OUTDOORS

E

Padaling

A welcome canoe getaway from bustling city life on lakes near Lac La Biche

“T know a man whose school could never teach him
patriotism, but who acquired that virtue when he
feltin his bones the vastness of his land, and the great-
ness of those who founded it.”

— Pierre Elliott Trudeau

SHELLEY BINDON
Special to The Journal
LAC LA BICHE

Though I'm not one for sentimental nationalism,
I, too, know a man who came to love his birth-
place by spending time in its wilderness.

His name is Luc Nowicki, a district team leader
with the province’s forestry department. Nowicki
gave me what'’s sure to be the best paddling tip of
the summer when he suggested I canoe a chain of
lakes hidden within Lakeland Provincial Park just
east of the town of Lac La Biche.

As the landscape of booming Alberta changes
so rapidly, with industry and sprawl squirting out
of their former confines in most every direction,
it’s becoming a bit of a challenge for a weekend
patriot to find Alberta in her most natural splendor.
That’s what makes people like Nowicki so valu-
able — they know where the quiet places are and
help to promote them in sustainable ways.

“Inever started to appreciate this place until I
started working here,” Nowicki said of the region
that is thick with lakes and mixed woods — there
are over 150 named lakes within 65 kilometres of
town and, because they’re so close to one another,
they are often separated by only small swaths of
fresh-smelling aspen and spruce, which allow
paddlers to easily navigate a bunch of lakes via short
portages and natural canals when the water is high.

“It’s untouched wilderness,” Nowicki says. “With
just a short drive, you cannot hear the oil rigs, you
cannot hear trucks, and you can be as isolated as
you want to be and just soak it up.”

Atthree and a half hours, the drive to Lac La Biche
from Edmonton is not so short, butitis easy. Follow
97th Street north until it turns into Highway 28 East,
which then turns into Highway 36 North. Turn right
onto 663 East, the secondary gravel highway that
leads to Jackson Lake, which is the starting point of
awonderful backcountry paddling trip. With noth-
ing but a printout of a PDF map from www.-
laclabicheregion.com and Nowicki’s promise of
quiet and as much water as I could ever want to
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push, my canoe partner Christie and Iloaded up our
canoe and set out for the wilds of Lakeland with our
friend Kim, who was paddling a kayak provided
by Totem Qutfitters.

Asis often the case, May long weekend — a crotch-
ety old lady it seems — is rarely kind to campers in
Alberta. She tried to blow the boats off the truck,
threatened to rain just as we pulled into the Jack-
son Lake staging area and plunged the temperature
about 10 degrees from the previous day’s high. Still,
we stuck doggedly to our plan to paddle three lakes
— Jackson, Kinnaird and Blackett — in two days.
In fact, we intended to make it from car to camp in
five hours.

Disregarding the fat drops falling from the sky here
and there, we loaded our boats and gear onto the
public portage carts available at the beginning of
a 3.5-kilometre walk to the launch at Jackson Lake.
The trail is well used and maintained, so there were
few instances of slippery mud and not too many
slopes to grimace up or sprint down. Several sight-
ings of wolf scat made the three of us smile because,
where there are wolves, there are usually few
people. All in all, we made good time on Phase 1,
chewing through the trail in 52 minutes, only
seven minutes behind schedule.

Phase 2 was another story, however. We wheeled
the carts onto arickety floating dock that sank about
three inches into the water. That made for an
impromptu wet launch, which is never fun when
the wind israging and the water is freezing. Christie
and I stripped off our shoes and socks, rolled up our
pantlegs and waited to launch behind a two-canoe
family of grandma and grandpa, two kids and an
adult paddler. But before we had fully launched,
they were back at the dock. Too windy, they
reported. They were turning back.

