Boyd Lake to Baker Lake via the Dubwant & Thelon Rivers

July 26 – August 27, 2003
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7/26 – 

We got in the air by 11 a.m., after spending the night in Lynn Lake, Manitoba.   Our gear is inside the DeHavilland Beaver, with the pilot Pete, Doug and me.  The 17-foot Old Town Penobscot is tied to the right pontoon.

We had to stop for fuel at Kasba Lake Lodge and I joked that maybe the lodge would have lunch for us in addition to the fuel we needed to get us to Boyd Lake.  Pete got back into the plane after re-fueling with an armload of roast beef sandwiches on hoagie buns.  Cool.

We showed Pete our maps and where we wanted to put down on Boyd Lake.  He circled the esker and then flew out over the water.  I pointed to a cove with a curved, sandy beach that was glistening in the mid afternoon sun.  Pete said he would land outside the cove, as he won’t risk getting into a tight spot with the potential for underwater rocks.  I never unloaded in the middle of the lake and as he skipped the Beaver across the water I got a bit anxious at the thought of an open water deplaning. This went smoother and easier then I thought it would.

We set up camp and I swam a bit, as it was a very hot day with clear blue skies.

On the maps, we saw a mark that designated there was a cabin a short distance from our camp, on the other side of the esker.  Bill Layman tells a story about that cabin in the trip notes he published about the Dubwant River.  The sketch of the story is, a trapper built the cabin in the 1930s and moved his family there.  The trapper, Pierre Bouvier, was somewhere playing cards with a group of men including, a Mountie.  Booze, gambling and one thing led to another and Pierre ends up shooting and killing the Mountie.  

Pierre takes off and not too long after, a group of Mounties tracks him down and kills him.

I don’t know what happened to Pierre’s family but the cabin still stands.  The yard is cluttered with debris; tools, toys, a canoe and other evidence of past and even recent habitation.  The cabin itself was built with skill and attention.  It was solid and well thought out.  Built into a natural hillside, half the cabin is buried in the hillside giving it great insulation and wind protection.  It sits in a cove of trees behind an esker and protected by the esker hillside.

7/27 – 

Doug woke up before me!  I really slept.  It feels good to be back in the north.

7/28 – (7/27- 28 km)

Got to the end of Boyd Lake, yesterday.  The lake ends in a maze of islands and dead ends.  I started the day in the stern but in less then an hour, we switched back to me in the bow – Doug in the stern.  We are camped, this morning, on a nice hilltop.  We had to land the boat in willows which are always buggy.  Then the gear had to be hauled up the hill.  On the hilltop the breeze was good enough to keep the bugs down a bit.  Had broccoli, shrimp and linguini for dinner.  Made bread but baked it a bit too long.  I’ll figure out the oven.  We will eat the bread later today.

7/29 – (7/28 – 31 km)

Saw five moose yesterday as soon as we entered Barlow Lake, a shallow lake – perfect moose habitat.  Sandhill cranes and birds of all kinds are everywhere.  Black flies are back.  There are thousands in my tent.  Trees are diminishing.  Several little rapids out of Boyd Lake and into Barlow Lake.  Made 31 km.  Rained a bit overnight.  Beautiful morning.  

7/30 – (7/29 – 26 km)

We have been fortunate for the weather we have had, so far.  Today is another gorgeous morning.  Yesterday we paddled hard to get out of Barlow Lake.  Then we spotted a beach that called out to us to camp.  And we did.  No signs of humans at this spot.  The breeze is strong enough that we can relax here.  But the bugs are always present and we will get punished for every short reprieve.

7/31 – (7/30 – 32 km)

Finished Barlow Lake and ran a couple of easy rapids to get into Carey Lake.  Carey has a bit of everything: tundra, forest, rocks and even pingoes.  A pingo is a conical mound formed by freezes and melt upheavals of the ground.  We camped on tundra at the end of a long peninsula and we were left with about 15 km to the end of Carey Lake.  Layman says there is a cairn, built by Terrell back in 1893 at the beginning of Carey Lake.  It is off course somewhere and since Layman was wind-bound when he entered Carey Lake, he took the time and found the cairn.  We paddled through and just brought it up briefly as we passed the area that most likely contained the cairn. 

8/1/- (7/31 – 15 km)

Left Carey through some good rapids.  We scouted the first stretch and came down the left side easily.  The next stretch was 1 km long and contained three separate drops over the 1 km.  We walked the length and scouted.  We chose a route that would keep us out of the center turbulence.  The final drop was an impossible series of boulders that would have contributed significantly to our demise.  Just before the boulder field there was a small cove and out of the cove was a trail that is used as a take out.  The trail led up a hill and over the top and around the boulder field and this is the way paddlers have taken since the first canoe attempted passage through the Dubwant.   We walked back to the canoe, reconfirming our chosen route and getting closer to the water when we needed to see an area better.  We saw that just after the start of our projected run, we would have to go right toward the center to get around a boulder and then go back left before we got pulled too far to the center which was too dangerous for us. We got to the canoe and started our run talking to each other about the next move and what was ahead.  We jogged right and came back left after clearing the boulder but we didn’t quite clear it.  The side of the boat glanced off the boulder and the bow got turned upstream while the stern was pushed downstream.  Paddling hard we managed a 360-degree spin and got mostly back on course.  Mostly.  We were pointing slightly toward the center and on an uncomfortable angle to the current we shot down a narrow chute between two boulders.   But, it was good as we were able to clear the chute and turn back left to get over to the left side and continue our side hugging, white knuckled sneak down this section of river.  We took out and carried the gear over the hill.  Once on top we looked around and although we only traveled 15 km we decided to camp here.  The wind shifted a bit last night and we thought it might cool down a bit.

