
This summer, Alex Hall will spend all summer canoeing in the vast wilderness centred
on the Barren Lands between Great Slave Lake and Hudson Bay. So will several dozen
other people, but what makes Alex unusual is that this is his 33rd summer of northern
canoeing. He caught the bug in 1971, on a 37-day trip down the Hanbury-Thelon to
Baker Lake. That now stands out as his shortest ever Barren Lands summer. The next
year, 1972, he spent the summer at a desk job in Ottawa, hated it, and promised himself it
would not happen again. It hasn’t. Every year since then, he has spent the summer —
all summer — canoeing in North America’s largest wilderness.

“To me,” says Alex Hall, “the Barren Lands are the most beautiful and exciting
place left on this earth.  I have been privileged to know them when they were still wild
and teeming with life….  There’s not a day all winter long when I don’t think of the
Barren Lands.  When I return to them each spring I feel like I am coming home.”  These
are the words of a man in love, a suggestion with which Alex would readily agree.

Alex Hall
Coming Home to His Love, the Barren LandsBy David F. Pelly
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Andrew Stewart (L) and Alex
Hall navigate the Thelon River,
July 2003.
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Determined to find a way to feed his passion, or arrange for his passion
to feed him, he established Canoe Arctic Inc. in 1974. This was very
early days in the so-called “adventure travel” industry.  But, as Alex
says, “I am a very stubborn man, and I still believed my dream would
come true.” He was 32 when he thus became the first and only licensed
canoe-trip guide in the NWT.

How does a young man arrive at this point in his life? Born in southern
Ontario, Alex was raised in a comfortable family setting on a small

farm northwest of Toronto. His main recreational pursuits as a youth were fishing and
small-game hunting. He’s still an ardent duck hunter. Together with his father, he made
regular forays into the woods seeking out some of central Ontario’s best speckled trout
streams… “we went to considerable lengths to keep our fishing spots secret. We parked
our truck — always a green truck — in a place that was well hidden by trees, and we
even brushed out our tire tracks where we drove off the dirt roads.” Alex still drives a
green truck, always has, always will.

For part of every summer, the young Alex Hall went to a well-known boys camp in
Algonquin Park, where he acquired a love of the woods and paddling, not to mention the
requisite skills. After graduating from university, not unlike many young people in the
1960s, he spent a year backpacking around the world on a shoestring.  Back in Canada, he
decided to pursue a postgraduate degree in biology, studying the wolves and beavers of
Algonquin Park.  Wolves have been a central element in his life, and business, ever since.

The first two years of Canoe Arctic Inc.’s corporate existence were anything but
encouraging. Alex had just one client each summer. “I kept the faith and I kept
on advertising.” It worked. 1977 brought a sudden flood of paying customers
wanting Canoe Arctic’s services, and by the summer of 1979 he filled every
seat in his canoes. He has been fully booked, or very nearly so, every summer
since then — 25 years of successful guiding. And Alex personally guides
every single Canoe Arctic trip.  His season begins every year in June and
ends in September. He advertises in major magazines, like The New
Yorker; it’s expensive, but it pays off. The majority of his clients come from
the United States.  Forty percent of his bookings are repeat customers;
some of his regulars come almost every summer.  As a business story, it is
a great success. As a personal account, it is a heart-warming romance.

In the heart of the Barren Lands, and at the heart of Canoe Arctic’s
business, is the magnificent Thelon River valley. Most summers, Alex
leads at least two trips on one section or another of the Thelon River.
As he says, in words I could readily echo: “I have paddled dozens of rivers
across the Barren Lands, but none have the allure and mystique of the
Thelon. The Thelon draws me back again and again. To my mind, the Thelon
is the quintessence of wilderness — the jewel in the crown — and home to the
most beautiful places left on earth.  For me, the Thelon is a spiritual place, an
inviolable sanctum, secreted away in the heart of the wild.”

