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DEDICATION

To Kathleen, my
companion in life and
adventure. People often tell me how lucky I am to have a wife who
shares my passion for “roughing it” in northern Canada. I usually
smile, and simply nod my head in agreement. “That’s right,” I say.
“I sometimes think that Kathleen enjoys paddling down wilderness
rivers even more than I do. I am one very lucky guy.”
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This
book details four extended canoe trips in northern Canada. For me,
the Coppermine, Seal, Anderson and Snowdrift Rivers offered true
wilderness experiences because no towns or villages existed along
any of their banks. And, despite obvious similarities among all
paddling expeditions, each of these four adventures offered
distinct memories and surprises, most of which were enjoyable but
some of which were decidedly uncomfortable. I should warn you,
however, that no one died on any of these canoe trips. No one broke
any bones. No one even got sick. This book is not about danger
lurking around every bend or harrowing escapes from near-death
situations. No. This book is simply about what it’s like to be on
four glorious rivers.

In 1995, Kathleen and I joined one
other couple to descend 645 km down the Coppermine River. Well,
“descend” might not actually be the most
appropriate word to describe this trip, which began by flying in a
Twin Otter approximately 230 km north of Yellowknife to Winter
Lake, very near the site of abandoned Fort Enterprise, where Sir
John Franklin overwintered in 1820/21.

The primary problem with this
starting point, from a canoeing perspective, was that the
Coppermine River system could be reached only by crossing over the
height of land. From our first camp at Winter Lake, we spent 11
days dragging, portaging, tracking,
lining and occasionally paddling our canoes 110 km to reach
the Coppermine River system at Point Lake. From there, we travelled
another 16 days to reach the village of Coppermine (now Kugluktuk)
on the Arctic coast, at 67°50' N. Our trip began in the mostly
treeless country between Winter and Point Lakes, passed through
dense spruce forests surrounding Redrock and Rocknest Lakes, and
ended in the mountains and rolling hills of the tundra, also known
as the Barren Grounds.

Of all the northern
rivers Kathleen and I have paddled, the
Coppermine, by far, was the most physically demanding. This river
also tested the limits of our paddling skills with numerous and
often very difficult rapids.

In 1997, Kathleen and I ventured
out alone down the Seal River in northern
Manitoba. Of the four major rivers in northern Manitoba, only the
Seal remained completely undeveloped. We chartered a Beaver float
plane from Lynn Lake to fly into Shethanei Lake, just downriver
from the small Chipewyan community of Tadoule. From there, we
paddled 280 km down the Seal River to its mouth on the western
shore of Hudson Bay, approximately 70 km north of the town of
Churchill.

Until early 1997, Kathleen and I
didn’t know anything about Manitoba rivers but became intrigued by
the Seal River based on what we read in a
four-page brochure produced by Manitoba Natural Resources for the
Canadian Heritage Rivers System (CHRS):

 


The Seal begins its
course ringed by magnificent sand-crowned eskers. Its velocity
accelerates dramatically into the rapids and gorges which surround Great Island. Beyond
the island, the river leaves the boreal forest and enters a
sparsely-treed, transitional sub-Arctic environment of tundra and
heath, christened by the native peoples as the “Land of Little
Sticks.” Finally, the Seal flows through barren Arctic tundra, huge
boulder fields and complex rapids, spilling into a beautiful
estuary where its fresh waters mix with the salt of Hudson
Bay.

 


Now that sounded very
interesting. There also existed the exciting possibility of seeing polar bears. Churchill is
famous for polar bear watching, particularly in October and
November, when the bears congregate in town waiting for the ice to
re-form on Hudson Bay. Before then, during the summer months, the
bears wander up and down the coast. We would almost certainly
encounter these true predators.

In 1999, Kathleen and
I paddled down the Anderson River. Twenty-seven days and 557 km
from Colville Lake to Wood Bay/Liverpool Bay on the Arctic coast,
at 69°42' N. A trip of constant daylight. A trip that took us from the boreal forest
out onto the open tundra.

Kathleen and I began
this journey not by flying into the headwaters from a northern
community but simply by paddling away on June 20 from our isolated
one-room cabin where we had
been overwintering since January 31.

Our 141 days in that
cabin at the north end of Colville Lake are chronicled in my 2009
book, Beyond the End of the
Road: A Winter of Contentment North of the Arctic
Circle. If you have ever
fantasized about living simply on the frozen shores of a quiet
northern lake, I think you would enjoy our story.

Anyway, back to the
Anderson River. Kathleen and I canoed away from the cabin
immediately after breakup, on the spring flood, and spent a great
deal of time scouting and
running high water through narrow, twisting canyons. Along the way,
we encountered grizzly bears and cold temperatures. We often
struggled against strong headwinds, and sometimes wondered and
fretted if we would ever reach the Arctic coast.

