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DEATH ON ICE

In 1911, a young man named George Street made a decision that
must have inspired a good deal of tongue wagging among his mates
with the Northwest Exploration Party. “Street crazy,” you can hear
them saying. “To spend three years with that Radford fellow – why,
I’d rather spend three years with a bilious grizzly. Or three years in the
lunatic asylum.”
Strong, persistent, perhaps a bit stubborn, Street had proven
himself an invaluable member of J.J. Crean’s surveying party. He
was a fine hand with an axe, a first-rate driver of dogs, and a superb
canoeist. On portages, he could carry 200 pounds, the normal
trump-line load for a seasoned packer. But the 22-year-old Ottawan
was burning to make a great trip. A great trip far to the north of Smith’s
Landing, Alberta, where the Crean expedition was based.
And how here was Radford offering him just the opportunity
he was looking for. He would join the American in one of the most
ambitious Arctic expeditions ever planned; they would paddle all the
way from Fort Smith to Chesterfield Inlet on the Hudson Bay, sledge
north to Bathurst Inlet, cross the Arctic Ocean to Fort MacPherson on
the Mackenzie Delta, and end up in the Yukon. Part of this route would
take them through unexplored country; some of it, especially the area
around Bathurst Inlet, might even have uncontacted Eskimos.
1

DEATH ON ICE

It was an offer Street could hardly refuse, even though Radford
had asked him to sign a rather unusual contract: He was supposed to
protect Radford’s life, if necessary, at the risk of his own; he would
receive less than his share of the food if food became scarce; and he
would keep no diaries of the trip (Radford wanted exclusive rights to
himself).
Street probably identified the somewhat older man with his
demanding, quick-to-anger father, and this may have given Radford’s
contract the veneer of, if not respectability, at least familiarity. Yet
Street would have signed any contract, however oppressive its terms,
for the opportunity to spend three years in the Arctic. At his age,
I might have done the same thing – the prospect of adventure,
particularly adventure in far-off lands, makes youth even more blind
than it already is.
A wealthy New York sportsman and erstwhile editor for Field
& Stream, Harry Radford (“Adirondack Harry”) had come north in
1909 to collect zoological specimens for the U.S. Biological Survey
and the Smithsonian Institution. From the outset, his swagger rubbed
Northerners the wrong way. In fact, it inspired a celebrated joke at his
expense. In the summer of 1909, he was a passenger on the Athabaska
River steamboat. The steamer’s captain had grown a bit weary of
Redford’s portrayal of himself as a Great White Hunter. All of a
sudden Captain Barber pointed to a large bear roaming around on the
shore. Radford stalked the bear and, upon getting close, emptied the
magazine of his .30-.30 rifle into it, only to discover that it was a log
dressed in an old fur coat and rigged on a rope and pulley. “And with
that,” read a contemporary newspaper account of the incident, “the
North country started to laugh, and has been laughing ever since.”
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