When the dust set-
tled, it revealed a mountain-ringed pasto-
ral enclave whose unique terroir 
eventually helped the “Charlevoix Flavour 
Trail” — a culinary route renowned for its 
producers, chefs and brewers — become 
a fl ourishing agro-tourism success. 

And that’s just part of the reason 
Charlevoix has been a favourite under-
the-radar escape for the rich and famous 
since the 19th century. During my visit 
to Le Massif, I even spotted Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau boarding a 
gondola with his family. It was nearly 
4 p.m. — the last lift of the day — and 
as the gondola doors closed, I’m sure I 
saw him smile out at the St. Lawrence.

 —Sabrina Doyle

Le Massif
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See winter on the St. Lawrence from the seat 

of a kayak at cangeo.ca/nov16/charlevoix. 
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“SO, YOU SURVIVED?”
Rudy Austin’s rhetorical question comes 

as he noses his skiff onto Portsmouth 
Island’s beach, scattering a group of terns. 
It has been 24 hours since Austin handed 
me a bug suit, wished me luck and dropped 
me off at Portsmouth Village, a historic 
abandoned settlement on North Carolina’s 
Outer Banks maintained by the National 
Park Service, but it feels longer. Sitting 
under a makeshift stick-and-sleeping-bag 
sunshade in the blazing mid-morning heat, 
grubby with sweat and sand, I feel like a 
castaway who’s about to be rescued. 

Yesterday, some of Austin’s other pas-
sengers had nodded when I told them I’d 
come to see the village and then stared in 
disbelief when I told them I planned to 
camp on the beach on the island’s Atlantic 
side. “You’re defi nitely going to need that,” 
one of them said, pointing at the bug suit.

Two minutes later, I’d thrown down my 
pack, coated myself with repellent (DEET 
level: 100 per cent) and pulled on the suit, 
convinced that if I didn’t, the deerfl ies and 
mosquitoes in the village would leave me 
trekking across the island’s salt fl ats to the 
beach on bloody stumps. 

How did the people who had lived here 
between 1753, when Portsmouth was estab-
lished, and 1971, when the last two resi-
dents left, survive such an onslaught? As I 
wandered around a place preserved as if in 
aspic — desks in neat rows in the school-
house, polished pews in the Methodist 
church — it became clear islanders faced 
forces far more merciless than bugs. 

From the mid-1700s to the mid-1800s, 
Portsmouth was one of the largest settle-
ments on the Outer Banks and a centre for 
“lightering” — the transfer of cargo from 
large ships that couldn’t navigate the shal-
low waters of Pamlico Sound to smaller 
vessels that could. But when a hurricane 
created a deeper channel near Hatteras 
farther to the north in 1846 and mainland 
rail shipping began to increase, the lighter-
ing business began to fade, as did the 
fortunes of the islanders. An exodus of 
those fleeing Union troops during the 
Civil War was followed by major hurri-
canes in 1899, 1914 and 1933, the closure 
of the island’s United States Life-Saving 
Service station in 1937 and its school in 
1943, another hurricane in 1944 and the 
closure of the post offi ce in 1959, by which 

 NORTH CAROLINA 

Carolina castaway
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time fewer than 20 people remained. 
Later, as I sat in front of my tent on the 

empty and bug-free expanse of beach 
(thank you, cool Atlantic breeze!) watching 
the sun set, I wondered if the islanders had 
felt like castaways themselves, increasingly 
alone and isolated as their number dimin-
ished, steadily returning their home to the 
likes of the brown pelicans, black skim-
mers and scuttling crabs that have patrolled 
its shores far longer than any human.

—Harry Wilson

Read about the work of North Carolina’s 

Karen Beasley Sea Turtle Rescue and Rehabili-

tation Center at cangeo.ca/nov16/seaturtles. 

Raleigh
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An abandoned home in Portsmouth Village, 

a site protected by the U.S. National Park 

Service (top). Signs on the island’s beach 

(above), a perfect spot to pitch a tent.
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Tell us what destination is on your  

radar this winter via   (@CanGeo) or   

      (fb.com/cangeo).

FROM SUNNY SOUTHERN Spain to 
two spots for snow lovers in Quebec, 
Canadian Geographic Travel staff share 
their top travel destinations for winter.

TARIFA, SPAIN  I ate the best tapas of 
my life in Tarifa, a town on Spain’s 
southwest coast. It was fall, when tem-
peratures are still balmy but tourists 
sparse, and I had planned to do nothing 
more than lounge at Casita la Laguna 
(booking available only on i-escape.com), 
a small yet delightful Moroccan-accented 
cottage with beach access and sweeping 
views of the Straits of Gibraltar and, at 
night, the glitter of Tangier beyond. 
Lazing around is great, but I’ll never 
regret tearing myself away from all that 
relaxation and Andalusian scenery to 
wander the whitewashed maze of narrow 
streets in Tarifa’s old town, sampling the 
likes of vinegar-tart boquerones (ancho-
vies), rich albondigas de atún (tuna meat-
balls) and more than one glass of chilled 
vino de Jerez (sherry).

—Harry Wilson, senior editor

LA MAURICIE NATIONAL PARK, 
QUE.  If you’re someone who sees fresh 
snow and instantly feels compelled to 
make a snow angel, you’ll love the one-
of-a-kind snow-tagging program in La 
Mauricie National Park (Saturdays; 
January-March), where “taggers” create 
large-scale artwork by snowshoeing. 
Participants must register for availabil-
ity and to confirm snow conditions 
before choosing from designs available 
at the park’s Rivière à la Pêche Service 
Centre (you can also have your own 
design pre-approved). Solitaire Lake or 
Lac aux Chevaux, two-hour and three-
hour walks from the centre, respec-
tively, serve as canvases. Patterns 
complete, artists climb a nearby hill to 
admire their handiwork. Just think of 
the epic snow angel potential.

