
Nightlight 
How to See the Northern Lights 
with an Indigenous Eye
Viewing the northern lights is all about vision. It’s a dance that starts 
out slowly and progresses through a long dark northern night. 
Sometimes it looks like spotlights, other times ribbons of light swirl 
and twirl through the stars. On nights when the aurora borealis burns 
brightest, dramatic green and red waves of light cascade from one 
side of the horizon to the other in a soul stirring display. No matter 
how the aurora borealis presents itself, it needs to be seen with 
two eyes to be truly appreciated.
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Canada’s Indigenous peoples have a unique way of viewing 
the world and all things in it—including the northern lights. 
The Mi’kmaw word, “etuaptmumk,” means “two-eyed seeing.” 
One eye sees using Indigenous knowledge and ways of 
knowing. The other eye sees with the strength of Western 
knowledge. The Mi’kmaw believe that we must learn to use 
both eyes together. If you see the northern lights without 
an Indigenous perspective, you are only using one eye and 
missing out on seeing a complete picture.

Why You Should See the Northern Lights in Canada
Canada is home to most of the world’s best aurora-viewing 
locations. Between 80-90 percent of the accessible land 
inside the auroral oval, the region with the greatest 
geomagnetic activity and the brightest and most frequent 
northern lights displays, is in Canada. The combination 
of northern latitude and low light pollution make it one 
of the best places on the planet for viewing the aurora 
borealis or northern lights. Many different Indigenous 
groups live in Canada’s northern reaches and each nation 
or group has its own beliefs and legends to explain the 
phenomenon of the northern lights. Exploring the legends 
and experiencing Indigenous culture is an important part 
of a Canadian northern lights viewing trip.

When to Book a Canadian Aurora Viewing Trip
The northern lights are most visible from mid-August to 
mid-April and the best time to view them is between 10 pm 
and 3 am. It’s possible to see an aurora during other months 
of the year, but the best viewing occurs during those months. 
Dark, clear skies are essential for aurora viewing. Canada’s 
far north is known as “the land of the midnight sun,” because 
it doesn’t get fully dark during the peak summer months. 
Certain websites recommend winter as the best time 
for aurora viewing, but some tour operators say otherwise. 
“The warmer the weather, the better the aurora,” says Joe 
Bailey, owner of North Star Adventures Ltd in Yellowknife. 
“Warm weather is more conducive to aurora activity giving 
us stronger and brighter displays early in August and 
September, our summer Aurora season.” 
[northstaradventures.ca]

Where to See the Northern Lights in Canada
There are many locations in Canada where you can view 
an aurora, but locations inside the auroral oval provide 
the brightest and most frequent northern lights displays. 
Two of the best and most accessible places to see 
the northern lights in Canada are Yellowknife, Northwest 

Territories and Whitehorse, Yukon. Yellowknife has been 
dubbed the “Aurora Capital of North America,” thanks 
to its prime location, clear skies, excellent northern lights 
tour operators, and frequent aurora activity. Travelers 
to Yellowknife have a 95% chance of spotting the northern 
lights. Whitehorse, Yukon—also inside the auroral oval— 
is another prime aurora viewing hot spot. The Yukon has 
famously dark skies, an abundance of clear nights, and 
excellent guides and tour operators. Both locations have 
large Indigenous populations who have lived on the land 
since time immemorial.

