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In the last issue of

Above & Beyond,

part one of this story

followed the two

adventurers, Harry

Radford and George

Street, from the 

commencement of

their journey by

canoe, in Fort Smith,

across the barrenlands

to Chesterfield Inlet

during the summer

of 1911. They 

spent that winter 

at Schultz Lake on

the Thelon River,

in Akulak’s camp.

On March 26, 1912, Radford and Street, with guides Akulak, Toolooktook and Tavinaq, set off for the Arctic

coast, travelling on two sleds pulled by 22 dogs. One of the sleds bore their canoe, “Hope.” Akulak later reported

that “they saw lots of game, obtaining fresh supplies almost every day, and only lost four dogs during the whole journey.”

On June 3, Radford wrote a letter for Akulak to carry back to Chesterfield Inlet, addressed to the H.B.C. trader

there. In it, the American explorer reported having arrived safely in Bathurst Inlet, to be well received by local Inuit

at Quagyuk (Young Island), and expressed his gratitude for all the assistance received previously at the HBC post.

The plan now, he said, was to proceed west, and eventually, over the course of the following winter, to arrive at

Dawson City in the Yukon. Radford’s letter, however, was not delivered for a long time.

The Expedition of

RADFORD & STREET 
PART  II

By David F. PellyK
K
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Sgt-Major Thomas B.
Caulkin, during the
RNWMP patrol of
1917, standing beside
a cairn erected by
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Before Akulak departed, the people of Bathurst
Inlet held a celebration. According to some pages
recovered from one of the explorers’ diaries
(probably Street’s, which he was keeping contrary
to his contract with Radford), 

“...about 35 Eskimos arrived on the island. A
large tepee (sic) was erected, that night a dance
was held, as many came in as the tepee would
allow leaving a large space in the centre four feet
in diameter... both men and women sang and
danced... after the dance we all partook of refresh-
ments, boiled meat of the larger species of seal
[ugjuk, bearded seal ].”
Several months passed without news of the two

white men.  More than a year later, on July 11, 1913,
Akulak arrived at the trading post in Chesterfield
Inlet to deliver Radford’s letter, and informed the
traders there that Radford and Street were dead.
Shortly thereafter, newspapers in the South were
reporting that Radford and Street had been
murdered. It would be much longer, however,
before details of their demise were fully known,
following a prolonged investigation by officers of the
Royal North West Mounted Police (RNWMP). The
starting point was Akulak’s story, which implicated
several men among the Bathurst Inlet Inuit.

An RNWMP memorandum written in Ottawa
in April 1914 outlined the task ahead of the
police force. 

If steps are to be taken this year to identify and
bring the perpetrators to justice, immediate action
is necessary.  It will entail a large expenditure. A
strong party consisting of an Officer and at least
10 men with an interpreter fully equipped for an
absence of a year or more, with extra supplies for
the subsistence of prisoners and witnesses, would

have to be despatched from Churchill, travelling
by schooner to the head of Baker Lake, via
Chesterfield Inlet, a distance of 550 miles, where
a main base would have to be established for the
storage of the bulk of the provisions. From this point
to Beverly Lake, a distance of 150 miles would be
made by canoes, where another base would be
necessary, and from here by canoes and dog trains
to Bathurst Inlet, a distance of 250 miles. If any
arrests were made, the prisoners, witnesses and
their families would have to be maintained at
Baker Lake until they could travel to Chesterfield
Inlet, or Fullerton, where the trial would probably
take place.*
By the time all these costs were tallied up, the

estimated expenditure “to identify and bring the
perpetrators to justice” was $70,656, the equivalent
in 1914 dollars of $1.2 million today. If that were
not deterrent enough, the upper echelons of the
RNWMP raised another significant issue. “From
the evidence so far obtained it appears that the
murders were not committed for the sake of gain,
but were the direct result of the aggressive action
of one of the white men assaulting a native, and
therefore, in the opinion of the undersigned, no
judge or jury would convict the murderers who
could claim they acted in self-defence and in
accordance with the custom of their tribe.”

