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Thomas George Street was a young man from Ottawa in search of adventure, in the early 1900s. By the time

his quest ended on the shores of the frozen Arctic Ocean, he had found more than his share of “adventure.” By

then, he had already lived a story worth telling. At age 20, he joined a Transcontinental Railway work party, where

he gained a reputation in the North Country as a good outdoorsman, a skilled canoeist, a fearless, strong and a

willing worker. He was short but muscle-bound, able to carry more than his share. It is said that he regularly

portaged loads weighing 90 kilograms (200 pounds). No surprise then, that Frank Crean recruited Street for a

government survey party setting out to explore northern Saskatchewan and Alberta in June 1909. Crean had been

mandated by the federal government’s Department of the Interior to “assess the agricultural capabilities” of the

region, with a view to encouraging new settlers.

The Expedition of

RADFORD & STREET 
PART  I

By David F. PellyK
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George Street
portaging during the
Crean expedition,
July 1909
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At the season’s end, Street returned to Ottawa
to visit family, arriving just in time for Christmas.
A few months later, in April 1910, he headed west
again to join the New Northwest Exploration
Party, a follow-up venture again led by Frank
Crean. That autumn found Street and his fellow
“explorers” — that is how they saw themselves —
settled at Fort Smith for the winter, as a base from
which to conduct more surveys by dog-team.
Their work would be finished in the spring and
summer, so they all anticipated returning to
Ottawa by summer’s close.

Then Harry Radford arrived in Fort Smith,
from New York, looking for an able assistant to
join his scientific expedition out to the barren-
lands. He was not in town for long before Street’s
reputation reached his ears. A new and even big-
ger adventure appealed to the younger Street —
he was immediately tempted to join, principally
for the opportunity to go farther north, but no
doubt attracted by Radford’s liberal offer of pay-
ment. Frank Crean agreed to release Street only
if approval was received from his family back in
Ottawa. “Street’s a fool” to undertake this haz-
ardous trip, all of his mates agreed. But his mind
was made up and his family several thousand
miles away had no real understanding of what he
was contemplating.

Harry Radford, a wealthy “sportsman” (in the
jargon of the day), had come north to collect zoo-
logical specimens for the Smithsonian Institute
and the U.S. Biological Survey. “Collect,” bluntly
put, simply meant he wanted to hunt for big

game, while making a name for himself as an
explorer. The “science” underlying his expedition
was rather more a cover. His brash and over-
confident manner did not win Radford any
friends in Fort Smith. While there, he shot a
1,092 kilogram (2,402 pound) wood bison,
reportedly the largest ever killed, and proudly
posed with his trophy — talk in town suggested
he was just lucky to see the animal, and certainly
there was little skill in killing it. One rumour had
it that, in fact, Radford emptied his rifle into the
animal, after which it was still standing, so an old
Métis man came to his assistance and felled the
massive bison for him. By all reports, he was not
a very good shot, but this success, such as it was,
added fuel to his self-portrayal as the Great White
Hunter.

He came from an intriguing background of
money, education and the clubby appreciation
for wilderness which was a hallmark of the upper
classes at the time. Although raised in New York
City, he had spent his youthful summers in the
Adirondacks of upstate New York. “He longed to
be a great explorer of the Stanley type, to have the
world watch his disappearances into dangerous
wilds and speculate upon his chances of survival and
return,” says one biographer. He was precocious,
but “his brusqueness (sic) had the charm of 
boyhood frankness.” Harry Radford sought the
limelight. He knew that notoriety in the public
eye was necessary if his explorations were to be
heralded as successful. He wrote for Field & Stream,
mostly on wilderness themes grounded in the

q
Harry Radford, a wealthy “sportsman”, had come north 

to collect zoological specimens for the Smithsonian Institute 

and the U.S. Biological Survey.

Harry Radford with 
his bison, killed 

near Fort Smith.
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Adirondacks, where the wealthy played. At age 18,
while at college, he launched a quarterly publi-
cation called Woods and Waters which, within 10
years, grew to a circulation of 20,000 readers,
people who wanted stories about the hunting
and fishing guides of the Adirondacks, and about
Radford’s campaigns to reintroduce moose, elk
and beaver, and to protect the black bear (out of
hunting season!). He became well known in the
region and well connected. Still today, legends
associated with “Adirondack Harry” are part of
the public consciousness around Saranac Lake in
upstate New York.

But in Fort Smith, he arrived among strangers
who were unimpressed by his background, and
he was about to venture forth into a region where
such baggage offered no help whatsoever. At
some level, he understood the danger. He required
George Street to sign a contract obliging Street:
to forego his full share of the food, should they
run short; to refrain from keeping a journal of
the trip (with this, it is believed, Street did not
fully comply, but Radford’s concern, almost 
certainly, was to ensure that he, and he alone,
stood to benefit from any publication of their
story); and to protect Radford’s life even if it
meant endangering his own. The last clause
proved to be prescient. It was understood clearly
that Radford was in charge and Street was his 
life-support system.