In 2001,
Kathleen and I ventured out
alone again to paddle 26 days and 330 km down the Snowdrift
River, from Lynx Lake to Austin Lake. We intended to start this
trip at the exact location where we began our Thelon River
adventure in 1993 (chronicled in Kathleen’s and my book,
Three Seasons in the Wind: 950
Kilometres by Canoe Down Northern Canada’s Thelon
River). Instead of travelling
east toward Hudson Bay, however, we planned to paddle west toward
Great Slave Lake. We would start at the same spot on Lynx Lake but
would end up in completely different watersheds. The Thelon River
leads to Hudson Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. The Snowdrift River
leads to Great Slave Lake, the Mackenzie River and then beyond to
the Arctic Ocean.

According to a
six-page summary prepared by Ed Struzik as part of the series of Northwest Territories
River Profiles:

 


For someone looking
for a bit of everything in a northern river, [the Snowdrift] is the
river for you. Beginning in the tundra ecosystem, the Snowdrift
flows through the tundra/treeline transition zone into the thick of a mixed forest
system. There are lake(s), fast portions of river, and many
extremely picturesque waterfalls. Although it is relatively close
to Yellowknife, it is rarely travelled.

 


So there’s a brief
summary of the kinds of
adventures each of these four rivers provided. Before beginning the
river accounts, however, I will devote a chapter to tell you a bit
about how Kathleen and I prefer to paddle wilderness rivers. I’m
not saying that our way of river running is the best way. I’m just
saying that’s how we like to paddle. It’s the best way for
us.

 


 



 CHAPTER 1 RIVER
RUNNING

[image: tmp_39820577d3ff35eca55af1fcd2f7301c_SFZq2Y_html_m382aa7f0.jpg]

One couple versus a group

 


Kathleen and I very
much prefer to paddle on our own, an approach that is considered
wrong, even foolhardy by most “experts” and wilderness paddling books. The general
recommendation is that all wilderness canoe trips should include at
least three tandem boats. If one boat is lost or damaged by capsize
or broaching on a rock, then the remaining two boats can each
accommodate one of the unfortunate paddlers. Also, three tandem
boats with six people provides a critical mass for camp chores and
the flexibility to spell off a tired or sick paddler. All of this
makes good sense.

I should say though,
that Kathleen and I never capsize on wilderness canoe trips. Never. I’m a firm
believer that you should never capsize on wilderness rivers.
Despite this confidence bordering on hubris, people still ask us,
“Well, what if you do capsize?”

I tell them again that
we don’t capsize. Ever.
Kathleen and I are experienced. We know our skills. We work well as
a team. We are always reading the river, anticipating what hazards
might be waiting for us downstream. And, if the truth be told, as I
am about to tell you, more boats and more people sometimes just
inject bravado and peer pressure into the paddling
expedition.

Imagine that six
people are standing on shore, looking at the rapid, and deciding
whether or not to run. One pair of paddlers is definitely worried
and apprehensive. They would rather portage. The other four paddlers start saying things
like, “I can run this. You should be able to run it too. Come on.
We don’t even need to scout the entire rapid. Let’s just go. What
are you worried about?”

So all six people
climb back into their canoes
and turn down into the noisy, rocky maelstrom of white and foam.
The worried pair of paddlers becomes hesitant. Their strokes become
tentative. Hesitation and tentative strokes often produce very bad
results in a rapid. The frightened paddlers make it halfway down
before broaching on a midstream rock. Their Kevlar canoe wraps,
shudders for a second or two, and then shatters into pieces. Gear
and now-panicked canoeists float away at the mercy of the
unforgiving current. Maybe all of the gear and both canoeists are
saved. That is certainly the best-case scenario.

So, one of the tandem
boats has been lost. The remaining two boats now have three
paddlers and approximately 50% more gear. This is not a good
option. On all of our wilderness canoe trips, our
boat is full, pretty much
from the beginning to the very end of the trip. Kathleen and I
really don’t have room for more people and more gear in our
canoe.

In this example, the
recommended group size of three canoes and six people caused the
problem. The capsized couple,
on their own, would almost certainly have portaged the rapid. No
one has ever capsized on the portage trail. There would have been
no shattered canoe. There would have been no potentially missing
gear or food. There would have been no frightened
paddlers.

 


Preparation and avoiding problems is the best
approach

Kathleen and I feel quite safe on our own. We never
run any rapid unless both of us agree to run. We often scout where
others might not. We are alone on the river, so we must not
capsize. Ever. Kathleen and I actually feel secure in our
aloneness, not threatened. We are free to paddle when we want. We
are free to camp where and when we want. We are free to take
unplanned rest days and hikes when we want. We are free to stop to
botanize and birdwatch when we want. We are free to be
ourselves.

I should also point
out that larger groups do not even guarantee rescue of capsized
paddlers and gear. I have read and heard of many fatalities that
have occurred among larger groups. A mid-river
capsize on a large, Arctic
river can initiate fatal hypothermia before help arrives. A foot
entrapment can cause drowning before help arrives. Large groups can
improve safety and security, but they provide no such guarantee.
Wilderness canoeing emancipates the paddler from regulations and
rules. Travel in groups if you wish. Paddle alone if you prefer.
It’s your choice no matter what anyone says.

