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A 2,000-mile canoe journey to find the Yukon river’s first inhabitants
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A brand-new day lapped at my feet. Frigid 
glacial waters purled first over wet rock, 
then my thermal boots. An eager westerly 

wind accompanied a fine, needlelike drizzle that 
swept across the wide-open expanse ahead, forcing 
me to turn my face and narrow my eyes to slits. I 
opened and closed my hands and each time winced 
in pain. Protective zinc oxide tape barely covered 
weeping blisters and cracked callouses on my palms 
and fingers. I wondered if they could last another 
punishing day with the paddle. Surveying the angry 
body of water ahead, I caught tumbling white crests 
clinging to the tops of waves as though connected 
by some natural, magnetic force. Silently beseeching 
the mountains that cradle Lake Laberge I suggest-
ed a truce: ‘Let us pass through without incident 
and we’ll continue on, respectful, keeping your  
secrets close.’

One week earlier, I had flown into one of the many 
secluded and remote sources of the Yukon River with 
a small team of researchers, photographers, and 
filmmakers. Our aim was to descend, by canoe, its 
full two thousand miles. We were united not only 
by a very human instinct for adventure, but also by 
a desire to explore and learn about the remaining 
native cultures that still permeate the vast Yukon 
River watershed. The undercurrent of the entire 
three-month journey and the creative force that held 
us together was posing a single but complex ques-
tion to those we would meet: what does it mean to be 
human is this remote, rugged, and untamed region 
of the world? 

Behind me, my team sat huddled around the 
crackling embers of a fire. The aroma of fresh coffee 
and browning pancakes still filled the air. Hands were 
still clasped around warm mugs. Behind them, con-
cealed by time and the wilderness’s natural forces, 
sat five abandoned log cabins that had afforded us 
shelter from rough weather the night before. Once 
occupied by the Ta’an Kwachan people, this ghostly 
imprint of the past had once been a thriving fishing 
community until the region’s shifting cultural con-
tours had intervened. 

The gateway to the Yukon River lay ahead of us. 
Lake Laberge is a 50km beast of constantly evolving 
natural forces. Dominated by a jagged mountain 
massif that channels the weather, this seething, 
unpredictable crucible is the only access to the 
upper reaches and the racehorse-fast current of 
the main river. There is no side channel or alter-
native route, no course we could take to bypass it. 
For the expedition to continue, for our purpose 
here to be fulfilled, we had to place ourselves at its 
capricious whim. Many had died on this part of the 
Yukon; I was hoping my silent truce would buy us all  
passage through. 

Caroline and I hauled our fully laden canoe out 
into the shallow water on the east shore of the lake. 
The second canoe followed shortly. With Caroline 
in, I pushed harder into deeper water and got in 
myself. The canoe drifted out with a growl from 
the stones underneath. As always when the paddle 
touches water on a new day, I checked my muddied 
G-Shock for posterity: it was 8.47am. We paddled 
quickly as unfolding waves buffeted both sides of our 
white clipper canoe. I adjusted my grip and steered 
painfully from the back seat. Blisters screamed and 
adrenaline began to pulse. To head out into deeper 
water from here would be suicide. There are no rules 
out there; the elements call the shots and the waves 
and weather are in command. Advice from native 
tribes who knew the river whirled around inside 
my head like a hurricane: respect the river, respect  
the elements. 

We paddled quickly as unfolding 
waves buffeted both sides of our 
white clipper canoe. I adjusted my 
grip and steered painfully from the 
back seat. Blisters screamed and 
adrenaline began to pulse. 
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The two canoes hugged the east coastline and crept 
forward in unison for what seemed like an eternity, 
yet was in fact only two hours and a meagre seven 
miles. Though each canoe had begun barely 10m 
apart, the rising wind sabotaged our ability to stay 
together, every minute pulling us further and further 
apart. Moments spent in awe of the sheer vastness 
of the landscape were intertwined with a childlike 
enjoyment that came from the challenge of simply 
being here. Each emotion tore through my veins 
in an escalating race for dominance. Apart from a 
lone Korean paddler at the north end of the lake, we 
were the only people for miles around. I felt isolated  
and alone. 

Like the flicking of some unknown switch, the 
wind became a thunderous jet engine, shifting from 
head-on gale to westerly squall. Paddling further 
became futile and we were forced to submit to 
Mother Nature. As the canoes slammed into the 
rocky east shore, we jumped out into knee-deep 

water in a flurry of boots and rope. I fell as Caroline 
dragged the front end onto the beach. The water 
was surprisingly warm in contrast to the penetrat-
ing, bitter rain. We seized our large blue tarp from 
the bow of one of the canoes, and ran for shelter 
beneath a nearby overhanging rock face. With numb 
fingers we struggled to untie the knots on the tarp, 
eventually opening it up and hauling ourselves 
underneath. Folding the corners over our heads 
and under our boots we pulled it tight and listened 
to the rain’s thunder onto the fabric of our hastily 
improvised shelter. 