—Aaron Kylie, editor

PORSCHE CAMP4 CANADA, NOTRE-
DAME-DE-LA-MERCI, QUE.  Hidden in 
the Laurentians an hour north of 
Montreal, there’s a place where you can 

DESTINATIONS 

On our radar
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Clockwise from above left: A street in 

Tarifa’s old town; snow art in La Mauricie 

National Park; Porsche’s Camp4 Canada.

wheel sports cars worth as much as small 
houses around demanding snow and ice 
courses. Porsche’s Camp4 Canada 
“Mécaglisse” facility gives admirers of 
the luxury car the opportunity to hone 
their winter-driving skills with instruc-
tors from the Porsche Driving School. 
Over three days ($5,295), you practise 
skills such as skid-stopping and correct-
ing oversteering, and take runs at the icy 
circuits. In the evenings, everyone retires 
to the ultramodern comfort, gourmet 
offerings and wine cellar of the Estérel 
Resort, located in the nearby town of 
Estérel on the shores of Lac Dupuis. 
porschedrivingexperiencecanada.ca

—Nick Walker, managing editor

 G A T E W A Y
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 IT’S OKAY TO CALL it a comeback: the city that steel built is undergoing 
a renaissance as artists and designers, lured by affordable real estate, fi ll 

previously vacant storefronts in Hamilton’s historic downtown with galleries 
and boutiques. If you can time your visit around the second Friday of the 
month, the monthly Art Crawl on James Street North between King and 
Barton is the best way to experience southern Ontario’s equivalent of the 
Parisian Left Bank. Shops and galleries stay open until 11 p.m. and vendors 
and buskers line the sidewalks no matter the weather. A highlight is the Art 
Gallery of Hamilton’s Design Annex (right), an exhibition and event space 
featuring experimental art installations as well as a curated gift shop with 
a focus on beautiful and unusual items for home and offi ce. And, if your 
experience leaves you so inspired, Mixed Media (on the corner of James 
and Cannon) sells all the supplies you need to explore your own artistic 
side. artgalleryofhamilton.com, V2.mixedmediahamilton.com

ART CRAWLING is hungry work, and fortunately the downtown core is also 
a hub for offbeat gourmet fare. Connoisseurs of pub food would do well to 
visit The Ship, which serves up giant, inventive burgers washed down with 
various craft beers from Ontario and beyond. It also boasts the best catfi sh 
po’boy this side of New Orleans. The Mule (left), on up-and-coming King 
William Street, has the distinction of being the city’s fi rst crowdfunded 
restaurant. Restaurateurs Matt Kershaw and Erin Dunham raised the capital 
for the taco joint through Indiegogo, and its fresh take on Mexican food and 
bourbon- and tequila-focused cocktail menu have kept Hamiltonians coming 
back. theship.ca, themule.ca

HAMILTON IS KNOWN as the “city of waterfalls,” with many publicly 
accessible falls along the Niagara escarpment. The winter affords an 
opportunity for a slightly more active experience of picturesque Tiffany 
Falls in nearby Ancaster: ice climbing (right). One Axe Pursuits offers a 
one-day introductory climbing course for $160 per person that includes 
equipment and a thorough overview of the basics. If you prefer winter 
adventure closer to the ground, Dundas Valley Conservation Area boasts 
40 kilometres of easy to intermediate woodland trails perfect for snowshoe-
ing and cross-country skiing, with several vehicle access points within a 
15-minute drive of the city centre. $10 per vehicle. oneaxepursuits.com, 
conservationhamilton.ca

Hamilton
By Alexandra Pope

1 . A RT S

2 . F O O D

3 . A D V E N T U R E

O N E C I T Y
3  V E N U E S

Find out how a former cotton factory in Hamilton was transformed into a 

creative industries complex at cangeo.ca/nov16/hamilton.
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MANITOBA?
THINK YOU KNOW NORTHERN

TAKE THE QUIZ

TRY A LONGER VERSION OF THIS QUIZ AT  
GEOQUIZ.CANGEO.CA/MANITOBA 

ANSWERS 
1. (c) Wapusk National Park
2. (c) Wolf
3. (a) Beluga whales
4. (d) Butterfl ies
5. The aurora borealis

6.   (c), but you should also 
check out those other great 
festivals happening around 
northern Manitoba!

7. (b) Caviar

The estuaries of western Hudson Bay are 
important feeding grounds for these 
sociable marine mammals.

a)  Beluga whales
b)  Polar bears

c)  Ringed seals
d)  Walruses

Northern Manitoba is world-renowned 
for this seafood delicacy harvested in 
the region. 

a)  Calamari
b)  Caviar

c)  Carp 
d) Crab 

Each February, the town of The Pas plays 
host to Manitoba’s longest-running festival; 
2017 will be its 101st year. What is it?

a)  The Trout Festival
b)  Nickel Days
c)  The Northern Manitoba Trappers Festival
d)  Opaskwayak Indian Days

3

7

6This place is home to one of the world’s 
largest polar bear denning areas.

a)  Cape Churchill Wildlife Management Area
b)  Caribou River Park Reserve
c)  Wapusk National Park
d)  Polar Bear Provincial Park

Thompson’s Spirit Way is a two-kilometre 
interpretive hike that showcases why the 
town is the “____ capital of the world.”

a)  Nickel
b)  Polar bear

c)  Wolf
d)  Fishing

The Grizzled Skipper, Giant Sulphur and 
Painted Lady, all found in Churchill, are 
types of what?

a)  Tour boats
b)  Restaurants

c)  Mountain peaks
d)  Butterfl ies

Churchill is one of the best places in the world to 
witness this phenomena, which occurs an average 
of 300 nights a year. What is it?

1

2

4

5

t r a v e l m a n i t o b a . c o m

When these huge and graceful ghosts glide towards you over alien terrain,  
you’ll know you are a stranger in a strange land. You’re calm. For now.  
But make no mistake: you are in the Polar Bear Capital of the World  
and these are the kings of this arctic jungle. A close encounter with  
them stays with you long after the adrenaline is gone.

Y O U  W I L L  H E A R
I S  T H E  P O U N D I N G

T H E  O N L Y  S O U N D
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BY OMAR MOUALLEM

O N A FROSTY AFTERNOON in December 2014, 1,500 
people trudged through a white meadow in 
Edmonton’s Kinsmen Park, part of the city’s 48-kilo-
metre network of river valley parks, to pulverize each 

other with snow. Dressed in their finest fleece, peacoats and insu-
lated polyester, the locals dug their mitts into the ground, pressed 
their weapons into firm globes and, on the count of three, chucked 
and dodged snowballs until the assailants were so close that many 
were just blissfully kicking powder at one another.

They’d all received the same text the night before (“Tomorrow 
@ 12. Play safe. We assume no responsibility. Pass it on!”) but 
otherwise were strangers to the organizers of #yegsnowfight (YEG 
is Edmonton’s airport code). I got the text too, but the next morn-
ing I checked my weather app and recoiled at the crisp -10 C 
temperature — a very average winter day in the Alberta capital. 
I’m not averse to some northern exposure, but magnifying any 
discomfort with ice water running down my neck crosses a line.

