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My dad had a real passion for the outdoors; fishing, hunting, and camping.  He also had a 

real passion for serving the Lord.  So it only makes sense that his doctoral thesis would be on 
how to combine those two passions to help others to grow while enjoying the outdoors and 
learning more about how God works in our lives.  This paper is that thesis.  His original paper 
included the great sketches by Nora you’ll find starting on the next page; however, I have added 
the photographs.  Dad always carried a camera with him on these trips to document the journey.  
I’ve included only a few slides out of the hundreds he took.  The photos I chose help to set the 
scenes portrayed in the paper. 

I have also added some information regarding how to contact the National Forest Service, 
obtain permits, etc.  Whenever I’ve added text to the document, the text appears in blue (or blue 
links).  All of the black text is from the original paper. 

My hope is that this paper will find its way into the hands of the next Ron Cowles.  The 
experiences gained by the campers can be life changing.  Leaders willing to take those campers 
into the wilderness and leave high-speed living behind for a while are priceless.  My dad should 
know.  He accepted Christ as his Savior during a summer camp.  No price can be put on such a 
thing. 

-David Cowles 
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The Old Canoe 
 

My seams gape wide so I’m tossed aside 
To rot on the lonely shore 

While the leaves and mould like a shroud enfold, 
For the last of my trails are o’er; 

But I float in dreams on Northland streams 
That never again I’ll see, 

As I lie on the marge of the old portage 
With grief for company. 

 
When the sunset gilds the timbered hills 

That guard Timagami, 
And the moonbeams play on far James Bay 

By the brink of the frozen sea, 
In phantom guise my spirit flies 

As the dream blades dip and swing 
Where the waters flow from the long ago 

In the spell of the beck’ning spring. 
 

Do the cow-moose call on the Montreal 
When the first frost bites the air, 

And the mists unfold from the red and gold 
That the autumn ridges wear? 

When the white falls roar as they did of yore 
On the Lady Evelyn, 

Do the square-tail leap from the black pools deep 
Where the painted rocks begin? 

 
Oh! The fur-fleets sign on Timiskaming 

As the ashen paddles bend, 
And the crews carouse at Rupert house 

At the sullen winter’s end. 
But my days are done where the lean wolves run, 

And I ripple no more the path 
Where the gray geese race ‘cross the red moon’s face 

From the white wind’s arctic wrath. 
 

Tho’ the death fraught way from the Saguenay 
To the storied Nipigon 

Once knew me well, now a crumbling shell 
I watch the years roll on, 

While in memory’s haze I live the days 
That forever are gone from me, 

As I rot on the marge of the old portage 
With grief for company. 

 
Scribner’s Magazine, October 19081 

                                                 
1 Olson, Sigurd F., Of Time and Place. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1982, p. 7 
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Preface 
Camping has been a part of my life for as long as I can remember.  Our family camped on 

the way to and from convention meetings and during vacations when I was a child.  These 
experiences were not for any great love of the outdoors, but were motivated by a lack of family 
finances.  If we wanted to go somewhere we had to camp or we could not afford the experience. 

As I grew older, resident camping in the summer became a rich part of my development.  
Since my father was usually the director, I went along, even when I was younger than all of the 
other campers.  I loved the experience. 

While in Seminary a course entitled “Christian Camping” was offered by Dr. M. Edward 
Clark who opened the world of Canoe Camping to several of his students.  It was out of this 
experience in Seminary that I later joined efforts with Carl Schreiber and Jerry Newland to 
develop Canoe Camping for the Iowa Baptist Convention, American Baptist Churches, and later 
the Mid-American Baptist Region (Iowa and Minnesota). 

In addition to the organized camping program of the region, I was privileged to take canoe 
camps from within the church that I pastored.  These first camps took place while I was pastor at 
the Renwick-Corwith Larger Parish in northern Iowa and later the First Baptist Church, Pella, 
Iowa.  These camping experiences included ages from 10-80 years.  These camps would be for 
youth, young married and one camp just for men.  In all I have logged over 3500 miles by canoe 
and it seems like twice that amount by portage, but naturally were only a fraction of that 
distance. 

The experiences have deepened my appreciation for nature, God’s creative powers and have 
given me a new awareness of the importance of protecting our environment.  The protection of 
water, air and natural resources must be a part of our Christian witness.  I cherish each and every 
experience I have had in the canoe country. 

The priceless gift of wilderness is spoken of by Olson when he writes: “If balance is part of 
the natural world, what is there of such knowledge that can be of value to modern man?  As I 
survey the wilderness about me, its woods, waters, and living things, I know how fortunate I am 
to see a small portion of what is relatively untouched and unchanged; I know there can be no 
peace or any future for man without the same sort of balance in our lives, no ecological 
progression or evolutionary change.  Nature is always in a state of equilibrium, and only when 
we manipulate it for our own purposes do we contribute toward imbalance.  This could be the 
key to our problems.  In our engrossment with material things, we do not fear or listen to the idea 
of inexhaustibility, but continue to pursue the goal of more affluence.”2 

                                                 
2 Olson, Sigurd F., Reflections from the North Country.  New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1976, p. 138 
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Forward 
The church is in constant struggle to keep up with society’s needs and expectations.  As 

society speeds along trying to seek more and greater excitement in life, it would seem that the 
church might “catch the spirit” and make these desires work for the cause of Christ rather than 
against that cause.  One way to do this is through Wilderness Canoe Camping. 