8/2 – (8/1 –28 km)

Into the wind all day.  A couple of swifts.  We had about 10 km of river between Carey and Markham Lakes.  River left was shield rock while river right was tundra.  The granite bluffs were multi-colored and glistening in the sunlight.  We saw white streaks down the rock wall on the left.  As we got closer we followed the streaks from the bottom up and saw a peregrine falcon nest on a small ledge just below the top of the rock wall. There were no falcons here, though.  Doug took us on a short cut through a side stream and we ended up in a boulder strewn stream that we had to drag, hump and heave through.  The trees are fewer and fewer in number as we cross the tree line. Markham Lake is mostly tundra.  Entered Nicholson Lake.  The food has been good with a lot of variety.  Crab, shrimp, clams were all dried by Doug in his dehydrator and have made the menu, Dried ground beef has added much to many dishes.  Puddings and dried fruit for desert.  Michele prepared 12 bread mixes and packed them in zip locks for us.  Each zip lock contains one loaf and with the addition of water and some needing, a 20 minute bake in our Outback Oven, produces warm, fresh bread for us.  Wednesday is pizza night.  Four planned Wednesdays and four fresh pizzas in the barrel.

8/5 – (8/4 –26 km)

I didn’t write on Sunday, 8/3 or Monday 8/4.  I know on Sunday I called Amy with the Satellite phone. Today is Tuesday and yesterday we arrived on Dubwant Lake.  We came through several sets of rapids to get here.  We approached one set with caution as we were warned by Layman that it is fast and gnarly.  We took out in advance of the rapid to scout it.  We landed in a thick stand of 4 – 6 foot high willows.  We basically crashed through some willows to get out of the current and to the land.  We stood a paddle upright on a high spot of land parallel to the boat.  We hoped that once we scouted we would see the paddle and find the boat.  We started hiking up the bluff and it was a very nice area.  If we paddled more than a few miles I may have suggested camping here.  We were over 100 feet above the water and we saw we were over a very nice gorge.  We could barely make out the right bank of the river which was directly below us.  We saw the distinct “S” of the rapid and were assuming we could stay river right all the way down.  We hiked a bit further and then saw it – a rock pile/wall at the bottom on river right.  We started backtracking and leaning over the bluff trying to see what was happening along the shore on river right.  The center and left sides were very bad so that was out of the question.  How to get from river right to center or left and avoid the worst parts of the center and river left.  We looked at the last possible point to cross over to center before we are too far down the very fast current.  Then we saw a unique looking rock on the shore at the point we would have to start turning to the center.  A few obstacles made our margin of error very slight.  After spending the next 45 minutes looking for the paddle and the canoe, we started, assuming we could duck into eddies to scout upcoming sections that we couldn’t see that well from the bluff.  But we scouted fairly well and what we thought was there was there.  We were having a nice run and then we saw the rock that signaled our turn into the center.  The water was racing at an extreme pace.  I started leaning out with a draw stroke as Doug was sweeping from the stern.  But, the bow wasn’t budging and we were getting swept closer to the rock pile at the bottom.  I started getting concerned and then, at the last possible moment, I caught a break and felt my draw turn the bow ever so slightly toward the center.  This slight movement in the bow was enough for us to clear the obstructions at the bottom.  We barely cleared the rock pile and as we passed, it was close enough on our right side to touch. 

Another rapid, we knew a little about from Layman’s report.  But, we still ran it wrong.  It was a sweeping left turn where the water rushed through because of a boulder in the middle of river left.  Layman said in his report that we must get out of that sweeping turn and go to river left to get out and scout the next set of rapids.  We entered the sweeping turn and didn’t slow the boat down to better get to the left side.  And when we tried to go left, we couldn’t overcome the current to get there.  We were swept full speed into the next set.  We were talking ourselves into the next set.  We saw two huge boulders offset to each other creating a large, double hole.  We had no choice; we went into the first hole in the staggered formation.  I watched with horror as the bow went under.  I leaned back and braced and the bow came up. As the bow came up, the boat glanced off a rock and we were turned sideways.  In the middle of very turbulent water, Doug yelled out to grab a brace outside the turbulence.  I leaned out as far as my little hobbit arms could go and I braced, just grabbing the calmer waters outside the hole.  I think Doug was also bracing on his side in the stern and as Doug was shouting, “we are surfing, we are surfing” we surfed out of the hole and danger.  We took on over ten gallons of water but we were safe.  This morning we are sitting in camp finishing breakfast on Dubwant Lake.  Dubwant is the 6th largest lake in Canada and we have about 100 km (60 miles) to get across it and back to the river.  We heard sounds and looking out on the lake we saw a lake trout run another fish up onto the sloping rock, out of the lake and the trout ate the other fish and flopped back in the water.  When we got into Dubwant, yesterday, the west wind started to blow.  We zigged into the wind and then surfed back to gain some forward progress.  After about 10 km forward and 4 km backwards my arms started to get tired.   We still made 26 km in five hours of paddling.  We are missing a section of map of Dubwant Lake and the weather was threatening and my arms hurt so we pulled up short. We hiked a bit after I rested.  I found a pond with a merganser and two ducklings swimming in the pond.  I watched them from a distance for a good hour.  I never saw this type of merganser before and they are very stately ducks.  They are black and white with distinctive markings. It started to rain about 2 a.m. and it dripped all night.  This morning I feel a bit chilly but we are inactive and I’m a bit damp.

8/6 – (8/5 – 22 km)

We are taking the western shore of Dubwant Lake and traveling north. At the top of the lake we will turn east and into Outlet Bay.  There, the river will be waiting for us.  Then we will paddle river a short distance to the Dubwant Canyon where we will have a 3 km portage through the canyon and into Grant Lake.

