
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Detail from The Howl of the Weather by Frederic Remington 
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A masterpiece by world renowned artist Frederic Remington, The Howl of the Weather brings 

wilderness canoe tripping into powerful focus.  In it, a family of Chippewa Indians paddling home braves a 

storm on the St. Lawrence River.  Everyone who canoes ñhas been in the picture,ò has battled La Vielle 

(the voyageurs called her Old Lady Wind), and has come away with a renewed respect for the forces of 

nature.  

Painted predominately in the blues and grays of a north country storm, the visual image is one of 

water everywhereðin the breaking waves, in the rain-filled sky, even in the windswept, low hanging cloud 

that repeats the pattern of the crashing whitecaps below.  One is drawn into the scene; you can almost feel 

the wind blowing the canoe down the mile-wide river.  Your heart races as the Natives strain to  guide their 

fragile birchbark to a destination somewhere beyond the scene.  You hope they reach land safely. 

Famous for his incredibly realistic paintings and sculptures of the vanishing American West, 

Remingtonôs bronzes of the horse are unsurpassed in their detail and emotion.  What is little known is that 

Remington actually spent most of his life in New York State, where his art brought to life the lumberjacks, 

trappers and ñhabitantsò of the Adirondacks.  He enjoyed immortalizing those who lived in the outdoors 

confronting the forces of Nature. He called them ñmen with the bark on.ò  
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An adaptation of Frederic Remingtonôs painting, The Howl of the Weather, was created to serve as the logo for the advanced 

canoe tripping program of the Boy Scouts of America, called BIRCHBARK EXPEDITIONS BSA.  Canoe voyages are 

conducted each summer in Canadaôs Algonquin Provincial Park and on the remote wilderness rivers of Northern Ontario.  The 

success of the program is diectly related to its outstanding Guide staff. 
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 RISK ADVISORY 

 
     Participation in BIRCHBARK EXPEDITIONS BSA canoe trips involves a certain degree of risk and can 
be physically, mentally, and emotionally demanding.  Participation in these activities is entirely voluntary 
and requires participants to abide by applicable rules and standards of conduct.  Parents, guardians and 
adults must carefully consider the risk involved and give consent for their child(ren) and/or themselves to 
participate in these activities.   
     To allow participation, parents, guardians and adults agree to release the Boy Scouts of America, the 
local council, the activity coordinators, and all employees, volunteers, related parties, or other 
organizations associated with the activity from any and all claims or liability arising out of this participation. 
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          Sun rising through the morning mist. 
          Big Trout Lake. Troop 262 - July 2005 
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                                    DAWN 
 

 

                                            Light kissed the night; the night did blush 

                                       Men saw the blush, and called it Dawn. 

T  he Magic Time of the Day 

    As a Guide, I like to awaken at False Dawn.  False dawn occurs when the birds begin 

singing about one hour before actual dawn, somewhere around 4:30 in July.  Then the birds go 

back to sleep and awaken again at first light.  

  

     Arise at false dawn, like the Voyageurs of old, and I find an enchanting Algonquin.  

Everything is pitch black.  The air may have a cold nip in it.  All is quiet, except for the hoo-

hoo hoo-ooo-ooo an owl, or the yipping and howling of a far off wolf pack, or the splash of a 

trout in the middle of the lake, or possibly the plaintive tremolo of a loon calling its mate. 

 

     When I arise at false dawn, I like to build a fire with a few strips of birchbark I carry with 

me all the time.  (I always remove birchbark from fallen trees; never from live standing trees).  

Or I may use some balsam pitch I gathered the night before.  The night before I also filled the 

coffee pot and set it on the grill. I stored my tinder and kindling in a plastic bag, tucked the 

larger logs safe and dry under the tarp.   Usually with one match can get a cheery fire blazing 

in the morning, and within fifteen minutes water will be boiling for breakfast.  Soon the aroma 

of perking coffee fills the morning air. 

 

     Then the rooster crows, and the rest of the crew wakes up, packs their sleeping bags and 

tents and comes to the fire to be warmed.  While the others are  striking camp, I wash up and 

get ready for the day. 

   

     The animals are also moving early in the morning.  One summer, we were camped on the 

beach at the Pen Lake sand hill.  Across the lake from us was a swamp.  Peering across the 

misty lake at dawn, we were treated to an awesome scene: a mother moose and her calf swam 

across the lake and then walked their gangly walk up to shore to vanish into the forest beyond.  

  

     Before you know it, the food bag is taken down, the bear bag ropes are coiled, the canoes 

are in the water and loaded, and everyone is enjoying a leisurely breakfast.  We put the fire 

outðdead outð and test it with a bare hand.  We also pick all the unburned food and shards of 

foil out of the fire pit, so it is left in better shape than we found it.  Finally we strike the dining 

fly, and get into our canoes. 

