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Thre nights
in a snow hut

Newfoundland Ranger Ches Pa ons recalls how he and his Inuit guide

BY DANETTE DOOLEY
to

nforcing law in Newfoundland 70
years ago covered everything from ar-

.1 resting the bad guys to dishing out the
dole. It also meant self-sacrifice and
Jhelping others no matter what the

cost. Prom 1935 to 1950, the 204 men who served
as Newfoundland Rangers did just that.

Ches Parsons from Bell Island was barely out
of his teens when he completed his basic ranger
training. He spent six months in Lamaline on

the Burin Peninsula before being reassigned to
the remote northern Labrador community of
Hebron.

"I went down (to Labrador) on the Kyle, but
when I arritæd at Hopedale there was a message
there for me saying that I had to stay and relieve
in Hopedale for a couple of months," Parsons,
now 81, says.

"There was no Ranger station there at that
time. The Innu were
coming out of the
country at different
times and in differ•
ent groups and some
of them were in pret-
ty desperate straits. "

After spending two
months in Hopedale,
Parsons continued to
Hebron — a commu•
nity of 120 people,
110 of them Inuit
who didn't speak En-
glisYL

"We had to bring
in all the dog

hamesses
because, if we len
that out, the dogs

would eat it."

Ches Parsons, on
spending three days

in an igloo

While the policing needs of the community
were minimal, the social needs, food require-
ments and medical necessities had to be
Iy assessed and monitored.

When Parsons was told the community was
running out of ammunition, he made inquiries
to the government store in Nain and was told
supplies were available there.

"In order for the Inuit to hunt and trap, they
had to have ammunition. If not. they would be

R charge upon the wcUæ-e. I
didn't want to see that happen. "

The year was 1946. The 380-mile return trip to
Nain meant going over the Kiglapait Mountains
— known by the Inuit as the "dog-toothed moun-

A Cape Chidley Inuit, Simeon Jararuse.
agreed to take his dog team and guide Parsons
on the trek.

"It took us four days to get there, and they were
pretty grueling days," Parsons says.

In order to climb the mountain. the two men
had to wear snowshoes and break the trail for
the dogs heading up the slopes.

"The snow just drifts dovm thmugh the moun-
tains through the and when we started out
we found out that the dogs were over their heads
and bodies. All you could see was their ears..
We'd move on about 20 or 25 feet and we'd have to
help the dogs pull the sled. It took us seven hours
like that to get on the top of the mountain. When
we got up there, we wete totally exhausted. "

Finally. at the top of the mountain, the men de-
cided to boil the kettle for a mug-up.

"We had what was called a Primus stove, but
the cold was so intense we couldn't get the kettle
to boil for us. So we had a bit of dry food and we
took out the old map we had and took our com-
pass and decided to see Lf we could go across the
mountains. ... We got lost four or five times."

The men finally found a good place to descend
the mountain towards the sea ice. Their biggest
mistake, Parsons admits, was leaving the dog
team ih its harness, as the steep slope of the
mountains soon took control.

"That was a terrible decision because we had
no contrdl over the sled The next thing we knew
we were hauling the dogs behind us. "

The men tried desperately to stop the descent
of the komatik.

"When we got down to the base where the sea
ice had come in earlier in the year, it was all (icy)
rocks, which we called ballicatters."

One of the dogs was lost when the sled collided

survived a harsh trek] m Hebron to Nain and back
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there. So they gave us a few extra dogs so we
could go on to Nain."

They hadn't covered a lot of ground when,
once more, Parsons realized they'd lost their
way

"The Eskimo couldn't speak English and I
couldn't speak Eskimo. So I pointed out some
grass to him and told him we were going amund
in circles. He wasn't convinced. So we started out
again. And again we came back to that same tuft
of grass. He knew then we were lost and we de-
cided we'd change course "

Later in the afternoon. the men finally arrived
at Nain. After spending a few days with Cyril
Goodyear, the ranger in charge of the Nain de-
tachment. the men left with their sled loaded
with ammunition and other provisions to begin
the trek back to Hebron through the mountains.