Last night we pulled into a group of islands around Snow Island.  It got chilly as the clouds blew out during the day.  By 8:30 when we took out for the day, the temps were dropping with the sun.  By 11:45 p.m. it was 49 degrees.  The ice went out within the past several weeks and we are guessing the water temps are in the mid-40s, which gives the whole region an icebox effect.  We started hydrating dried strawberries last night and, this morning, are enjoying strawberries and crème.  Doug found some “just add water and whip” whipped crème and, with the strawberries, it makes a wonderful dessert or breakfast.  I am getting more hooked on the tundra with every passing moment.  On my walks I find myself listening to the wind.  There is so much going on and it is all carried by the wind.  We eat the blueberries that grow on every dry, sandy rise of the land.  What we think are arctic cranberries are ripe and very good to eat.  There is some kind of black berry that we aren’t sure what it is, exactly, but they are quite good.  The cloudberries aren’t ripe yet but we think they are getting closer to ready with every passing day.  There are more birds then I remember from the Kazan trip two years ago.  I am not sure if it’s because we are here a month later then we were on the Kazan or if more birds use the Dubwant than use the Kazan.  The weather has been terrific.  Warm days and cool nights have given us Shangri-La type feelings.  We’ve had a few overnight showers and only a couple overcast days, if even that many.  We are paddling through winds that two years ago would have put us on the sidelines.  My comfort level in the wind has increased quite a bit and this has allowed us to keep making time.  We do expect the weather to stop us but so far we have traveled every day.  We’ve had a few days when we traveled fewer miles than we wanted but we are knocking off miles every day.  Tonight is pizza night!  I can’t wait.

8/7 – (8/6 – 35 km)

The pizza was good.  Wednesday is pizza night.  We brought pre-made crusts some of which broke up in the pack but are still very usable.  A bag of shredded mozzarella, “just add water” tomato pizza sauce and a bag of pepperoni times 4 for 4 Wednesdays on the trail.  We made good miles yesterday.  Last night we went to bed after it started raining. Today it is not raining but it is very foggy.  We will start off and see what we can do.  Hopefully the fog will burn off soon.

8/8 -  (8/7 – 40 km)

Dubwant Lake is large.  Yesterday we had several long, open water crossings; we stayed tight to the west shore and the islands that dotted this shore giving us options to shorten our crossings.  Doug asked for, “oppressive heat and calm water”.  And that’s what we got.  We found out later this day, the surface temp of the lake is 47 degrees.  So even if the air temp is 90 degrees we still have a comfort zone in the boat with the cool waters under our hull.  The air was so hot that we had intense fog cover in the morning.  There is a dead calm with no breeze, whatsoever.  We started off from camp in the fog.  Soon, it seemed as though the fog got even worse.  We had a 3 km crossing to an island and Doug assured me we couldn’t miss the island.  He had the map out and his compass on the map to navigate our route.   We could no longer see the island as we were in a diminishing circle of visibility.  I have become pretty good at knowing how far we have traveled over short periods.  I had a pretty good feeling we went further then the 3 km to the promised island.  Since I wasn’t following the map too closely, I wasn’t sure what was beyond the island.  I stopped paddling to look all over for the island.  No island, no visibility.  Then we heard it.  Splashing water over stone and rock.  The sounds were behind us – we missed the island!  We turned around and went back.  Soon we saw it and put ashore.  We were no more than 100 yards off the shore of the island and we missed it in the fog.  We walked around the island for close to an hour; eating berries and watching the fog start to lift off the lake.  Then we were off.  Dead calm, the fog lifted and the sky popped into view.  Deep blue – the sky started merging with the water.  I have witnessed this surreal landscape on other trips.  Salvador Dalli could have painted the water, sky and land we were seeing.  The distant hilly islands looked as though we could reach out and touch them.  Hours later the same landmasses still looked like we could reach out and touch them.  This is the distortion of the far north.  The severe curvature of the earth in the north creates a foreign landscape of misjudged distance.  The strange light caused by the southern angle of the sun further creates a hallucinatory set of visions where our brains grasp feverishly for something familiar.  Our temperate zone senses are being stretched toward a different way of seeing this planet.  The black flies were with us in the dead calm.  At 3 p.m. we stopped for lunch on an island.  We walked out to the furthest point of the island in hopes of catching a breeze to keep the flies off us.  It didn’t work and I applied bug dope.  I dozed a bit after our sausage and cheese lunch.  Once back in the boat, we started hearing motor sounds.  Both the day before and this day, we saw a bush plane flying overhead.  The motor sounds now and the bush plane we assumed were both related to the nearby fly-in fishing resort.  We assumed the plane was flying the sports out to the lake to fish.  But the motor sounds we were now hearing caused us to guess at the source.  I thought maybe it was a generator and we were close to a cabin the resort uses.  Doug didn’t think so.  Then we saw three small specks off on the horizon.  At that moment, the motor sounds started again and we figured it out.  Fishing boats!  And they were coming right for us.  Now we bobbed in the center of three aluminum boats with five sports and three guides. All of a sudden, I was feeling claustrophobic on the 6th largest lake in Canada.  They had questions for us and we had questions for them.  They knew the surface temp.  They gave us freshly baked chocolate chip cookies and they gave us a Pepsi.  Now we had an empty aluminum can.  After we told them we had paddled the Kazan a couple years prior, one of the sports asked if we read “A Cold Summer Wind,” a book about a Kazan trip which we had read.  He said if we wrote a book of our trip, he would buy it and read it.  While we were researching the Dubwant, the previous winter, we learned of a 1955 recreational trip taken by Art Moffett and five other guys.  We learned Moffatt’s boat and another boat got swamped on a rapid and Moffatt died of hypothermia several hours after being pulled out of the water.  Bill Layman, in his Dubwant report told the story and identified the rapid that swamped the two boats.  On the drive to Lynn Lake, Doug told me he spoke with Bill Dietrich from Madison and Bill told Doug of finding Art Moffat’s cairn that contained a tobacco can with notes in it. Art built this cairn and left the first note in the can.  Bill placed a note in the same can when he found it several years ago.  I asked Doug where Bill said the cairn was and Doug said he didn’t ask Bill, so we didn’t know where in the 750-mile stretch of the Dubwant River the cairn was.   After hearing we were from Wisconsin, one of the guides started telling us about a rock pile that contained an old tobacco can with notes.  He told us there was a note from a fellow from Wisconsin in it.  And he gave us directions to it.  It was about 12 km further from where we sat.  What he didn’t know was he was telling us where Art Moffatt’s cairn was.  We said our goodbyes to this jovial group of fishermen and thanked them for the cookies and pop and cigs and started paddling with a purpose.  A while later we found the spot, set up camp and took a hike to the top of the hill to find the cairn.  Like most distances, the distance to the hill looked short but was much longer then we thought it would be. At the top, there was the cairn.  Tucked inside the rocks was the tobacco can left there in 1955.  We took it back to our camp, stopping for berries along the way.  Safe from the black flies inside our kitchen/bug tent, we carefully opened the rusting can.  Inside were a small handful of notes.  We went for Art’s original note first.  It read, “Aug 29, 1955.  Trip going well, our pots are full.  Art Moffatt”, that’s it?  That’s all he wrote?  I was hoping for some insight into what was going wrong.  Why was the trip on its 65th day when it should have taken 60 days to finish the whole trip to Baker Lake?  This trip was a disaster - it was not going “well”.  We put the dry, yellowing sheets of paper into zip-locks and placed the whole can into a zip lock to try to save it.  Doug made us eggs and sausage for breakfast and after eating and breaking camp we hiked back up the hill to return the can to the rocks.

