


Thomsen River Canoe Route Info 

Aulavik National Park 

• The entire canoe route lies within Aulavik National Park. Maps and information are available on the Parks 
Canada website and by emailing infoinuvik-inuvikinfo@pc.gc.ca. Their “Visitor’s Guide to the Thomsen River” 
is particularly information. 

Ingress and egress 

• Aklak Air flies Twin Otters to Banks Island from Inuvik: aklakair.ca. 
• Landing sites for start of trip: either South Boundary landing site or Green Cabin landing site (see map). In 

certain conditions, South Boundary landing site may not be usable – check with Aklak. 
• Parks Canada lists Muskox River as a landing site, but Aklak Air said in 2026 that they don’t land planes there. 
• Parks Canada also lists Castel Bay as a possible landing site, but it’s unclear if it is viable – check with Aklak. 

(Note: the risk of polar bear encounters is higher at Castel Bay than at Back Channel.) 

Pre-trip logistics 

• Manitoulin Transport will truck gear to Inuvik (usually within a week from Ontario). If you plan on taking your 
gear as checked luggage, verify allowances for each airline (Air North flies small planes with limited luggage 
allowances to Inuvik). Also, build time in Inuvik to ensure that any lost luggage can catch up to you, 
particularly if your route includes inter-airline transfers. Trucking the gear reduces such risks. 

• In Inuvik there is a North Mart (department store with some fresh food, small pharmacy, etc.) and a Home 
Hardware (order camping fuel in advance). 

• Taxis from Inuvik airport to the town are quite expensive (about $50/trip in 2026). We rented a pickup truck to 
move our people and gear from the airport to town and to run errands in Inuvik. There are several vehicle 
rental services in Inuvik. They are not cheap (~$260/day + tax in 2026 for a Toyota Tundra) but with a large 
group we saved money versus taking taxis and had more flexibility. (Minivans were not available for rent.) 

Duration and timing 

• We spent 19 nights on the river – starting at the South Boundary Landing site and ending at the Back Channel 
landing site – including 9 days of hiking (no paddling). We tended to alternate paddling and hiking days. Some 
of our paddling days also included short hikes. It was a very leisurely pace. You can complete the trip in much 
less time, but you’re likely paying a lot to do this trip and it’s an extraordinary place, so try not to rush it. 

• Our trip dates were July 4-23 (plus two nights camping on the tundra beside our planes waiting for Sachs 
Harbour clouds to clear). Parks Canada advises that the river may be iced over until mid June and by early 
August. Our water levels were good and flowers were blooming. 

Delays and travel insurance 

• Getting to and from Banks Island from Inuvik often involves delays due to weather. The challenge is not only 
the weather at your drop-off or pick-up spot, but also in Sachs Harbour, the only settled community on Banks 
Island, where the Twin Otters must refuel. (For example, our flight to Banks Island from Inuvik was delayed by 
one day, and our flight back was delayed by two days because of fog in Sachs Harbour. The guided trip 
preceding us spent an extra day at their pick-up spot because their plane got stuck in the mud and had to be 
dug out overnight). 

• It’s consequently important to build extra days into your plans in case of delays, including buffer time before 
your scheduled flights home from Inuvik. (You could do a day trip to Tuktoyaktuk and/or Fort Simpson if you 
return to Inuvik on schedule and have extra time to spend before your commercial flight.) For the same 
reason, it’s also important to arrange travel cancellation and interruption insurance for every element of your 
trip, including commercial flights and hotels. 

Conditions on the river 

• There are no rapids on this river. However, the water is ice cold and in places the river widens, so capsizing 
could mean a long, cold swim. Also, in some places the river bottom is rocky, so paddlers should at least 
understand the risks of foot entrapment and have a group plan to deal with any capsizes. 

• Because the river is shallow in many places, dragging or lining may be required, depending on water levels. 
• The main challenges we encountered were strong winds and cold temperatures. Headwinds can be fierce. 

