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Canoeing in the pickerel weeds 

An Adventure in 
Algonquin Park 

I m amazed at the richness of our 
holiday in spite of the rain, a few cold 
nights and long portages. Our smiling 
faces are saying it all, as we savour 
unforgettable events shared with 
authentic friends.  

Eleven tanned campers are meeting over 
a delicious pot luck supper, a few weeks 
after spending eight days of canoe-
camping in Algonquin Park. We are 
sharing a gallery of our trip photos. 
Images spark animated commentary as 
we reminisce.  Look at all the gear in 
the water taxi. We sure had a load.   
Love the picture of the fantastic meal 

laid out on the overturned canoe. Great 
food! Those violet pickerel weed are 
so vibrant in the picture.  Look at that 
moose.  Awfully close to our camp. 
Wow, I love this shot of the shoreline. 

The huge pines look like skyscrapers in 
a cityscape. Look at the kids chopping 
wood. We sure had a safe trip.

   
In August of 2004 I accompanied a 
group of experienced canoe-campers on 
an eight-day trip in the Opeongo Lake 
area of Algonquin Park. With plenty of 
planning, great food, generous 
teamwork, splendid nature and attention 
to safe practices, I had a remarkably 
enjoyable holiday, in spite of my initial 
well-hidden trepidation. 

Solid planning and great 
food 

The first thing that impressed me was 
the planning that goes into a successful 
trip. We met two weeks in advance and 
planned our menu. We addressed food 
allergies, vegetarian preferences and 
how to avoid having granola every 
morning. I was amazed at the variety of 
food we had. For example, cauliflower, 
cabbage, mangoes, and pears were fresh, 
not dried. And we were even able to 
refrigerate some of our food by placing 
it in waterproof containers, stored at 20 
feet in the lake and retrieved on our 
return trip. When I remarked to Suzanne 
about the quality of our food, which 
included plenty of variety and tasty 
treats, many vegetarian and just the 
right amount of delicious, fresh, 
homemade granola, she quipped with a 
smile in her voice. This is my holiday. I 
like to eat well when I m on holidays.  

Packing for the trip created tense 
moments for me. The night before we 
left my camping partner and I had eight 
days of provisions piled on her dining 
table and scattered on the floor, along 
with our clothes, toiletries and an 
assortment of cameras, books and other 
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Gathering around an old growth tree 

paraphernalia. We had to decide which 
backpacks to use and how to organize 
the food so that we would have ready 
access. As well we had to decide what 
quantity of food to take to feed ourselves 
and to feed everyone during the 
breakfast and diner community meals 
that we were responsible for. Since this 
was my first major canoe-camping trip I 
had no idea what was ahead and I was 
not much help when it came to packing. 
I was worn out form a busy day when 
we started to pack and I was more 
concerned about getting everything 
packed quickly and getting to sleep so 
that I would be rested for an early 
morning drive to Algonquin Park and a 
day on the water before we arrived at our 
campsite. I was anxious about the trip 
and the difficulty of packing was fanning 
my fears. Based on this tense initial 
experience with packing for a canoe-
camping trip, next time I ll look for 
ways to get well-rested before packing, 
remain relaxed and to stay connected to 
my packing-partner.  

Generous teamwork 

The ten other campers had already made 
several trips together and all but two 
lived in close proximity in the Ottawa 
co-housing community, Terra Firma. 
When one couple was preparing a 
community meal, others were gathering 
wood, tending the fire, pumping water, 
planning the next day, chasing the 
chipmunks from our supplies, or 
relaxing in preparation for their next 
shift. If you have not camped before I 
recommend that you go with people who 
have plenty of experience. Veteran 
campers come equipped with plenty of 
knowledge and many have a box 
affectionately called a wannagin , 
stocked with cups, lighters, tools, first 
aid supplies, basic food and everything 
else that you will want again quickly. 
Experienced campers can read the 
weather, identify birds, pinpoint stars, 
spot wildlife at a long distance, show 
you how to portage a canoe, paddle 
efficiently, find the best campsites, 
protect your food from wild animals and 
generally make for a safe, relaxing 
adventure.  The expertise of a guide like 
Fred Simpson presented a number of 
advantages.  He provided leadership to 
our team and was always primed to 
weave a yarn or lead an impromptu 
biology lesson. 

