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travel
Canada’s 
Arctic edge

In remote Churchill, John Zada 
encounters whales, polar bears 
and life just outside civilisation

“You’re out here on as good a day as you’ll ever get,” yells the 
guide as he throttles the engine of our inflatable boat and 
steers us towards the mouth of the river. Decked out in a black 
wetsuit and snorkelling gear, I sit on the edge of the speeding 
vessel like a special operations frogman, riding the swells and 
gazing out at Hudson Bay. In the distance, countless white 
shapes break the surface and disappear beneath the dark blue 
water. The guide slows the boat, pulls off his reflector shades 
and crouches down and looks me straight in the eye (while 
tweaking his moustache for added emphasis). “We’ve come 
across a mother lode,” he says. “There are at least 200 beluga 
whales just off starboard.”

In seconds I’m in the frigid water holding onto a towrope and 
staring into the murky Leviathan depths. Pale blurs soon be-
come visible in the distance. Then, without warning, the phan-
tom-like whales appear directly beneath me, turning sideways 
to gaze up with their grinning, benevolent expressions of stoic 
curiosity. The belugas appear with remarkable clarity up-close 
and sometimes approach in groups of three or four, coming as 
close as a few metres away. The water is filled with whale chat-
ter: a mixture of bird-like chirping noises and bursts of sound 
not unlike short-wave radio static. It is a surreal and moving  
experience.

Every summer about 3,000 belugas enter the Churchill River, 
which flows out of northern Manitoba, Canada, and into Hud-
son Bay. The animals spend time in the relatively warm waters 
from June until August to feed, give birth and raise their young. 
I’ve travelled to the adjacent town of Churchill to see this won-
der first-hand and to explore a place known for its eclecticism, 
quirkiness and nearby natural wonders.

Churchill is Canada’s principal Arctic-area seaport, located 
on the western shores of Hudson Bay. This sub-Arctic hamlet, 
in which no road leads in or out, has a population of just 1,000 
souls. It bills itself as both the beluga whale and polar bear capi-
tal of the world; if that isn’t enough, it’s also a self-described 
birdwatching paradise and the best place on the planet to view 
the aurora borealis, otherwise known as the northern lights. 
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I dispensed with the easier option 
of flying into Churchill and opted 
instead to travel two days by train 
along the 1,700-kilometre route 
from the city of Winnipeg. Sky-
blanketed prairies and intermittent 
fields of yellow canola gave way to 
boggy, spruce-dominated boreal 
forests and, later, to the balding, 
thawing, permafrost-laden tundra 
from which Churchill emerged like 
a northern mirage.  

I have a fascination with remote 
places, so I had always wanted to 
visit Churchill. I was doubly enam-
oured by the prospect after seeing 
Peter Mettler’s 1994 documentary, 
Picture of Light. The film, a poetic 
and philosophical meditation on 
Churchill and the northern lights, 
describes the town as “A meeting 
place of edges: ocean and land, In-
dian and Inuit, trees and tundra – 
the real north and the uncivilised 
south.” 

The area has been home to Inuit 
and pre-Inuit peoples for several 
thousand years, but Churchill’s 
contemporary beginnings lay in 
colonial Europe’s quest for empire 
and resources. The first foreign-
ers arrived in the region when an 
ill-fated Danish expedition to find 
the Northwest Passage, led by Jens 
Muncks, wintered on the site of 
modern day Churchill in 1619-20. 
Only three of the 69 expedition 
members, including Muncks, sur-
vived the bleak conditions and un-
expectedly harsh winter. 

In 1717, England’s Hudson’s Bay 
Company built the first permanent 
settlement near the mouth of the 
Churchill River. This remote and 
battered outpost, manned by hardy 
overseas adventurers, was one of 
Britain’s largest fur trading sta-
tions in North America. Access to 
the Atlantic and to an interminable 
river and lake system stretching 
south and west, made the area an 
ideal base for Britain to extend its 
influence across the frontier. The 
Hudson’s Bay Company’s Prince of 
Wales Fort, which was conquered 
briefly by the rival French in 1782, 
and whose stalwart, renovated re-
mains can still be visited today, took 
more than 40 years to build.

Today’s Churchill is located across 
the river from those original settle-
ments. It appears from the air like 
a tiny blip in a wide-open, potholed 
and elements-whipped terrain. The 
town’s main landmark is an archi-
tectural monstrosity of morbid aes-
thetic appeal: an imposing grain 
lift and port facility built in 1929. 
The port – Churchill’s raison d’être 
– employs a quarter of the town’s 
population and exports Canadian 
wheat and other commodities to 
the rest of the world in summer and 
early autumn. 

