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         Praise for BLOODY FALLS of the COPPERMINE

         “A haunting, vividly told story, a murder mystery and courtroom drama set against a backdrop of cultures clashing at the top of the world . . . a rich tour of history and of a way of life that no longer exists . . . a rewarding and bittersweet story.”

         
            
               —Winston-Salem 
               Journal
            
         

         “Demonstrating a skilled storyteller’s gift for crafting a gripping tale, Jenkins further enhances his reputation as a popular historian with this latest effort. . . . Jenkins has mastered the art of conveying his themes with telling and memorable details. [Bloody Falls of the Coppermine illuminates] a culture clash with resonances beyond its particular time and place.”

         
            
               —Publishers 
               Weekly
            
         

         “[Jenkins] is forging a national reputation with his stories of man’s confrontation with harsh natural environments—particularly the frigid, icy, snowy kind.”

         
            
               —Wilmington 
               News 
               Journal
            
         

         “Remarkable . . . well researched . . . All the elements of a great yarn are there. . . . Jenkins does a skillful job of weaving his knowledge of Inuit culture and Arctic geography with his larger account of the crime and its prosecution.”

         
            
               —The 
               Sacramento 
               Bee
            
         

         “[Jenkins] vividly re-creates the murders and the sensational trial that followed, wrapping questions of justice and cultural conflict in the cloth of wilderness adventure and courtroom drama.”

         
            
               —Outside
            
         

         “Jenkins’s deft reconstruction of a half-forgotten Arctic murder mystery serves as a haunting parable of the tragic clash between incompatible cultures.”

         
            
               —
            
            DAVID ROBERTS,
author of 
            
               Four 
                Against 
               the 
               Arctic
            
         

         “In Jenkins’s hands, the seemingly simple but complex story comes to life—with the same immediacy of a thriller.”

         
            
               —The 
               Daily 
               Oakland 
               Press
            
         

         “Compelling . . . a fascinating story of culture clash, colonialism and fatal misunderstandings.”

         
            —Edmonton Journal
         

         “Aptly symbolizes the colonialism practiced by Western civilization . . . Exploring both landscape and mind, and infused with an air of tragedy, this is a well-crafted account.”

         
            
               —Booklist
            
         

         “A captivating look at two completely different cultures and what happens when those cultures collide.”

         
            —The Oregonian
         

         “Jenkins delivers another thrilling tale of death and tragedy in the snow-covered outdoors. . . . Jenkins compassionately shows how Eskimos failed to develop a sophisticated religion or code of laws because they were simply too busy fighting to survive. With equal aplomb, he describes the people’s remarkable daily routines. . . . An appealing read for Dragnet fans and anthropology buffs.”

         
            
               —Kirkus 
               Reviews
            
         

         “Well researched and interesting . . . fascinating . . . The reader is impressed and surprised.”

         
            —Associated Press
         

         “A strong, grim, enthralling account of a violent tragedy in the Far North, thoroughly researched and very well written.”

         
            —PETER MATTHIESSEN
         

      

   
      
         
            Author’s Note
         

         A note on the use of the word Eskimo. In some contemporary Canadian communities, where the term Inuit is preferred, Eskimo has become an anachronism, even a pejorative, in part because of a disputed etymology that traces the word to an expression meaning “eaters of raw meat.” In other places, Eskimo is still widely used. In any case, Inuit does not serve as a blanket substitute for Eskimo, either historically or geographically. Inuit, the plural of the noun Inuk, for “human being,” refers only to the Inuit-speaking peoples of Arctic Canada and parts of Greenland. In Alaska and Arctic Siberia, where Inuit is not spoken, the comparable terms are Inupiaq and Yup’ik. Given the historical period in which the story recounted here took place, and the hundreds of original documents and newpaper clippings on which my research was based, it seemed appropriate to use the historical and inclusive term  Eskimo. When describing my own recent journey to the town of Kugluktuk, I used the term Inuit.

      

   
      
         PROLOGUE

         No one would claim to understand every part of these stories, or to have a ready explanation for people, events, or processes that are confusing and strange. These are stories that defy any complete understanding. To tell and to listen to them is to experience the delight and enigma of incomprehension. Mysteries are repeated, not explained.

         —HUGH BRODY, The Other Side of Eden

         IN THE DARK, NEARLY SUNLESS DAYS OF AN ARCTIC NOVEMBER, two Catholic priests, exhausted, freezing, and nearly mad from starvation, were hauling their gear south, away from the continent’s northern edge. Father Jean-Baptiste Rouvière, slight and dark-eyed, and Father Guillaume LeRoux, strong chinned and defiant, were dressed unusually, given the increasingly severe weather. Under their parkas, their long black cassocks, buttoned down the front, seemed insufficient protection against weather that in winter has been described as feeling like “iron on stone.” Indeed, the priests seemed to be in retreat from their pioneering mission of spreading religion to a group of people named for the Coppermine River, which bisected the tribe’s hunting grounds. The year was 1913, exactly three years after the Copper Eskimos became some of the very last North Americans to encounter Europeans.

