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Noah Goes off. 

A young Inuk sets  
out by foot Across 

the LAbrAdor PLAteAu 
hoPIng to trAveL the 

wAy hIs Ancestors 
once dId. And mAybe 

fInd A gIrLfrIend

story aNd photos By  
Jerry KoBaleNKo

High spirits: Noah 
Nochasak suffers 
cheerfully on his 
first major trek.
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morning in Nain, Labrador, Noah Nocha-
sak and I drag our fibreglass sleds along 
the snowy streets toward the edge of town. 
Our footsteps squeak on the hardpack as 
snowmobiles speed past us. Now and then, 
someone emerges from a house to hug Noah 
good luck. Then the last house disappears 
and the only sign of civilization is the snow-
mobile trail used for “wooding”—gathering 
firewood. Twenty years ago, it was also a 
caribou-hunting route, before the George 
River herd plummetted from almost a mil-
lion animals to under 30,000. Now this 
climb from sea level to Labrador’s interior 
plateau sees little use.

We are something of an odd couple. Noah 
is Inuit, 24 years old and setting out on his 
first major expedition. I’m white, 50-some-
thing and have 16 sledding treks under my 
belt. Together, we’ll spend the next month 
and a half travelling the land on foot.

This trip—550 kilometres across Labra-
dor’s interior plateau from Nain to Kangiq-
sualujjuaq in northern Quebec—is Noah’s 
dream. He was born in Nain but, after his 
parents divorced, grew up with his mother, 
a schoolteacher who followed her job to 
various northern communities. It was only 
after Noah returned home from earning a 
civil engineering degree in Ottawa that he 
became fascinated by tales of traditional 
travel. He himself can’t say exactly why. His 
ancestors routinely did journeys like the one 
we are embarking on; nowadays, immersion 
expeditions like ours attract mainly Arctic-
obsessed white guys like myself.

The reasons behind our chosen route 
are easier to explain. Noah’s father enjoys 
long-distance snowmobile travel; several 
times, he has done the three-day ride from 
Nain to Kangiqsualujjuaq (pronounced 
Kang-GIK-soo-al-oo-joo-ak), and he used 
to speak of it to young Noah as a Big-Time 
Go-Off Trip. Every Inuk (“Inuk” is the sin-
gular of Inuit) in both towns has also heard 
the true story of the 18-year-old girl who in 
the 1940s walked from Kangiqsualujjuaq 
to Nain to escape her deranged father, who 
had tried to kill her. She slept in snowbanks 
and scrounged food from the stingy land. 
Nain to Kangiqsualujjuaq means nothing 
to most of us, but in this part of the north, 
the route has mystique.

As for me, I’ve been hauling sleds in the 
Arctic for 25 years. My first expedition had 
been a 600-kilometre solo in midwinter Lab-
rador. From the first, I fell in love with the 

physical life and the wild north, but in all 
the time since I’ve never before met an Inuk 
in Canada who enjoys travelling under his 
own power. In 1990, an Inuit skier did join 
a white expedition to the North Pole, but it 
was not his idea, and he never did anything 
similar again. Likewise, Inuit wardens do 
foot patrols in Arctic parks, but it’s a job for 
them, and when they leave the service, they 
don’t tend to continue backpacking.

In the winter of 2011, Noah tried to do 
Nain to Kangiqsualujjuaq alone, but didn’t 
get far. His wooden sled was heavy and 
often tipped over, his traditional seal-oil 

lamp took forever to melt water, his tent 
poles broke in the violent winds, and when 
he tried to cook inside the tent, a f lare-up 
melted a hole in the roof. After this first 
attempt, he figured he needed a partner, 
but no Inuk wanted to join him. Someone 
told him of my past manhauling journeys 
in Labrador, and he e-mailed me for advice. 
Last summer, when my wife and I went to 
Nain for a month-long kayak trip, we met 
Noah. He seemed like a great guy, bright 
and articulate.

That fall, I offered to join him on his walk. 
It struck me as a pure, lovely, amateur jour-
ney. Noah dubs our project Tukimuatvut, 
an Inuktitut word meaning, “We’re going 
in the right direction.”

We begin climbing the next morning, 
along a frozen creek lined by spruce trees. 
Spillover through cracks in the ice has cre-
ated a sloped skating rink that forces us to 

wear cleats on our boots for traction. We 
hope that the coming weeks bring mostly 
effortless walking on windblown snow, but 
we carry skis, snowshoes, cleats and even 
waterproof overboots to handle whatever 
the Arctic might throw at us.