When they reached the top of the Kiglapait
Mountains, they were caught in another snow-
storm.

"The guide was one of the northern Eskimös,
so he was familiar with making igloos. There
was some low, brambly trees and we stopped
there so we could cut some of those to make a
floor for the little old igloo. We put those in and
then we had to bring the bit of food we had in.
And we had to bring in all the dog harneses be

if we left that out, the dcv would eat it."
Once the snow house was constructed. the men

remained trapped inside for three days.
"You couldn't stand up right in it but there was

enough mom for us to straighten out when we

lay dowru I was trying to learn Eskimo and I was
trying to teach him English." Parsons says with
a laugh. when asked how they bided their time

When they finally got to the base of the moun-
tain, the men decid-

was frosbitten ed to stay put for

on five occasions. "Rather than con.
The guide

would put ice and
snow to it to take 

the frost out. 

Ches Parsons

tinue on to Nutak,
which was probably
40 or 50 miles away,
we stayed of
the day and the
night there. Then we
went on to Nutak."

After spending
time in Nutak, they

with the rocks, Parsons says. The collisiØ also
broke the sled's runners. Everything in the
men's grub box spilled out on the ice-covered
rocks.

"It was put together by sealskin line and we
had to repair the sled as best we could. It us
about an hour and a half to repair the sled Old to
pick up our groceries and get going."

By this time, Parsons says, evening had in
and it had started to snow.

"So we set out and we were trying to keep the
dogs in closer to the land. One of them Wted
and went out into the loose ice, so the Eskimo
had to cut him lose because we had to get out Of
there."

The two men soon found themselves lost in the

blizzard. Hours later, the dogs started to bark.

That was good news, Parsons says.
and, af-

"That means there's someone around 

ter awhile. we saw a dim light and found a small

hut. There were about seven Inuit there. We got

into the hut and spent the night there They did-

nit have panes of glass — they had the intestines
to

Of the seal stressed over the window opening 

give light." bottom of
By morning, Parsons was cold. The 

the seal
his sleeping bag was soaking wet where 

the window
intestines had broken away from 

opening some time 
heat 

during 
in the 

the 
hut. 

night.
so I knew I had

'There was no 
to get out of there right away, to tr to get on the

mend. I knew I couldnt get my sleeping bag dry

continued on to Hebron. The entire trip took
about 12 days, Parsons says.

"I was frostbitten on five occasions. The guide,
he'd keep checking me. Whether it was right or
not. he'd put ice and snow to it to take the frost
out. It was tiresome coming back because we had
the ammunition. So I had to stay off the komatik
and just run along by it.

"And that was it," he says in an end-of-story
tone.

While Parsons says the trip is one of those
things that's over and done with, just what he
went through is summed up in words he'd writ-
ten on a log while in Nutak on his return jour.
ney

"I took out my pocket knife and was whittling
away my time."

The words he'd carved. which were discovered
later by Ranger William Mallaly who replaced
Parsons at Hebron. read, "I don't have to go to
hell any more. I have already been there."

After six years with the rangers. Parsons
joined the RCMP when the rangers were inte-
grated into that force. In 1972, he retired as a staff
sergeant but went on to work for a decade with
the Department of National Revenue for an ac-
cumulation of 37 years of public service.

His story of strength and survival on his trek
fmm Hebron to Nain and back can also be found
in the recently released book The Newfoundland
Rangers (DRC Publishing). compiled by Parsons,
Darrin McGrath, Robert Smith and Ranger Nor-
man Crane.

"Norman Crane has been the lifeblood of the
(Newfoundland Ranger) Association. We would.
n't have been able to do this book without him,"
Parsons says.

The Newfoundland Rangers book launch will
take place Tuesday from 7-9 p.m. at the Knights
of Columbus on St. Clare Avenue in St. John's.
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