         Living above the Arctic Circle had taken its toll on the missionaries. A diary, discovered later by police, would reveal their last written thoughts: “We are at the mouth of the Coppermine. Some families have already left. Disillusioned with the Eskimos. We are threatened with starvation; also we don’t know what to do.” The priests were members of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, a group known for some of the Catholic Church’s most remote missionary work. Oblate priests had been offering spiritual solace to the Dog Rib and Hare Skin Indians in Canada’s far Northwest for years. Fathers Rouvière and LeRoux, at the ages of thirty and twenty-eight, were pushing this work to the very edge of the continent. They planned to follow the migrating Eskimos to the sea, live with them, care for them. They intended to build a church and get the Eskimos to come. They wanted to conduct baptisms, and marriages, and funerals. The fact that they spoke little of the native language did not deter them. “There will be some tough nuts up there,” Father Rouvière had said, “but they are too good-hearted to put up much of a fight against grace.”

         In fact, Eskimo country did not, on its face, seem to offer promising soil in which to plant the seeds of Christianity. For one thing, the landscape itself offered few parallels to the places where the religion had been born. There were no gardens, no vineyards, no deserts with which to illustrate biblical parables. There were no sheep or shepherds. There was no daily bread. There was no easy way to describe a crucifixion, because there were no trees. There was no notion of “God.” Early translators of the Lord’s Prayer had settled on “Our boat owner, who is in heaven.”1
         

         Where Eskimos had encountered Europeans, mostly to the west, near whaling ports in the mouth of the Mackenzie River, they thought the strangers a bit odd. Among other things, white trappers, missionaries, and police officers seemed to insist on traveling without the skills and companionship of women. Europeans arrived with useful tools, it was true, but most were unable to clothe, feed, or protect themselves. Many of them died of starvation or exposure.

         The priests were unbowed by the unlikeliness of their mission. They were favored by their bishop, Gabriel Breynat, who oversaw a region stretching between Hudson Bay and the Alaskan border, and from just north of Edmonton in the south to Victoria and Banks Islands at 72 degrees north—all told, about a million and a half square miles. Breynat, a gregarious man with a twinkle in his eye and an enormous, bushy beard, admired Father Rouvière’s sensitivity, his gentleness, his ability to accommodate adversity. Father LeRoux was a polished, well-educated man who also seemed rugged, physically capable of living in a place that demanded resiliency. The priests and their brethren had spent years traveling from outpost to outpost, building a network of tiny churches across the Northland. But this fall, for Rouvière and LeRoux, things had gotten dicey. Months of hard living and a diet that consisted almost entirely of scraps of caribou meat had left their bodies malnourished and weak. They had been making little headway with the Eskimos. They were utterly frustrated with the Eskimo language. How could they teach about the mysteries of the Immaculate Conception, of Communion, of the Resurrection, when they were frequently limited to communicating with hand gestures? It was hard even to be sure if the Eskimos knew what the priests were doing there. Their simple wardrobes, which at home projected humility and a willingness to live apart from the world of getting and spending, meant nothing here, except perhaps that white men did not know how to dress against the cold. Worse, as inexperienced hunters, they were able to contribute nothing to the survival of the group with whom they were traveling, especially at a time in the season when food was getting extremely scarce. By this point, in early winter, the caribou had all but vanished, and the ice was not yet firm enough to allow for seal hunting. For the Eskimos, the priests, in a very real sense, were just two more mouths to feed. “There is contempt for the white man that no argument on your part can eradicate, or even lessen very much,” another Oblate priest would write. “ ‘Krabloonak ayortok!’ The white man does not know a thing.”2
         

         Fathers Rouvière and LeRoux spent five days with a group of Eskimos at a camp where the Coppermine River dumps into the Arctic Ocean. The time did not pass easily. After quarreling bitterly over the ownership of a rifle, Father Rouvière harnessed his weak body to a sled, Father LeRoux gathered up a couple of dogs, and the odd little team started hiking south. They never made it home.

         Two days after the priests began their journey, a pair of Eskimo hunters named Sinnisiak and Uluksuk found the priests struggling along near a stretch of the Coppermine already heavy with history. In July 1771, just two days before he had become the first white man ever to see the Arctic Ocean, the explorer Samuel Hearne had witnessed a scene of overwhelming violence between Copper Eskimos and Chipewayan Indians at Bloody Falls, a dramatic cataract that for centuries had been a favorite Eskimo fishing spot. Arriving at Bloody Falls fifty years to the day later, the doomed British explorer Sir John Franklin stumbled on “several human skulls which bore marks of violence, and many human bones.” Given the rarity of white visitors to the banks of the Coppermine, it seems certain that the two priests would have known about the legend of Bloody Falls. Whether they pondered the story is unknown. What we do know is that the priests also ended up dead. Their livers were removed and eaten. Their bodies were thrown aside, and left to the wolves.