8/9 – (8/8 – 27 km)

We completed Dubwant Lake surrounded by black flies.  It was another windless day.  We are camped, this morning at the start of a rapid.  We call this camp, Blueberry Hill, as it is lush with berries.  About 8 or 9 caribou were grazing around us last night and they were milling about the camp as we sat in the kitchen tent – out of the bugs.  It rained a bit as we set up the tents and when the rain stopped after a short while, the wind died down and the black flies started swarming.  It was comical the way they gathered on the screen of the kitchen tent.  But, they were quite oppressive if we were outside of the tent.  We huddled in the Eureka! VCS 12 (our fabulous kitchen tent) as the flies blackened the tent.  We went out for a walk later in the evening after tightening up our clothing.  Bug jacket secure, check, head net on and drawn tight, check, bandana wrapped around throat to hold head net secure, check – ready, set, unzip the bug tent and roll out.  We walked down river a bit to look at the next set of rapids in the fading light.  On the way back to camp, I glanced over at Doug and his shoulders were covered with black flies, four inches thick.  I sprayed myself earlier with bug dope and they were not congregating on me.  It was the funniest thing I had seen.  He was the “bugman”. Today we have one rapid and then the Dubwant Canyon.  This will present us with a long portage over rough terrain.  We plan on camping tonight toward the end of the portage by a small pond that we can see on the map.  We hope the pond is warm enough to bathe in.  Last night I asked for a cool breeze so the flies won’t swarm us on the portage trail.  We woke up this morning to strong, cold gusts.  We do have to be careful about what we ask for.  It is chilly but no black flies.

8/10 – (8/9 – 11 km)

Today is Amy and my anniversary.  We had a nice talk on the satellite phone.  I am missing her very much and wish she were here to witness all the wonders I am witnessing.  Yesterday’s one rapid was really 5 or 6 rapids sort of connected by fast water and so on the map it looked like one long rapid.  It took us 4 hours to get to the canyon.  We had to scout and do a lot of maneuvering to get through the rapids safely.  All the while, the water got progressively more turbulent as we got closer to the canyon.  As we approached, we saw one possible take-out but we wanted to paddle as far as possible to minimize the long portage.  Doug lined a rocky crag – around the point and we got back in the boat to bump and grind in the shallows close to the right shore.  We paddled into a backwater and bumped and ground even further.  Outside the backwater, the river was beginning it’s deadly decent into the canyon.  It was another day of good weather for what we were doing.  We had a strong wind and cool temps – perfect for a long portage through willows and brush and hills.  Today is day 14 of the trip and we are about two days ahead of schedule.  We each did 2-½ carry trips and got everything across except the boat.  We decided to leave the boat till tomorrow as it was getting late.  We stopped near the pond which was about 2-½ km from the start, leaving us about one more km to our put-in.  We camped on the highest point of the canyon top.  After trudging through willows and too much brush, trying to stay on the caribou trails, which went every which way and not necessarily the way we wanted to go, we came to the top of an esker.  Here we camped on an open, sandy, gravelly, esker top where 3 or 4 football fields could easily have been built.  At 7:30 we started setting up camp.  We then enjoyed our perspective over the canyon.  Neither the words I posses nor the pictures I can take can describe or illustrate the power and the glory of this canyon.  Any description I give would be an understatement.  I was humbled seeing the water cascading through the 4 km of canyon we were camped above.