We might have quietly scoffed at them as we
launched. Newbies we figured. But then we
began the paddle. Kim was comfy all zipped up in
the neoprene shell of her kayak, but Christie and I
froze in our not-so thermal shirts and quick-dry
pants as the wind ripped a toque half-way off my
head. We had to paddle so hard to overcome the
wind that we felt we couldn’t stop to unroll our pants
or put our socks on, and so we struggled in our boat
for over an hour, teeth chattering, panting for
breath, just to get to a campsite five kilometres away
that we had originally planned to pass right by.
Grandma and grandpa were looking pretty smart

EDMONTON JOURNAL

B Paddling gear
to getyou

through the year / F.2

THURSDAY, JUNE 1, 2006

peace In Lakeland

d
chwoo
TO\\:‘a\(e Rd.

T,
Jackson Lake %=

Staging Area

Planned Route

Route accomplished

Isthmus Bridge

Jackson £ &

Alberta

| vap-o
Area
Edmonton

RICK COLVILLE, THE JOURNAL

Jan Den Dulk warms up by the fire after a day of paddling in high winds and under threatening skies.
The backcountry campsites on Jackson and Kinnaird lakes get five stars for their handy amenities.

as we finally pulled onto shore blue-lipped and in
need of some shelter. And so it was that we ditched
our well-laid plans at Phase 2 and made camp on
Jackson at three o’clock in the afternoon.

Nowicki and his team have worked hard the past
year to establish 29 campsites that will entice the
2,000 or so yearly campers to sleep only in desig-
nated sites. I have to say they make a pretty con-
vincing argument, with established bear hangs
(that are easy to use unless your name is Christie),
flat tent beds, fire pits, picnic tables and clean out-
houses. Our emergency digs were as comfortable
asany federal or private campground, but they were

nicely treed and still had a wild feeling about them,
not to mention dozens of songbirds winging and
singing through the area on the way to their sum-
mer homes in the north.

For a park that doesn’t charge its visitors, the
campsites, maintained portage and ATV routes,
canoe carts and wilderness conservation plan are
allunexpected boons. It takes a tremendous amount
of work to create such amenities, and when I asked
Nowicki why he and his team had gone to such
trouble, he was surprised at my question, as if the
answer were a given.
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His response, patriot that he is, wasn’t
so much an answer as it was a history of
the area.

“A lot of the trails were cut long ago,”
Nowicki says. “Mosquito Trail (along
path thatjoins several groups of chained
lakes) was cut in the 19th century by
fur traders with the Hudson’s Bay Com-
pany. They would use the trail to go
through the many lakeside communi-
ties. We (the provincial government)
took over the park in 1992 and began
work on the very rough trails and put in
the first canoe carts in 1994.”

Nowicki says the area became popular
with backcountry paddlers, fishermen
and ATV enthusiasts in the early- to mid-
1990s. The park hopes to have official
visitor counts soon, but Nowicki esti-
mates that Lakeland sees 4,000-6,000
users, with 2,000-3,000 being paddlers
on the canoe circuit.

“We only started advertising the area
as ‘Alberta’s only canoe circuit’ in the
’90s,” says Nowicki. “But it’s really caught
onsince then.”

Notlong after we set up camp on Jack-
son, a couple, Jan Den Dulk and Shel-
ley Lundvall, pulled up in their canoe
with Zack, their seven-month-old lab
cross. They made camp and soon we
were sharing stories around Jan’s fire. As
it turns out, Den Dulk and Lundvall had
heard Nowicki’s call of the wild. They’ve
been returning to the park for three years
to paddle, relax and watch a fire burn.

“It’s the only place to paddle a chain,”
said Lundvall. “And there’s almost
never anyone around,” she said point-
edly, looking at me, the journalist who
was about to spread word of the couple’s
secret spot to everyone who would read
about it.

Butaswe all agreed around the fire, its
use that makes wild lands and lakes valu-
able to people other than loggers and
oil patch executives, and so it’s “non-
consumptive users” like Lundvall and
Den Dulk that Nowicki loves to see
enjoying Lakeland. They exemplify the
adage that says, take only memories,
leave only footprints.