No one alive knows the place as intimately as Alex. I remember once in
1992 camping along the Thelon with Alex and a group of his clients, when a
German couple in an inflatable canoe happened by. It was late in the day, so
Rudi and Ingrid were getting anxious to find a campsite.  Alex offered a
detailed description of the next good campsite on downstream and gave them
explicit, precise directions that opened with: “Watch for the next gravel bar on
your right …” and went on from there. They could not possibly miss it. Nor did
they, a fact we discovered a few days later when we met again and they profusely
thanked Alex for sending them to such a beautiful spot. The detailed knowledge
of the river embodied in Alex Hall is without equal today.  He could, and did, do
the same for any stretch of the Thelon you might pick. He knows it better than
most people know the neighbourhood they live in. He knows its every turn, its headlands,
its gravel bars, its beaches, its overlooks, and all of its good campsites. He carries
maps but almost never gets them out. The one time he did in my presence, I noticed
something: they are the original maps that he carried in 1971 on his first trip. They
have been on every trip since, and are now covered with scrawled notations.
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Left: Alex Hall holding a wolf
pup at a den along the banks
of the Thelon River, 1989.
Thelon, A River Sanctuary, 
by David F. Pelly, 1996.

Below: Alex Hall relaxes on 
the Thelon shore, July 2003.
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“…the Thelon is the quintessence 
of wilderness – the jewel in the crown

– and home to the most beautiful 
places left on earth.”
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Discovering Eden
A Lifetime of Paddling Arctic Rivers
Alex M. Hall
Key Porter Books, 2003
224 pages, illustrated
$27.95

On the opening page of his Preface, Alex Hall asks,
“How can I explain the lure of the Barren Lands? What
is it that makes them such a magical place, such a
powerful place?” Then he sets out to do just that. As
a reader, you will come away from this book with a
solid understanding of why the Barren Lands are, at

least for Alex if not for yourself, such a “powerful place.”
He does it by telling stories, dozens of them, interspersed with his private reflections

on the “place” and its meaning to him. He tells tales, all true, of a grizzly bear scare,
of strange clients, of counting 50,000 dead black flies in his tent, of beautiful places
and storms and wolves and even a small miracle. “The power of the Barren Lands
may be beyond words,” says Monte Hummel, President of World Wildlife Canada,”
but you won’t come any closer than those on the following pages by Alex Hall.”

Throughout the book, Alex’s style, as it is in person, is straightforward and mat-
ter-of-fact. He neither under- nor overstates. It is as it is, period. There is no such
thing as exaggeration when Alex Hall speaks. The result in Discovering Eden is that
he comes across as honest and direct, and you know he is speaking from the heart
when he describes what the Barren Lands mean to him. “If the Barren Lands were
mine to sell I wouldn't sell them for all the diamonds and gold on the face of this
earth. I would gladly give my life to keep them wild forever.” This is a book that
every northern canoeist will read, surely, and one that anyone should read who either
wants to vicariously experience a Barren Lands canoe trip, or wants to understand
what drives us canoeists to this apparently masochistic madness.

At the end of his Preface, Alex says, “If this book teaches others to value the
Barren Lands as I do, it will have accomplished its purpose.” That objective may be
somewhat lofty, even unreachable. Few could equal Alex’s passion. For me, and no
doubt many others, he is preaching to the converted. Nonetheless, he succeeds in
the difficult task of articulating the vital role that wilderness has in the Canadian psyche,
and offers a compelling argument that wilderness per se is a valuable resource, one
that we need, one that it behooves us all to preserve.

D.F.P.

He also has a collection of pocket-sized notebooks
in which he has recorded details of every trip since
1971. That allows him, as he often does, to refer
back to a particular year’s wildlife sightings or
weather conditions. “I’ve recorded every large
mammal I’ve encountered in 30 summers of canoeing
in the Barren Lands. I’ve seen millions of caribou,
thousands of musk oxen, hundreds of moose and
over a thousand wolves and a hundred grizzlies.”
Most notably, he has recorded every wildlife sighting
during all his years in the Thelon Sanctuary, obser-
vations which, by now, reveal interesting patterns,
such as the increase in grizzlies, and the decrease
in musk oxen. Not surprisingly, given his academic
background, he has drawn some conclusions of his
own, developed theories to explain these phenomena.
One can’t help but hope that some day biologists
studying long-term population patterns of Barren
Lands species will use his carefully documented
observations. But that is not his motive, although it
would not displease him. Alex Hall makes his notes
for personal reasons, they are part of his on-going
sense of connection to the place.

Connection to place — that is what defines Alex
Hall. No one has expressed it more powerfully
than the man himself. “My soul is there. My ashes
will go there eventually, so I can be at rest with my
true love forever.”

Regular contributor 
David F. Pelly, author of
Thelon — A River Sanctuary,
has also been canoeing in the
Barren Lands for many years.