However, as the pictures and videos of benevolent mayhem 
rolled through my social media feeds in the hours and days 
to come, I felt pangs of regret. Next year, I told myself, I was 
going to not only make an effort to enjoy winter but embrace 
it — bask in the cold and cherish the season’s slate of 115 dark 
days, at least in Edmonton. You could say I’d licked the Kool-
Aid-flavoured snow cone.

Not long after I moved here a decade ago — from 
Vancouver, although I was initially from a much chillier 
northern Alberta town — a “WinterCity” movement cham-
pioned by politicians, urban designers, outdoor enthusiasts 
and Scandinavian-fetishists started bubbling under the 
tundra in Edmonton. Their first point? Stop calling it tundra: 
the city might be North America’s most northern metropolis, 
but it’s -20 C or colder for only 37 winter days. During the 
rest of the season, temperatures hover above freezing,  
and thanks to plenty of sunshine and dryness, locals here 
fare better than Torontonians or Montrealers facing  
the same temperatures.

Their second point: So what if it’s freezing? That’s still no 
excuse to burrow home through parking lots and pedways (the 
13-kilometre enclosed pedestrian pathway into which 
Edmonton has sunk hundreds of millions of dollars since the 
’70s). And it’s certainly not a reason to isolate yourself. 
Braving the elements with your neighbours and loved ones 
would be far easier and more pleasurable, they argued. 
Damned if we need Calgary’s mountain’s or Denmark’s cen-
turies of cold-weather culture when we have on our side a 
history of human habitation far older than the Vikings, a 
picturesque river valley with 55 kilometres of groomed Nordic 
ski trails and that Prairie sunshine. 

 PLAYING IT 

COOL
Gigantic ice castles, amazing snow sculptures and 

1,500-person snowball �ghts — just some of the ways to 

embrace the cold in Edmonton, Canada’s winter capital
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It was quite the pitch for a city that gave the world the mega-
mall and a province populated by people who treat Phoenix 
like a suburb. 

In many ways, this movement dares people to go back to the 
roots of Canadian culture, when every community — not just 
Quebec City — had winter carnivals. Indeed, Edmonton had 
its first in 1923, and further reincarnations lasted until 1968, 
when “Muk-Luk Mardi Gras” — a weekend of dog-sledding, 
toboggan races and the crowning of “Miss Muk-Luk” — con-
cluded. The last 50 years of local civilization have largely been 
spent denying or resenting winter’s existence, and in that 
respect Edmontonians are not much different from most faux-
hardy Canadians.

Noble as this movement was to encourage more outdoor 
winter activity through culture and urban planning, the 
WinterCity Strategy report of 2012 was as propagandistic as any 
other from city hall. The real test was whether the common 
people would make snow angels out of it. Judging from the 
turnout of #yegsnowfight, an event hashed out on Twitter by two 
commoners who promise to repeat it annually, it is working.

A PATCHWORK OF PLYWOOD trembles under my boots as I 
do-si-do under a clear dark sky, between a frozen ravine and 
a symphony of fiddlers. Combined with the above-freezing 
weather and 100 other people jigging and reeling, it’s enough 
to make me want to strip off my outerwear and cool off with 
a walk. I stroll through the nearby illuminated two-kilometre 
trail plotted with music, storytelling and luminescent art, and 
after attending a fire-lit drum circle, I duck into a large tent. 

There, a voyageur explains the namesake of Flying Canoë 
Volant, a February festival organized by Edmonton’s franco-
phone, Métis and aboriginal communities, to 30 seated guests 
heated by a wood furnace.

In French, he explains the Québécois adaptation of a First 
Nations tale about a cadre of voyageurs who broke a pact with 
the devil and were sentenced to orbit the sky in a canoe for 
eternity. “So they say, on every full moon, if you look just right, 

You’d be hard-pressed to find a city making more of its winters than 

Edmonton, where you can explore unearthly ice castles (previous 
page), enjoy culture-fests such as the voyageur- and First-Nations-

inspired Flying Canoë Volant (above), and revel in the cold in mass 

snowball fights (top) and Silver Skate Festival events (opposite).
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W I N T E R  C I T Y

you’ll see the silhouette of the canoe as they fly home,” festival 
organizer Daniel Cournoyer later translates for me.

Cournoyer, who also wears an Assomption sash and elon-
gated voyageur hat, sits with me on the first night of the Flying 
Canoë festival at Café Bicyclette, one of two niche restaurants 
to stretch their patio season into winter with the aid of blan-
kets, heat lamps and newly amended 
bylaws. (The other is a converted his-
torical house called Little Brick.) 
Cournoyer created the festival in 2012 
after a popular but publicly funded 
winter event in Edmonton’s French 
Quarter was shut down by the city, 
which hoped community efforts would 
replace it. Not only did Cournoyer’s 
group continue the popular illumi-
nated walks, but they quintupled down 
on it, adding concert stages, horse-
drawn carriage rides, giant ice slides, 
a trough of tire d’érable — that delectable frozen maple syrup 
rolled on a stick — and an ice-carved canoe pumping Sortilège 
into shot glasses. For Cournoyer, whose French-Canadian 
ancestors settled in Edmonton more than a century ago, it 
takes him back not just to his cultural roots but also to his 
childhood, when a snowfall was but a playground from the sky. 
“When I was a kid,” he says, “I’d get up at seven in the morn-
ing after a fresh snowfall, walk five blocks to the local hill and 
go tobogganing by myself, and then I’d go skate at the local 
community rink. They had a shack and a guy there who 

always kept the ice perfect. There was a real dedication to 
making sure people had things to do in winter, and then we 
got away from it in the ’80s.” Needless to say, he’s pleased with 
Edmonton’s winter renaissance.

The city, for its part, has concocted its share of new winter 
initiatives, with mixed results. An annual competition pro-

claiming an “official winter cocktail,” 
for instance, didn’t gain enough inter-
est to survive another year, but it did 
at least inspire a hot, rummy drink 
that tastes like a liquid Skor bar called 
“The Sure Thing,” which you can taste 
at the beautiful Alberta Hotel Bar + 
Kitchen. It also successfully bid to 
host the international Winter Cities 
Shake-Up, a symposium mixing pol-
icy wonk lectures and outdoor fun, in 
January 2015 (and again in 2017). 
That’s where architect Matt Gibbs 

pitched the city on an 11-kilometre skating trail for its urban 
core, cleverly named the Freezeway.