In addition to being a very small 
town, Churchill is also quiet and 
subdued. The town’s residents 
– about half of whom trace their 
ancestry from northern aborigi-
nal roots (Inuit, Cree, Métis, Chi-
pewyan) – can be seen sauntering 
about leisurely on foot and on four-
wheel all-terrain vehicles (rather 
than on snowmobiles and dog sleds 
in the deep freeze of winter). Apart 
from the port, the only other gather-
ing points for people are two adja-
cent cafe-restaurants, a community 
centre and a couple of night-time 
bars. The town exudes a haunting 
stillness, even during the day, ow-
ing not just to its size and small 
population, but to its demeanour 
of hibernation, which is set in stone 
during the long winters.  

After getting my bearings, I travel 
20 kilometres east, along a lonely 
road running parallel with Hudson 
Bay, to a distant extension of the 
town. Situated at arm’s length from 
Churchill proper is the Churchill 
Northern Studies Centre – a scien-
tific field research station that pro-
vides quiet sanctuary for students 
and academics specialising in Arc-
tic and sub-Arctic research. “This is 
one of the only properly equipped 
places on Earth where people can 
come and do field work at this lati-
tude,” says Richard Bello, a Toron-
to-based professor of Climatology 
who is measuring methane and car-
bon dioxide emissions from the 
melting permafrost. “The subjects 
here range from climate change, 
to polar bears, to snow geese, to 
insects and plants. Anything and 

everything goes.” The centre, which 
also offers summer classes to the 
public, grew out of a defunct missile 
range – a Canadian-American Cold 
War atmospheric test centre that 
sits moribund today among a patch 
of weather-beaten trees.

This small, simple town with 
heavyweight natural and cultural 
endowments is far greater than 
the sum of its parts; it has a differ-
ent face at different times of the 
year. Though one can’t experience 
all sides of Churchill without liv-
ing there year-round, residents will 
gladly tell you all about the city in 
its various incarnations. “In the 
winter, it’s about freezing your rear 
end off and watching the northern 
lights,” says Lorne Burton, a colour-
ful Newfoundland native and port 
worker who moved to Churchill in 
1984. “In spring you have the dog-
sled races. In summer, you get the 
belugas, the bugs and the wildflow-
ers. And then in autumn, well, then 
you get the bears.”

Churchill is built on the edge of 
one of the largest polar bear den-
ning areas in the world. That area, 

in turn, is located near a place 
called Gordon’s Point – just east of 
Churchill. It is there that the winter 
ice on the western shore of Hudson 
Bay forms the earliest. “Bear sea-
son” is September to November, 
when upwards of several hundred 
polar bears emerge from their den-
ning areas and congregate along 
the bay’s shores waiting for the 
day when the ice can support their 
weight so they can embark on their 
annual winter seal hunt. 

For several weeks in autumn a 
large gang of tourists, photogra-
phers, journalists and nature en-
thusiasts descend on the town and 
pay top dollar to see the massive 
congregation of bears. Companies 
running fleets of giant ground ve-
hicles with high outdoor viewing 
decks, called “Tundra Buggies” 
charge C$400 (Dh1,485) per person 
to get up-close and personal with 
the bears. And a small constella-
tion of otherwise sleepy motels with 
names such as Lazy Bear Lodge, Po-
lar Bear B&B, the Tundra Inn and 
Northern Lights Lodge come alive 
for the ritualistic observation.

Despite the variety of other draws 
and activities on offer in Churchill 
throughout the year, it is the po-
lar bears that have come to define 
the town. So much so that they’ve 
seeped into the collective psyche 
of its residents. Instead of mak-
ing small talk about the weather, 
Churchillians chit-chat about bear 
sightings. Polar bear paraphernalia 
including stuffed bears, bear rugs, 
and bear statues and carvings punc-
tuate the town at every juncture. 

But it can be an ambivalent and 
uneasy co-existence. In addition to 
the spike in bear activity in the au-
tumn, a few of the animals remain 
on the edges of town year-round, 
constituting a borderline nuisance 
and, at times, even a threat. The 
coastline running along and past 
Churchill is known as Polar Bear Al-
ley. A series of signs along the water-
front warn heedless wanderers that 
they’d do better to stay away. Con-
servation officers armed with guns 
and noisemaker projectiles called 
“bear-bangers” designed to scare 
off emboldened bears, are never 
too far away. And a so-called “polar 

bear jail”, located on the fringes of 
Churchill, houses troublesome sub-
adults during the off-winter season. 