Youth are accustomed to travel, comfort and the ability to have easy mobility.  In addition, 
adults find opportunities to expand their experiences through more leisure time and better 
economic situations.  It is in this light that the church can consciously step in and offer a 
wilderness experience that is usually some distance from home and requires the individual to 
expend energy, risk discomfort, form a close knit group, depend on one another and live a 
slower, simple life style. 

This type of ministry speaks to the young adult (those in the 20-30 age grouping) that seem 
to be “lost” from the organized church.  The problem of meeting needs, challenging spirits and 
forming deep commitments speak to this age grouping.  In addition, older adults also find a 
challenge and enlightened spirit by living out of doors in a wilderness setting.  The stripping 
away of all comforts of home, the conveniences of civilization and the crush of population will 
open doors of opportunity for ministry that are difficult to re-create at home. 

I see a great need for individuals and families to experience each other, God’s world, and his 
overpowering care for nature in a real and experiential setting.  Canoe camping by church groups 
is one way to do this.  Canoe camping provides a means of integration between nature and the 
person. 

The Scripture speaks often concerning God’s creative ability and living in the out of doors.  
The Psalms are constantly speaking of God’s creation and man’s place within that plan.  Psalms 
8 is just one example when the Psalmist writes: “What is man, that thou art mindful of him…?” 
“..0 Lord, our Lord, how majestic is thy name in all the earth.” 

Early men and women of the Bible were outdoor people.  David, a shepherd, gave a good 
example of living with the elements and yet learning to appreciate those elements and dangers.  
Moses, Abraham, Joshua all depended on nature in their lives. 

We see Jesus living: “…without any place to lay my head.” (Matthew 8:20).  The canoe 
camper experiences this in a real way as the camper travels each day and needs to find a new 
place to camp each night. 

The New Testament gives us the example of John the Baptist who lived very naturally “off 
the land”.  His was a rugged example of life as a fully dedicated person to his Lord.  The camper 
is encouraged to put all of the “frills” of modern time behind and allow God to speak in the 
stillness and the raging of the wilderness.  Canoe campers have the opportunity to grow and 
become more involved in their Christian experiences by allowing all of the modern day 
gimmicks of entertainment to slide behind with each stroke of the canoe paddle as they glide 
through the wilderness waters.  The teaching of the Apostle Paul concerning growth in the Spirit 
of our Christian lives becomes even more evident during these brief ministry experiences. 

The canoe experience demands teamwork and the dependence upon other persons in the 
group.  In the Gospel of John we are taught that we must love the stranger, the unlovable and our 
enemy.  On a canoe camp the campers are brought together without any prior knowledge of each 
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other.  The campers learn to live in a new community with new relationships during a new 
experience.  No where else in the camping ministry setting can the experiences of the Scripture: 
“You shall know them by their love” become more real and demanding. 

It is hoped that this little book will be a practical help to any who would like to begin a 
ministry of canoe camping.  This book has been written with the Wilderness Canoe Country of 
Northern Minnesota in mind.  (The Boundary Waters Canoe Area or BWCA) However, the 
applications are evident for any area where wilderness camping is practiced.  The main 
encouragement given to anyone who might read this work is not just to read, but to get out into 
the Wilderness area and experience the great and wonderful creation that is all about us. 

Rodney Britton, long time director of camping for the American Baptist Churches, USA 
once said: “It is always difficult to define something as indefinable as a camp.  Yet here it is:  A 
camp is an actual twenty-four-hours-a-day experience of Christian group-living in the outdoors, 
shared by campers and counselors alike.  In this unique camp community the tools of living 
become people, nature everywhere about you, the common experiences of the day, the heritage 
of your camp, your Bible, the skills you find in your hands—all these and many more!  Camp is 
not just the absence of school and chores.  Camping is an opportunity for living at its best.”  
(Conversation with Rodney Britton my Bud Carroll) 
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1. History of Canoe Country 

The Early Voyageurs 
The Superior-Quetico Canoe Country is an area larger than many states.  It nestles along the 

border between the United States and Canada.  The state of Minnesota comprises the northern 
border of the “Boundary Waters”.  It is known by the name of “The Arrowhead” of Minnesota 
because of its shape being formed on the south by Lake Superior and on the north by the 
international boundary. 