Thirteen months later, I slip on a pair of skates for the first 
time in a decade, and scrape and glide through the Freezeway. 
Although it had been significantly watered down to a 400-metre 
pathway in a river valley park — not at all a commuter trail — the 
promise is to at least double it in 2017, and many still hold on to 
the possibility that they might one day glide to work. 

The project that Edmontonians have taken to most is the Ice 
Castle — a 27,000-tonne, more than 4,500-square-metre 

I was going to not  
only make an effort to 

enjoy winter but embrace 
it — bask in the cold and 
cherish Edmonton’s slate 

of 115 dark days.
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sculpture that required more than 26 million litres of water and 
20 people working for two straight months. When it opened 
last December, tens of thousands of people showed up, result-
ing in two-hour queues.

“I try not to take too much credit for it, because I don’t know 
any human who can create the beautiful things that grow here,” 
says Brent Christensen, its architect, before sticking his head 
in a frozen nook that’s naturally taken on a rib-like shape and 
a blue aura unlike any I’ve ever seen. “The colours that come 
out of there are insane. Because of the thickness of the ice, you 
filter out all the other colours and you just get this crazy blue 
coming off.” He points to an orchid-like formation on a regal 
ice-carved throne. “You get petals growing off them like some 
weird Amazon plant. That’s why it’s so cool, because we’re 
limited in what we can do, as far as designing and sculpting 
goes. This stuff is out of our hands.”

Christensen is not from Edmonton. He’s a Utahan by way 
of California who lives part-time in Hawaii. Yet he’s taken to 
winter like few others and now builds elaborate Narnia-esque 
ice palaces around America. Edmonton was his first Canadian 
foray, and he’s back again this winter from December to March. 
“We’re fortunate enough to be coming to town as Edmontonians 
are having this winter revival,” he says, “an optimistic effort to 
make the most of what we have here.”

“THE CULTURE HAS SHIFTED really quickly,” Susan 
Holdsworth, one of the architects of Edmonton’s WinterCity 
Strategy, tells me over a pint at the Yellowhead Brewery. I 
met her at a networking event bringing together creatives, 

policy-makers, hardcore winter cyclists and others hoping 
to cast and hook more grassroots ideas for winter. I heard 
everything from winter-themed flash fiction on coffee sleeves 
to “deep freezer races” (essentially bobsledding in an appli-
ance). Instead of names, guests wrote their favourite part of 
winter on a tag: Holdsworth’s said “X-country skiing”; mine 
said “hygge,” a Danish word that’s difficult to pronounce and M
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You can’t beat the northern lights (top) — a common sight around 

Edmonton in the winter — or the city’s popular twists on winter 

classics, such as ice slides through spectacular frozen castles 

(middle) and not toboggan, but “deep-freezer” races (bottom).
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even harder to define, but is essentially a turducken of 
warmth, mirth and cosiness that gives psychological rescue 
from Nordic winters. It was one of those rare abominably 
cold days outside, so I was glad to be indoors having a hyg-
geligt time with Holdsworth.

“A lot of people said, ‘Dream on!’” recalls the strategic plan-
ner from a few years ago. “Now people don’t feel as limited by 
our climate as they used to.” One reason locals have taken to 
the cause like penguins to snow is 
Edmonton is already known as 
“Festival City” and, somewhat ironi-
cally, was even listed alongside Machu 
Picchu on National Geographic’s 2015 
must-do summer vacations list, pri-
marily because of its large and fre-
quent summer cultural events, such as 
the international Fringe Theatre 
Festival. “We now have a full sweep of 
winter festivals,” says Holdsworth.

Indeed, in addition to Edmonton’s 
oldest winter festival, Silver Skate, a 
sports and culture event that culmi-
nates with burning effigies (it’s not as creepy as it sounds), 
there’s Ice on Whyte, an international ice sculpting competi-
tion; Deep Freeze, a Russian New Year’s street party that 
brought out 32,000 people in the frigid cold; and, hosted by 
the proudly northern art gallery Latitude 53, Parka Patio, a 
one-night-only outdoor party that has seen scantily dressed 
people in Mad Max-inspired tribal face-paint. Throughout 

this season — this season that I’d normally spend between 
walls — I breezed through them all. I even found myself 
brandishing glow sticks among animal-costumed ravers 
twirling their attached tails at Downtown Defrost, an out-

door electronic music festival going 
into its third year. But my most antic-
ipated outing would be #yegsnow-
fight,  scheduled to return in 
mid-March.

But, tragically, it remains my white 
whale. The 2016 #yegsnowfight was 
cancelled because of a lack of snow. 
All season long, the city that wanted 
so badly to embrace the cold was 
hardly cold at all. Thanks to El Niño 
and, it’s safe to assume, climate 
change, Edmonton and much of 
Canada had one of the warmest win-

ters on record. The Ice Castle melted away a month before it 
was to close and the Freezeway turned to slush eight weeks 
in. For the first time since childhood, or perhaps since ever, I 
wished for a longer winter.

Edmonton isn’t the only city embracing the cold. Discover other 

unique Canadian winter celebrations at cangeo.ca/nov16/cities.

Skaters take to the kaleidoscope paths of the long  

Edmonton Freezeway, one of the many outdoor attractions  

that are helping to define Edmonton’s winter renaissance.

We have on our  
side a history of human 
habitation far older than 
the Vikings, a picturesque 

river valley and that 
Prairie sunshine.
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A ‘polar’ adventure in southern 
Labrador, the Arctic next door

BY J.B. MACKINNON
WITH PHOTOGRAPHY BY JERRY KOBALENKO

J.B. MacKinnon hauls a sled 

across the southern Labrador 

wilderness, en route to the  

St. Augustine River.   

 I 
FIRST SAW the Devil’s Hole the way one does these days: 
on Google Earth. The veteran cold-world adventurer Jerry 
Kobalenko had invited me to snowshoe a 400-kilometre 
transect across southern Labrador, and I decided to pre-
view our route online. From the town of Sheshatshiu, 

population 1,500, we would follow traditional Innu Nation travel 
routes across Lake Melville and up the Kenamu River, or 
Tshenuamiu-shipu, as it’s known in the Innu-aimun language. At 
the height of the interior plateau, we would cut east to the head-
waters of the St. Augustine River (Pakua-shipu), then south all 
the way to that river’s namesake town on the Quebec shore of 
the Gulf of St. Lawrence.