         It took months for rumors of the killings to blow far enough south to reach a Catholic mission post. The Royal North West Mounted Police were called in for an investigation that had no precedent. For two years, a handful of young constables used canoes and dogsleds to cross thousands of miles of the continent’s least-charted terrain. It was a dangerous assignment, requiring the patrol to overwinter in the Arctic and face the same challenges that routinely caused the far hardier and more experienced Eskimos to starve to death. Some of the most famous Arctic explorers of the twentieth century, including the anthropologists Vilhjalmur Stefansson and Diamond Jenness, overlapped with the search; they mediated encounters between officers and Eskimos, helped them find their suspects, allowed the patrol to transport the prisoners on board their research vessel.

         Once Sinnisiak and Uluksuk had been arrested and carted off to Edmonton for trial, they became instant curiosities, attracting crowds wherever they went. Here, for the first time, city dwellers could ogle two men lifted straight out of the Stone Age. Newspapers swooped down on them, snapping photographs and parsing their every movement for evidence of prehistoric behavior. “More primitive than any race of people to be found in darkest Africa, less touched by civilization than any other humans, the Eskimos offer to ethnologists the most fertile subject for study,” one white “expert” told the newspapers. “If treated well the white man is as safe with the Eskimo as he is anywhere on earth. But anyone who plays them false must expect to die. Death is the only penalty the Eskimo knows.”3
         

         For their part, Sinnisiak and Uluksuk had never dreamed that so many people could exist in one place. They were amazed by the city’s technology. They saw trams held up by wires, and newspapers they could not read but that carried their photographs. An Eskimo translator, taken to a ballet, was seen by reporters covering his eyes at the sight of the half-naked dancers.

         When Sinnisiak and Uluksuk entered the Edmonton courthouse, they became the first Eskimos ever put on trial in a white man’s court. The prosecutor in the case lost little time telling the jury that their conviction would send an important message to all native North Americans. “These remote savages, really cannibals, the Eskimo of the Arctic regions, have got to be taught to recognize the authority of the British Crown,” the prosecutor told the jury. “The code of the savage, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a life for a life must be replaced among them by the code of civilization. . . . The Eskimo must be made to understand that the lives of others are sacred, and that they are not justified in killing on account of any mere trifle that may ruffle or annoy them.”4
         

         On the witness stand, Sinnisiak and Uluksuk claimed that the priests had threatened their lives. Father LeRoux had bullied them, brandished a loaded rifle, threatened to shoot. “Any man, whether he is white or black, civilized or uncivilized, is justified in killing another in his own self-defense,” their attorney argued. “Was it not reasonable, considering the extent of their mind, the little knowledge they had of the white race, the two greatest fears they had—fear of the spirits and fear of the white man, the stranger—were they not justified in believing that their lives were in danger?”5
         

         Who was the jury to believe? Even the judge refered to Sinnisiak as a “poor, ignorant, benighted pagan.” There were no witnesses, save the two suspects, and their perspective on life and death in the Arctic was utterly outside the jury’s ken. Forget about their not speaking a word of English. Until three years before they met the priests, they hadn’t even known white men existed. Attorneys for both sides would tell the press the trial was “the strangest that has ever taken place on the continent.”

         A question that hovered in the courtroom, and that would haunt the Far North for decades to come, can be boiled down to this: did the priests themselves, in their ravaged state, in their desperation, become murderous? Were they, stripped of all vestiges of their civilized training, reduced to their own brand of savagery? This question prompted still larger questions. Two men from Europe had commited their lives to missionary work in a landscape that was as alien to them as the surface of the moon. What did they imagine their lives would be like up there, surrounded by a vastness that could have swallowed all of Europe and that contained over its entire expanse fewer people than a small French village? How did they imagine the flow of human wisdom and experience? The story of the priests and the Eskimos, and the police investigation and the trials that followed, became a kind of a crucible in which to ponder the history of the North American frontier.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            Very little investigation has been made in Canada of the native races, and what has been done had been under the auspices of foreign institutions. The opportunities for such studies are fast disappearing. Under advancing settlement and rapid development of the country the native is disappearing, or coming under the influence of the white man’s civilization. If the information concerning the native races is ever to be secured and preserved, action must be taken very soon, or it will be too late.

            —GEOLOGICAL SURVEY OF CANADA, 1908

            ONE MORNING IN EARLY JULY 1911, AN ODD LITTLE MAN walked into a saloon on the shore of the mighty Mackenzie River and dipped his filthy fingers in a sugar bowl. John Hornby was just twenty-seven years old, five feet four inches tall, and barely one hundred pounds, but in the north country he was, among white men at least, a legend. Once, it was said, he ran next to a horse for fifty miles, trotting sideways, like a wolf. Another time, on a bet for a bottle of whiskey, he ran one hundred miles in under twenty-four hours. And Hornby was not a drinking man. His instincts most resembled a trapper’s, but he loved animals and hated traps. He never hunted except for food, and often, like the native people with whom he traveled, he went without eating for days at a time. He probably knew the Barren Lands, the country in which he lived, more intimately than any other white man in history.

            Hornby had fierce blue eyes that seemed to always be focused on something off in the far distance. Exactly why Hornby decided to explore Canada’s north country has been lost to history. He may have ventured north with vague notions of finding gold, but the Klondike rush had long since dried up. He may have been lured by rumors of vast giveaways of land, which the government had promised in an effort to populate the north. More likely he went north to go north, to see what he could see.