Paddlers should be competent paddling into strong winds and whitecaps. 
• Be prepared for freezing temperatures + wind chill. Note also that the ground is cold due to permafrost. Take 

winter layers. Tents that can be fully closed to the wind (i.e., no permanently open mesh) will feel warmer. 

https://parks.canada.ca/pn-np/nt/aulavik/activ/pagayer-paddling
https://parks.canada.ca/pn-np/nt/aulavik/activ/pagayer-paddling
mailto:infoinuvik-inuvikinfo@pc.gc.ca
https://aklakair.ca/


Polar bears 

• Although polar bears tend to remain near the coast and many of them migrate to the eastern Arctic during the 
summer (where it is cooler than in the western Arctic), the entire Thomsen River route is polar bear habitat. 

• Unfortunately, Parks Canada does not permit firearms in Aulavik Park – a blanket policy for all national parks, 
regardless of local conditions – and prohibits bear bangers. This leaves air horns and bear spray as the 
principal bear deterrents. (The only way to take a firearm is to hire an indigenous escort from Sachs Harbour.) 

• Parks Canada has a good polar bear safety brochure with additional helpful tips. 

Isolation and evacuation 

• One of the appeals of this route is its extreme isolation and the pristine wilderness of Banks Island, even 
compared to many other wild canoe routes in Canada’s north. 

• But be aware that help can be very far away in case of emergency. Evacuations may take one to several days 
to complete after calling for help, depending on weather and local conditions. Typically, this would require 
Parks Canada (the local authority) chartering a plane or helicopter in Inuvik – if one is available. 

• Evacuation and medical insurance are essential since you will likely have to pay for the charter. Garmin offers 
SAR insurance for a reasonable price. You can purchase this insurance and be covered if you are traveling 
with someone with an InReach and that device is used to call for help. SAR insurance is also available from 
www.globalrescue.com. But note: SAR insurance typically only covers costs of evacuation to the nearest 
medical facility. If you require more advanced medical care, you may need a follow-on medivac flight to a 
larger hospital, such as in Edmonton. This follow-on medivac is generally not covered by SAR insurance, so 
you may need other travel medical insurance plans. Check into your coverage for all contingencies before 
you leave. The cost of even a simple evacuation would be mind-bogglingly huge.  

No trace 

• Limiting one’s impact is important everywhere, but the Thomsen River corridor is a pristine environment that 
sees very few human visitors and there are archeological sites everywhere. Please read and follow Parks 
Canada instructions regarding no-trace camping and historical artifacts. It is an incredible privilege to visit 
this wilderness and to walk through these historical and religious sites – please leave them untouched. 

• Fires are not permitted in Aulavik N.P. and there is virtually no wood to burn in any event. 

Hiking 

• Hiking opportunities are endless and glorious. 
• It is relatively easy to get turned around on the tundra, so taking navigational aids and basic survival supplies 

on hikes makes good sense. 

Guided trips 

• Blackfeather: https://blackfeather.com/our-trips/thomsen-river/ 
• Arctic Wild: https://arcticwild.com/trip/canoe/thomsen-river-canoe/  

Weather stations 

• There are three weather stations on Banks Island: 
o Sachs Harbour – https://weather.gc.ca/en/location/index.html?coords=71.99,-125.25  
o Green Cabin – https://weather.gc.ca/en/location/index.html?coords=73.701,-119.920  
o Polar Bear Cabin – https://weather.gc.ca/en/location/index.html?coords=73.701,-119.920  

(The last two sites are accessible at the same link – select the desired site from drop-down menu.) 

Contacts 

• Parks Canada Western Arctic Field Unit Inuvik – (867) 777-8800 
• RCMP Inuvik detachment – (867) 777-1111 
• Aklak Air Inuvik – (867) 777-3555 
• Home Hardware Inuvik -– (867) 777-2566 

About me 

• Email: roland.paris@gmail.com. You can access this map and others I’ve made here. 
• I also have a sideline as a search and rescue volunteer – hence all the safety stuff above. If you’re an 

outdoorsperson (and if you’re reading this, you probably are!), please consider volunteering for your regional 
search and rescue organization (list of groups: https://sarvac.ca). You’d be surprised how busy we are, and 
how much help you could contribute. 

http://www.globalrescue.com/
https://blackfeather.com/our-trips/thomsen-river/
https://arcticwild.com/trip/canoe/thomsen-river-canoe/
https://weather.gc.ca/en/location/index.html?coords=71.99,-125.25
https://weather.gc.ca/en/location/index.html?coords=73.701,-119.920
https://weather.gc.ca/en/location/index.html?coords=73.701,-119.920
mailto:roland.paris@gmail.com
https://www.rolandparis.com/canoeing
https://sarvac.ca/


Map Details 

Kilometre markings 

The map displays two kilometre marking systems: 

• The first (in red) are markers every 5 km from the South Boundary landing site to Back Channel. 
• The second (in gray) corresponds to markers on the 2026 version of the Parks Canada map. It starts at the 

park’s southern boundary cairn (not South Boundary landing site) and ends at the mouth of the river. 

