
In our September/October issue David Pelly introduced Captain John Ross
and the crew of the Victory, the first Europeans to make contact with the
native people of the Boothia Peninsula.  In this second instalment the
story picks up nearly a hundred years later… 
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A Sled Journey 
Back in Time
(Part II)
By David F. Pelly

Jerome Krabvik, Fr. Pierre Henry, 
Fr. Franz Van de Velde, Irena Utjuk,
after char fishing, early August 1938,
Kugaaruk, Nunavut.
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Three dog teams in quick succession sped
down a snow-covered hillside beside a
frozen waterfall and onto the solid spring
ice of Thom Bay.  It was a moment we had
all been waiting for, during a slow and
sometimes storm-delayed week of travel
from Taloyoak through the picturesque hills
of Boothia Peninsula.  For generations,
possibly centuries, Thom Bay was an
important hunting ground for the
Nattilingmiut ancestors of the three men
driving the dogs - John Ukuqtunnuaq, Tom
Aiyout, and Isaac Totalik - and for some
time a focal point in the history of contact
between qallunaat (white men) and Inuit.
That contact began with the explorers and
extended into the era of the famous trilogy:
the traders, the police and the missionaries.
So it seemed a logical destination for our
little expedition back in time.

When Captain John Ross and his nephew
James Ross sailed the Victory along the east
coast of the Boothia in the 1830s, they were
the first qallunaat to visit those shores.
While frozen in ice near Thom Bay for three
successive winters, the British sailors survived
thanks in part to the aid of Nattilingmiut.
When the explorers set out on spring sled
trips beyond the edge of their maps - across
the Boothia and over to what they called King
William Land, thinking it was attached to the
mainland - it was Inuit guides who showed
them the way to travel.  After the British crew
abandoned their ship near the mouth of
Thom Bay, and set out on a perilous but
successful attempt to reach safety, only the
Victory remained as a reminder to local Inuit
of the visiting qallunaat, soon just a distant
memory.  A century passed before the
qallunaat came back to stay. 
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T
he ship itself became a source of wood and
iron, valuable commodities for the Inuit
who had heretofore made all their tools
from bone and stone.  Then, according to
the oral-history passed down to my modern

travelling companions, the ship drifted out from
shore and sank in shallow water, with its mast show-
ing above the surface for some years before it disap-
peared altogether.  It has never been found.

A century later, in the summer of 1937, the
Hudson’s Bay Company ship Nascopie sailed down the
east coast of Boothia, with men and material on board
to establish a new trading post, with a view to drawing
the Nattilingmiut into the fur trade.  Ice blocked the
ship’s path into Thom Bay, so the Captain – perhaps
remembering the fate of Ross’ Victory – turned the
ship back north and the new post was built on
Somerset Island, just across the elusive Bellot Strait
from the northern tip of Boothia.  Remembering
their earliest qallunaat predecessors, the HBC named
the post Fort Ross.  That fall, HBC trader Ernie Lyall
made a sled trip down the east side of Boothia,
half-way to Thom Bay, to tell people in camps along
the coast that the new post was in operation.

A few years later, the RCMP began to send Mounties
on patrol round the camps to issue each person with
an identity disc, part of a government program to iden-
tify all “Eskimos” with an E-number.  All across the
North, wherever the traders went, it was not long
before the Mounties and the missionaries followed.

In April 1935, Father Pierre Henry departed
Repulse Bay, in response to the appeals of recent Inuit
converts from the unknown country to the northwest.
That trip led to the founding of the mission at Pelly
Bay.  Then, in the spring of 1939, Father Henry’s ded-
ication urged him even farther “into the unknown”

and he travelled north to Thom Bay for the summer.
His work was cut out for him –  an Anglican mission-
ary, Canon Turner, had been in the region just
before.  “The Protestants are indeed militant,” he
wrote later to his superior.  “Their intensive propa-
ganda amazes but does not discourage us.”

His efforts paid off in the arena of theological con-
flict; later that summer in Thom Bay he recorded the
conversion of an Inuit family from Anglican to
Roman Catholic.  But when summer ended, time for
Father Henry to retreat to the Pelly Bay mission for
the winter, he wondered about the security of his
progress.  “What greater danger to the faith of recent
converts living far from the priest,” he wrote, “than
exposure to the pressing solicitations of the Anglican
Church.  We know what specious misrepresentations
the Anglicans portray of the Catholics, and how their
teachings worm their way into the simple minds of
our faithful, troubling them when we are absent, and
unable to defend our positions and refute the teach-
ings of our adversaries.”