8/11 – (8/10 – 0 km paddling – 7 km walking)

We decided to take a day off here, on top of the canyon instead of at Canoe Point on Grant Lake.  Our canoe was still at the start of the portage and when we got there we saw the bumping and grinding the day before had started to crack the bottom at an already weakened point of the hull.  On the walk to the canoe we took our time and went out on the boulders that were accessible into the middle of the canyon.  Out there, the river was even more awe inspiring.  Once we had the canoe, I tried carrying it but couldn’t get far.  My short arms and the breeze made it very difficult for me to carry. Doug had little trouble with it and I am so happy to travel with him.  I can carry this boat through the woods where the wind is not a factor but here on the open tundra, I struggle.  Doug spent the afternoon patching the canoe hull with fiberglass and epoxy we brought along.  I baked two loaves, using the canoe to block the wind and keep the stove going.  The cloudberries are now ripe and for the first time, Doug and I enjoyed this fruit.  It has a slightly musky taste and the berry bursts with juice.  After a solid week of ripe, perfect blueberries and now the cloudberries, I wonder if I am starting to feel a bit maxed out on berries – nah.  Our evening meal was shrimp and pesto and other veggies over noodles.  We had pudding for desert.  We need to portage the additional 1 km to get to a safe put-in beyond the worst part of the rapids in the canyon.  

8/12  - (8/11 – 9 km)

It took us about 2.5 hours to portage to the river yesterday.  We paddled out of the canyon and into Grant Lake.  We ran a couple of ledges and Doug lined one and we were through.  While crossing Grant Lake we saw a couple of groups of Musk Ox totaling about 50 animals including several young ones.  We paddled to Canoe Point on Grant Lake, which is fairly well known and has been used as a camping spot for, I don’t know how long.  This was supposed to be our scheduled day off but since we stayed over in the canyon we decided we would do a short day and camp at Canoe Point just one night.  This spot has been well used over the years/eons.  There is a small depression in the sand, in one area that is the garbage dump.  Cans and other debris litter this depression.  Must be good fishing here as there are also skeletal remains of fish scattered everywhere.  Whether from beast or man, the skeletons inform us of the fishing potential.  So Doug fished.  Canoe Point sits at he base of two very large eskers.  They run in different directions, terminating at this sandy expanse.  It is quite pretty in a dramatic, northern way.  Doug quickly caught six or seven lake trout on almost as many casts.  One, large enough for dinner was brought in and Doug cleaned it.  I poached the filets and served it with rice and a veggie.  Doug left the entrails, head, etc. on a rock up the beach from our camp.  A couple of sea gulls ate that and a fish that ate the hook and soon died.  We had leftovers that we saved and this morning I made up trout and feta cheese omelets with the dried eggs we brought.  Ahhhhh.  It is very windy right now.  But the wind shouldn’t upset our travel plans today.  We hope to make time as we have spent too much time in camp the past couple of days.

8/13 – (8/12 – 37 km)

Grizzly and wolves were about the only animals we didn’t see, yesterday.  
Caribou were everywhere.  Musk Oxen were everywhere.  We came through about 30 km of river that was flat and fast.  There were many rapids caused by narrows and boulders.  We ran most of them and Doug lined a couple.  Then we got to about 4 km from Wharton Lake.  Ledge City.  We lined two then floated down to look at the next set.  There were two more ledges there.  Actually, they were waterfalls.  Layman and others portaged about 80 Rods to get around this section.  Doug decided he could line this section.  I took pictures.  The really big part was the easiest.  It was a 12-foot drop over a rock slab angled like a sliding board.  He handled the whole stretch like a pro and we avoided a portage.  Clouds were building all day and it started to rain as we finished the last rapid into the lake.  We were in a cloud.  It was late and we were heading to a narrow pass that showed up on the map.  We were guessing it would be a sandy beach backed by a hill.  Visibility was poor and in the distance we saw 3 musk oxen lazily meandering in the same direction we were heading.  Then groups of caribou passed the Musk oxen up and were loping also in the same direction we were heading.  They were all on an island that sits across from the narrow pass, beach we were heading for.  When we were about 1 km from the narrow pass, we saw the caribou swim across the pass to the side we were heading.  We arrived a short time later and took out.  It was a very nice sandy beach with the hill behind.  As we came ashore, the caribou that were grazing on the hill saw us and took off over the hill.  While unloading the canoe, the rest of the menagerie arrived.  The three musk oxen were at the narrow and they started bleating at us as we set up camp.  One charged halfway across the narrow water pass and then backed off.  I asked Doug what we should do and he said, take pictures.  So I did.  Two adults and a juvenile and they were all looking at us and asking, “wot the fuck?”  They were all bleating like goats now and in fact, they are in the goat family.  The sound they make is very incongruous with the way they look.  The two adults head butted a little and then they wandered off.  I felt a bit bad but, they had a lot of time to get to the crossing and if they moved like the caribou did they would have achieved their goal before we got to the beach. It rained most of the night but this morning is sunny and warm with a slight westerly wind.  I was able to wash up in the lake before we broke camp.  We should get to Amy’s portage today.  This is a strip of land that Amy pointed out to me as I was going through the maps back home.  If we portage across the strip we will save about 8 km of paddling.  We are not sure, yet if we will take the portage.

8/14 – (8/13 – 28 km)