Sledding will never be a spectator sport—
viewed by others, it is one monotonous 
step after another. Even for the sledder, 
the most interesting stuff is internal. On 
sunny and calm days, the Arctic landscape 
elevates the spirit to something approach-
ing pure happiness. More often, Labrador’s 
biting winds force you to encase yourself 
in parka hood, mask and goggles, and to 
stare down at your feet, except for brief 
glances up to navigate. By the eighth hour, 
the experience recalls the sensory depriva-

tion experiments that psychologists did on 
unwitting subjects in the 1950s. 

On the fourth day, we haul uphill through 
a rocky notch known as the Pearly Gates 
and leave the trees behind. We are now in 
“meaner country,” as Noah puts it. Violent 
winds, no shelter. In the 1970s, a sudden 
hurricane here killed several hunters from 
Nain. These barrens extend 200 kilome-
tres—at least two weeks—to the George 
River, and we are heading into the prevail-
ing westerlies. Uneasy dreams plague us as 
we leave the safety of the forest.

Noah prides himself on his fitness. He had 
been the fifth—“or maybe the fourth”—
fittest guy in his high school. But northern 
villages are not the best places to learn fit-
ness. Noah exercises like a typical untu-
tored 24-year-old: One day he’ll snowshoe 
40 kilometres, then he won’t do much for a 
week or so. I have never been an elite ath-
lete, and am more than 30 years older than 

oN a cold feBruary

Tough going: 
Trudging across 
the barrens. 
Opposite: Noah 
and his father.
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Noah, but I understand the need for daily 
workouts to avoid repetitive stress injuries 
on long-distance journeys. “You’re a real 
professional,” Noah comments. “Fast.” This 
pleases me, although I figure that I’ll start 
out stronger but we will equalize later, as 
the young man’s quicker powers of recov-
ery kick in.

In late February, temperatures remain 
frigid, but by mid-morning, the sun partly 
warms the air. Because even the best tent 
can’t survive a hurricane, we camp each night 
on windblown ice, so that I can nail down 

the anchor points securely. A tent trussed 
on all sides like Gulliver by the Lilliputians 
is impervious to almost any wind.

Clear nights bottom out between –33° 
and –40°C. Often, green and white north-
ern lights swirl madly overhead. We sleep 
soundly in our Arctic-grade sleeping bags. 
During the day, however, Noah’s f limsy 
nylon jacket, borrowed from a friend at the 
last minute, makes life difficult for him in 
the wind. Still, I know from my own first 
expeditions that you can get by with less-
than-optimal gear. You just suffer more. 

inuit usually say little around white 
people, but Noah can be positively chatty. 
He tells me everything from Inuit jokes—
“They say white people have 100 words 
for ‘lawn’”—to who are the best seam-
stresses or mechanics in Nain, how hunt-

ers adapt a carpenter’s square for the blade 
of a snow knife, and how his previous boss 
was such a townie that “he thought a .243 
was a 12-gauge.”

Noah dreams of doing not just this one 
journey but a series of them. He wants to sled 
the Torngat Mountains (our route misses 
them). Last summer, keen to embrace 
another means of traditional travel, he built 
his own wood-and-canvas kayak and pad-
dled it 300 kilometres alone to Hebron, an 
abandoned village north of Nain. Now he 
wants to kayak the whole coast of north-

ern Labrador.
He has other goals, too. Noah 

doesn’t have a girlfriend, and 
hopes he might f ind one in 
Kangiqsualujjuaq. Sometimes 
he practises his Inuktitut pickup 
lines in the tent: “Do you have a 
boyfriend?” “Do you want a fam-
ily?” He is looking for a girl who 
might enjoy long-distance sled-
ding and kayaking. “Don’t set the 
bar too high,” I advise.

He longs for a reason to stay in 
Kangiqsualujjuaq and learn Inuk-
titut better. “It’s hard to learn the 

language in Nain any more,” he says. He 
much admires his grandfather, or atatsiak, 
who only speaks Inuktitut. Noah, because 
of his upbringing elsewhere, struggles with 
the language, especially with his atatsiak’s 
rich vocabulary, which includes words for 
the subtleties of wind that are not com-
monly used even among Inuktitut speak-
ers today. Unfortunately, his atatsiak also 
drinks heavily since he lost his wife and 
seven of his children years ago in a fire. On 
that terrible night, he managed to push one 
child, Noah’s father, out the window before 
the fire consumed his family.