I am not, however,
recommending that anyone should just go out, buy a canoe, charter a
float plane, and head off down any of the rivers in this book. Such a recommendation on my
part would be irresponsible. Appropriate wilderness and paddling
skills are absolutely essential before heading out. I began
backpacking into wilderness areas at the age of 12. Wilderness
travel has remained a nearly constant aspect of my life since then.
Kathleen and I took up canoeing in 1986 and immediately joined the
Beaver Canoe Club in Burnaby, British Columbia. This was the best
decision of our paddling lives. The club provided basic
instructions in canoeing and paddling safety. The club also
provided companions and guides for year-round canoeing throughout
southwestern British Columbia. Nearly every Sunday for four years,
we paddled with the club to develop and hone our whitewater skills
and confidence.

I’m not suggesting
that Kathleen and I are elite paddlers. We are not. But in our
prime, we were very competent. We have good forward strokes and
excellent balance in the canoe. We have a strong forward and
backward ferry. We can hit eddies nearly at will, along river banks as well as behind rocks in
mid-channel. We can side slip confidently into slower water while
descending rock gardens. I have a strong high brace. Kathleen has a
strong low brace. Both of us have effective stationary and sculling
draw and pry strokes. We lean the canoe instinctively when crossing
eddy lines. We communicate very well and have nearly identical
approaches to running the river. These skills took a long time to
develop and have allowed us to enjoy the rivers described in this
book. If you don’t know what these strokes are, or if you are not
skilled with these strokes, then I recommend that you don’t attempt
to paddle wilderness rivers on your own.

The first wilderness
canoe trip that Kathleen and I took was with two
other couples from our Beaver Canoe
Club, on the South Nahanni River in August of 1990. Most paddlers
have heard of the Nahanni River and are aware of the whitewater
challenges in the Rock Gardens below the Moose Ponds, where we
began our trip. This headwaters section of the Nahanni River is
approximately 50 km of nearly continuous Class II−Class IV
rapids, depending on water levels. Our flights into the Moose Ponds
from Blackstone Landing on the Liard River were delayed two days
due to heavy rains. Canoeists coming off the river reported that
Kraus Hot Springs was under water. The Liard River itself was
choked with logs and debris pell-melling down the river. Our group
of three canoes likely faced higher than normal water levels and
more difficult rapids than usual in the Rock Gardens. We ran them
all without incident, and, except for the first rapid, without
scouting. I mention this to give you an idea of our paddling skills
so that you might better judge whether you should attempt the
rivers in this book.

 


IRC scale for rating rapids

You will notice throughout this
book that I often refer to the class of a rapid. For those of you
who aren’t familiar with this classification, I offer the following
from Madsen and Wilson’s Rivers of the
Yukon.

 


INTERNATIONAL
RIVER CLASSIFICATION SCALE

Class I:
Moving water with a few riffles and
small waves. Few or no obstructions.

Class II:
Easy rapids with waves up to one
metre (three feet). Channels are wide and obvious without scouting.
Some manoeuvring is necessary.

Class III: Rapids with high, irregular waves that
could swamp an open canoe. Narrow passages often require scouting
and complex manoeuvring.

Class IV:
Long, difficult rapids with
constricted passages that often require precise manoeuvring in
turbulent water. Scouting from shore is often necessary, and
conditions make rescue difficult. Generally impossible for open
canoes. Boaters in closed canoes and kayaks should be able to
Eskimo roll.

Class V:
Extremely difficult, long and
violent rapids with complicated routes that should be scouted from
shore. There is a significant hazard to life in the event of
mishap. It is essential to be able to Eskimo roll.

Class VI:
Difficulties of Class V carried to
the extreme of navigability. Nearly impossible and very
dangerous—(only) for experts who have taken all possible rescue
precautions. Serious risk to life.

 


In my experience,
virtually all serious canoeists can learn to paddle Class II rapids
with confidence after only a few weekends of practice. It is also
my experience that only a
very small percentage of serious canoeists ever become confident
and proficient in Class III rapids.

 


Spray deck

Note that Class III rapids “have high, irregular
waves that could swamp an open canoe.” Kathleen and I always paddle
wilderness rivers with a spray deck on our canoe, which means that
we are not truly an open canoe.

We use a spray deck
for a variety of reasons. Most importantly, the spray deck keeps
our gear dry when it rains. The spray deck also seems to reduce
wind resistance. And, the
spray deck certainly can deflect large waves that might otherwise
swamp an open canoe. I should say, though, that our spray deck does
not ever influence our decision about whether or not to run the
rapid. We run the rapid because we think we can, based on our
paddling skills without the spray deck. I strongly believe that it
is a potentially serious mistake for people to run rapids that they
normally would portage just because they have a spray deck. A spray
deck does not substitute for, nor does it augment, paddling
skills.