How to Increase Your Chances of Seeing 
the Northern Lights
Scientists have learned how to predict auroras based 
on the sun’s activity, geomagnetic storms, and other 
factors. There are several websites that provide fairly 
accurate northern lights forecasts. Aurora Forecast 
is a good one in the Yukon and Astronomy North 
provides forecasts for Yellowknife. Booking your aurora 
viewing trip at the right time is essential. A darker sky 
is better for aurora viewing. Avoid booking during a full 
moon and make sure you get outside the city and away 
from ambient light to ensure better views. Booking a tour 
with an expert guide or a tour operator can also help. 
[auroraforecast.com] [astronomynorth.com]
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Learning the Legends of the Northern Lights
For thousands of years, mankind has tried to explain 
the magical dancing lights of the aurora borealis and 
learning the legends of the lights is almost as fascinating 
as seeing them. An aurora tour with B. Dene Adventures 
in Yellowknife is also an Indigenous cultural experience where 
you can see the aurora borealis and learn the local legends. 
“The B. Dene Adventures camp is uniquely situated directly 
under the northern lights and aurora viewing is outstanding,” 
says Bobby Drygeese, owner of B. Dene Adventures. 
“Our aurora tours are unique because they include traditional 
drumming, cooking fish over a fire and the sharing of our 
language and culture. Guests love speaking with our Elders 
and hearing the Dene legends and stories.” [bdene.com]

How to go Aurora Hunting
You can stay in one place and wait for the northern lights 
to come to you, or you can go looking for them. When Joe 
Bailey started North Star Adventures Ltd in Yellowknife 
in 2007, he decided to go with the second option. Instead 
of staying in one place at a camp like other tour operators, 
he takes guests to several different locations looking for 
the best views and the best photographs. He calls it “aurora 
hunting” to pay homage to his Indigenous Dene ancestors. 
“We are the world’s first aurora hunting tour company,” 
Bailey says. “Aurora hunting is kind of like storm chasing. 
It’s exciting.” Changing locations can also improve 
the chances of seeing an aurora. It might be cloudy 
in one location and clear in another. While guests wait 
to see an aurora, Indigenous guides share Dene legends 
and stories. [northstaradventures.ca]

A Village with Heated Seats
If you want to watch the northern lights in comfort, 
Aurora Village outside Yellowknife is the place to go. 

The Indigenous-owned village of 21 traditional teepees 
and hilltop viewpoints surrounds a pristine lake. You can 
warm up around a woodfire and enjoy hot drinks inside a cozy 
teepee while you wait for the northern lights to come out 
and dance. They also have heated outdoor seats that swivel 
to offer 360-degree views. [auroravillage.com]

Aurora Viewing by Dog Team
Before there were cars and snowmobiles, there were 
dogsleds. There was a time when most Indigenous People 
in the far north travelled by dogsled in winter. Nowadays 
it’s not so common. North of 60 Aurora Adventures Inc. 
in Yellowknife offers one of the most unique aurora tours out 
there. Guests can travel by dogsled across a secluded frozen 
lake to watch the aurora. Hot beverages and Bannock are 
served in a heated teepee or trapper’s tent at the end 
of the tour. [spectacularnwt.com/operators/north-60-
aurora-adventures]

Dinner and a Shimmering Light Show
At a lovely cabin outside Yellowknife, Bucketlist Tours 
offers a delicious light midnight lunch with their small group 
aurora tours. Lunch includes homemade fish chowder, hot 
Bannock, coffee, and tea – including a variety of northern 
teas. While guests wait for the aurora to show itself, they 
can dress up in traditional northern clothing for photo ops. 
The company also offers a variety of other tours year-round. 
[bucketlisttour.com]

More Indigenous Experiences
Many Indigenous people reside inside the auroral oval and 
there is no shortage of amazing things to do during the day 
on a Canadian aurora viewing trip. If you are visiting in winter, 
consider taking a guided dogsled tour or try your hand at ice 
fishing. Drive on an ice road, visit an Indigenous village, 
go snowmobiling, shop for traditional handicrafts, and try 
local cuisine. If you visit during August or September, 
the early end of the aurora viewing season, you can enjoy 
guided wilderness hikes, wild buffalo viewing, canoeing, 
fishing, and a wide variety of Indigenous cultural experiences. 
Taking the time to see the northern lights and experience 
northern Canada with an Indigenous eye is an experience 
of a lifetime. It makes all the difference to use two eyes 
instead of one.
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, businesses may be closed or operating  
outside of normal business hours. Please call before visiting. Thank you.
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