Expeditions such as this one, where you 
don’t know your partner well, are like blind 
dates: They can be the beginning of a life-
long relationship or they can be disasters. 
I admire Noah’s gentle, restrained style, 
in which “My legs are a little tired” means 
“It’s your turn to break trail.” A thought-
ful guy who relates well to white people, he 
has a few odd beliefs that I suspect have to 
be cultural. He thinks, for example, that 
you can only rehydrate by drinking water, 
not by drinking tea or Gatorade or soup. 
And he never goes bareheaded, for fear of 
sunstroke, even at –20°.

As an Inuit kid growing up mainly in Cree 
communities, Noah sometimes had to fight 
bigger, tougher boys. He rarely won, but 
because he stood up to them, they mostly 
left him alone. He may not be as fit as he 

imagines, but I don’t know if he realizes just 
how mentally tough he is. His inner compass 
never strays from Kangiqsualujjuaq, and like 
a real Inuk, he never complains. “An elder 
once told me, ‘Never say a bad word when 
you’re out on the land,’” he says.

A trip of several weeks soon ceases to 
feel like a finite journey with a remem-
bered beginning and an approaching end. It 
becomes life. It feels like you’ve been doing 
this routine for years and will be doing it, 
like Sisyphus, for eternity. Such an expedi-
tion requires patience, stubbornness and 
the ability to suffer cheerfully. You need to 
take the long view. Our immediate goal is 
the George River, where the trees resume. 
We look no further ahead.

it takes us 19 days to reach the George 
River, including four days in which we 
can’t travel. I’ve never been windbound 
this often before. 

The thousand-foot slope down to the river 
is not as steep as the contours on the map 
suggest. Still, the sleds almost bowl us over 
a few times. Once, Noah has to plant his 
leg to stop the runaway sled and wrenches 
his knee slightly. It doesn’t seem serious at 
the time, and we carry on to camp in the 
stillness of the black spruce forest along the 
George River. Although bald hills flank the 
river, a skirt of trees at their base promises 
sheltered campsites daily. We wake the next 
morning to the rapping of a woodpecker.

Every summer, sportsmen f ly into the 
George River for its salmon and trout fish-
ing, and a few outfitting camps cater to 
these anglers. As usual in the north, the 
uninhabited buildings remain unlocked, 
and it’s considered okay to overnight in 
them, as long as you leave them clean. The 
nearest cabin lies just 25 kilometres ahead. 
Sometimes, that’s an easy sledding day, 
but on this trip we have yet to crack even 
20 kilometres.

Today, though, Noah is all business. For 
much of the morning I trail behind. As Noah 
slows, I take the lead. We’ve travelled con-
servatively for three weeks, and I want to 
give Noah one of those crazy intense days 
that young guys live for.

We are less than four kilometres from the 
cabin when the light fades. Noah’s knee, 
tweaked in yesterday’s mishap, is sore, but 
there are no nearby trees to camp in, so we 
continue slowly. In the gathering night it is 
hard to see past the headlamp beam bounc-
ing off the snowflakes fluttering down. Now 
and then, the planet Mars peeks out of the 
fast-scudding clouds, and I use it to double-
check our direction. We grope toward the 
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wear. All in all, this is the worst weather I’ve 
ever experienced. In a month and a half, we 
enjoy just three sunny, windless days.

Noah’s leg problems remain in check, 
and Kangiqsualujjuaq draws nearer. Peo-
ple in Labrador and northern Quebec have 
been following our progress through Noah’s 
daily SPOT satellite position reports and 
his father’s Facebook entries. Noah’s quest 
has touched people’s imaginations. Even 
his mother and father, estranged for years, 
begin chatting amicably together online 
about their son.

On the 44th day, just a few kilometres 
from Kangiqsualujjuaq, three snowmo-

biles approach us. They have come 
to ask when we’ll arrive; apparently 
an event is planned. My eyes mist. It 
really is over. “Two and a half hours,” 
I tell them.