Commercial spray decks
for canoes generally come with the spray skirt permanently attached
to the deck. Perhaps it is only canoeing mythology, but we had
heard that capsized canoeists had occasionally drowned because they
became entangled in the spray
skirt. So Kathleen made our nylon spray deck and spray skirt as two
separate pieces. After fitting the deck to the canoe, Kathleen cut
out cockpits for the bow and stern paddlers. She then sewed a
sleeve on each cockpit, leaving a small gap in each sleeve. We then
inserted a poly butyl pipe into the sleeve, with the two ends held
together with a plastic connector. Kathleen then made the two spray
skirts with a sleeve at the bottom to enclose elastic that fitted
snugly over the poly butyl coaming. Another sleeve at the top of
the spray skirt contained a drawstring to hold the spray skirt
tightly to our chest. This design would prevent water from pouring
into the cockpit, and would also allow the spray skirt to easily
come loose from the coaming in case of a capsize. We would never
become entrapped, and we could wear the skirt or not, depending on
river and weather conditions.

We attached the spray
deck with stainless steel snaps to the underside of the wooden
gunwales of our 16-foot (4.9
m) canoe, a model known as the Explorer, made by Mad River. We
paddle the Explorer because we believe it is an excellent
all-purpose boat. It has good secondary stability, and is slightly
rockered, bow and stern, for manoeuvring in rapids. Yet it tracks
well on lake water, even under windy conditions. The Explorer
weighs 72 lb. (32.7 kg), and is light enough and short enough for
me to portage on my own. Longer and heavier canoes are too unwieldy
for me. I am not particularly strong at 5 ft. 6 in. (1.67 m) and
140 lb. (65.5 kg). Both Kathleen and I, however, do have stamina
and determination. [Note:
Canoes are still marketed in imperial units, which is why I
presented the length and weight of our Explorer canoe in feet and
pounds, with metres and kilograms in parentheses, respectively.
Similarly, I’m an old guy, and still think of my height and weight
in feet and pounds, respectively.]

 


Royalex versus kevlar versus fibreglass versus
wood and canvas

Our Explorer is made of a type of plastic known by
the trade name of Royalex. The canoe hull has two layers of Royalex
enclosing a foam core, plus an outer layer of vinyl on each side.
This canoe hull can be fairly easily repaired in the field but is
very resistant to damage. Early in our canoeing career, Kathleen
and I saw a Royalex canoe wrap around a rock, with its bow and
stern nearly touching. The group pulled the canoe free, towed it to
shore, and jumped up and down a few times on the jackknifed hull
until it popped back into shape. The paddlers then got back in and
happily canoed downstream. At that moment, we decided that a
Royalex canoe was the canoe for us.

Royalex canoes,
though, are not as rigid as canoes made of fibreglass or Kevlar.
Royalex canoes tend to flex, which means that they are slower than
fibreglass or Kevlar canoes
of similar designs. That doesn’t bother me, though, as I am not in
any particular hurry on a wilderness canoe trip. Kathleen and I
once gave a slide show on our Thelon River trip to an audience in
which sat the owner of Western Canoeing & Kayaking, maker of
the iconic Clipper Tripper canoe. After the presentation, he said,
“You know, you can do these northern trips in my fibreglass canoes.
They are a lot lighter than Royalex.”

I told him about the
time I saw that wrapped Royalex canoe paddle away after being pulled off the rock. I also told
him about the time I saw a Kevlar canoe burst into a zillion pieces
as it wrapped around a post in a very slow-moving current in the
Fraser River delta. “That’s why I paddle a plastic boat, Marlin.
Because a person might wrap around a rock.”

“Well,” he asked, “how often have you
ever wrapped around a rock?”

“Never,” I said.

He looked smug, as
though he had proven his point. And maybe he had. Even so, I like
to paddle a Royalex canoe. [Note: In April 2014, Royalex went out of production. It
could be that there will be no more Royalex canoes, which would
make many wilderness river paddlers very unhappy. The good news is
that Esquif Canoes, in Quebec, announced almost immediately that
they were developing a material called T-Formex that will be “10
percent lighter and 20 times more abrasion resistant than Royalex.”
Very good news indeed!]

You might be wondering
about those classic canoes made of wood and canvas. Such canoes are
certainly beautiful. Such beauty comes with a price, though. Wood and canvas canoes
are heavy, particularly when wet. Wood and canvas canoes require a
keel to protect the canvas, which means such canoes require deeper
water and are more difficult to manoeuvre in rock gardens. I have
never seen anyone paddling a wilderness river in a wood and canvas
canoe. I’m not saying it doesn’t happen. I’m just saying I have
never seen it. A wood and canvas canoe would certainly not be my
choice.

 


Navigating with topographic maps and
compass

I also like to travel with topographic maps and
compass. I love looking at the maps. I enjoy working with a
compass. I don’t need, or even want, a GPS. The compass doesn’t
need batteries. The compass doesn’t need satellites. For me,
topographic maps and compass seem to signify wilderness trips. By
reading the map, I always know where I am within 100 m or so. Well,
I know where I am almost all of the time. Okay, I know where I am
most of the time.

And in reality, in
most situations, I don’t need to know exactly where I am. Besides, how can I get lost on a
river? The river goes downhill. The river has banks on both sides.
The river has tributaries spilling in from the sides. I can locate
tributaries on the topographic maps. The river has canyons and
rapids and calm sections and waterfalls. I can locate these
features on the topographic maps. I can’t get lost on the river.
Well, it doesn’t seem likely that I can get lost on the river. Yes,
I know what you’re saying, there was that time on the Thelon River
in 1993 when Kathleen and I had misplaced ourselves for three to
four hours. Even so, topographic maps and a compass will always be
my familiar, comfortable, navigational tools.