We came through all of Wharton Lake yesterday.  The wind was out of the south and fairly strong.  We were able to avoid it most of the day.  The sun was shining and it was warm but the wind was building throughout the day.  We came toward the end of Wharton where there are many islands and narrow channels.  There is a very distinctive feature that we called the White Mountain.  It is a hill of mostly white quartz and it can be seen for miles and miles.  We were able to look at the White Mountain for most of the day and when we finally passed it we entered a narrow that was acting like a rapid.  The wind was blowing so hard into the narrow that waves were rolling “upstream”.  There were rollers and standing waves and it created a severe hazard for about 800 yards.  We paused to scout it from the boat and then crossed over at the top of it and worked our way down.  Several times we stroked and stroked yet stood still in the ever more dangerous waves and turbulence.  After paddling through over 100 rapids on this trip, this little narrowing to a lake was the one place I thought for sure our party would end.  I was terrified because it was impossible to predict how the water was breaking like one is able to do in a real rapid.  We came through it none too soon.  We barely cut through the wind to pull onto a small, round island.  The island was littered with debris from a winter camp.  There was a shovel and a blue tarp.  Empty fuel cans were scattered and sheets of broken up plywood were lying around.  I didn’t care.  It felt good to be on terra firma after the narrows experience and the intense wind we hit once we got into the open lake where this island sits.  Doug and I talked about it a bit and decided to paddle to the next decent spot to camp.  The blow was getting harder and harder.  I walked to the other side of our round top and as I approached the scrub brush at waters edge a caribou showed himself.  He was lying next to the water and slowly unraveled his spindly legs and stood up.  A quick shake and a look at me and he was gone, into the water and swimming away.  The wind didn’t slow his swimming progress.  The wind allows the caribou to lie down as the bugs are down during a blow.  We were paddling – barely – into the wind trying to get around a point and into a small channel caused by a narrowing of the lake.  This was one of the toughest couple hundred yards I’ve paddled.  I could barely pull the paddle back to me against the wind.  We finally rounded the point and started looking hard for a good spot to camp.  We landed on the right side and walked around looking for a place to set up.  But the ground was rocky and hilly or marshy.  In any case, this was a bad spot.  We crossed the channel as the other side looked better.  It was but not by much.  The other side presented a small flat area covered in rocks.  An eddy formed by the huge boulders that narrowed the lake in this spot created it.  The flat we set up on was actually riverbed during higher water.  Yesterday was Pat’s birthday and I thought it would be cool to call him with the sat phone from here.  After setting up camp, I sat on a rock and called Pat’s house.  I got a weird recording telling me that since Pat’s phone doesn’t recognize my number, I cannot even get onto his voice mail to leave a B-D greeting.  Happy friggin’ birthday, Pat.  We are a few KM from Amy’s portage.  All indications are that camping won’t improve until we get to the north end of Marjorie Lake about 34 km from here.  We hope to make it there, today.  We broke camp and started loading the canoe.  This little eddy/cove we were camped on was well sheltered from the wind.  When I got to the boat with a load to put in, I looked out over the lake and saw a wave train where last night was smooth, moving water.  I hiked up to the top of the hill behind us and I was blown away – literally.  The wind was blowing up a gale.  I went back down and told Doug, “We are going nowhere, right now”.  He looked up from his packing and said, “huh?”  I told him I just went topside and it was blowing hard and we need to wait it out a bit.  He went up top and concurred.  And there we sat all day.  Restless, ready to go but going nowhere.  On the sidelines – first time this trip.  We hiked quite a bit that afternoon.  At times we would crawl behind a boulder to get out of the wind. The wind was relentless. Picking a camp during a blow is like picking your relatives – you just don’t have a choice and here we sit, poor camp, big blow.

8/15 (8/14 – 0 km – wind day)

8/16 – (8/15 – 34 km)

Bow – stern.  Funny how about 15 feet can generate totally different views of the day.  We left the wind camp about 9 a.m. yesterday.  Ran a bunch of simple and small rapids.  Lined a ledge and made terrific time.  We ended the rapids in a 2 km rock garden.  Spun and wove our way through successfully dodging everything.  What fun!  We got to Marjorie Lake and had a west wind.  We didn’t take Amy’s portage after all and so enjoyed the rapid fun.  We had about 20 km of due north paddling to do with the west wind pushing us.  Doug ruddered and steered to make the best use of the wind.  I paddled hard to make time.  He was miserable, fighting the paddle to get the correct angle to keep us pointed north and I just whistled along to keep a rhythm for my hard consistent strokes.  I was daydreaming and having a grand day while Doug was cursing the day he signed on to this trip.  I had no idea, at the time, what he was going through, behind me.  We made great time and camped on a sweet, sandy beach.  We can hear the rapids in our camp from the run that starts across the open bay about one mile from us.  The beach we are on is a fairly famous caribou trail.  This is their crossing and for hundreds of years, the natives would set up their caribou hunts, here.  This is where the Beverly Herd crosses during their annual migrations.  300,000 animals come through this area.  There are signs of humans all around this large beach.  Two arctic loons are swimming off our beach.  The next stretch of river is about 50 km long and then we will come to the end of the Dubwant and enter the Thelon River at Beverly Lake.  We may make it there tonight.

8/17 – (8/16 – 35 km)

We thought our first set of rapids on this day was the set that dumped two out of the three canoes on the Moffatt trip in 1955.  We found out later that we were wrong.  But, we rightly scouted the heck out of this rapid.  We shot a stretch river right and then Doug lined a couple of ledges.  We paddled all day to the Gates of the Dubwant.  The Gates are very scenic with high bluffs and flat-topped islands that could have been in the British Isles.  We spent some time on the bluffs looking at the river as it passed through the bending narrow that informs the name, Gates of the Dubwant.  We pointed out routes to paddle through the Gates and survive.  We were quite enchanted by this spot and decided to camp here tonight.  Tomorrow we would have to portage about 100 rods and then tie our gear to our 100-foot length of rope and lower the gear down the bluff to get back on the river.  We were finishing dinner when flashes and dark clouds started appearing over the opposite bluff.  Because we were lower then the bluff across, we couldn’t quite see the extent of the weather heading our way.  Then, just as we were sure we would be hit hard by a storm, the weather started to shift a bit to the south and was now looking like it would miss us.  I started stirring the pudding for desert and as I finished that, BANG, the lightening started up all around us.  The storm was mostly to the south of us but we started getting walloped.  I held the center post of the kitchen tent so it wouldn’t collapse on us.  Doug started gather our stuff inside the KT so we wouldn’t lose it.  Then I glanced outside and saw my tent was “walking” across the tundra.  I shouted out to Doug that I had to save my tent and I scrambled out.  I dove to catch a corner of the tent and gathered the small stones around me to anchor the now uprooted stakes back in the ground – but it wasn’t enough.  Doug to the rescue.  After he gave up on the kitchen tent, which now lay flat, he started bringing me large rocks to slam on the corners of my tent.  I then threw my pack, which still had some stuff in it, into the tent.  Then I followed the pack into the tent to help hold it down.  Doug dove into his tent to do the same.  Lightening, wind and slashing rain battered us for the next 20 minutes. I don’t remember ever being in a storm of that magnitude with so little around me for protection.  And then it stopped.  Like it never happened.  Late evening sun came back around.  The quiet was extreme after 25 minutes of wall-to-wall thunder.  Lightening hit all around and the ground trembled under the shock.  Then quiet.  We crawled out of our tents and started assessing the damage.  A few things blew off and we went looking for it.  We found the couple of stuff bags at the base of the hill behind our camp.  I think we couldn’t find a large zip-lock that blew.  The past week saw the return of bugs after a week reprieve.  I am covered with fresh bites.