The memo found its way to the Prime
Minister’s office. Judgement on how to proceed
with this case apparently called for consideration
at the highest levels. It was a time when the
Canadian government was only just learning that
its citizens included unknown numbers of
“Eskimo” in the remotest reaches of the land.
Little was known of the way of life or the culture

k K
*This, and all
other quotes 
in this article, 
were taken from
RNWMP papers
in the National
Archives 
(RG18, vol. 2162)

Thomas George
Street (left) and
Harry Radford,
before their 
expedition to 
the barrenlands.
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of these people.  Conservative Prime Minister R.L.
Borden decided he wanted to confer with his
Liberal predecessor, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, “who had
experience in like matters during the 15 years of
his Government.” In due course the answer came
back and direction filtered down to the policemen
in the field. The Commissioner of the RNWMP,
A.B. Perry, wrote to his subordinates on June 12,
1914: “It is assumed that Messrs Radford and Street,
by their attitude and actions, caused their own deaths.
If this is the case, it is not the purpose of the Government
to proceed with prosecution.”

Writing his final report three years later,
Inspector Francis H. French said: “My instructions
re the murders of Messrs Radford and Street were to the
effect that I was to make no arrests but investigate the
case and get what evidence was possible.”

The attempt to conduct an RNWMP patrol to
Bathurst Inlet began in the summer of 1914 when
Inspector W.J. Beyts and Sgt-Major Thomas B.
Caulkin sailed from Halifax, bound for Baker
Lake, inland from the western shore of Hudson Bay.
From that point, their every effort was frustrated by
raging Arctic storms and inadequate equipment.
Beyts eventually succumbed, and in the autumn
of 1916 Inspector French relieved him. That winter
was spent in preparations at Baker Lake, and finally
on March 21, 1917, French and Caulkin and their
four Inuit assistants – including a woman to sew
their caribou-skin clothing – set out across the
barrenlands in search of answers to the mysterious
disappearance of Radford and Street, who had last
been heard from nearly five years before. The
patrol’s three sleds, pulled by 25 dogs, were heavily
laden with two canoes, a month’s food, fuel and
camping equipment.

By mid-May, after a gruelling trip – they were
attacked by wolves, ran out of food and fuel, suffered
snow-blindness, lost their way, and encountered
melting snow which made progress all but impossible
for the dogs – French and Caulkin met up with
the Inuit of Bathurst Inlet, who numbered some-

where between 100 and 150 at the time, many of
whom had never before seen any qallunaat (white
men). The policemen went straight to work
collecting official statements from at least a dozen
informants, all of whom agreed on the basic facts
surrounding the tragedy of 1912. Ultimately, their
version of events was further corroborated by
other statements collected somewhat farther west,
in the region where the Canadian Arctic Expedition
was operating at the time, led by Diamond Jenness.

In the end, the RNWMP was able to piece
together what had happened. When Akulak left
the two white men at Quagyuk in Bathurst Inlet,
in early June 1912, preparations were underway
for the expedition to continue west. The sea in
Bathurst Inlet was still frozen. In fact, the ice did
not go out that summer until the beginning of
August. Arrangements had been made for Hala
and Kaniak, two local Inuit men, to transport the
expedition by dog-team along the coast to the west
until open water was reached, where Radford and
Street could once again launch the canoe they had
carried with them from the Thelon River. Previously,
Kaniak had traded his bow and arrows to Radford,
but a confrontation with Radford over one of the
arrows increased tensions disproportionately –
Kaniak said it was not one of those traded; Radford
insisted it was. As a result, Kaniak threatened not
to go, to which Radford reacted with violence. On
the appointed day, Hala set off first, and then
Kaniak announced definitively that he would not
go, because his wife had fallen on the ice and
injured herself badly, so he could not leave her.
At this, Radford balked, and then lost his temper.
He hit Kaniak viciously about the head with the
handle of a dog-whip, shouting loudly. Street tried
to subdue his partner, but in the confusion Inuit
onlookers thought that the two white men together
were going to push Kaniak into open water at a
large crack in the ice. Fearing for his life, two
friends rushed to his aid – Okaitok grabbed
Radford and held him, and Halalak stabbed a
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By the time all these costs were tallied up, the estimated expenditure

“to identify and bring the perpetrators to justice” was $70,656, 

the equivalent in 1914 dollars of $1.2 million today.