So what of the ATV users and motor-
boat anglers?

“We have all types of users, and they
respect the others and get along very
well,” Nowicki reports.

“There is fishing pressure on the park,
but numbers (stock) are good because
visitors can only keep one fish total for
all three lakes (Jackson, Kinnaird and
Blackett). We're really known for wall-
eye, and the size restriction is 50 cen-
timetres. Northern pike is 63 inches and

circuit attracts estimated 3,000 padd ers
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A 3.5-kilometre portage route greets
would-be paddlers. Lakeland Provincial
Park supplies 12 canoe carts to make
the long haul a bit easier.

there’s no size limit on perch.”

And boy, were there fish. After the sky
opened and we spent a chilly, wet night
in our mummy bags, the sun finally
made an appearance the next day. We
packed up, stashed our gear under a
picnic table and went for the paddle that
should have happened the day before.
There was no noise except for birds, our
own exclamations and the splash of fish
jumping for their breakfasts.

Strangely, there was a sudden insect
hatch happening on Kinnaird that
wasn’t happening on Jackson, and flies
that looked like mayflies but clearly
weren’t, were shucking their former
selves, drying in the sun and zipping off
into the reeds (unless a bird or broach-
ing fish got to them first). We watched
the process in awe, some of us wishing
for our fly-fishing poles.

That’s the thing about nature. What
happened the day before has so little to
dowith the next day. And what paddlers
have the privilege of seeing one day may
never be duplicated again in an entire
life. I can say that I saw a hatch that I've
never seen before. Nowicki saw it too,
and he’s calling it a fish fly until he gets
more information, and that’s OK, be-
causeit’snot the naming that counts, it’s
the being there.

And we were there for alot of birds, too.
Some were obvious — grebes, loons,
ducks, white pelicans, a great blue
heron, terns swooping everywhere,
blackbirds and tanagers — going about
their business as we paddled to the

campsites on Kinnairds’ middle island.
But there were a bunch that none of us
knew, a bunch of calls from the woods
that none of us had ever heard before. I
saw a flash of red — lots of red — and
after studying several bird guides I still
have no idea what it was.

We did easily identify two small

motorboats and a dot on the horizon
that later turned out to be our campsite
companions, and before we knew it,
the sun was setting and it was time to
pick up our gear and head off.

The paddle to the dock was much
quicker than it was the day before. The
dock was dry and the portage to the
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The wilderness takes centre stage at Jackson Lake. It's funny how choppy waters always turn to glass come twilight.

truck was exactly seven minutes faster
than the first. To people in love with the
wild, a good parting is a welcome back.
And despite May long weekend’s temper
tantrum, I'll go back to Lakeland Provin-
cial Park. It’s a new-found playground
that’s lovingly tended and just far
enough away to seem magical.

What can you do when not just any old canoe will do?

Renting a good option for those contemplating more than just a leisurely paddle
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Just about any style of canoe will do for
aleisurely paddle at the cabin, but more
demanding trips call for a canoe that’s
purpose built.

And since few of us are lucky enough
tohave a fleet of boats hanging from the
rafters of our garages, thankfully, Ed-
monton has some great outfitterswith a
range of rental boats at the ready.

Totem Outfitter’s canoe buyer Tyson
Bell urges paddlers to call up one to two
weeks in advance of an outing with trip
specifications so his rental associates can
help determine what boat best suits the
situation.

“We have a regular rental fleet with
prospector boats that are great for every-

thing, but we also have boats that are
suitable for longer trips, for specific uses
and even lighter-weight boats, depend-
ing on the situation.”

New paddlers should definitely take
advantage of the store’s rental fleet and
accessories.

“If you’re only going out one to two
times a year, you don’t have the large
one-time investment (of buying a boat),
and you have access to new equipment,”
says Bell. “And everything legally re-
quired — your bailer, 50 feet of floating
rope, whistle—are included. We also fit
paddles and PFDs to the person.”