 

     If I am lucky, I will leave my campsite just as it is getting light, and the morning mist is 

burning off the lake.  The lake looks surreal, with the mist hovering over the surface.  After a 

half hour paddling the sun peeks over the horizon, the mist vanishes and the lake is bathed in 

bright sunlight.  The surface of the lake, even a giant lake like Opeongo, is often like glass and 

perfect for paddling.  It is six oôclock am.  Dawn is over; the day has begun! 
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              Galeairy Lake Access Point      Note the stripper canoe,       Canoe Lake Access Point.  Troop 48 ï July 2004 
                 hand crafted by Guide Ed Pozniak. Troop 849 ï July 2010 

        

 

 

 
     Smoke Lake   Troop 849 - July 2011. 

     
 

                        

            
 
 
 



CANOE TRIPPING ï A Handbook of Lore and Skills                            BIRCHBARK EXPEDITIONS BSA                                          CT 2018.docx    Page 7 

 

                            PADDLES IN THE WATER! 
 

                                                            The beaver slapped his tail in a warning to kin; 

                                                            And the lordly moose blithely continued his meal in the marsh. 

Early the First Morning  

   The Voyageurs found that the best time of the day for traveling is very early in the morning.  

(Remember, they regularly travelled on Georgian Bay and Lake Superior, veritable inland 

seas) 

     Fortunately, Algonquinôs lakes are not that big! However, the the winds on the larger lakes 

tend to begin after the air is heated and the air currents begin to move.  Often, but not always, 

the wind will blow from ten oôclock in the morning until five or six oôclock in the evening.  On 

large lakes, like Smoke Lake, Big Trout Lake, Lake of Two Rivers and Lake Opeongo you 

could become windbound, and need to stay in your campsite until the wind dies down again.  

So the weather often dictates how and when it is best to travel.  Birchbark Expeditions crews 

typically like to get out early; they are often on the water by 8 am; sometimes by 7 am; and 

occasionally by first light, which is about 5:30 am in Algonquin during July.  By lunch time 

you could have most of the dayôs paddling behind you, and the best campsites are open.  Now 

thatôs the way to go! 

 

The Access Point 
 

     Your crew will take off from one of many Access Points in the Park.  Popular ones include 

Canoe Lake, Smoke Lake, Rock Lake, Lake Opeongo.  (While Base Camp on Whitefish Lake 

is not an official Access Point, some crews do begin and/or end trips there.  The official 

Access Point for Whitefish Lake Base Camp is Rock Lake)  Most of these access points are 

within one-half hour drive of Base Camp, so youôll be ready to go in short order. 

 

Weôre off! 
 

     Soon you will finally be slipping your sleek Old Town tripping canoes into the water.  You 

and your paddle partners will don your PFDs, float your canoe, and load your packs.  Then, 

like the fur traders of old, you will dip your paddles into the water and soon put distance 

between you and the shore.  In a little while, you will be turning a bend into a new and distant 

place.  You are paddling in Algonquin Park. 

 

Wet Footing 
 

     We use the same method of loading and unloading canoes that the Voyageurs and Indians 

of two hundred years ago used.  It is called wet footing.   

     Walking directly into the lake or river is the safest way to handle your canoe.  It is safe on 

the canoe, because the bottom, or hull, of the canoe does not touch anything but water.  While 

a canoe is an exceptionally strong craft on the water, it is fragile when it is out of the water.  So 

cradling the hull in the water is the gentlest method of treating your canoe.   

     Wet footing is also the safest way for you to walk around canoes.  Often the beginning and 

ends of portages offer poor footing.  The bottom of the lake or river may be muddy, or rocky, 

or slippery, or full of logséor all of these!  Stepping directly in the water gives you the best 

footing possible.  Seasoned trippers use the wet foot method, because it helps to prevent 

twisting an ankle or slipping and falling on sharp rocks or hidden logs. 

     Once you get to camp, you will like to change out of your wet shoes, dry your feet and put 

on a dry pair of socks.   That is the best and only way to trip in the summer.  It is the mark of a 

seasoned canoe tripper. 
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   Heading east on McIntosh Creek, the entrance to the vast marsh called Grassy Bay.  2004.     Photo: Ed Pozniak. 

 

 

 

 

 

     
    The Lake Louisa Islands.   Photo: Ed Pozniak. 

 

Open Lakes with no portages:   3 miles/hour. 
Mix of Lakes and Portages:        2 miles/hour. 
Creeks and winding rivers:         1 mile/hour 


