
I
n the northwestern reaches of Alberta, in 1910, a Dominion Land Survey

team began work on the first accurate maps of the region, extending a

process that had moved slowly west in the preceding decade. It was hard

physical work, conducted with rudimentary tools, yet to an exacting 

degree of precision, demanding attention to detail – work which suited

only a certain type of man. In this particular party, high up in the foothills

where the tributaries to the Peace River rise, the assistant to the chief of

the survey party was a young man from Ottawa, Guy Blanchet. He

was 26 that year, a hundred years ago now, at the beginning of a 

career as a mapmaker and surveyor, a career that took him across

much of Canada’s Northwest. He was yet to become,

it could be said, the last explorer in the Northwest.

The 1910 survey crew hired a local guide, a Cree

man named Celestin Gladu, to lead the way through

the unknown (to white men) wilderness. As a result,

Blanchet and Gladu walked many miles together,

blazing trail. “Good work, good walk, not

much talk,” said Gladu of his young charge,

in a characteristically brief vote of approval.

Those same qualities remained the secret to

Blanchet’s success for the rest of his working life as

a surveyor and explorer.
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Guy Blanchet, at the height of 
land beside the beginning of the
Coppermine River, which he 
found in 1924. 
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The next year, newly qualified as a full-fledged Dominion Land Surveyor, Guy

Blanchet D.L.S. was sent into the real North for the first time, in charge of his own 

survey party. It was customary at the time that everyone heading north gathered at

Athabasca Landing in early May each year, to join the Hudson’s Bay Company’s

“Athabasca Brigade.” In 1911, Guy Blanchet and his men joined this historical move-

ment of men and machines – missionaries, Mounties and traders heading north. In the

years ahead, Blanchet would be very familiar with this travel route into the North, from

Athabasca Landing to Fort Chipewyan and on down the Slave River to Great Slave

Lake.

For the next several years, he worked his way slowly north through the unmapped

upper reaches of Alberta and Saskatchewan, a region replete with challenges where,

when the muskeg prevented their advance, Blanchet simply waited for freeze-up to

continue the work. The word “impossible” was not in his vocabulary. Along the way,

he gained experiences that would serve him well in the years ahead, and provide him

with a lifetime of stories to tell.

One favourite tale featured a transplanted Scotsman he encountered living on an

island in a small lake in far northern Saskatchewan. Blanchet asked the Scotsman if he

would like to join the survey party, knowing an extra hand could well be useful. “No,

laddie,” replied the Scot, “me and the missus have lived here for twenty-five years 

without working and we have everything we need. Why should I work when I don’t

have to?”

In 1920, oil was discovered along the Mackenzie River, near Fort Norman. Maps of

the area were still based on Alexander Mackenzie’s work in 1789, and John Franklin’s

survey in 1824. Anticipating the inevitably heightened activity that oil production

would bring, the government of Canada ordered a modern, accurate survey. Guy

©
 R

IC
H

A
RD

 B
LA

N
C

H
ET

 (
4)

Guy Blanchet, second from the 
right, on his first assignment with a 

Dominion Land Survey team in 1910. 

Guy Blanchet cooking, on board the Ptarmigan in Great Slave
Lake, with his guide, Souci Beaulieu. 
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Blanchet was one of three crew chiefs assigned to the task in 1921. That summer,

Blanchet’s party surveyed the great river downstream as far as the Liard River and Fort

Simpson, and then returned upstream to map the south shore of Great Slave Lake as

far east as Fort Resolution. Fort Resolution, of course, was the jumping-off point for

the odd assortment of characters who spent their winters trapping for white fox on or

near the vast barrenlands beyond the eastern extremity of Great Slave. In all likelihood,

Blanchet met some of these men this summer, as they prepared their outfits and headed

east from Fort Resolution by canoe – one can’t help but wonder if these encounters 

fuelled thoughts of adventures in the barrenlands for Guy Blanchet.

The next two summers were spent completing the survey of Great Slave Lake, with

all its bays and islands and extended arms. Blanchet himself took his

boat, a motor schooner, right into Fort Reliance at the

east end of the lake, and together with his guide, Souci

Beaulieu, he walked over Pike’s Portage to Artillery

Lake, to catch his first real glimpse of the barrenlands.

Its allure for Blanchet was rooted in his reading of the

earlier explorers’ journals, beginning with Samuel

Hearne, who traversed the barrenlands from Churchill

to the Coppermine in an epic trek during 1770-72.

Finally, in 1923, Blanchet realized the dream that had

been slowly taking form in his imagination. Together with

Souci Beaulieu and a Yellowknife Dene named Black

Basile, Blanchet headed over Pike’s Portage, with a canoe

and a month’s supply of basic provisions – though Souci

had insisted that they would live as his ancestors had on the

land, feasting when there were caribou, and going hungry

when there were not. The trio paddled up Artillery Lake, up

the Lockhart system into Ptarmigan Lake and yet further into

Clinton-Colden Lake. Blanchet had only the sketch maps by

Samuel Hearne, George Back, Warburton Pike, and Ernest

Thompson Seton, all of whom had passed through this country,

but none of whom had prepared proper maps. This short trip

was just a reconnaissance for Blanchet; he determined to return the next year

to do a proper exploration.

So on July 11, 1924, Blanchet and a team of surveyors, having crossed

Pike’s Portage from Great Slave Lake once again, launched their canoes in Artillery

Lake and headed into the wilderness. This was the ultimate realization of his quest

for the unknown, and the pinnacle of his explorations. Blanchet split the party in

three: one group to go northeast to map the headwaters of the Thelon River (known

only as far upstream as JW Tyrrell’s mapping in 1900 – see above&beyond July/

August 2006); one to the west onto the plateau lying above Great Slave Lake; and

Blanchet himself determined to go north, to find and map the headwaters of the 

Coppermine River, the watershed he knew spilled into the Arctic Ocean, and the route

associated with his first European predecessor on the barrenlands, Samuel Hearne. The

allure was irresistible for Guy Blanchet. In his personal journal, characteristically 

understated, he wrote: “Always a pleasurable thrill in slipping off into the unknown,

especially here where the map is such a blank.”

Blanchet, with two men, followed the route of his reconnaissance the previous year,

then farther, into and across the expanse of Aylmer Lake, eventually overland into the

confusion of hills and small lakes that define the height of land running across this 

region of the barrenlands. After much searching, they put a canoe into the waters of a

lake which Blanchet recognized as Thonokied from Samuel Hearne’s description, and

Guy Blanchet ready for a portage
on the Dubawnt River, 1926. 
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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
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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.

 
 

 