Halalak, from Bathurst
Inlet, several years 
after the deaths of

Radford and Street. 
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The rolling country
of the Thelon valley
through which
Radford & Street
travelled during the
first year of their
great adventure.

double-edged knife into the raging man’s back
three times. Lying on the ice in a pool of his own
blood, Radford was still not dead, so someone,
possibly Halalak again, slit his throat.

Seeing this, Street began to run. He was headed
for the loaded sled. He could have been fleeing,
but in the excitement, the Inuit men thought he
was going for a rifle. They also realized that if he
left, he could eventually carry news of what they
had done to the outside. Okaitok ran after and
caught him. Another man, Amigainik, took up the
chase and stabbed Street in the back with a snow
knife. The two dead men were left on the ice covered
with caribou skins. Some people from the camp
set out the next day to find Akulak, who had already
departed to the south, so that he would know what
had happened. It was Akulak who eventually
brought word of the murders to Chesterfield Inlet.

All of the Inuit informants agreed on one
other detail. They described Radford as “bad,
always mad, and shouting all the time” whereas
Street was thought to be “quiet and inoffensive,”
really a “good” man, whom they liked. Even today,
oral-history accounts from Bathurst Inlet preserve
these opinions. As the RNWMP papers have it,
“everyone who came into contact with Mr. Radford
has stated that his manner in dealing with the
natives was most overbearing and injudicious and
that they are not surprised at his meeting his end
in the way he did.” Unfortunately, he took Street
with him.

Inspector French did not make direct contact
with any of the suspects, although several informants
suggested it would not be hard to find them. True
to the original instructions, in consideration of the
clear provocations on Radford’s part, the RNWMP
officer decided to exonerate the murderers.
However, he also took the opportunity to advise
the Inuit he met that killing white men who
annoyed them would not be tolerated in future –
“the culprits would be taken away and would never
return,” he declared.

French’s journey back to Baker Lake was even
worse than the outgoing trip. Temperatures dropped
to -50°C and stayed there. The men were badly
frostbitten. Caribou were scarce in the country
that year; even the wolves were going hungry. The
police patrol ran out of food.  They had to kill half
their dogs, to feed the others. The men nearly
failed to survive. At one point, French wrote in his
journal “It looks like our last patrol.” But fortunes
changed just in time, and on January 29, 1918, the
desperate party reached Baker Lake, after 315 days
on the trail, more than 8,000 kilometres travelled
– the longest, most arduous patrol ever undertaken
by the Mounties.

Curiously, French did not, in keeping with
RNWMP tradition, “get his man.” Instead, he
dispensed what should be seen as remarkably
sensible justice. In his report, he wrote: “Had
Radford, instead of resorting to chastisement,
used discretion when Kaniak said he did not want
to go with him, and tried to get another native, I
believe he would have succeeded in so doing and
that Messrs Radford and Street would be alive
today.” The government of the day, and the
RNWMP, had clearly taken into account the reality
of a changing time in Canada’s North, realizing
that the arrival of southern society, and its impact
on Inuit culture, was as much (if not more)
responsible for these deaths as were the men who
held the knives. 

There is a touching footnote to this story. Amigainik, want-
ing to offer an apology as best he could, took an opportuni-
ty 10 years later to send a matched set of white-fox furs
down to Street’s family in Ottawa, his way of expressing
regret and sympathy.

Regular contributor David Pelly’s most recent book is 
Sacred Hunt. 
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