Early the next year, 1940, Father Henry set out
again from Pelly Bay on a 38-day trip along the length
of Boothia, visiting
families and

These two
Oblates, like
many others,
were
remarkable
men .  They
came mostly
from France
or Belgium,
to live and
travel on the
land in the
manner of
Inuit, as they
pursued their
religious
conviction .
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Getting Ready to Go
in the Morning.
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Fr. Pierre Henry,
February 1937,

Kugaaruk, Nunavut
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spreading his Gospel.  At 35, he was still a
young man and prodigious traveller, but by
his own account he returned “utterly
drained and exhausted.”  Father Henry
repeated that arduous journey numerous
times while based at Pelly Bay, always deter-
mined to maintain the ground gained
among the Inuit of Thom Bay and environs.

In late March 1942, a surprise visitor
arrived at the mission door in Pelly Bay.
Henry Larsen, captain of the RCMP vessel
St. Roch – which over-wintered on the west
coast of Boothia during its eastbound tran-
sit of the Northwest Passage – travelled by

dog team down to Pelly Bay to ask Father
Henry if he would make the 700-km
round-trip journey to Pasley Bay to con-
duct a funeral for one of the ship’s crew.
The dutiful missionary agreed easily.

In the spring of 1948, Father Henry
decided the time had come to establish a
permanent outpost on Boothia.  He and
some Inuit assistants from Pelly Bay loaded
five sleds with materials and set off to build
a new mission on a small hill overlooking
the expanse of Thom Bay.  Two years later
he recorded that his widespread “parish”
consisted of 43 families, 185 people, of

whom 13 had been baptised and another
6 were preparing for baptism.

On occasion, another priest, Father
Rogatien Papion, assumed the duties in
Thom Bay.  For either man, it was a diffi-
cult and lonely existence.  Once while
there alone, Father Papion became so sick
he believed he would die, so he wrote a let-
ter explaining his circumstances and offer-
ing his final thoughts, then lay down on
the bed to pass away.  Much to his surprise,
he awoke a day later, feeling completely
healthy, and found some joy in destroying
his letter from the previous day.

These two Oblates, like many others,
were remarkable men.  They came mostly
from France or Belgium, to live and travel
on the land in the manner of Inuit, as they
pursued their religious conviction.  After
five years of work at Thom Bay, the two mis-
sionaries claimed that 61 of the 180 souls
living within reach of the mission had been
“saved.”  No doubt they were greatly
respected by the families around them,
although the attitudes reflected in their
writings are somewhat jarring today.
Speaking of the drum dance during a
Christmas gathering in a large iglu one
year, Father Henry wrote that “… the dis-
orderly movements, the contortions, the
sighs and shrill cries of the dancers bear
the trademark of witchcraft, and awaken
the pagan instincts sleeping but lightly,
under the wraps of their brand new faith.”

Years passed and attitudes changed.
The HBC post at Fort Ross closed in favour
of a post at Spence Bay, which eventually
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the Attic of
Old Mission
House.



developed into the community that is
Taloyoak today.  In 1959, the government
built the first school there and families
soon began to live nearby in order that
their children could attend classes and
they could thereby qualify to receive the
monthly family allowance.  Before long,
the mission at Thom Bay seemed redun-
dant to the Catholics, so Father Leverge,
the last priest there, closed it down in 1968.

Today, the building stands as a lonely
sentinel on the hillside overlooking Thom
Bay, where once the sea ice was dotted with
hunters in search of seals to feed their fam-
ilies and their dogs.  Inside are the trea-
sures and detritus that speak of the mis-
sion’s history: old French newspapers; a
caribou skin sleeping bag; a clipping from
the April 19, 1968 issue of Time magazine
describing the funeral for Dr. Martin
Luther King; the rough-hewn table where
Father Papion must have carefully laid his
“final” letter.  Up in the attic, more trea-
sures: boxes of books ranging from
Dialogues of Plato to a Perry Mason mystery
entitled The Case of the Cautious Coquette,
and several manuscript pages by Father
Papion, perhaps the book he never pub-
lished about his times in the far North.
The one item which most poignantly
reflects the history of the mission, howev-
er, is a hand-written note to Father Van de
Velde, the long-time priest in Pelly Bay,
signed simply “PH.”  Father Pierre Henry,
in scrawled French, was asking his confrere
to return a knife borrowed in 1940. It
spoke of a time when communication was
slow, with notes passed by hand or left on

a mission table for the next arrival.  Of a
time when life was difficult and possessions
few, when a missing knife could be crucial. 

Times have changed.  Nonetheless,
while camped on the sea ice just below the
old mission, Ukuqtunnuaq, Aiyout, and
Totalik told stories passed down by grand-
parents.  Thom Bay is still a special place
for them, where the sea provided their

Nattilingmiut ancestors’ livelihood, and
where the transition from past to present
began – through the history of early con-
tact between qallunaat and Inuit.

Regular contributor David Pelly, who lives in
Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, and writes widely
on the North, is the author of Thelon: A
River Sanctuary.
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