            John Hornby did not like darkening the doorways of Fort Norman, the dreary oupost that comprised little more than a Hudson’s Bay Company store, the Anglican Mission of the Holy Trinity, and the Catholic Mission of Saint-Thérèse. Even among the usual rough men who passed through such places, Hornby stood out for his disinterest in the trimmings of civilized society. He didn’t need the company of white men, and he usually did as much as he could to avoid them. He was happiest living among the Barren Land Indians, chopping wood, carrying water, stalking caribou. But the previous summer, Hornby had had a stirring experience. Scouting territory north of Great Bear Lake, he had come upon a group of people he believed to be the last in North America to have remained outside the reach of white explorers. They were not Indians; they were Eskimos who had followed the caribou inland from Coronation Gulf, some 150 miles to the northeast. Hornby had been so excited by his discovery that he had written a letter to the only other permanent European resident of the Barren Lands: the priest in charge of the Mission of Saint-Thérèse. “We have met a party of Eskimos who come every year,” Hornby’s letter said. “The Eskimos come at the end of August and leave when the first snow falls. They seem very intelligent.” The letter then sounded a somber note. “The Eskimos and Indians are frightened of each other and it would be dangerous for Indians to try and meet Eskimos without having a white man with them, because the Eskimos have a bad opinion of the Indians. If you intend on sending someone to meet the Eskimos, we shall be pleased to give you all the help we can.”1
            

            Word of Hornby’s letter moved through Canada’s northwest Catholic missions and quickly landed in the hands of Gabriel Breynat, a man so exhuberant about wilderness missionary work that he had been made bishop for all of northwestern Canada by the age of thirty-two. Breynat had made his reputation ministering to Dog Rib, Hare Skin, and Slave Lake Indians, but for nearly a decade he had been praying for the chance to extend his missionary work to the continent’s northernmost people. “No one knows how many they are, or what they are like,” he had written the Oblate chapter general seven years before, “but we would like to send a few specimens to Paradise.”

            Breynat had also begun to worry that the Catholic Church might be beaten to the region by the Church of England. Just as French and British trappers had battled for territory all over the Canadian west, so did their churches compete, often using the language and strategies of warfare, for their nationals and the natives with whom they traded. They established outposts. They recruited hardy missionaries and sent them out as scouts. In the Canadian hinterlands, Europe’s age-old religious struggle found a new battleground. “We have against us here, a silent, vexatious and persistent opposition on the part of a handful of Protestants, freemasons and materialists, old-fashioned adherents of Darwinian theories who think they are in the vanguard of progress,” a Catholic missionary would write some years later. “Souls cost dear, and they have to be gained one by one.”2
            

            The subtleties of the conflict between Catholics and Protestants, of course, were often lost on the Eskimos. They had a hard enough time understanding that these strange men in black robes were holy men and not just another batch of traders.

            To say the least, bringing religion to Eskimos would require talents that were not part of the typical seminarian’s training. The territory between the church’s northern outposts and the central Arctic coast were virtually unmapped. Even the survival techniques that missionaries had learned through their work with Indians would be of limited value. There would be no building a log church on the Arctic coast, which sat at least a hundred miles above the tree line. And what would these people think of European religion, when many of them had never even met a European?

            Nonetheless, when Bishop Breynat read John Hornby’s letter, he could sense the veil lifting over the northland. Hornby’s letter “had every appearance of an invitation from heaven,” Breynat wrote. And he had just the man for the job.3
            

            Father Jean-Baptiste Rouvière was a small-boned, dark-haired man with melancholic eyes set deeply behind prominent cheekbones. He had a sensitive mouth and an expression that seemed not dour but resigned, as if he had come to terms with the difficult but rewarding life of remote missionary work. Rouvière had been born on November 11, 1881, in Mende, France, to Jean Rouvière and Marie-Anne Cladel. After his traditional studies, he entered the novitiate of Notre-Dame de l’Osier on September 23, 1901, took vows at Liège on August 15, 1903, and was ordained as a priest three years later. In 1907 he transferred to the Northwest Territories, spending his first four years at Fort Providence on Great Slave Lake, then moving to Fort Good Hope, about one hundred river miles north of Fort Norman.

            To Breynat, Rouvière seemed to have a number of qualities that would serve him well in the Far North. He was patient. Deliberate. Slow to anger. He had a certain seriousness of purpose that Breynat considered appropriate to a country that for many months of the year was cloaked in darkness. On the other hand, Rouvière was, as Breynat had been upon his own arrival from France, utterly inexperienced. Natives acknowledged that learning the skills needed to survive in their country took a lifetime. Rouvière had arrived in northern Canada as an adult, with few skills and no experience living outside a temperate European climate. The warmest clothing he had was made of wool. He planned to live through winters that would kill a sheep in a day. And though he had been ministering to Indians living near Fort Good Hope, Rouvière had spent little time away from the relative security of a mission in the middle of the Mackenzie River’s busy trading route. Compared to where he would end up, the posts along the Mackenzie were practically crowded.