To download a GPX file of the red kilometre markings, visit: https://www.rolandparis.com/canoeing. 

Map scale 

All paddling maps are 1:50,000. Hiking maps are 1:35,000. The contour interval is 10 metres.  

Other navigational markings 

Most of the map pages show both 
UTM and Lat-Long coordinates on the 
frame. Grid squares are based on 
UTM (each square = 1 km2). 

The north arrow indicates true north, 
not magnetic north. Magnetic 
declination (for a manual compass) 
was +15.9° at South Boundary landing 
site and +15.1° at Back Channel. 

Coordinates of selected locations on map 

The following coordinates were verified by direct observation in 2026. (“Camp” refers to viable camping locations 
at the time of our trip. Note: Conditions change, and there are no established campsites on the Thomsen River.) 

Location Latitude Longitude Location Latitude Longitude 
S. Boundary landing site 73.015771 -119.636561 Shoran L. south end 73.509212 -120.315028 
Thaw Slump bend camp 73.090704 -119.508695 Baker Cr. camp (river left) 73.63197 -120.08231 
Nasogaluak site 73.1508403 -119.593968 Baker Cr. camp (river right) 73.63317 -120.07448 
Painted Sands 73.1854670 -119.562146 Able Cr. sheltered camp 73.724175 -119.910148 
Green Cabin 73.23070 -119.54066 Muskox River camp 73.83175 -119.87131 
Trout Beach camp 73.425014 -119.718170 Head Hill indigenous site 73.837276 -119.990984 
Shoran L. trailhead camp 73.540803 -120.083926 Sheltered camp (approx.) 73.88508 -119.748891 
Shoran L. north end 73.542842 -120.305368 Back Chan. landing site 73.990081 -119.729108 
      

Some of the coordinates listed above differ from those on the 2026 version of Parks Canada's Thomsen River 
map. Based on our field observations, several of those Parks Canada map coordinates were off by several 
hundred metres (e.g., Head Hill archeological site, Abel Creek campsite, Back Channel landing site). 

Credits 

Most information sources are indicated on the map sheets. See also the list of references. 

A warm thank you to my tripmates: Dawne and David Robinson, Rod Rogers, Robert James, Damir Kusec, Eugene 
Jankowski, Carmine Minutillo, Beth and Bruce Bellaire, Michael Hatton, and Suzanne Rochford. Thanks also to 
the helpful staff at the Western Arctic Field Unit of Parks Canada and at Aklak Air, and to Antoni Lewkowicz, 
Emeritus Professor of Geography at the University of Ottawa, for sharing his deep knowledge of Banks Island. 

This map was created with QGIS version 3.42.2-Münster (open-source software), https://qgis.org. Map layers: 
CanVec Series, Natural Resources Canada, https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/8ba2aa2a-7bb9-4448-
b4d7-f164409fe056 (Government of Canada, open source). Projection: EPSG:26911-NAD83. 

WARNING 

This map likely contains many errors; use it at your own risk. Rely on official and current sources of 
information, including Parks Canada resources on Aulavik National Park and its staff.  

Located approximately 800 km north of the Arctic Circle, the Thomsen River is an extremely isolated canoe route 
requiring advanced skills in unsupported wilderness travel in potentially harsh conditions. Rescue services are 
limited and may be delayed for days. Although polar bears are uncommon inland in summer, be aware that the 
entire river traverses their habitat. If in doubt, consider a guided expedition. 

UTM Coordinates System Compass Declination (2026) 

+15° 

https://www.rolandparis.com/canoeing
https://qgis.org/
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/8ba2aa2a-7bb9-4448-b4d7-f164409fe056
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/8ba2aa2a-7bb9-4448-b4d7-f164409fe056
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