They set out for the barrenlands, departing
from Fort Smith in an 181/2 foot Peterborough
canoe, on June 27, 1911. The canoe, ironically,

they named “Hope.”  Initially, a local Native man
accompanied them, but he went no farther than
Fort Resolution on Great Slave Lake. From there,
the two “explorers” struck out on their own, east-
ward the length of the lake and over the arduous
portages into Artillery Lake, with Street doing
most of the work. At Artillery Lake, Radford
hired two Dene men with a birchbark canoe to
accompany them. He feared the overloaded
Peterborough, as large as it was, might be swamped
by the lake’s high winds. A few months later, the
two Dene showed up back in Fort Resolution,
having abandoned Radford, saying “We are not
dogs to work like that” and complaining about
his mistreatment of them. Street, once again, was
forced to do the lion’s share of the labour, the
more so because his leader had infected a finger,
and then his whole arm, with some of the arsenic
he carried for preparing zoological specimens.
Radford recorded the situation in some detail.

The task before Mr. Street was now indeed
monumental, for we were then at the beginning
of a long series of dangerous rapids, and portages;
and the river was so low — the season being
already advanced — and the load in our canoe
(about 1,300 pounds) so great, that the naviga-
tion of the rapids became exceedingly difficult.
Yet, realizing that I was a helpless cripple and
unable to render assistance either in the canoe
or on the portages, Street resolutely expressed his
willingness to undertake to navigate the canoe
single-handed and to carry every pound of our
outfit across the portages.

It was understood clearly that Radford was in charge and    

Street was his life-support system.q
Street (in stern) and
Radford (in bow), 
with a Native assistant,
preparing to paddle
their canoe downstream
from Fort Smith to Great
Slave Lake, and beyond.
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My wound steadily improved [Street had
opened and cleaned it] but for several days I
could give but little assistance. How we escaped
disaster in some of the rapids is a mystery to me!
Mr. Street rose to every occasion and literally did
the work of two men under the most trying con-
ditions. About the third of September we reached
the head of Schultz Lake on the lower Thelon …
From this point on downriver they were

accompanied by three Inuit men until they reached
Hudson Bay, where, by prior arrangement,
Radford hoped to find some supplies transport-
ed north for him by the Hudson’s Bay Company.
It was very late in the season to be travelling by canoe.
In fact, rumours had already begun circulating
in HBC circles that perhaps the two men were
lost in the barrenlands somewhere, never to be
seen again, when suddenly on September 30, 1911,
they showed up at the newly established HBC
post at Chesterfield Inlet. The anticipated onset
of winter, however, dictated that the two men
could not set out immediately across the barren-
lands, as planned, for the shores of the Arctic
Ocean, and west to the Mackenzie River. Instead,
they returned to Schultz Lake on the Thelon
River, to spend the winter with Inuit there. The
head man of the camp was Akulak, who undertook
to care for the two strange travellers.

Harry Radford’s next objective was to arrange
for Inuit guides to take them overland to the
Arctic Coast. The Inuit of the Thelon valley were
reluctant, suggesting that there were insufficient
caribou to the north to sustain both men and

dogs for such a long journey. Radford pressed,
and eventually convinced two men, whom he
called Cockney and Boozer, to take him. When
the time came, Boozer wanted Radford to 
compensate his family, who would be left behind
without their principal hunter and provider.
Radford refused, and instead pointed his rifle at
the Inuk demanding that he obey orders. The
stand-off was resolved eventually by the head
man, Akulak, agreeing to accompany the party
as well. On March 26, 1912, the party set out with
two sleds, one of which bore the canoe “Hope.”
But Harry Radford had once again shown the
fatal flaw in his character which would eventually
be his undoing.

And then the two white men seemed to vanish.
Family and friends, curious trappers in Fort
Smith and HBC agents across the North heard
nothing as the months wore on into years. The
story was about to become even stranger.

The fate of Harry Radford and T. George Street was
ultimately determined. The affair attracted considerable
interest in official circles in Canada, right up to the
Prime Minister‚s office, and gave rise to one of the most
gruelling investigations in the history of the Royal
North West Mounted Police. This story will be concluded
in the next issue of Above & Beyond. 

Regular contributor David Pelly is the author of
Thelon: A River Sanctuary, an historical biography
of the central barrenlands. His most recent book is
Sacred Hunt.
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And then the two white men seemed to vanish. q
Reproduced courtesy 

of the Adirondack 
Room Collection of the

Saranac Lake Free Library,
from Harry Radford’s 

published photographs, 
Field And Stream, 1901.