            Yet like all Europeans who came to the Arctic, Rouvière seemed both enamored of and intimidated by the breadth of the land. Vast open spaces of any kind—save the odd belt of mountains running through Switzerland or between Spain and France—had been in exceedingly short supply in Europe for centuries. Dropped into a world where forests blanketed many thousands of square miles—where trees might cover a landmass as large as France—colonists were shaken to their bones. A young priest, in other words, could be forgiven his early trepidation.

            Bishop Breynat showed his young priest the letter he had received from John Hornby, and asked Rouvière if he would be willing to take the church’s work into the Barren Lands, and from there to the Arctic coast. Though Rouvière would be on his own, at least initially, Breynat promised to try to find him a companion. “I will do everything I can to send someone to keep you company next year,” he said. In the meantime, Rouvière could at least count on help from Hornby. To Breynat’s delight, Rouvière agreed to the challenge with happiness in his eyes, a smile on his lips, and a quote from Isaiah: Ecce ego, mitte me. Here I am, send me forth.

            AS A YOUNG missionary trying to navigate the people and places of Canada’s vast wilderness, Father Rouvière knew he was standing on the shoulders of some of the church’s most adventurous men. The Oblates of Mary Immaculate had been founded in Provence in 1816 by Eugène de Mazenod, who would later become bishop of Marseilles. They first came to Montreal from France in 1842, and within three years had already placed a missionary at Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca, five hundred miles to the north of Edmonton. In 1853, a priest named Father Henri Grollier became the first priest to visit the Eskimos, and seven years later he even managed to perform four baptisms at Fort McPherson. But compared to Rouvière’s overland assignment, this had been relatively easy, requiring only a trip to the mouth of the Mackenzie River. Grollier was to die in his prime near the Arctic Circle, after founding the mission of Our Lady of Hope. “I die happy,” he said on his deathbed. “I have seen the cross planted at the extremities of the earth.”4
            

            In 1865, a priest named Father Petitot made it to the Arctic coast with a Hudson’s Bay Company man and met several Eskimo families. Just three years later, Petitot began suffering from a “painful disease”—doubtless a kind of darkness-induced psychosis—that manifested as an obsessive terror of being killed by Eskimos. Overtaken by a fit, Petitot abandoned his canoe and his gear and fled south. He was not the first European to become traumatized by the sheer emotional difficulty of living through months of total darkness. Nor would he be the last.5
            

            AS IT DID in other remote corners of the globe, Arctic missionary work presented the Catholic Church with both real opportunity and real expense, and calls went out from early on to support this difficult work. “The great Catholic Church cannot be too generously supported, and great rewards hereafter must be in store for all those who ungrudgingly by acts of self-sacrifice aid on Christ’s work on earth,” a Catholic newspaper reported. “Without a thought for personal comfort, these Oblate Fathers harness their dogs and render all that great comfort which they alone can give, giving all the last sacraments so that a happy death shall be theirs. Yes, it is a touching sight, all too frequent, as epidemics are not rare in the Far North. Indians are a delicate race, and their human frames will not stand much in the way of the various fever outbreaks.” The article did not mention that whites were the likely source of the epidemics. Native people were only “delicate” in the face of European viruses to which they had never needed to be immune. 6
            

            Indeed, during the winter of 1899, Breynat and the Indians suffered a terrifying epidemic of influenza. Breynat could do nothing. People began dying in large numbers, often before he could arrive to offer last rites. How the virus first infected the community is unclear, but foreign illnesses routinely followed European settlers into native regions, often with disastrous results. With their immune systems unaccustomed to the microbes, people died in swaths.

            With so little firewood, and no way to dig graves in the frozen ground, bodies began to pile up. Those who did not succumb found themselves with still less food, and fewer people to find it. Those who had taken to Breynat’s religion seemed resigned to their fate. “Father,” an elderly Indian said to Breynat. “I have never suffered so much before. The Almighty is punishing us. But it will only be for a day. Look at us: don’t we scold our children? Give them a clout sometimes, a bit of a spanking? But it’s for their good. Well, our Father in Heaven does the same with us. We have displeased Him. That’s why He corrects us. But it won’t be forever. It’s for our great good.”7
            

            BY THE TIME Father Rouvière set off for Eskimo country, the Catholic Church had already converted most of the Indians living around Great Bear Lake. The Anglican Church, by comparison, had only a half dozen churches north of Edmonton, and seemed to be struggling to keep up. Finding someone up to the task of proselytizing among the Eskimos had become one of Bishop Breynat’s most passionate ideas. Had he had fewer responsibilities, Breynat might have done the work himself. By the time he approached Father Rouvière, Breynat must have seen something of himself in the young priest. He could only hope that Rouvière would be as enthusiastic about his work as Breynat had remained about his own. No one in the Catholic Church knew more about the challenges of ministering to people in the Far North than Breynat, who over the next fifty years would become known as “the Flying Bishop” for winging around the Arctic in a single-engine plane.8
            