Just before my arrival, a traveller 
from Vancouver made news after he 
wandered into Polar Bear Alley one 
morning and was chased and nearly 
mauled by an itinerant bear. Weeks 
later, the town was still abuzz from 
the exceptionally rare close call. 
There was no lack of discussion 
among locals about the encoun-
ter, which they unanimously con-
demned as foolish and preventable. 
“Had the game wardens not shown 
up at the last minute, that guy would 
have been toast,” says Joe Stover, a 
port employee and musician. “The 
guy said people in town told him he 
could walk there. There’s no way. 
Everybody here knows there’s bears 
out there, and that they’re hungry 
and looking for food.”

My curiosity is piqued. A few days 
later, I sign up for a hike along a 
stretch of the alley with Paul Ratson, 
a local nature guide and one of 
Churchill’s foremost polar bear se-
curity experts. “Summer sucks for 
the bears,” Ratson tells me. “The 

bears are bored stupid. It’s too 
hot, there’s no food and there’s too 
many bugs.”

A quintessential outdoorsman, 
Ratson has a rifle and pair of bin-
oculars permanently attached to 
his person, and he lives in semi-
seclusion with his family and dogs. 
He takes me on a short walkabout of 
the area to show me the variety and 
richness of tundra life. Swarms of 
“bulldogs” – the local name for the 
large and aggressive species of bit-
ing horse flies (that can grow to the 
size of a person’s thumb) harangue 
us the moment we leave the vehicle. 
As we walk down to the rocky beach, 
ever careful to keep an eye out for 
bears, Ratson provides a crash-
course on the countless plants, 
flowers and animal species that ap-
peared along our path, from Arctic 
daisies, to Reindeer lichen and a va-
riety of ground-nesting birds.

Farther down the coast is a large 
shipwreck. The Ithaca was a British 
flagged steamship that ran aground 
during a storm in 1960 and whose 
ghostly, hollow shell has been rust-
ing in the shallows ever since. We 
arrive at low tide and are able to hop 
our way to the wreck along rocks ris-
ing from the shallow pools of sea-
water left by the receding bay.

As we rest in the shadow of the gi-
ant freighter, I ask Ratson if, as a 
nature enthusiast, he had ever been 
tempted to leave the tundra and 
start anew in another part of the Ca-
nadian wilderness. “All other plac-
es, even smaller towns, are just too 
crowded for me,” he says. “I could 
never live anywhere else. There’s 
just too much freedom here. You 
can do whatever you want, with very 
few consequences. It’s like being 
part of civilisation, but also like be-
ing outside it.”

Perhaps in view of a polar bear 
hidden somewhere behind us in 
the rocks, we pick up our things 
and start back in the direction of 
Churchill – that tiny community 
described by some as “the biggest 
little town at the edge of the world”.
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the big blue. From Sept 30 to Oct 4, surfers, wind surfers, divers et al will be on 
hand at the Six Senses resort in Laamu, Maldives, to teach and inspire. A four-day 
stay, half board, costs US$6,000 (Dh22,038) for two (www.sixsenses.com)love

Churchill’s barren and rugged landscape has great appeal during summer, but the main tourist draw to this town is the wildlife and the liberating sense of isolation. Courtesy of Photolibrary.com

‘In Churchill, it is like being a part of 
civilisation, but also like being outside it’
→ Continued from page 1
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X if you go

The flight Etihad Airways 
(www.etihadairways.com) 
flies direct from Abu Dhabi to 
Toronto from 1,320 Canadian 
dollars (Dh4,907) return, includ-
ing taxes. Return flights from 
Toronto to Winnipeg on Air 
Canada (www.aircanada.com) 
cost from $510 (Dh1,896), in-
cluding taxes  

The train Canada’s national 
rail carrier, Via Rail (www.vi-
arail.ca) runs two trains weekly 
to Churchill. A sleeper cabin 
for one person costs $1,000 

(Dh3,718) return. The journey 
takes 40 to 48 hours with a 
five-hour stopover in the min-
ing town and trade centre of 
Thompson 

The stay The Seaport Hotel 
(www.seaporthotel.ca) is con-
veniently located at the centre 
of town. A double room will 
cost you $115 (Dh427) per night 
($200; Dh743 in bear season). 
The hotel’s restaurant offers the 
best food in town and the hotel 
also offers lots of opportunity to 
meet local people 

The tours In July and 
August, Sea North Tours (www.
seanorthtours.com) offers belu-
ga whale snorkelling trips ($175; 
Dh650 per person) and Zodiak 
boat tours of the Churchill River 
with stops at the nearby Prince 
of Whales Fort. In October and 
November, Tundra Buggy Ad-
ventures (www.tundrabuggy.
com) runs polar bear viewing 
day-tours and multi-day tours 
as part of a package including 
flights and accommodation. 
Prices from $400 (Dh1,487) per 
person for a day trip 

Source: Graphic News


