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Reading the North:
CIHM and Human History North of 60°

Kenneth S. Coates
William R. Morrison

THE NORTH DEMANDS attention, even from those
who never venture into its vast expanses or experience
directly its diverse seasons and landscapes. From the
days of the earliest explorers, outsiders have observed
the region vicariously, with an odd combination of
fascination and hotror, desire and repulsion, mysticism
and frightening reality. Though the homeland for
centuries to the Inuit and First Nations of the sub-
Arctic, the North has attracted relatively few full-time
residents. Even the colder, harsher, and equally iso-
lated Siberian region of the former Soviet Union has
sustained a larger immigrant population, albeit with a
level of government compulsion never attempted in
Canada.

During the long period in which British and
European explorers sought to unlock the mysteries of
the North West Passage, outsiders developed a taste
for thrilling tales from northern latitudes. The Franklin
expedition and its long aftermath was the most famous
(or notorious) episode in the history of British world
exploration. Explorers returned from Arctic adven-
tures to popular acclaim, sold-out lecture halls, and
gratifying book sales.

This interest survived the expansion of European
efforts throughout the Arctic regions. Readers in
England, in the United States, and across southern
Canada followed the well-described steps of fur
traders and land-based explorers with the same inter-
est that they provided the Arctic mariners. They were
fascinated, too, by the experiences of northern mis-
sionaries, who surrendered comfortable lives in more
salubrious climates to share their spiritual vision with
indigenous peoples imprisoned (as the missionaries
believed) in “the land God gave to Cain”. When the
Klondike Gold Rush exploded onto the world stage in
the last years of the nineteenth century, the years of
wonderment and preoccupation with Northern settings

seemed justified. The Klondike proved what people
had long assumed — that the snow and ice of the
Arctic and sub-Arctic hid vast treasures, destined to be
claimed by the persistent optimists drawn to the
inhospitable realm.

These human dramas were enacted on one of the
world’s most fascinating landscapes and were told
with a breathlessness that replicated the experience of
stepping out into a sub-Arctic blizzard. The mere
survival of the Inuit and the First Nations in circum-
stances that Europeans found to be barely tolerable
was noteworthy in itself. As well, the first chroniclers
of the northern reality went out of their way to docu-
ment and describe these unique peoples, though in
terms that would now be considered offensive and
racist. Among the newcomers, the contest between
human beings and the physical setting was the core of
the story, told in hundreds of ways by the writers and
diarists who left their words and thoughts to posterity.
These adventurers wrote with passion and a tendency
to exaggeration; the North of the published word was
even colder, more isolated, more frightening, and more
intimidating than the reality that these same travellers
revealed in their letters and unpublished diaries.

These publications, many of them reproduced and
available through the CIHM collection, helped create
the North that currently exists in the minds of non-
northerners. As recent publications reveal, fascination
with the North has not abated; southern interest in
northern adventurers (including both historical epi-
sodes and contemporary escapades) remains strong,
particularly if the stories continue in the time-hon-
oured tradition of melodrama. This view of the North
is not, however, a comprehensive or even a very
accurate account. It highlights environmental ex-
tremes, emphasizes human struggles to survive,
focuses on exceptional elements of indigenous life,
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