            For Breynat, as for all missionaries in remote areas, there had been significant challenges along the way. Up in the Barren Lands, Indians would arrive at the settlements shortly before Christmas, and would stay for only a week or two. Though most had long since been converted to Catholicism and many attended church, they came primarily to trade furs for tea and tobacco, cartridges and shot, axes, knives, and needles. Breynat was fascinated by his new charges and the ingeunuity with which they navigated their lives. Their summer clothes were made of caribou hide, its hair scraped off with a piece of bone. Brains were rubbed on the hide to make it supple, and it was smoked for rain resistance. Their winter clothes were similar but were worn with the animal’s hair left in place. Young animals, including those that had been stillborn, provided a luxurious material for hoods. Skin clothing, Breynat would find, could keep a human body warm in weather reaching forty below zero, yet was never too heavy to wear traveling on foot. Tents were also made of caribou skins and were left empty, except for a few packages of meat. Family members squatted on their heels around a stove in the center of the tent and lay down at night side by side, fully dressed and wrapped in a blanket or caribou-skin gown. Breynat called his charges “the Caribou-Eaters.” The Indians referred to Breynat equally simply: “ Yalt’yi gozh aze sin”: There’s a new little praying man.

            For their part, priests who had grown up on the agricultural bounty of France had to get used to a diet that consisted, at its most diverse, of caribou and fish and the occasional potato. Priests learned to clean trout and slice chips off caribou-grease candles to light a campfire. They learned to toss a little altar wine in the skillet for flavor. There were no vegetables, of course. And there wouldn’t be; none grew in the north country. Yet compared to the people to whom they ministered, Breynat and Rouvière had it easy. As long as they stayed near their mission base, there was little chance that they would starve to death or die of exposure. It was only out in the field that things got dangerous.9
            

            On his way home one day from the hunting grounds, Breynat found himself in snow up to his knees. His legs were spent, his food nearly gone, the sun almost set. His dogs, starving and exhausted, were barely moving. A common enough situation for a native, but Breynat was at a loss. He didn’t know how to build a snowhouse or a bough shelter. He had no sleeping bag. He had no family around him to lay a fire or hunt a caribou. Should he push on to the mission or turn around and return, humbled, to the camp he had just left? Breynat decided to follow an Indian hunter who was tracking a gut-shot caribou.

            Suddenly, to his right, Breynat heard the blows of an axe. Breynat’s dogs shuffled forward. There, up ahead, was the hunter, deftly butchering the caribou. Exhilarated, Breynat gathered up some spruce branches and laid a fire. Warmed by the flames and waiting for the meat to roast, Breynat and his provider treated themselves by sucking the frozen marrow from one of the caribou’s foot bones. They threw some meat and entrails to the starving dogs and settled in for a feast.10
            

            With his newfound admiration for native hunting skills, Breynat decided soon afterward to try his own hand at bringing down a caribou. Armed with an old carbine, he managed to shoot an animal, but his prey did not die. It lay where it fell, quivering. Rather than expend another precious cartridge, he smashed the butt of his rifle into the caribou’s skull, killing it instantly. But now he had no knife or axe to dress the kill. Instead, he undid the girdle on his black cassock, tied it around the caribou’s neck, and dragged it to the top of a nearby woodpile.

            Word quickly spread among the Indians. They were horrified at the blundering indignity of the kill. Breynat had disregarded rituals of respect for prey animals that hunters had long held dear; his actions might, at the spirit level, cause the caribou to let the people starve. “It was a major scandal among the whole population,” Breynat wrote. “The spirit of the caribou thus struck would go and tell all the rest of its race. These would never come back. Very shortly there would be a complete famine. An utter disaster!”

            After working so hard to earn the trust of his congregants, Breynat now had to figure out how to repair a gaff of shocking proportions. He decided to try to convince the Indians that “there was nothing in it, that their belief was mere superstition. The good God, I told them, had created the caribou to serve as their food, and it was of little or no importance with what instruments they were killed.” Breynat’s choice—to argue against traditional beliefs rather than confess to his own ignorance—did not go over well. The tribe’s chief arrived and reproached the priest for his foolishness. In a fury, he blamed Breynat for exposing his people to the risk of starvation.

            Breynat responded by saying that he would write to his bishop and ask his opinion about whether Breynat should leave his post. The chief did not understand, but he grudgingly let Breynat go off to conduct a service. It was Christmas Eve. With hundreds of dogs tied up outside the church, baying at the moon, Breynat somehow got his “Caribou-Eaters” to chant the liturgy in Latin and sing “Il est ne le Divin Enfant” in their native tongue.

            Three months later, a letter arrived from Monsignor Grouard. Breynat addressed his people. “The Big Praying-Man wishes me to inform you that he had not the time, still less the inclination, to address you a pastoral letter in order to explain that God created the caribou to provide you with the food you need, and that you can kill them any way you like, with the snare, with a gun, or if necessary by hitting them with a stick!”