Splendid nature 

I spend plenty of time enjoying nature 
on walks in the Ottawa area and the 
rugged terrain on the Quebec side of the 
Ottawa River. However Algonquin Park 
is completely different in scale and 
feeling. For me it was the immensity of 
the pine trees, the grandeur of the lakes, 
the realization that there were only a 
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Rowan and Brianna studying nature 

handful of people on a huge lake at any 
time. Add to the mix add bountiful 
wildlife. Moose are plentiful as are 
wildflowers and birds.  There are 
apparently 45 species of mammals, 262 
species of birds, 30 species of reptiles 
and amphibians, 50 species of fish, and 
approximately 7000 species of insects as 
well over 1000 species of plants and 
another maybe 1000 species of fungi 
growing in the Park! 

Having three primary school age 
children on the trip helped us experience 
the entire camping through their eyes. 
They marvelled over mushrooms, 
crafted ferries garb from leaves, learned 
to chop wood and stared patiently at 
miniscule insects reminding us that 
pleasure and learning were constantly 
close at hand.  

On the last day of the trip we were 
lazing around our site for a few hours 
and I decided to paddle a short distance 
from shore and let the current gently 
guide me. I sat in the bottom of my 
canoe and felt the waves gently rock me 
and my cocoon along the shore and 
eventually to an enchanting encounter. 
Back at the camp Rebecca and Don 

where charming their recorders. Their 
refrains floated like loving whispers, 
lulling me into stress-free contentment. 
Unexpectedly the shrill cry of a loon 
interrupted my torpor. She was close 
enough for me to see her piercing ruby 
eyes against coal-tinted feathers. What 
was she saying? She swan past, stopped, 
turned and cried again. I tried to imitate, 
feebly. She called back, mocking my 
efforts as she seemed to say. Listen to 
me. Her wails echoed of the remnants 
of ancient mountains, older than 
dinosaurs, remnants of our primordial 
beginnings. She was sending me a 
message from eternity: a statement to 
mull over all winter. 

Attention to safety 

I spoke to one of my long-lost cousins a 
few weeks before going on our camping 
trip. He s well-acquainted with the area 
where I was going and he has a huge 
respect for black bears. He reminded me 
of an incident in 1991 when two adults 
were killed by a rogue bear on Bates 
Island in Opeongo Lake, in a heavily-
travelled area. The bear clearly hunted 
the humans. The bottom line is that there 
are risks from going camping in 
Algonquin Park. In spite of all the 
precautions you take, you could be one 
of the people who is attacked by a black 
bear every ten years. This is certainly 
disturbing; however, some say that the 
hazards of driving on the highways 
around the park present a far greater risk. 
It pays to be careful around black bears 
on the trail.  (For up-to-date information 
on safety and bears please see the first 
website listed at the end of the article.) 
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The author watching supper preparation 

Other risks are from diet, food storage, 
axes and tripping. Here are some 
recommendations adapted from the 
Friends of Algonquin site listed below.  

Take food items that you know won't 
upset your stomach. Take food that 
maintains your normal balance in your 
menus of protein, starch, carbohydrate, 
bulk, etc. If you re normally a couch 
potato, you will need to supplement your 
normal diet with more energy sources to 
provide for the trip's increased demands. 
It is important to drink lots of fluids 
when you are canoe-camping. Make sure 
you have a way to treat water and to 
carry your treated water.  

Food storage is important. Marauding 
racoons, crafty chipmunks, pesky mice 
and other animals would love to eat your 
food. One quickly becomes skilled at 
hanging up food out of the reach of 
animals. For more details on how to do 
that, see the Algonquin Adventure 
Websites below. 

Campsite Safety is a constant concern. 
Axes deserve plenty of respect, as do 
tripping hazards and canoes. Which 
reminds me I had an embarrassing 
encounter with safety. I was in my canoe 
and decided to move from one end to the 
other. After two steps I was in the lake. 
The good news is that I was only a few 
feet from shore. The not-so-good news is 
that my digital camera did not take well 
to the water.   