As I traced the St. Augustine on my laptop screen, I saw it: a 
canyon full of waterfalls and rapids. I alerted Jerry, who said he 
would look into it. When he got back to me to say that the locals 
called it the Devil’s Hole, we laughed, because it’s easy to laugh 
at a challenge when you’re looking at it on a computer. The sun 
is always shining on Google Earth.

Now, more than three weeks into our expedition, the situation 
is reversed: the winter snowscape is vast, and we are specks 
within it. By our conservative estimate, the trip was supposed to 
end tomorrow. Instead, we are 155 kilometres from the finish 
line, and tomorrow we’ll walk into the Devil’s Hole.

In other words, conditions have been tough. A Labradorian 
heatwave — at -15 C — had swept through at dawn, but the mercury 
soon plunged toward the -30s and -40s that have become the norm. 
At those temperatures, snow is not the friendly stuff of sliding tobog-
gans, but something like a blend of sand and shards of glass. Pulling 
a sled (“manhauling,” as it is still often called) across -40 C snow is 
like dragging a corpse down a sidewalk for hours upon hours. The 
snow is deep this winter, too. Even in snowshoes, we sink to our 
shins, or worse, with each stride. We may be going downstream on 
the frozen St. Augustine, but we have the distinct impression that 
we are forever toiling uphill, like Sisyphus in winter.

“We’re stressed,” Jerry says during our afternoon break. “You 
look at our faces, you see stress.”

By day’s end, we have covered 10.5 kilometres — just over one 
kilometre per hour, or about the dryland hiking speed of a tod-
dler. We nestle our camp in the crook of a wooded point. It is a 
matter of a few hundred paces to walk around the bend and look 
into the Devil’s Hole, but neither of us has the energy, and night 
is drawing its curtain of bitter cold. It feels like the most remote 
place I’ve ever been, and the most extreme.

JOURNEY TO
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EVERYTHING ABOUT this trip had 
been a lesson in the unexpected. To 
begin with, Jerry’s invitation: we had just 
met in person for the first time, over 
drinks at the Banff Mountain Film and 
Book Festival, when I mentioned that his 
sled-hauling sojourns sounded strangely 
appealing to me, like a positive form of 
monotony. Moments later, he asked if I’d 
like to join him on an expedition. I said 
yes, because there is only one way to be 
a person who says yes to adventures.

I had organized mukluks, a parka, 
three different thicknesses of balaclava, 
a sleeping bag like a small cloud. Yet 
when I showed friends my expedition 
route on a map, reactions tended toward 
the incredulous. Compared by latitude, 
our starting point was as far south as 
Hamburg, Dublin or countless other 
pleasant places. I might as well have 
been prepping for an overdressed jaunt 
from Edmonton to Calgary.

Southern Labrador is the Arctic next 
door — “so close and yet so far” might as 
well be the motto. Despite recent hydro-
electric and mining activity, an airline 
passenger on the two-hour gate-to-gate 
hop from Halifax still looks down on a 
wild expanse. Labrador remains one of 
the most undeveloped regions in Canada. 
The Trans-Labrador Highway was com-
pleted just seven years ago and is so 
remote that the government lends out 
satellite phones to drivers. During the 

brief summer, when temperatures can 
climb into the 30s, southern Labrador 
appears to be a typically boggy and buggy 
boreal forest, dominated by spindly black 
spruce trees. In winter, the snow can be 
deep enough that backhoes have to be 
used in place of snowplows. “Its climate 
is closer to polar than boreal,” says Joel 
Finnis, a climatologist at Memorial 
University of Newfoundland. 

On the trail, every lunchtime, Jerry 
and I eat what I think of as the Worst 
Sandwich in the World: an enormous, 
frozen PB&J. The cold-on-cold sandwich 
is a workable metaphor for Labrador’s 
climate. To the east is the Labrador Sea, 
which receives the frigid water of the 
Labrador Current flowing down from the 

Arctic. From the west, prevailing winds 
bring cold air from the Canadian interior, 
as well as outbreaks of Arctic air, such as 
the “polar vortex” that made headlines a 
few years ago when it brought a winter 
whammy as far south as Texas. “There’s 
always a polar vortex in the winter, and it 
wobbles around — sometimes it’s fur-
ther south, sometimes it’s further north,” 
says Finnis. “But it tends to wobble 
around Labrador fairly consistently.”

The cyclic toggling of sea surface 
temperatures and storm tracks in the 
North Atlantic, among other factors, 
can take the edge off — or sharpen the 
edge — of Labrador winters. “Natural 
variability, at least in Labrador, is gigan-
tic — it’s going to dwarf anything from 
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climate change for the near future,” 
says Finnis. That isn’t to say that cli-
mate change isn’t being felt in the 
region. As with many other places, 
Labrador has experienced weather 
extremes in recent years, including two 
warm winters that were “very, very, very 
unusual,” Finnis says. For a 2015 
research paper, Finnis crunched the 
data to account for natural variability 
and found that climate change added 
1.3 C of warming to those winters. 

The last few winters have been nor-
mal, which is to say: fi erce. But where a 
cold winter in Toronto or New York 
sparks predictable doubts about climate 
change, Finnis said that tends to be less 
the case in Labrador. Labradorians, he 
said, still spend enough time on the 
land to pick up on the long-term trends. 
“That really helps them come to terms 
with climate change to a greater degree 
than someone who either doesn’t spend 
any time outdoors or lives in a place 
where winter is an anomaly rather than 
something that you live with for upward 
of six months a year.”

JERRY AND I have decided to take a rest 
day. It’s a chance to eat and nap, to inspect 

our equipment and ourselves. Despite a 
5,000-calorie daily diet (last night’s dinner 
for each of us was onion soup, four hot 
dogs, an enormous bowl of Kraft Dinner 
and baked goods for desert), we are both 
losing weight; if we continued like this for 
too long, we would die.

The low temperatures, too, have 
made an impression. Jerry, who is 
superbly experienced in protecting him-
self against cold, has nonetheless lost 
feeling in one foot and is marked with 
red welts on his face, as if fresh from a 
boxing match. I, meanwhile, haven’t felt 
most of my fi nger tips, toes, left foot or 
parts of my face for two weeks. The 
frost-damaged skin is beginning to 
slough off. “If I judged you on your nose M
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Clockwise from above: MacKinnon trudges 

up a forested hillside; MacKinnon and Jerry 

Kobalenko set up their fi rst camp, on the 

shore of Lake Melville in -40 C weather; 

the pair toils alongside the Kenamu River. 
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alone,” Jerry says, “I’d guess you were 
on death’s door.”