            Breynat then read an excerpt from the letter. “Tell your Caribou-Eaters to understand what you have told them, and what I now repeat myself, that I can do nothing about it. Let them ask the Author of all good to give them such understanding. . . . I bless them, just the same, with all my heart.” 11
            

            IF ANYTHING, the cultural divide separating Europeans and Eskimos would be far wider than it had been between Europeans and Indians. Just a few years before Hornby delivered his fateful letter, the explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson had learned that extreme isolation had made the native people highly suspicious of people they did not know. The introduction of Christianity, and especially Christian prohibitions of certain behaviors, would make a complicated fit for the Eskimos, Stefansson predicted. On its face, some of the Church’s rituals might wear well. Since as far as he could tell the Eskimo religion consisted primarily of prohibitions and taboos, the many prohibitions of Christianity were easy for them to understand, Stefansson wrote. Eskimos, he observed, believed that sickness, famine, and death were caused by the breaking of a marrowbone with the wrong kind of hammer, or the sewing of deerskin clothing before enough days had elapsed from the killing of the last whale or walrus. To avoid breaking these taboos meant prosperity and good health. Adding notions of sin and salvation seemed perfectly logical.12
            

            But even early on, Stefansson wondered about the impact of Christian doctrine on the practical realities of Arctic life. For one thing, Stefansson had talents most missionaries did not. An excellent linguist, he would eventually become fluent in several Eskimo dialects. More important, he had an unusual willingness to learn from native intelligence rather than ignore it. He often relied on a small handful of Eskimo guides and interpreters, notably a young man named Ilavinik, who had become one the region’s most reliable translators. Over the next few years, Ilavinik would use his language skills in an increasingly complex series of negotiations, from translating for wandering anthropologists to interpreting details of a grisly double murder in an Edmonton courtroom. In 1911, of course, all that seemed impossibly far away.

            Now that they had been admonished against breaking the Sabbath, the Mackenzie Eskimos refused to “work” on Sundays, a decision that yielded some strange results. Around Christmastime in 1908, an Eskimo couple came into Stefansson’s encampment at Cape Smythe hoping to sell skins. They had traveled some two hundred miles, they said, and had left another couple, including the man’s sister, behind. There had not been enough food to feed both the people and the dogs, they said; they had left the man’s sister and her husband forty miles to the east. Their dogs were already dead of starvation.

            As soon as the Eskimos living near the cape heard this story, they organized a party to go out and rescue the man and his wife before they starved to death. But just as the rescue party was about to depart, someone pointed out that since it was Sunday, no journeys could begin. It was not until after midnight that the group finally set out. A fair day had turned foul, with snow blowing into great drifts that covered any sign of the sled trail. The search party had no luck.

            Later that morning, the man of the abandoned couple turned up, barely alive, at a cabin three miles north of the Cape Smythe encampment. A second search party went out immediately and found his wife, a half day’s journey away, sitting beside a dead fire, her hands and feet completely frozen. Curious as to why the stronger man had decided to abandon his sister and her husband, and why they had waited so long to rescue them, Stefansson asked the man from the stronger couple his thoughts on the matter. The man had been a Christian for about ten years, knew more prayers than any other Eskimo, and was very careful not to break any Christian commandments. For many years he had done no work on Sunday; for many years he had never eaten a meal without saying grace; and he had in every other way lived according to the Christian law as he understood it. “I asked him whether he had never heard that such things as leaving his sister to starve to death were also against the law of the Lord,” Stefansson wrote. “He replied that he had never heard anything about that. His Christianity, he told me with evident regret, might not be the best and most up-to-date, for he had never had the chance to get any firsthand from a missionary. He had learned his Christianity entirely from the converted Eskimos of the Kuvuk River who, he said, might not be well informed about all the prohibitions necessary for salvation.” 13
            

         
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            “Of what are you thinking?” Peary asked one of his Eskimo guides. “I do not have to think,” was the answer; “I have plenty of meat.”

            —WILL DURANT, Our Oriental Heritage

            IF JOHN HORNBY’S LETTER DESCRIBING HIS MEETING WITH the Eskimos ignited Bishop Breynat’s imagination, Hornby’s offer to lead young Father Rouvière to the Arctic coast was almost too good to believe. Only a very few white explorers had ever attempted an overland route from the south, and during those few crossings the Barren Lands had seen some of the Arctic’s most spectacular tragedies. In 1771, Samuel Hearne had heard rumors of vast Arctic copper deposits from local Indians. When he arrived at the mouth of the Coppermine River, he became the first white man to see the Arctic Ocean. The promised mountains of metal, however, turned out to fit in his palm. But it was something he saw before reaching the coast that left him permanently shaken. Traveling north along the Coppermine, Hearne watched his Chipewayan guides carry out a horrifying “Eskimo hunt,” in which they crept upon two dozen Eskimos sleeping in tents above a waterfall twelve miles from its mouth and slaughtered them. Hearne described the scene as “shocking beyond description.”

