Bucket List
A SPIRIT OF PLACE: TORNGAT
MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK

words Jenn Smith Nelson :: photos Glen Harris
“I’m home,” declares elder Sophie Keelan as we step onto
Sallikuluk Island. In a traditional Arnautik dress and her own
handcrafted sealskin gloves, Keelan reminisces how the shores of
her birthplace, a rich fishing village, once brimmed with life.
Today it’s eerily quiet. Standing on the sacred ground where over
600 Inuit lie buried, remnants of sod houses, tent rings, whale
bones, and chert tools offer only scattered evidence of the island’s
former life.
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There is also a giant rock pile—mass grave for the repatriated remains of
113 Inuit from Sallikuluk and nearby Upernavik Islands excavated by a
Toronto paleontologist without consent between 1969 and 1971. Gary
Baikie, Superintendent of Torngat Mountains National Park, has worked
tirelessly to ensure the remains were returned to the island nearly three
decades after the fact.
At Baikie’s request, we join him and elders Keelan and John Jaruse to pay
respect to their ancestors. We pause to reflect, then listen to Amazing Grace
sung in Inuktitut.
The remote, unspoiled landscape is equal parts awe inspiring and unforgiving. Situated on Labrador’s northern tip, the park encompasses 10,000
km2 between the Quebec border and the storm-tossed Labrador Sea. It’s
extreme and raw, with jagged mountains, sheer 1,000-metre cliffs, and
glacier-formed fjords. Waterfalls and drifting towers of ice add to a stark but
jarring beauty.
The park is also home to a diversity of wildlife: minke whales and seals patrol
offshore, while the land boasts caribou, wolf, ptarmigan, and tundra-dwelling American black bears—the only place the species exists above treeline.
However, it’s the abundant polar bears that define the park’s true wildness.
Officially established in 2008, Canada’s 42nd national park is a true shared
vision. A partnership between Parks Canada, the Nunatsiavut Government
and Makivik Corporation have enabled the Nunavik Inuit of Labrador to
manage the park and share powerful stories of their homeland with visitors
from around the world. From mid-July to mid-August each year, Kangidluasuk—the Torngats Base Camp and Research Station—welcomes Inuit
youth and elders, researchers, and other guests seeking cultural immersion,
adventure and connection to nature.
“The goal is to protect the region for Inuit and all other Canadians, while
fostering Inuit cultural values and practices,” says Martin Lougheed, Parks’
Visitor Experience Manager. “This includes encouraging young Inuit, and
protecting the knowledge of elders so stories can be shared and saved.”
Experiences shared between the all-Inuit Parks staff and hunters, carvers,
throat singers, dancers and seamstresses allow youth to learn and elders the
chance to reclaim and reconnect with their heritage. It’s also an exercise in
healing. “The pride youth gain from working with older Inuit who teach traditional skills is incredibly empowering and transformative,” notes Lougheed.
Youth aren’t the only ones that enjoy transformation here. By taking part
in authentic Inuit cultural experiences, guests like ourselves also connect
with the land and its people. Nestled on St. John’s Harbour in Saglek Bay,
Kangidluasuk is both idyllic and dramatic, with a seascape that changes as
quickly as its schizophrenic weather. Rolling hills are carpeted in low-lying
subarctic vegetation, with lichens scattered amongst some of the planet’s
oldest rocks, almost four billion years old.

Given the camp’s isolation, we quickly form into a tight-knit community,
filling days with onsite experiences like casting a line for char or hiking.
Trails include hikes to a waterfall, Torr Bay, and a steep sunrise climb to a
hilltop Inuksuk. Excursions outside the camp’s two-metre electrical fence
require the company of armed bear guards, adding to the adventure.
Other activities centre around hands-on traditions. We gather arctic char
from nets set just offshore, learn filleting skills, and make delectable pitsik
(dried/smoked char), as well as participate in the making of suvalik, a traditional dessert consisting of crushed, fresh char eggs, local berries, water and
oil. We learn Inuktitut words, attempt throat singing, partake in campfire
singalongs, and scour night skies for northern lights. All in all, camp life
is grand, though it’s retracing the footsteps of Inuit ancestors on nearby islands that truly enriches the experience. A visit to Hebron, home to Baikie’s
mother, is particularly impactful.

The remote, unspoiled landscape is equal parts
awe inspiring and unforgiving. The goal is to
protect the region for all Canadians, while
fostering Inuit cultural values and practices.
Established by Moravian missionaries in 1831, Hebron was once Labrador’s
most northern outpost, an otherwise thriving traditional Inuit community. It came to an abrupt end in 1959 when politicians, colluding with the
Moravians, advised residents they would be relocated to more southern
settlements closer to government services. With no choice but to leave their
homes, families were torn apart and, once resettled, left unsupported. It
was during this time that cousins Keelan and John, then 11, were separated. Great hardship and further tragedy followed, the repercussions still felt
today. But it’s through such recounting and acknowledgement that healing
and reconciliation have begun.
Lougheed’s hope is that guests come away with a deep appreciation of the
environment along with the cultural and historical significance of how
the land was, and continues to be, used. “Spending time with Inuit elders
reinforces connections to land and place, creating meaningful experiences
that become the real treasure of the Torngat Mountains.”
As we prepare to leave Sallikuluk, the wind picks up. Filing into our furiously rocking boats, introspection descends, the strains of Amazing Grace still
filling our minds. We’ve learned that “Torngat” derives from Inuktitut for
“place of spirits,” these occasionally being interpreted as evil. Today, however,
partnerships fostered by the park have produced a spirit that is very much
the opposite. As with many things, in darkness there is always light.

PREVIOUS SPREAD Light swims down Talik Arm on Nachvak Fjord. RIGHT TOP Inuit elder John Jaruse. BOTTOM Elias Harris hauls in an Arctic char for a visitor at Kangidluasuk.
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