On a trip that stretches not days but 
weeks, it is crucial to focus on the jour-
ney rather than the endpoint. As we 
approach the Devil’s Hole, I am finding 
that harder to do. The traditional travel 
route veers away from the Hole, cutting 
northeast up the Wolf River — we can 
see its confluence from our camp — and 
then overland through forests and wind-
scoured knolls before plunging down the 
face of the plateau to rejoin the St. 
Augustine where it is wide and slow.

In other words, the Devil’s Hole is 
potentially a shortcut — just a dozen or 
so kilometres to where the river flattens 
out. There, locals told us, we should 
soon pick up snowmobile paths leading 
all the way to the town of Saint-Augustin, 
Que. We had long ago set any puritani-
cal ethics aside and begun actively wish-
ing to run into fresh snowmobile tracks, 
which are firm and fast for pulling sleds. 
Other than our brief intersection with 
the Trans-Labrador Highway, though, 
we hadn’t seen another human soul. If 
there was a snowmobile superhighway 
on the other side of the Hole, it would 

be an express route to a hot bath, a cold 
beer, a real bed.

The people of southern Labrador are 
as unique a blend as the weather. Here, 
Canada’s Maritime culture mixes with 
the Subarctic Innu Nation and the 
world’s southernmost Inuit communi-
ties. Taken all together, there is still only 
one person for every 10 square kilome-
tres. “This is the place the Europeans 
came first — and didn’t stay,” Susan 
Felsberg, a local historian, had said to 
me with a laugh. “It was the first place 
to be explored, and now it’s the last 
place to be explored.”

The Labrador coast is among the 
places that the Italian mariner Giovanni 
Caboto, remembered as John Cabot, may 
have visited on the 1497 journey during 
which he became the first European 
explorer on record to reach mainland 
Canada. Colonial attention soon focused 
on gentler latitudes, but Labrador was 
not, in any case, an unpeopled country. 
Inuit and First Nations presence dates 
back 8,000 years, while the Innu culture 
is at least 2,500 years old, and possibly 
much older. Until the onset in 1969 of 
government settlement programs, most 

Innu continued to live on nutshimut, the 
land. Many continue “going off,” as they 
say these days, though mainly at the 
speed of modern technology. A skilled 
snowmobiler could blaze in a single day 
across the 400-kilometre transect that 
Jerry and I are walking, and the Innu 
have long given prestige to great travel-
lers and epic journeys.

In mid-winter, though, the landscape 
can seem eerily lifeless. As one longtime 
local put it, “How can such a giant land-
scape produce zero sound?” In the weeks 
leading up to this trip, Jerry had joked 
that I should prepare by staring at a white 
wall for nine hours a day. That isn’t, in 
fact, so far off the reality of head-down 
sled-hauling. One day a sheet of wind-
driven snow had gradually swept up-
valley, obliterating everything in its 
whiteness until it closed over me like an 
apocalyptic vision.

We hadn’t even seen much wildlife. 
Like everything else in the region, the 

As MacKinnon knows, a southern Labrador 

adventure can include the Trans-Labrador 

Highway (opposite) or taking sustenance 

on the frozen St. Augustine River (above).
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fauna of southern Labrador is a confu-
sion of north and south: the winter ptar-
migan are pure white, but the foxes are 
red. Country people said that polar bear 
tracks have been seen deep in the boreal 
forest, which in summer is known as 
black bear country. One trapper remem-
bered seeing mountainsides “black with 
caribou,” though we saw not so much 
as a caribou’s hoof print — the herds 
have waned dramatically under legal 
and illegal hunting, increased habitat 
loss and disturbance, and other pres-
sures. What we saw instead were moose, 
which are recent enough an arrival that 
in at least some areas the Innu origi-
nally had no word for them. Moose 

began expanding eastward from Quebec 
beginning in 1949, and the most recent 
research,  from 2009, suggested the 
population had increased by as much as 
44 per cent since the turn of the millen-
nium alone. On some stretches of river, 
we saw so many moose that we felt like 
misplaced shepherds.

Yet the effect of travelling through  
a seemingly dead landscape is to feel not 
closer to death but rather singularly alive. 
Here, we are the life, Jerry and I, and  
the thought makes me thrill at every 
other trace of a living thing: an otter’s 
snow-sliding belly track, the peep of a 
boreal chickadee. It makes me pull off 
my mittens to touch the unlikely green 
of the spruce needles that shelter our 
tent from the wind.

Soon enough it is night. I step outside, 
and see that a quarter of the eastern sky 
is filled by a moon halo, its circle captur-
ing a single bright star out of the haze. 
We had all day to do it, but neither one of 
us has made the short trip to get a peek 
of what was in store for us tomorrow.

“Eat, sleep, suffer,” says Jerry as we 
seal ourselves into our sleeping bags. 
“What could be more mystical, religious 
and pure?”

WHAT GREETS US around the corner 
the next morning is, of course, the unex-
pected. “Is that wind or water?” Jerry 
asks. But we both know what the roaring 
sound must be.

We had seen running water now and 
then on this trip — spooky places where 
some thin strip of fast water had somehow 
resisted the freeze or, even spookier, had 
surged up and out of its frozen tomb. What 
we are hearing in the Devil’s Hole, though, 
is a different order of magnitude alto-
gether. It is the booming of a waterfall.

We reach our first ice bridge a few 
minutes later. It crosses over little more 
than a trickle, but still we take our time, 
testing with our ski poles to make sure it 
is solid. Soon enough, though, we are 

J.B. MacKinnon writes on the environment, 
outdoors, consumerism and other topics. His 
most recent book is The Once and Future 
World: Nature As It Was, As It Is, As It 
Could Be. He lives in Vancouver. Jerry 
Kobalenko is a Canmore-based writer, photog-
rapher and adventure traveller.

Two moose, belly-deep in snow, appear 

ready to cross MacKinnon’s path. 
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we capture roughly 1 tonne of carbon and return it deep underground. 
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faced with a grand arch, downstream of 
which a raging flume tumbles toward a 
series of drops. To fall into that water 
would be certain death.

I probe the bridge with my pole. Poon 
poon poon thunk. Hollow, hollow, hollow, 
safe. Jerry declares that it should be OK, 
and Jerry knows ice. Then again, I’m the 
one going first.