 


Planning our river trips

Before each trip, I estimate the
distance to be travelled on each paddling day by using the “three
times forefinger-drag method.” Let me illustrate. Suppose that I am
using 1:50,000 maps. Gridded squares on these Canadian topographic
maps are all 1 km × 1 km. I place my right forefinger at
the starting point and drag it along the map, usually next to the
shoreline, to get my best estimate, 1 km at a time, for the
day’s journey. I estimate when I have dragged 1 km by looking
at the gridded squares as my finger passes through. The first bit
of shoreline might go through 20 percent of the length of a square.
The second bit might go through 50 percent of the length of the
next square. The third bit might go through the full length of two
squares or more. When I drag a little way into this third bit, I
count one. I do
this very quickly. I can count off 20 km in less than 30
seconds. I don’t explicitly measure anything. I do this for the
entire tentative itinerary, writing down the daily distances as I
go along. I then hide this piece of paper and repeat the process
after I have forgotten the recorded distances. It usually takes
only a few minutes for me to forget. I then repeat the process a
third time, and assume that the average of the three numbers is my
best estimate of the distance.

The gridded squares on
1:250,000 topographic maps
measure 10 km × 10 km. For these larger squares, I use
the same “three times forefinger-drag method” but estimate
distances in 5-km chunks.

I prepare this
tentative itinerary to determine approximately how long the trip
will take. I don’t necessarily expect to be exactly where the tentative itinerary
suggests on any particular day. While on the trip, however, I
frequently refer to the tentative itinerary to make sure that I am
making reasonable progress. Falling too far behind the tentative
itinerary suggests that longer days, or fewer rest days, might be
necessary.

For your information,
I have listed these distances and tentative itineraries, in both
kilometres and miles, for each of the four rivers, at the end of
their respective chapters. I think that you will enjoy these stories more by referring to
this information.

For all those readers
who prefer imperial units of measure, I have provided some
kilometre and mile equivalencies in Appendix 1. For your
information, 1 km equals 0.62 miles. For a quick and easy ballpark estimate, you can
simply divide the number of kilometres (km) in half (and then add
little bit more).

Finally, I commonly
refer to distances in metres. It’s OK if you just read “yards” when
you see metres. Although a metre is actually a little more than 3 inches longer than a yard,
my references to metres were always just visual estimates. When I
say, for example, “I saw a sow grizzly and her cub heading directly
toward the tarp, only 100 m away,” I didn’t actually measure the
distance. So it’s fine if you just read 100 yards. In fact, 100
yards might very well have been more accurate than 100 m
anyway.

 


Emergency communication

Accidents and medical emergencies can certainly
occur on wilderness canoe trips. As members of the Beaver Canoe
Club, Kathleen and I were able to borrow the club’s Emergency
Position-Indicating Radio Beacon (EPIRB) for all of our northern
canoeing adventures. In an emergency, we could simply push the
button to send out a signal, and rescue would soon be on its way.
Or so the theory goes. There is, however, no voice communication
with an EPIRB; it only provides a signal that help is needed. So,
if one of us had suffered a burst appendix, or a broken leg, we
could push the button and hope for the best. We would not have
known, however, if help was actually on the way.

Many articles have
been written on the usefulness or appropriateness of an EPIRB on
wilderness canoe trips. Many of these articles recommend against
EPIRBs. Current literature stresses the importance of satellite phones. Indeed, many outfitters
require their clients to carry satellite phones. Kathleen and I
paddled these isolated northern rivers without taking any
communication device (apart from the aforementioned EPIRB). Is that
approach prudent? Likely not. Is that approach wrong? Not if that’s
how we feel comfortable travelling. I paddled these four rivers to
escape. I would not have truly escaped while clinging to an
umbilical cord. That’s just how I felt.

Without doubt,
satellite phones can be extremely useful in situations of a burst appendix or a
broken leg. They are next to useless for a paddler with a foot
entrapment, whose head has been pulled under water by the current.
In such a situation, the paddler’s life expectancy equals the
amount of time they can hold their breath. Satellite phones are
totally useless when they are submerged in a pack beneath a log-jam
after a capsize. Satellite phones increase safety and security, but
they guarantee neither. Caution, good judgement, skill and
experience provide the greatest degree of safety and
security.

All that being said, I
have recently heard of three cases where wilderness canoeists
suffered heart attacks. Two of these people survived because their
group carried a satellite phone, which they used to arrange for emergency evacuation. As I
become older, and increasingly aware of my own vulnerability, I am
more inclined to take a satellite phone on future wilderness canoe
trips. I seem to have misplaced the bravado and sense of
invincibility of my younger days.

