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Backgrounder 
The inspiration behind the Canadian Arctic Expedition 1913–1918 came from its leader, Manitoba-born explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson. His original idea was to search for unknown lands in the region of the Beaufort Sea with the American Museum of Natural History as his sponsor. However, the Canadian government of the time was anxious to assert its sovereignty over any new-found islands. It therefore intervened and became the Expedition’s only backer. The Canadian government then agreed to the urgent request of the Geological Survey of Canada that a major program of scientific research be added to the Expedition’s mandate. In this way, the Expedition became the first multidisciplinary scientific mission to the Canadian Arctic. 
Organization
The Expedition was made up of two separate parties, with totally different objectives. The Northern Party, led by Stefansson, searched for previously undiscovered Arctic islands and carried the Canadian flag into the unexplored northwestern High Arctic. The Southern Party conducted scientific research along the Canadian Arctic mainland coast under the leadership of zoologist Dr. R. M. Anderson. The Expedition members included an international group of scientists, captains and sailors, plus Inuit guides, hunters, seamstresses and others hired en route. 
In June 1913 the original 30-member Expedition set sail from Victoria, British Columbia on the flagship Karluk, a former whaler. It then acquired two schooners in Nome, Alaska during the trip north. Of the Expedition’s three original ships, only one completed the full voyage.
Achievements
The Expedition was definitely a major success. The Northern Party discovered four major islands—the last ones discovered in the Canadian High Arctic and the only ones discovered by an expedition flying the Canadian flag. It also covered and charted many thousands of kilometres of land and water never mapped before. The Southern Party completed the first detailed map of the Arctic coast from Alaska to Bathurst Inlet, and collected a wealth of objects and data. The Expedition returned south with thousands of artifacts, crates of specimens, volumes of scientific observations, and an extraordinary collection of photos, film and sound recordings. The material added immensely to the world’s knowledge of the Arctic’s geography and ecology, and the cultures of the region’s First Peoples. 
Tragedies

Of the many misfortunes to hit the Expedition, the greatest was the loss of the Karluk during its first winter in Arctic waters. The ship became trapped in the ice, and drifted aimlessly. The ice eventually crushed the vessel, and it sank near Wrangel Island, off the Siberian coast, in January 1914. All 25 people on board survived the sinking, but eight died soon after. 
The rest of the party made it to Wrangel Island, where they spent a difficult winter barely surviving on pemmican and limited game. The Karluk’s captain and an Inuit hunter set off on the treacherous journey to the Russian mainland and then headed towards Alaska in search of help. As a result of their brave persistence, a rescue ship arrived in the fall of 1914. But in the meantime, three other men from the Karluk had died. 
The loss of the Karluk and her men was a great tragedy and a major setback, forcing Stefansson to purchase additional ships and supplies and hire replacement crews. In addition to the men who died after the sinking of the Karluk, another six members of the Expedition perished during its years of exploration and research. In total, this remarkable undertaking—which helped shape the Canada we know today—claimed 17 lives. 
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