I pull my sled to the edge of the hol-
low-sounding patch. Then, dry-mouthed, 
I gingerly step across it, not stopping 
until I have left the bridge far behind. 
Jerry follows, and suddenly, we are in the 
thick of it. The Devil’s Hole. Snow slopes 
skew in at all angles, water tumbles down 
golden spillways, ice drapes down russet 
stone in curtains of black and glorious 
blue. It’s about as far as you can get from 
the green pixels of Google Earth.

On relatively easy ground, a sled is a 
good tool for carrying the weight and 
bulk of cold-weather gear. Within the 
canyon, the sleds are a burden. We lower 
them down gulleys on ropes, stomp trails 
to keep them from side-slipping off cliffs. 

When we harness ourselves to each other 
to double-team the sleds up steep grades, 
we look like the women who yoked them-
selves together to plow fields in the First 
World War.

At last we reach a crux. Our options 
are either to cross a snowbank somehow 
suspended between a rock face and a 
pool of roiling water or to try our luck on 
thin ice. We have covered one kilometre 
in two hours, with many more to go. To 
continue would be like choosing to travel 
through high-risk avalanche terrain for 
days on end. There is, it seems, a clear 
reason why the Innu did not shortcut 
down the Devil’s Hole: “The Innu aren’t 
stupid,” says Jerry.

 Jerry has learned, in his travels, to 
accept such turns of fate with equanim-
ity. But as we turn and toil back upstream, 
I find myself crestfallen. I am having 
heretical thoughts about the invocation 
to believe that the journey is the destina-
tion. I am genuinely afraid, in fact, that 
with many days now left to go, I might 
be longing for this trip to end.

“It’s gruelling,” I say, as I begin break-
ing trail up the Wolf River. “Gruelling 
once again.”

We’ve gone no more than a few hun-
dred metres when Jerry says, “Do you 
think that’s a snowmobile track?”

There, on the far shore of the Wolf, 
there really is some kind of sinuous line. 
I watch Jerry make his slow, post-holing 
way across the snow.

“It is!” he shouts back at me. “And it’s 
good and firm!”

I surge across the frozen river. The 
track is days old and half drifted in with 
snow, but it is a thread, we are sure, that 
leads all the way to the town of Saint-
Augustin. The end is suddenly in sight, 
and I realize — unexpectedly — that I 
am in no hurry to get there.

Check out an interactive map of the two 

men’s journey at cangeo.ca/nov16/labrador.

MacKinnon at the start of the trek through 

the Devil’s Hole, a route from which he and 

Kobalenko would eventually have to retreat.
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Programs, and Pete Ewins, Lead Species Specialist, on a journey deep into the home of 
iconic wildlife and the remote Inuit communities.

A D V E N T U R E
C A N A D A

© Scott Forsyth

ARCTIC SAFARI
JULY 30 - AUGUST 10, 2017 ABOARD THE OCEAN ENDEAVOUR

This voyage is 
presented in 
support of 

WWF-Canada

�is voyage will be  
complemented by  
the free onboard  

Nikon equipment  
loaner program

Your journey is further enhanced by our guest experts, 
Inuit culturalist Lois Suluk-Locke, acclaimed National 
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WWF-Canada.
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Surfing 
The thrills, spills and chills of riding 
the waves in British Columbia’s 
Skookumchuck Narrows
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TT HERE’S ONLY A SMALL WINDOW of time in which 
to ride “the Skook,” the up to two-metre-high sta-
tionary wave that forms at high tide in the 
Skookumchuck Narrows, at the entrance to Sechelt 
Inlet on British Columbia’s Sunshine Coast. Twice 
a day, 760 billion litres of salt water surge through 
the narrows, creating the Sechelt Rapids and a cur-
rent that can exceed 30 km/h. It’s an impressive 
natural spectacle, and one that beckons surfers, 
kayakers and spectators alike. 

Unlike the waves on rivers he’s surfed in Canada 
and the United States, the Skook is “glassy smooth,” 
says Justin Gullickson, a Calgarian who rode the 
wave in October 2015. 

Glassy smooth the wave may be, but the rapids 
aren’t for the novice or fainthearted, as Gullickson 
can attest. Wearing a wetsuit to counter the 10 C 
water temperature and a lifejacket in case the cur-
rent got the better of him, he carved the swirling 
mass of water as fi ve of his friends looked on from 
the shore at Roland Point, one of the two main 
lookout points in Skookumchuck Narrows 
Provincial Park (the other is North Point). 

At the end of his ride, Gullickson tumbled into a 
particularly turbulent part of the rapids he and his 

group had nicknamed “the line of death.” The cur-
rent sucked him into a giant two-metre-deep whirl-
pool, where he was still able to breathe, and then 
popped him out when the vortex collapsed on itself. 
It took Gullickson 20 minutes to reach the shore, by 
which point he’d been carried a kilometre from his 
friends, pulled into and spat out of another whirl-
pool and come within touching distance of a huge 
male sea lion, a common sight in the narrows, along 
with orcas and porpoises. 

“The Skookumchuck wave is one of the biggest, 
most epic river surfi ng waves there is in the world,” 
says Gullickson. “It’s not something to take lightly.”

Clockwise from above: (left to right) Jacob Kelly Quinlan, 

Justin Gullickson, Benjamin Di-Qual, Ryan Ricardo, Ben 

Nielsen and Maximilian Neuböck at Sechelt Rapids; 

Di-Qual (left) and Gullickson prepare their boards; 

Ricardo carves the wave in Skookumchuck Narrows. 

previous page: Di-Qual leaves the water.

Stephanie Jager and Britta Kokemor of Jager & Kokemor 
Photography are based in Calgary. Michela Rosano is 
Canadian Geographic Travel’s associate editor.
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Quinlan finds his balance on  

a relatively smooth portion of  

the otherwise turbulent water.
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Clockwise from top left: Ricardo watches as the action unfolds 

on the water; sea stars cling to the rocky shore; Neuböck gets 

into position; Neuböck talks with two kayakers; Ricardo and 

Quinlan high-five after a successful run; Neuböck rides a wave.

Dust off that wetsuit and discover Canada’s top surfing 

destinations at cangeo.ca/nov16/surfing.
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 WHEN CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC 
sparked a Twitter debate (#rinkwars) 

about which outdoor skating rink was the 
nation’s best, people from across the 
country weighed in. Here are some of their 
choices, along with a few other top 
expanses of excellent ice. Happy skating!