 


First aid and other repairs

Heart attacks, burst appendices and broken legs do
not happen very often. Minor accidents and less significant medical
issues are much more likely. Kathleen and I always take a first aid
kit with the following items:

CONTENTS OF WILDERNESS AND CANOEING FIRST AID
KIT

Supplies

Adhesive wound closures (1/8 × 3
inches)

Alcohol wipes (6)

Bandages (assorted)

Cavit (temporary tooth filling)

Compresses (12, non-adherent, 4 × 3
inches)

First aid manual

Gauze cleansing pads

Lighter/matches

Medical tape

Moleskin

Pressure bandage (2)

Q-tips (100)

Scissors

Tensor bandage (1)

Triangular bandage (1)

Tweezers

 


External Medicines

Bactroban (antibiotic ointment)

Dermovate (cortisone to aid healing)

Fucidin (antibiotic
ointment; prescription)

Nerisone (anti-inflammatory;
prescription)

Second Skin (5)

Stop Itch (bites, minor burns, cuts,
rashes, sunburn)

Sting Stop (bee stings)

 


Drugs

Aspirin

Acetaminophen (pain reliever)

Novo-Nidazole/Metron/Dazole (Giardia; prescription)

Novotrimel/Trimeth/Sulfamethx (infection antibiotic;
prescription)

Seldane (antihistamine)

Throat lozenges

We have never used
most of these supplies. The worst accident we’ve ever had is when I
spilled very hot tea on my bare thigh, after which I applied Second
Skin. I removed the Second
Skin after two days because the burn wasn’t healing by being all
covered up. Exposed to the air, the wound dried out and healed very
quickly. Perhaps the Second Skin wasn’t necessary or even useful.
I’m not actually a medical doctor, so I don’t really
know.

We also take a repair
kit that contains many items: Cold Cure, a two-part epoxy for
glueing broken things back together; stir sticks, mixing cups and
spreading brush; fibreglass or Kevlar cloth for repairing a damaged
canoe; spare shoelaces,
clips, screws, D-rings, plastic connectors and buckles; small
crescent wrench and screwdriver with multiple bits; duct tape;
ripstop nylon; needle and thread; replacement cap for fuel bottle;
Therm-a-Rest valve kit; glues such as Goop, Vinyl-Tec or contact
cement; 3-in-One oil for the white-gas stove pump gasket; and extra
mosquito netting for the tent. The list goes on and on. I try to
anticipate what might break and what I would need for repair. You
should do the same.

 


Stoves, bugs and food

Kathleen and I always take a Coleman white-gas
backpacking stove for (1) those days when we are too tired or
rushed to cook our supper over a campfire, or (2) Barren Ground
rivers, such as the Coppermine and Snowdrift, that have long
sections with no firewood. We actually take a second stove in case
our primary stove fails.

Mosquitoes and black
flies pose the greatest threats to human comfort on northern Canada
canoe trips, particularly trips out on the tundra. Kathleen and I
protect ourselves primarily by wearing open-weave bug jackets that we saturate with a product
that contains 95% or 100% DEET. In our experience, nothing works
like DEET. We have tried alternatives. Compared to “insect-proof
shirts,” our open-weave light-mesh jackets, with hood, makes it
more comfortable to work hard for long periods in sometimes hot
conditions. Depending on how much one is sweating or working in the
rain, one bottle is usually enough for the saturated bug jacket to
be effective for about two weeks. A little more DEET applied to
hands and face makes for a relatively bug-free environment. We have
never felt overly tormented by bugs and have never taken a mesh
tent for cooking and eating in. If the bugs are particularly bad,
we simply retreat to our sleeping tent after supper. In the tent,
we drink tea, study our topographic maps, and read historical
journals or plant books. The mosquitoes and black flies remain
outside the tent, where they belong.

We try to live as
simply as possible on our canoe trips, and that includes meals.
As you will discover in this
book, Kathleen and I generally have tea and bannock for breakfast,
soup for lunch, and one-pot meals for supper. We also both enjoy
one bag of gorp (raisins, nuts and liquorice all sorts) per
day.

For those of you who
might not know, bannock is a
thin, flat bread that originated in Scotland, and was traditionally
made with oatmeal or barley meal. Kathleen prepares our bannock
mixture from scratch. She sets our largest mixing bowl on the
table, and adds four cups of flour, two tablespoons of baking
powder, one teaspoon of salt, four tablespoons of dry milk powder
and two tablespoons of sugar. Next she cuts in one cup of
shortening and mixes thoroughly. Kathleen then measures out a
cup-and-a-quarter of the bannock mixture into each of five
individual freezer bags, and ties them off with twist ties.
Repeating this process five more times gives us thirty bannocks. On
the river, we simply squeeze out the contents of a freezer bag into
a skillet, and cook the bannock to a golden brown. This hot, fresh
bread, smothered in butter and jam, provides a very satisfying
morning meal.