            The poor, unhappy victims were surprised in the midst of their sleep, and had neither time nor power to make any resistance; men, women and children, in all upward of twenty, ran out of their tents stark naked, and endeavored to make their escape, but the Indians having possession of all the land-side, to no place could they fly for shelter. One alternative only remained, that of jumping into the river; but as none of them attempted it, they all fell a sacrifice to the Indian barbarity! The shrieks and groans of the poor expiring wretches were truly dreadful; and my horror was much at seeing a young girl, seemingly about eighteen years of age, killed so near me that when the first spear was stuck into her side she fell down at my feet, and twisted around my legs, so that it was with difficulty that I could disengage myself from her dying grasps. As two Indian men pursued this unfortunate victim, I solicited very hard for her life; but the murderers made no reply till they had struck both their spears through her body, and transfixed her to the ground. Then they looked me sternly in the face, and began to ridicule me, by asking if I wanted an Esquimaux wife; and paid not the smallest regard to the shrieks and agony of the poor wretch, who was twining round their spears like an eel.1
            

            From that point forward, the scene of the massacre was known as Bloody Falls. Eskimos had been terrified of strangers ever since, and ventured into Indian hunting grounds only as a last resort. The few white expeditions that moved through Bloody Falls over the next 150 years saw mostly the backs of Eskimos running away from them. In his Narrative of 
               a Journey to the Shores of the Polar Sea, John Franklin included a pen-and-ink sketch of Bloody Falls with a pile of human skulls in the foreground. Not long after this, Franklin would come to his own catastrophic end in the Barren Lands.2
            

            Just when Father Rouvière first learned of the legend of Bloody Falls is hard to ascertain. But surely the stories about Samuel Hearne and John Franklin were among the first things he heard in the spring of 1911, when he arrived at Fort Norman to meet John Hornby and begin planning his trip north. And surely he learned of another, far more recent story that must have frightened him to his core. At virtually the same moment that Rouvière reached Fort Norman, a trio of Canadian explorers arrived on the Mackenzie River steamer, bound, like Samuel Hearne 150 years before them, to investigate rumors of Barren Land copper. The team, consisting of George Douglas, his brother Lionel, and a geologist named August Sandburg, had outfitted in Edmonton, then hopped steamers along the string of trading posts between Lake Athabasca and Fort Norman, on the Mackenzie River. Though they had never been to the Barren Lands, let alone the Arctic coast, the members of the Douglas team were remarkably confident in their ability to navigate the worst the region could offer. They were competent, experienced woodsmen and sailors. They were physically strong, and—far more important—they had unshakably sound judgment. Over time, this probity would set them apart from the scores of explorers for whom the Arctic had become a graveyard. Yet just days before unloading at Fort Norman and meeting Father Rouvière, the Douglases stumbled across a scene of terrifying violence that to all four newcomers must have seemed a dark archetype of life and death in the Barren Lands.

            On their way north on the Mackenzie, the Douglases had been asked to help the Royal North West Mounted Police investigate a report of a murder-suicide that had taken place in a trappers’ remote winter base camp. They had obliged. Near a pretty spot with views of both the Salt River and the mighty Mackenzie, they found a log cabin, about twelve feet by fourteen feet. The scene inside was terrible. The stench was overwhelming, “worse than any other form of decomposing animal matter, and blended with it was the peculiarly acrid smell of old smoke from spruce fires,” George Douglas reported. The two dead men were still in their bunks, one with his head “a shapeless mass, blown out of all resemblance to anything human by a soft point bullet from a high powered rifle.” Beside the bunks, on a small table, lay a filthy notebook and a bottle of carbolic acid, but beyond that, Douglas could not stand in the cabin long enough to take notes. “One could remain in that loathsome atmosphere only a few minutes at a time,” he wrote. “The bodies were in a state of decomposition so advanced that it was necessary to break the bunks down and carry them out as they lay.”

            Once they got the bodies out of the house, Douglas snapped a photograph of the men, laid head-to-head on the ground. He and the police buried them in a single grave, dug as deeply as they could manage in the frozen turf. They then returned to the cabin and tried to make sense of what had happened. In the notebook, they discovered a series of comments, written on different pages and at different times. Apparently the man who’d written the notes had shot his companion and then killed himself by drinking the carbolic acid.

            “Cruel treatment drove me to kill Peat,” one note said. “Everything is wrong he never paid one sent ship everything out pay George Walker $10. . . . I have been sick a long time I am not Crasy, but sutnly goded to death he thot i had more money than i had and has been trying to find it. I tried to get him to go after medison but Cod not he wanted me to die first so good by.”

            A final note concluded, “I have just killed the man that was killing me so good by and may god bless you all I am ofle weak bin down since the last of March so thare hant no but Death for me.”3
            

            What lasting impression the murder-suicide had on the Douglas team can only be imagined, since George Douglas wrote no further about it. To what degree they described it to Father Rouvière also can’t be known. But bearing witness to such a horrifying crime, carried out by one man against the companion who was apparently asleep in his bed, could hardly have failed to have unsettled these men as they set out on their own journey north. What had happened in the minds of those trappers, shuttered in against the pressing darkness? What minor disputes, what petty irritations had led to anger so unyielding that death seemed the only escape? Perhaps the alternative—suffering in silence until spring, then hiking the hundred miles back to the nearest trading post, and from there home—seemed impossibly trying. Eskimos, who had faced such conditions since time immemorial, had a term for this malady:  perlerorneq, an extreme winter depression that brought on symptoms of psychosis. Barry Lopez has described it as “to look ahead to all that must be accomplished and to retreat to the present feeling defeated, weary before starting, a core of anger, a miserable sadness.” Under its spell, “the victim tears fitfully at his clothing. A woman begins aimlessly slashing at things in the iglu with her knife. A person
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