The Mystic Lakes, Golden Ears Provincial 
Park, B.C.  At an elevation of nearly 1,600 
metres, these backcountry lakes aren’t 
exactly easily accessible, but they make for 
what is the only truly once-in-a-lifetime 
experience on this list. Don’t believe that? 
Watch helicopter pilot Bradley Friesen’s 
YouTube video of Katrina Lazzarotto carv-
ing patterns in the glassy smooth blue-
green ice and prepare to be convinced.

Lake Louise, Banff National Park, Alta.  
It’s not hard to see why people love skat-
ing here. Set in front of the grand old 
Fairmont Chateau Lake Louise, ringed by 
the Rockies and dotted with the cheery 
and the rosy-cheeked gliding to and fro, 
the rink is a perfect picture-postcard evo-
cation of the joys of a Canadian winter.  

Inuvik-Tuktoyaktuk ice road, N.W.T.  CAR! 
Expect to hear the familiar road-hockey 
shout should you find yourself playing 
shinny on the 190-kilometre ribbon of ice 
known as the Mackenzie River — after all, 
from mid-December to late April it serves 
as an ice road linking Inuvik and 
Tuktoyaktuk. Get there and lace ’em up 
while you can, though — once the all-
season Mackenzie Valley Highway opens 
in the fall of 2017, it’s game over.  

Clear Lake, Riding Mountain National 
Park, Man.  A see-through skating rink? 
If the conditions are right — cold, calm 

nights with no wind or snow — that’s 
what you might get at Clear Lake. “It was 
pretty crazy,” Mike Tarleton told the 
Winnipeg Free Press of his experience 
skating on the lake in 2015, when he 
looked down and saw northern pike 
swimming below the ice. “You trip your-
self out. It feels like you’re flying.”

Red River Mutual Trail, Winnipeg  Where 
it goes and how long it is varies every win-
ter, but one thing remains a constant on 
the world’s longest naturally frozen skating 
trail — it always draws a crowd. Even when 
last year’s mild winter forced the trail to 
open in January (a month later than usual) 
and not at all on its Assiniboine River 
branch, more than 18,000 people skated on 
the Red River during a provincial holiday 
in February 2016.   

Arrowhead Provincial Park, Huntsville, 
Ont.  Kudos to the genius who thought 
to ditch the wide-open expanse of a tradi-
tional rink for this 1.3-kilometre loop 
through the forest. It’s a full-on winter 
wonderland experience, especially when 
fresh snow clings to the evergreens, but 
the real treat is Fire & Ice nights (select 
Saturdays in January and February), 
when the warm glow of hundreds of tiki 
torches illuminates the trail.

Rideau Canal Skateway, Ottawa  How do 
you improve the iconic piece of infrastruc-
ture that is the Rideau Canal (pictured 
above)? Simple. Let people skate a 7.8-kilo-
metre section of it, munching BeaverTail 
pastries or sipping hot cider as they glide 
within view of sights such as Parliament, 
the regal Fairmont Chateau Laurier and the 
veil of Alaskan yellow cedar draped over the 
south side of TD Place stadium. Such is life 

on the world’s largest skating rink, the icy 
jewel in the crown of the capital’s annual 
Winterlude Festival (Feb. 3-20, 2017).

Bonsecours Basin, Montreal  There is per-
haps no prettier view in Montreal in win-
ter than the one you get at night from the 
rink at the Bonsecours Basin in the city’s 
Old Port. Coloured lights, the twinkle of 
the Marché Bonsecours and the glittering 
skyline beyond help make the city’s larg-
est outdoor rink (when its natural and 
artificial surfaces are both open) a shim-
mering spectacle.

The Loop, St. John’s  Choosing between 
The Loop and Halifax’s 400-metre Emera 
Oval was tough, but the Newfoundland 
capital’s Bannerman Park figure-eight-
shaped rink, although smaller at 270 
metres, edged it on aesthetics. Like 
Halifax’s oval, The Loop is artificially refrig-
erated, but its surroundings — plenty of 
nearby trees, a bandstand, Victorian-era-
style streetlights — lend it an unmatched 
air of intimacy. What more could you want 
on a chilly winter night’s skate?  

Todd Churchill’s backyard rink, Portugal 
Cove-St. Philip’s, N.L.  There’s zero argu-
ment to brook over the inclusion of Todd 
Churchill’s 94-foot-long by 46-foot-wide 
creation — a paean to the art of the back-
yard rink if there ever was one — which he 
first built in 2012 to raise money for chari-
ties that help support kids such as his five-
year-old son, Carter, who is deaf and has 
cerebral palsy. So far, he’s raised $225,800, 
some of which has come from renting the 
rink in exchange for a donation.  

Skating in the open air is practically a  
Canadian rite of passage — but where  
are the best places in the country to do it?  
Harry Wilson picks 10 can’t-miss outdoor rinks.  

On frozen pond

Did we miss a can’t-miss rink? Let us know 

on  (@CanGeo) or  (fb.com/cangeo).
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Cruising the waterways since 1988

Waterways of the Netherlands & BelgiumWaterways of the Netherlands & BelgiumWaterways of the Netherlands & BelgiumWaterways of the Netherlands & BelgiumWaterways of the Netherlands & BelgiumWaterways of the Netherlands & BelgiumWaterways of the Netherlands & BelgiumWaterways of the Netherlands & BelgiumWaterways of the Netherlands & Belgium

With so many beautiful waterways and an endless list 
of highlights to visit, the Netherlands and Belgium 
continue to impress our guests. Although small in size, 
these two countries offer more highlights than many 
much larger ones. Our 16 day journey is the perfect 
combination of walking and coach tours with plenty of 
free time to explore at your own pace.

Your private riverboat, the Da Vinci caters to just 90 
Canadian guests and will have you exploring Europe 
while cruising under the Canadian Flag. Our longer 
itineraries allow you to cruise during the day, as well as 
experiencing all the shore excursions you would expect, 
while overnighting in lovely places along the way.

All inclusive European River Cruises priced in Canadian Dollars for our Canadian Guests
European Christmas Markets • Waterways of the Netherlands & Belgium • Bavaria, Austria & Budapest 

Vienna to Amsterdam • Amsterdam to Basel • Basel to Amsterdam

Jerry Van Dyke.indd   51 2016-11-02   1:48 PM



Northeastern Ontario.indd   52 2016-11-02   2:26 PM