8/18 – (8/17 – 35 km)

Called Amy yesterday morning and learned of the great blackout of 2003.  Toronto, NY, Cleveland, Detroit – all without power.  We never lost our power oh yeah, we have no electricity.  It felt good talking to her.  We portaged around the Gates of the Dubwant.  We lowered the gear by rope down the 120-foot drop.  I stood about ¾ of the way down the hill and caught what Doug lowered.  It didn’t take long and soon we were on our way.  We had to downstream ferry quickly, once we got in the boat.  We talked about the angle to get to river left for a while and the actual execution of the maneuver was much simpler than we thought it would be.  From here to the end of the Dubwant and our entrance into the Thelon on the east end of Beverly Lake was fast, smooth water.  The bluffs were very nice.  The end of the river was shallow and spread out across several miles into the Thelon.  We kept following the water and tried to stay deep enough over the rocks and rocks and rocks.  All the rocks that cascade down the mighty Dubwant are resting in the end miles of the Dubwant.  Into the Thelon and the scenery changed, instantly.  Instead of majestic, colorful rock formations we were in sandy islands and beaches.  Tundra beaches can be nice if they are backed up by rock.  These islands and landmasses were backed up by more sand.  No trees, of course in this stretch of the Thelon.  Further west there are trees in the Thelon valley.  Oasis of trees.  Warden’s Grove where the first game warden, Jack Knox, built his cabin in the 1920s was an oasis of trees.  I think the trees lining the Thelon in the western reaches is what makes the Thelon one of the more popular canoeing rivers in the north.   But here where we are, there are no trees – just blistering, hypnotizing sand.  We saw something in the distance.  It was undefined colorful shape at this point.  As we get closer the shape starts looking like a canoe.  We land and find two canoes, rotting on a mound like rise of sand.  There is a camp here, not used for a bit.  An old fire pit and even a log or two.  Some scattered broken down tools littered the area.  We saw a couple of winter camps.  The two rotting canoes remain a mystery.  We are paddling toward our northern most point of the trip, 64 40’ N.  This will put us about 2 degrees south of the Arctic circle which sits at 66 33’ N.  Once we reach that northernmost point we will begin angling south and east into Baker Lake, 64 20’.  For most of the afternoon we watched storm clouds forming in the south.  Then the clouds encircled us and we were quite sure it was time to set a camp.  About 6:30, we turned east on a bend in the river and saw a huge sandy beach.  It afforded us a hill to the back and we set up camp in a crotch of that hill that gave us protection on two sides.  The weather blustered and threatened. We made dinner and by this time it looked like most of the storm missed us.  I went into my tent about 10 p.m. so I would wake up early to get an early start and hopefully miss the wind that I knew would come.  It is mid-August and we are clearly in autumn.  I have been seeing more and more reds on the ground cover and the snow geese are starting to gather as we were seeing them daily.  The days are cooler and the nights are much cooler.  And, on the Thelon, which is mostly an east flowing river, the stories abound about being sidelined by the wind, in August.  It started raining shortly after I retired in the tent.  It rained all night.  The wind picked up all night.  It is now 9 a.m. and we are waiting to see what the weather will allow us to do.  12:30 p.m. – still blowing a gale.  We called Baker Lake Lodge to see if we could get a plane or boat pick up.  The plane is gone for the season.  Most of the men left Baker Lake to hunt caribou on the east side of Baker so the hunters won’t even be up this way.  With good conditions we feel we could be in Baker in 4 or 5 days.  But at this moment the conditions don’t look good.  There is a peregrine nest above us on the bluff.  Every time I venture out and walk toward that bluff, the falcons come screeching down off their perch to scream at me. I back off and so do they.  We understand each other.  Getting water earlier, I noticed the canoe “walked” across the beach a bit – blown by the wind.  The waves are roaring into shore and this is a good day to huddle in the tent.  We walked up on the island top for a while.  Saw a couple of innuksuits that were in pretty good condition.  Signs of humans all over.  Four days from town and here we sit.

8/20 – (8/19 – 44 km)

We got out, yesterday.  8 a.m. – 8:30 p.m. with a 1 ½ for lunch and another 20 minutes on shore.  1-½ hours on river for 10 km and the rest of the day was spent on Aberdeen Lake.  Paddled into the wind the whole day.  Waves were crashing over the bow and I am just about out of tobacco.   Miserable I am.  I cracked by the end of the day.  Doug was pushing – and he was right to push – and I was getting more and more miserable.  As we were blown onto a rocky shore to make camp, I tossed my paddle on land, ahead of me and the handle of the paddle broke.  I am fixing it this morning with super glue and duct tape.  Looks like more of the same wind today.  We hope to make 40 km into it.  My kingdom for more tobacco.