My emergency tarp home was surprisingly warm, 
perhaps in part because of the comforting sound of 

Bob Marley and the smiles it brought to the faces of 
everyone huddled beneath it. Like the others, I had 
adopted an upright foetal position, clasping arms 
around knees and pulling my saturated woolly hat 
over my eyes. Still I felt the incessant trickle of water 
inside my jacket. The rain had stopped, but nobody 
wanted to move until the warm sun on the fabric of 
our tarp provided our cue to leave. Jay unfolded one 
corner tentatively and watched the passing storm 
advance further down the lake: a dark, sweeping wall 
of fury. Within minutes we were paddling again.

We arrived at a remote shingle beach exhausted, 
demotivated, and hungry. In the eight difficult hours 
on the water, we had made only fourteen miles. The 
thought of spending another day on the lake sent 
our spirits into freefall. We checked the weather 
forecast and found the next day’s weather to be 
much the same. Dispirited, I took a walk and scram-
bled the 100m bluff behind our beach to get a better 
vantage point of tomorrow’s passage. Pulling the 
branches aside from a spruce tree I was treated to 
a view of genuinely unimaginable beauty. The deep 
greens and greys of the lakeside mountains abruptly 
dropped into bay after bay, turbulent and deepest 
blue. The oppressive clouds seemed to seal in this 
pressure cooker of weather systems. If I had an easel 
and canvas, this is where I might stand and paint.

At 04.30 I woke to the sound of a tent zip, the 
dry bags rustling as my companions stowed our 
kit. Around the fire the previous night, we had 
made a group decision to leave early to avoid the 
steadily worsening weather. Rubbing my tired eyes 
and peering through the grey flysheet of my tent I 
could see it had already arrived. To save time, we ate 
a cold breakfast of couscous, Nutella, and raisins. 
Within the hour, the beach was deserted save for 
scattered driftwood and the imprint of our tents in 
the pebbles. We pushed off.

I gripped the paddle differently, but still I fought 
pain in one hand and numbness in the other. As 
we rounded the first peninsula the scene from my 
canvas painting was laid out before me, but from 
the water things were very different. Broad waves 
thundered into the hull of each canoe in endless 
trios, seemingly bent on making our day as misera-
ble as possible. Each time we rose and fell violently, 

We arrived at a remote shingle beach 
exhausted, demotivated, and hungry. 
In the eight difficult hours on the water, 
we had made only fourteen miles. The 
thought of spending another day on 
the lake sent our spirits into freefall. 
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the nose submerged, sweeping frigid water inside 
that was then shucked to the rear beneath my seat. 
Martin and Jay, in front, powered through the waves 
with brute force and no little skill, and we kept 
falling further and further behind. Once more, I 
began to feel isolated and alone. Yet moments like 
this have a way of sharpening resolve. I told myself 
the only thing that mattered was keeping the canoe 
moving forward; a straight line, metre by metre, 
inch by inch. Three hours and eight miles passed in 
the blink of an eye.

Relief then, when I noticed two figures in bright 
waterproof clothing running up and down a flat 
tongue of black volcanic sand not far ahead. The 
familiar colour and shape of their yellow canoe lay 
lifeless on the beach. As we approached, paddle 
tempo dropping as our destination neared, I found 
the wind was no longer the ferocious beast of 
before, but instead was now tame, docile even. The 
mountains dropped off to the east into dense green 
forests of spruce and birch. 

We hauled our canoe beside its partner. The 
familiar sound of bubbling water from the Jetboil 
comforted me somewhere close to my bones, where 
the damp and cold had established their strong-
hold. In a bid to get warm, we sprinted up and 
down our new home, along our adopted volcanic 
lakeshore. The last of the couscous was gone so 
we huddled against a bank and sipped sharply on 
steaming water while exchanging heroic stories of 
the last few hours. 

The warmth of the hot liquid brought us all back 
to the present and unceremoniously carried with it 
the message of the seven-mile job still to do. Seven 
miles until the lake fed into a narrow gorge and 
became the racehorse current of the Yukon once 
more. A simple change of geography and hydrolo-
gy, a place where the river would begin to breathe 
again, exhaling and inhaling; the start of our Yukon 
descent in its iconic sense. From there it would be 
another two months, 1,600 miles and over one-and-
a-half million paddle strokes to our destination at 
the Bering Sea, not far from Russia. ‘We had better 
get going,’ I heard someone say.
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