Little Kangiqsualujjuaq lies in a 
secluded cove. In the fog we don’t see 
it, but we can hear a fire engine’s siren 
calling people to the beach. Eventu-
ally, we make out what looks like a 
forest. Drawing closer, we see it is 
really a long line of people. Almost 
half the town of 900 has come out to 

greet us. I hang back, but one Inuit woman 
hugs me and says, “This is very important. 
Thank you for the work you did for us.” We 
spend the next hour shaking hands with 
the long line of well-wishers. They treat 
Noah as a rock star.

We rest in town for a few days. Every-
where we go, people congratulate us. 
After serving as guest of honour at the 
town’s Easter celebration, Noah flies home 
to Nain. People look at him differently, and 
the doubters have been silenced, but he 
hasn’t come home with a wife or any new 
fluency in Inuktitut. A few Inuit assume 
that his new status as a role model equates to 
material success and ask him for money.

Noah doesn’t say much about how he feels 
to have accomplished his dream, but I have 
a certain amount of experience with these 
things. You’re relieved, calmed, satisfied. 
You wonder where, if anywhere, this may 
lead. But feelings tend to be unresolved. 
You undertook the journey because the 
idea occurred to you, but you aren’t sure 
why you had the idea in the first place. 
Afterward, you get the idea to do another 
trip. That doesn’t resolve anything either. 
But it feels like you’re going in the right 
direction.  

Jerry Kobalenko is a contributing 
editor to explore and the author of 
Arctic Eden.

in the tent and wait for the antibiotics to 
kick in. Eventually, the ailment passes.

With so many delays, an expedition that 
might take a month is going to stretch to 
well over 40 days. We have enough food, 
thanks to the raw caribou and seal that 
Noah brought with him. He hopes to make 
this as traditional a journey as possible, and 
even wants to hunt en route, but we see only 
ptarmigan. Disturbingly, we spot no signs 
of the George River caribou herd.

By now, Noah has learned much about 
sledding and winter camping. At first, when 
chopping river ice for meals, he used so 
much force that the pieces shattered to bits. 
Now his restrained blows easily shear off 
large chunks. In the rough ice around rap-
ids, he makes skilful anticipatory turns that 
keep his sled from catching on blocks. He 
no longer sits down every half hour for a 
rest and a bite to eat: He has discovered that 
one stays warmer by snacking as he goes. 
“Blood is like a creek,” says Noah. “As long 
as it’s f lowing, it doesn’t freeze.”

He has become what his father neatly 
calls a Big-Time Go-Off-er.

Winter yields to spring reluctantly. Near 
the end of March, we endure -20°C and a 
frigid 40 kilometre-per-hour headwind. 
Then a warm spell, in which the wet snow 
soaks our boots. Every morning thereafter, 
we have to work our feet into frozen foot-

elusive camp for hours. “I’ve never worked 
this hard in my life,” says Noah. 

Thirteen hours after we begin our day, 
a gabled roof etches against the night sky. 
We unscrew the plywood from one of the 
cabin doors and I get the propane stove 
going inside. Too tired for dinner, we chug 
a double helping of soup and go to sleep.

our expedition now enters a different phase. 
The George River runs 350 kilometres north 
to our destination, and navigating is simple 
point-to-point. Our sleeping bags, dried at 
the cabin, are fluffy and warm again. If dan-
gerous headwinds rise, we can retreat to the 
sanctuary of the woods. Success no longer 
seems in doubt. Three hundred and fifty 
kilometres sounds formidable, but a fro-
zen river is a straightforward challenge that 
yields inexorably to time and patience.

After four hours’ sledding, Noah’s left 
knee begins to bother him. We bandage it 
but it continues to hurt, so we stop early. 
For the first time, Noah is sullen and goes 
to sleep early. I sit up wondering what we’ll 
do if his leg worsens. 

For the next two days, we advance ner-
vously. Noah favours his left leg so much 
that the right one begins to ache. I take some 
of his load. At one point, I haul both sleds 
for a few hours while Noah skis behind, 
but I doubt whether I can maintain this 
level of effort for the remainder of the 
expedition.

We spend two days at a cabin to give 
Noah’s legs a chance to recover somewhat. 
Every morning thereafter, he begins a new 
ritual of trussing them in Tensor bandages 
and applying a knee brace.

Now it is my turn to be stricken. Perhaps 
I pick up giardia from an open creek we 
drank from at the cabin, because for four 
days, I can’t eat. I manage to travel for the 
first two days, but for the second two, I lie 

Hero’s welcome: 
The crowd gath-
ered at the fin-
ish. Below: Noah 
and the author.