8/21 – (8/20 – 20 km)

We were both tired and sore today.  Yesterday wasn’t just a lot of miles they were tough miles.  The wind died down and we got 20 km out of the day.

8/22 – (8/21 – 30 km on course – 45 km all day)

Sheesh – we paddled at least 15 km off course, today.  Nobodies fault, we were watching a rise in the landscape where we would have to turn.  The terrain is so monolithic that we soon lost sight of the slight rise we were watching and realized it about 8 km further on down the lake we were on.  We are about 180 km from Baker Lake.  We have two lakes, two rapids and the last 90 km is a long straightaway that we expect to be good, fast moving water.  We expect the last 90 km to be an 8-hour run.  And we anticipate getting into Baker by Sunday the 24th.  This trip has been a two-part trip.  The Dubwant with its unbelievable and dramatic scenery and now the Thelon with its sandy islands and very little rock or terrain worth looking at has created some discontent in me.  Maybe it’s the lack of tobacco that is talking but I am ready for this trip to end.  I am a bit bored with the Thelon, thus far and am anxious because of the headwinds we are experiencing.  But, as a wise man told me, one must be patient when traveling in the north.  Humans don’t always dictate the pace of travel.

8/23 – (8/22 – 37 km)

We are on Indian time now.  We called Edwin in Baker yesterday morning.  He told us he would have somebody meet us with a boat on Shultz Lake (Tikitit).  We had to paddle the 37 km to get to the island; Whale Bone Island is its name, in time for the pick up.  I guess the guy decided to take a caribou or two on his way and we sit on Indian time.  I finally call Edwin back and he informs me nobody wants to come up the Thelon.  They say the water is too shallow to get though just outside Baker Lake.  The wind is slaying us right now.  Once on the water we will have two days of strong paddling to get to Baker Lake.  We are on the west side of Schultz (Tikitit) with 30 km of eastbound travel to go just to get out of Schultz.  The strong wind is coming out of the SE and we sit. Doug is taking a walk and I am baking bread.  

8/24 – (8/23 – 0 km – another wind day)

The wind is stronger this morning.  It was building all yesterday.  The waves are crashing the shore and look to be in excess of 6 feet.  The water is an ugly chocolate color.  Whalebone Island, named, I understand, because whalebone was found here is quite nice. We are camped behind ice surged rock and gravel that forms a 10 foot high ridge about 30 yards from the water.  This gives us some protection from the wind.  The rise that leads to a high hill is varied tundra.  Low lying wet marsh interspersed with sandy rises where the blueberries were bursting with flavor not more than a week ago in high summer.  We are now experiencing autumn and the tundra is changing, rapidly.  On our walks we saw many caribou grazing the island, fattening up on the last of summer’s bounty.  These may be stragglers behind the fall migration or they may soon find and join the herd for the migration south into the trees where they will spend their winter.  The caribou here are part of the Beverly herd.  Over 300,000 animals, this herd calves somewhere north of Beverly Lake and then grazes throughout this area and west of here.  We are spending time in Doug’s tent.  He has a very large vestibule where we have been cooking.   We not only eat but the stove heats up the tent quite nicely while we bide our time.  We pull out a deck of playing cards and I start to teach Doug Bridge.  After a few hands he is ready for tournament play.  This was one of the more incongruous moments of the trip; playing bridge in the tent, in a windstorm, on the Tundra.  While in the tent, caribou started wondering trough our area.  Several are within feet of our tent as we watch from inside. Doug took some pics and we marvel at their stately demeanor.  We continue hunkered down.  We talk a bit about Eric Morse who in 1962 spent nine days on the beach because of wind on, I believe, Aberdeen Lake, about 20 km behind us.

8/25 – (8/24 – 0 km)

The wind is lighter this morning.  We are going to attempt an escape.

8/26 – (8/25 – 37 km)

We escape.  We had to cross Schultz as we hoped for calmer water on the east shore.  Even the tiny land height on the east side would give us a slight break from the mostly easterly blow.  The crossing was intense.  We were into the wind and the waves were crashing as we rode the tops.  A lot of spray and white knuckles.  We finally made the 3 km crossing.  It felt like hours to get across but was more like 1.5 hours.  Out of Schultz Lake and into a little bay.  We saw a cabin and stopped.  Inside there were cookies and a stove and tea.  I made a cup of tea and found a few cigs, which helped a bit.  We left the cabin and pulled into a bay.  After a few minutes we realized we went the wrong way.  Turned around and we were in the end run.  A 90 km straight, fast stretch that was the express route to Baker Lake. Without paddling we were cruising at about 8 or 9 miles an hour.  We zoomed about 30 KM before breaking for the night.  We figure the final 60 km would take us about 3 or 4 hours, tomorrow.

8/27 – (8/26 – 60 km)

We are living in the fast lane now.  The scenery in this stretch is very nice.  Colorful bluffs line this area.  Signs of humans abound.  And the water is fast.  Without much effort we arrive at the shallows where the Thelon River empties into Baker Lake.  The shallows present an estuary like spreading out of the river.  We have to pick our route carefully to allow us enough water to get through.  No, those motorboats would not have made it through here to pick us up.  We turn left and start seeing the “skyline” of the hamlet of Baker Lake.

David Ford and his brother greet us shortly after we land.  Ford owns a local native art gallery and he is trolling for canoes to add to his collection.  My plan was to leave the George Meteski (my canoe) in Baker and hopefully get something for it.  Ford and his brother help us get our gear over to the Baker Lake Lodge where we will stay.  Later we go to Ford’s gallery and I pick out a sculpture and negotiate a canoe/money trade with Ford.  We ate lousy chicken at the local KFC.

Today is my birthday.
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