I admire the truly
exquisite suppers that people often prepare on their wilderness
canoe trips. That is not our style, however. Evening meals with
three or four courses,
followed by dessert, just seem like too much work to Kathleen and
me. We generally cook and dehydrate all our suppers at home, and
then package them in a Ziploc bag. At the beginning of each day on
the river, we put the evening meal in a Tupperware container filled
with water. Our supper rehydrates while we paddle. We then need
only to heat it up over an open fire or the small, white-gas stove.
Quick and easy. Thirty minutes, including preparation and clean up,
and it’s all done. Is this the best way? It is for us, particularly
if the evening is windy, or rainy, or particularly buggy, or at the
end of a long or difficult day. Would we enjoy a more elaborate
meal? Very possibly, particularly if someone else prepared it.
Would we enjoy a cappuccino? Very likely, especially if someone
else made it and packed all the necessary equipment.

For the occasional
treat we bring along a fruitcake, which packs and keeps very well.
We also take one litre (34 ounces) of brandy and allow ourselves
one small cup per week. We
usually finish the trip with brandy left over. I’m not in favour of
getting tipsy on wilderness canoe trips, not even in
camp.

So, that’s how
Kathleen and I travel on wilderness canoe trips. With that
background out of the way, it’s time to travel to
northern Canada, step into the
canoe, and paddle down four fantastic rivers.

 


 



 CHAPTER 2 THE COPPERMINE
RIVER
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Overland from Fort Enterprise

In the spring of 1993,
Carey Robson called to ask if Kathleen and I would be interested in
paddling the Coppermine River
with him and his wife Janice Power. Carey and Janice were members
of our Beaver Canoe Club in Burnaby, British Columbia. Carey was
arguably the most prominent member of the club. He was President of the Recreational Canoeing Association of
British Columbia, and was also the perennial Training Director of
our canoe club. He was, in
fact, the most skilled paddler I knew. Carey had taught Kathleen and me much of what we knew about
canoeing, and we were flattered that he would want us to join him
and Janice on their Coppermine River trip.

Carey had also invited
us on the South Nahanni River trip in 1990. He therefore knew and
trusted our paddling skills. Carey also preferred to travel with
couples. Not just any two people in a tandem canoe, but true
couples. He preferred to paddle with
couples who had experience paddling together. People like Kathleen
and me. When Kathleen and I wake up in our tent in the morning, we
both know our respective tasks. We know where the pots and pans
are. We know who starts breakfast. We know who takes down the tent.
We know who does the dishes. We know what items, and in what order,
go in each of our three large Duluth-style canvas packs. We know
where each of these packs goes in the canoe. We are efficient.
Carey highly values efficiency. Carey’s trips are always highly
organized and efficient. He expects people to be ready to paddle at
a specific time every morning. He does not countenance delays.
People new to paddling with each other just can’t perform up to
Carey’s expectations. For those people who are not prepared to meet
those expectations, paddling with Carey can be
challenging.

When Carey called in
the spring of 1993, however, Kathleen and I were already committed
to our Thelon River trip. “We can’t go on the
Coppermine, Carey. We’ve
already made plans to go on the Thelon River.”

I thought that would
be the end of it. Carey would go with someone else, and we wouldn’t
have to actually decide whether or not to join an “efficient” trip
down the Coppermine River. But no, that was not the end of it. Carey didn’t go on the
Coppermine in 1993 but called again in the spring of
1994.

“So do you want to go on the Coppermine
next year, Mike?”

“I don’t know,
Carey. After our Thelon trip, Kathleen and I kind of prefer to
paddle by
ourselves.”

“Well, think
about it. It will be a great trip. I plan to start at Winter Lake,
near Fort Enterprise, where Sir John Franklin overwintered in 1820.
Then, like Franklin, we would go overland to the Coppermine River
and paddle down to the Arctic coast. It will be a great trip.”

For many years—I don’t
know how many, perhaps 10 or 15—Carey had been fascinated with the
Coppermine River, particularly in relation to Sir John Franklin.
Maps of the Coppermine River adorned Carey’s basement walls.
Carey was driven to paddle
the Coppermine River. Carey was destined to paddle the Coppermine
River. He wanted us to join him.

“I don’t know if Kathleen would like the
overland part very much, Carey.”

In fact, I was pretty
sure that Kathleen wouldn’t like going overland from Fort Enterprise to the Coppermine River. In
1988, Kathleen and I saw a presentation of people dragging
140 km up the Rat River, in the Northwest Territories, to get
over the height of land to reach the Bell and Porcupine Rivers in
the Yukon. They spent a lot of time struggling in deep water and
clambering through dense, riverside brush.

“That’s an interesting trip, Kathleen,”
I said afterwards. “Maybe we should do that someday.”

“I’m not going up the Rat,” she
replied.

Kathleen didn’t
even think about it. She was
very definite. Every once in a while I would suggest the Rat River
trip again, just to get Kathleen’s reaction, which never
changed.

“I’m not going up the Rat.”

So if Kathleen
wouldn’t go up the Rat, then why would she go overland
to the Coppermine? I didn’t
see it happening.

“I’ll talk to Kathleen, Carey, but I
don’t think she would want to go.”

