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Aim : To navigate the ice-strewn central Northwest 

Passage in an open boat powered only by oar and sail. 

Concept :  The expedition selected a Norseboat, a 17 foot open sailing and rowing 

boat, whose fibreglass hull was reinforced for the ice and incorporated extra buoyancy 

and stabilisation features.  The sailing rig was a simple, robust, gaff design and two 

sliding seats were fitted for rowing.  The concept was to sail in favourable winds, row in 

the absence of wind, and drag the boat on to the shore to avoid forecast inclement 

weather.  One of the crew could sleep underway, and 24 hour progress maintained.  

Ultimately this was a successful compromise.  The boat was seaworthy even in swell 

and surf, could be dragged up onto the ice to prevent crushing. 

Achievements : The expedition navigated over 1400 miles in six weeks, over 1100 

miles on the planned route, from the Mackenzie River, into the Beaufort Sea, following 

the Northwest Passage to King William Island.  They did not achieve their final 

objective, Baffin Bay due to the presence of the worst ice in mid August for a decade in 

the Amundsen Gulf and persistent foul winds counter to the prevailing direction.  They 

achieved 94 miles in a 24 hour period and sailed further in one season than the only 

other open boat attempt (1986-88). 

Highlights :  The expedition sailed in 9ft swell and 25 knot winds, weathered a storm of 

40 knot winds on a beach, was caught in the ice for five days and dragged the boat over 

the ice to escape.  They saw plenty of wild life up close including Beluga whales and a 

charging Grizzly bear.  They received generous hospitality from the Northern 

communities of Tuktoyuktuk, Cambridge Bay and Gjoa Haven. 

Expedition Summary 

24 Jul – 31 Jul 

Rowed 70 miles down the Mackenzie River into Kugmallik 

Bay, making a 12 hour stop in Tuktoyuktuk.  Then we 

completed a long beat into Easterly winds up the Tuk 

peninsular to Cape Dalhousie.  We attempted the crossing to 

Cape Bathurst but had to run back 25 miles when we were 

only five miles from landfall due to strong headwinds and 

large breaking seas. 



1 Aug – 6 Aug 

Made good use of Westerly winds to complete the crossing to Cape Bathurst and then 

continued past the Smoking Hills, across Franklin Bay and then across Darnley Bay.  Only here 

did the wind die, forcing us to row, before turning Easterly for a frustrating 8 hour beat into wind 

waves and current to complete the 8 miles to Pearce Point Harbour. 

7 Aug – 12 Aug 

 

After making excellent early progress down the south side of the Amundsen Gulf dodging ice 

floes, we ran into thick ice about four miles off shore and were unable to move.  Hauled the boat 

out onto a floe to prevent it being crushed and for two days waited, unsure which way to head 

for open water.  This proved a good decision as the ice floe drifted out into the middle of the 

Gulf and we then had three days of dragging the boat over the ice and then paddling it between 

floes to reach the open lead on the north side of the Amundsen Gulf. 

13 Aug – 21 Aug 

Initially we made frustratingly slow progress beating into wind whilst trying to dodge broken ice 

floes, but had a close encounter with a grizzly bear with two long runs to round Lady Franklin 

Point, and then run up the Coronation Gulf into Dease Strait and for a rest in Cambridge Bay.  

Enroute we met up with two other yachts, the American Ocean Watch, roundtheamericas.org 

and the French Fleur Australe. 

26 Aug – 4 Sep 

Again, the winds were uncharacteristically predominantly from the East so we made slow 

progress in Queen Maud Gulf and then sat out a storm on a beach.  However this brought 

Westerly winds that enabled us to do the final 180 nm to Gjoa Haven in a continuous run of 48 

hours.   



We decided to end the expedition there rather than continue to Resolute and potentially 

Pond Inlet due to the onset of what the locals call “Swing Season” which brings 

unsettled, cold and stormy weather further into September.  The boat and its equipment 

remain in Gjoa Haven to either be taken further next season, or to be backloaded and 

sold to raise more funds for our charity Toe In the Water, www.toeinthewater.org which 

uses sailing to reinspire soldiers with life-changing injuries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information email:  kev[at]arcticmariner.org  or kev[at]olivermail.co.uk  

 