With boats becoming so specialized
and so much research going into con-
struction materials, the $900 to $5,000
cost of buying can be a bit daunting for
some. So for those thinking about buy-
ing a boat, many outfitters have a “try
before you buy program” that deducts
the cost of arental from the cost of a boat.
Totem allows buyers to deduct up to
$100in rentals from the price tag. A one-
day rental costs $45, while a two-day
weekend rental with a Monday drop-off
costs $60.

AsBell well knows, there comes a point
when some outdoors types turn from
recreational paddlers to frequent pad-
dlers. For those bitten by the bug, buy-

ing makes the most sense. “The advan-
tage is you don’t have to come and pick
up the boat, there’s less logistics. And
when you own, you're likely to go out
more often because it’s there to use.”

With so many boats available, the
choice can be a hard one.

“We ask qualifier questions: Where will
you use the boat? How often? How many
people?” Bell says. “Price also helps
gauge material — do you want basic
plastic? Do you want to move up to fiber-
glass? If you're going to be hard on the
boat, Royalex is a good buy, or maybe
you’re an older couple, so you goto a
light Kevlar — there are lots of light-
weight, exotic materials available.”

Confused by the choices? Here’s a run-
down of boat designs and materials to
suit most Edmonton-based paddlers:

The family lake outing

Go for a big boat that can accommo-
date alarge, heavy load and that is con-
structed of rugged materials like plastic,
fiberglass or Royalex so as to withstand
Fido’s nails and the inevitable long
scrape onto the shore atlunch time. Aim
for a boat that has good primary and
secondary stability (not tippy when you
get in or while you're floating).

Couple’s paddle

Go lightweight, long and sleek. A com-
posite material like Kevlar can cut down
the weight of a 16-foot boat by five to
10 pounds or more when compared to
Royalex and fiberglass. The lighter
weight makes loading and unloading
easier, thus avoiding the potential for ar-
guments, and a long, shallow v-hull will
help the boat stay straighter when you
paddle and cut through the water more
efficiently so you can put more effort into
your conversation than your paddling.

Solo paddle

Choose a small tandem canoe that you
can lean with your hips to help turn.
You’'ll end up kneeling in the middle of
theboatunlessit has a centre seat. Think
lightweight, especially if you have toload
it on a car or portage to and from the
water. Solo canoes are fun for one and
come with seats or foam blocks so you
don’thave to kneel unsupported. Kayaks
are another great option as they often
weigh less than a canoe and glide
through water more efficiently.

For water-based questions, call Totem
Outfitters at 432-1223 or visit the store
at 7430 99th Avenue.

NOT SO FAR OUT

Although the Capital Region isn’t known
for its lakes, there are plenty of nearby
destinations to paddle:

D In the city, try Rundle Park. There

is a smallish practice pond that local
canoe and kayak clubs use.

D Just east of the city on Highway 14
sits Cooking Lake and further out lies
Hastings Lake. Both are a pleasant
paddle with lots of birds and wildlife.
D Elk Island Park is a quick trip east on
Highway 16.

D For westenders, try Hasse, Muir or
Jackfish lakes. Located just past Stony
Plain, the three lakes are nice paddles
and have great fishing opportunities.

D For more adventurous types, try
Wabamun Lake, which was recently
OK’d for recreational use. What used to
be one of Alberta’s most heavily used
lakes is now wide open for paddlers —
a sad benefit of last year’s CN train
derailment.

D Pigeon Lake is a nice big paddle. For
those who want the benefit of good
swimming, a nice sandy launch and a
town with ice cream, drive south on
QEIl Highway and follow the signs to
Ma-Me-O Beach. If you're looking for
seclusion, stay on the lake’s northern
shores. Mission Beach and Mulhurst are
quiet areas to launch from.