The next Sunday, at
the end of a Beaver Canoe Club day trip, while waiting for the
shuttle, Janice asked Kathleen to accompany her and
Carey on the Coppermine River
trip. The pressure was mounting. Other than Kathleen and me, I
don’t think there were many other paddlers who would want to, or
could, join Carey and Janice on their Coppermine River adventure.
It was a long trip of about 30 days, not counting getting there and
back. Most people wouldn’t have that much available time. The trip
also required overland travel. Most people wouldn’t want to go
overland with a canoe. The Coppermine also featured many difficult
rapids. It was an expensive trip that necessitated flying into
Winter Lake, as well as flying back to Yellowknife. And it would
require a calm, patient personality to spend 30, often strenuous,
“efficient” days with Carey.

Let me illustrate.
Every summer, the Beaver Canoe Club headed into the interior of British Columbia for Rivers
Week, where we paddled four or five rivers with varying degrees of
difficulty—a fantastic week that provided an opportunity for people
to improve their paddling skills. Carey, as the best and most
experienced paddler, was always and logically in charge. On this
one particular evening, as we sat around the campfire enjoying
snacks and happy hour, the discussion turned to tomorrow morning’s
departure. The paddling day was going to be short. Only a few hours
down the Coldwater River to reach the town of Merritt and
tomorrow’s camp on the Nicola River.

“No need to get up early,” someone said.
“We don’t need to leave at nine. We could sleep in, and head out at
say ten, or even eleven.”

All eyes turned to
Carey. “No. We leave at
nine.”

Grumbling and moaning ensued, followed
by more discussion, most of it leaning towards a later departure.
Carey remained firm. “We leave at nine.”

Finally, someone, whom
I’ll call Gary, because that was his name, asked, “Why do we
have to leave at nine just
because you say so?”

Uh-oh. This should be good. In his
defence, Gary was new to the club. He didn’t know any better. Carey
looked at Gary and simply replied, “Because I can paddle class four
rapids and you can’t.”

Now that might
seem like an illogical
response to you. Just because Carey was a better paddler, did that
mean he got to decide when we left camp in the morning? Well, it
sort of did. I repeat: Carey was the best paddler. Carey easily
performed canoe-over-canoe rescues when people capsized. Most
everyone felt more secure with Carey on the river. Carey assumed
responsibility for people’s safety on Beaver Canoe Club trips.
Carey had earned the right to be in charge, and to make decisions
for the group.

Still, the discussion
continued. Not mutinous, but
certainly persistent. Finally, someone suggested a vote. Carey
indicated that a vote was not needed. “Why not?” I asked. “A vote
can’t hurt.” I was a veteran member of the club. I could afford a
little impertinence.

So we voted
on whether to leave at nine
or ten. I don’t know how many people were there. Maybe 25. Maybe
even 40. I’m an early riser. So, along with Carey, I voted to leave
at nine. There were several abstentions. It seemed, though, without
actually counting, that everyone else who voted indicated a
preference to leave at ten.

We left at nine.

That’s how I remember
the famous Coldwater River vote. I think you see my point.
Travelling with Carey on the Coppermine River might require
acknowledging his position as the presumed trip leader. Not necessarily an easy task for
strong-willed people whose opinions might differ from Carey’s point
of view.

OK. I hear what you’re
saying. “But, Mike. You’ve already been on the South Nahanni River
with Carey. And that must have worked out fine if he’s asking you to go on another
trip.”

You’re absolutely
right. The Nahanni trip did work out great. No problems at all. We
loved it. In 1990, however, Kathleen and I had never been on a
wilderness canoe trip before. Since 1990, we had
developed much more
confidence in our own opinions and paddling skills. Things were
different now. Kathleen and I were much more likely to prefer our
own approach to paddling wilderness rivers.

Anyway, Kathleen
probably wouldn’t want to go on the Coppermine
River. She wouldn’t go up the
Rat, after all. But I was wrong. The next day, on Monday, Kathleen
and I went to the University of British Columbia library on our
lunch break to review the topographic maps. Kathleen said her plan
“was to show that this trip couldn’t be done without a lot of work
and struggle.” The topographic maps featured countless small lakes
and streams haphazardly spread along any potential route to the
Coppermine River. Well, maybe not literally countless. Too many for
me, though, to want to count. After studying the maps for maybe 20
minutes, Kathleen looked up and said, “It’s not possible to get to
the Coppermine River from Winter Lake. Let’s do it.”

I never understood why
Kathleen wanted to go overland to the Coppermine River once she
decided that it wasn’t
possible. After all, she absolutely refused to go up the Rat River,
even when the route was obvious and very possible. Didn’t make
sense to me. But there it was.

So, I called Carey
that night to tell him that we were “in.” In some sense,
Kathleen and I had now come full
circle. It was Carey and Janice, after all, who had invited
Kathleen and me on the South Nahanni River, an experience that gave
us the confidence to paddle the Thelon River by ourselves. Carey
and Janice had also introduced us to bannock, a breakfast tradition
on all our wilderness canoe trips. How
could we not accept their invitation? How could we not join Carey
and








































































































































































































































































































































































































PROPOSED COPPERMINE RIVER ITINERARY (1995)




MAPS FROM THE CANADIAN NATIONAL TOPOGRAPHIC
SYSTEM
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