


36 arcticjournal.ca November/December 2009

he knew he was moving in the right direction in his quest for the Coppermine. In the

next lake to the west, Lac de Gras, they paddled around the perimeter until the roar of

cascading water reached their ears, and then walked up a hill to look down upon the

rushing current of the Coppermine River. At that spot, beside the first rapids of 

the great river of his dreams, Blanchet built a cairn and deposited a record of his 

exploration. “The Arctic was only 100 miles away, but mid-summer had passed and we

had a paddle of 400 miles back to the schooner [at Great Slave Lake] so here we turned

homeward.” Thus Blanchet achieved and recorded the zenith of his northern 

explorations.

The next two summers were spent surveying the country south of Great Slave,

through the Talston River watershed, and then east to the Dubawnt. It was during this

time that he ascertained the location of Hearne’s Thelewey-aza-yeth, “the last 

remaining of Hearne’s key points to be determined beyond reasonable doubt,” as

Blanchet described in The Beaver in 1949 and 1950. In the end, he never achieved the

satisfaction of launching his canoe in the waters of the Thelon River – this piece of the

map eluded him to the end. But he had covered a vast amount of territory and had set

down much of the map for the heart of northern Canada. His 1926 government 

publication, Great Slave Lake Area: Northwest Territories, summarized his survey work

of the previous five years in that region, adding topographical and geological 

observations, details of settlement and transportation, climate and vegetation, birds

and animals, and a bibliography of everything written to date about the area, 

beginning with Samuel Hearne in 1795. In effect, it is a summary of the explorations of

those who had gone before, written by the last of the explorers. It is a comprehensive

document, written by the man who at the time knew it better than anyone else.

Abruptly, in 1926, the Department of the Interior decided that no further surveys

of the northwest were needed, effectively closing this major chapter of Guy Blanchet’s

career. His involvement with the North continued, in other roles, but it was the end of

an era, the end of real exploration by canoe and pack and the sweat on your back.

While for Blanchet himself there were great challenges and adventures still ahead, his

days as the last explorer of the barrenlands were finished.

The late 1920s brought two new developments which changed the North 

forever, and changed the way Blanchet (and others) experienced the North. It was the

beginning of a mining boom in Canada and for the first time, the airplane was 

available for geologists and mining engineers to reach the far-flung, undeveloped 

corners of the country. The first aerial search for minerals in the barrenlands was

©
 R

IC
H

A
RD

 B
LA

N
C

H
ET

 (
5)

During Blanchet’s early years of
surveying, in the upper reaches of
Alberta and Saskatchewan, horses
played an important role. 

Blanchet, centre, on Lac de Gras en
route to the Coppermine, 1924.
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launched in 1928 by Colonel C.D.H. MacAlpine using two Fairchilds and two Moths,

all equipped with floats for summer and skis for winter. Guy Blanchet was hired 

to organize and manage their base of operations on the Hudson Bay coast, 400 

kilometres north of Churchill, where he spent the winter with some local Inuit who

provided caribou meat. Prospecting began in earnest in the spring of 1929, ranging

out across the barrenlands from their coastal base. For Blanchet, it offered a new 

perspective on the land he had come to know from a canoe, but prospecting by air

proved to be an expensive experiment. While the airplane was well suited for quick

transportation of men and their equipment, the task of actually finding mineral 

deposits – once the large-scale geological structures were assessed from above – was

still most effectively done at ground level. The same can be said today.

In September 1929, Colonel MacAlpine’s flight from Baker Lake to Bathurst

Inlet disappeared en route, triggering the largest air-search-and-rescue operation

in Canadian history, to a large extent directed by Guy Blanchet. By the time it

was finished, MacAlpine and his party were found, no lives were lost, but three

of the five airplanes involved were completely wrecked in crashes. Not only did

MacAlpine have to be rescued, but so too did the pilots of other downed aircraft

out on the barrenlands. At one point Blanchet, who was in one of the rescue

planes that crashed near Aylmer Lake, where he had canoed in 1924, contemplated

walking south along the route he remembered, back to Fort Reliance. This was his

country, in a certain sense, though he was experiencing it in a very different way from

that of less than ten years before.

Blanchet almost certainly knew the country as well as, or better than, anyone else

alive at the time. It is said that his work in the NWT covered – and mapped – 295,000

square kilometres, surrounding Great Slave Lake, east to the Dubawnt River and north

to the headwaters of the Coppermine. He unravelled the mystery of exactly where the

first explorer in the barrenlands, Samuel Hearne, had travelled – such was his intimate

knowledge of the land and the earliest account of its exploration. To those who worked

with and for him in survey parties, he was a legend: a man who was older than them,

and usually half their size, but a leader who worked tirelessly, and could out-walk, 

out-pack, and out-paddle them all. Guy Blanchet represented the end of an era. 

He was the last explorer.

The Northern Horizons of Guy Blanchet
Gwyneth Hoyle

Although Guy Blanchet published a number of articles about his explorations, and a full 

account of the McAlpine search-and-rescue operation in a book entitled Search in the North

(1960), he did not complete his autobiography. That gap in the literature has now been filled

by Gwyneth Hoyle, a Trent University librarian and historian with a long-standing fascination

for northern travel. Her new book, her third, The Northern Horizons of Guy Blanchet, unfolds the

drama of his life from start to finish. Of her subject, the author says: “the land provided his

livelihood while at the same time it nourished his spirit.” The truth of that assertion is made

abundantly clear in the descriptions of both his career and his character, amply detailed in

these pages. The book includes maps and photos. It should be on the must-have list for any

collector of northern historical and adventurous accounts. It is published by Natural Heritage

Books, available through the Dundurn Group (www.dundurn.com).

Regular contributor David Pelly (www.davidpelly.com) has travelled and written extensively on the barrenlands.

 
 

 