The Superior-Quetico Canoe Country is an area of 14,500 square miles that is a maze of 
lakes, rivers, bogs and timbered hills.  Every square mile of land is covered by forest with one 
sixth of the area comprised of water.  Spruce, balsam, white pine, red pine, jack pine, aspen, 
cedar and birch are the principle forestation.  The topography is varied due to glacial action, so 
one sees high hills and deep lakes; small beaver ponds to Rainy Lake, 50 miles long.  There are 
slow running bogs and white water rapids; placid pools and roaring waterfalls.  The area is a 
wilderness camper’s dream come true. 

The area now known as “Canoe Country” is really centuries old, used by the Indians and 
later the fur traders.  The Indians fished, hunted, picked berries and harvested wild rice long 
before the French explorers, fur traders and missionaries came to the area in the seventeenth 
century. 

Beymer describes the area as: “The canoe routes on which you will paddle are the very same 
ones used for hundreds of years by the Sioux and Chippewa Indians and by the French-Canadian 
Voyageurs.  Jacques de Noyons, in about 1688, was probably the first white man to paddle 
through the lakes and streams that now compose the BWCA”3 

Early explorers were men such as Radisson and Groseilliers who traveled the region in 1660 
and loaded their fleet of canoes with rich furs to take back to Montreal.  Between 1679 and 1680 
the trader Du Lhut carried his work along the North Shore of Lake Superior and in 1680 Father 
Louis Hennepin exploring the Mississippi reached the boundary water borders. 

Between 1731 and 1749 La Verendrye and his sons searched for the Northwest Passage and 
found a canoe route between Lake Superior and Lake Winnipeg which is now the International 
Border between Canada and the United States. 

For over 100 years Grand Portage was the premier fur market of the Northwest.  Many times 
over 1000 Indians would camp, conduct ceremonies, pow-wows and trade their fur.  On 
occasion, when ceremonies were important and the season was successful, more than 10,000 
Indians would camp at Grand Portage. 

White settlement was slow in the area.  By 1860 Duluth was still just a few huts on 
Minnesota Point.  It was not until 1884 that iron ore was first shipped from the Vermillion range 
and not until 1890 that lumbering became serious in the area. 

The trails used by modern day canoe campers are not newly established.  These are the trails 
used originally by the Indians and later by the “Voyageur” or “Traveler”.  These were French 

                                                 
3 Beymer, Robert, The Boundary Waters Canoe Area, Volume 1: The Western Region.  Wilderness Press: 
Berkley, 1985, p. 1 
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traders who would travel into the great wilderness, trade for furs and then transport their 
purchases back to markets for the Eastern clientele.  Many of these furs came from Northern 
Canada where the Indians would travel as far as Rainy Lake, meet the Voyageurs, trade and then 
return to their villages. 

The Voyageurs were colorful men who wore a red woolen cap, a short shirt, a bright sash 
around their waist, deerskin leggings which reached from a little above the knees down to their 
ankles and were held up by strings attached to the sash.  The thighs were bare except for an 
Indian breech-cloth.  Deerskin moccasins, a beaded tobacco pouch and a hooded coat completed 
the outfit. 

The men would trot across the portages carrying as much as 180 pounds and transport their 
goods by large Birch bark canoes 36 feet in length which could handle 2000 pounds of freight. 

The area today’s canoe camper moves across in slow strokes of the paddle and struggling 
steps on portage, was covered in short hours by the Voyageurs.  This is a land rich in history and 
priceless in our own time.  It must be preserved and cared for by all who travel its surface by 
water or land. 

Early Canoe Campers 
The canoe is a basic piece of equipment designed to carry people and equipment over water 

and allow easy portage form one lake to another.  It is easy to see how early humans found a log 
upon which to ride and then discovered that if several logs where tied together they would form a 
raft.  It was soon discovered that if one hallowed out a big log one person could ride inside.  The 
concept of the canoe was born. 

“The various designs ranged from the one-man canoe used for hunting and fish-spearing to 
canoes large enough to carry a ton of cargo and a crew, a war-party, or families moving to new 
habitations.  Their shape and their surface areas made it possible to turn them, bottom up, for use 
as a shelter at night.”4 

The Indians were the first “Canoe Campers” in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area (BWCA), 
but did not use the area for recreation as we do today.  Their travels were for survival.  Campers 
began to use the area in the early 1900’s for limited recreation, but still for the purpose of 
gathering game, fish or berries.  Later, in the early 40’s serious use of the area for recreation 
began. 

“The Superior National Forest was designated in 1909, and within it, in 1926 one thousand 
acres were set aside as a primitive roadless area.  This area was enlarged in the 1930’s and in 
1939 the wilderness area was re-designated the Superior Roadless Primitive Area, establishing 
boundaries containing over one million acres.  In 1958 the current name was adopted.  And the 
BWCA Wilderness Bill of 1978 established the current boundaries, containing 1,075,000 acres.  
It also prohibits logging, restricts mining operations and limits the use of motorboats to 33% of 
the water area in 1979 (24% after 1999).”5 

                                                 
4 Malo, John, Wilderness Canoeing. New York: The Macmillian Company, 1973, p. 39 
5 Beymer, p. 2 
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Early canoe camps had to clear their own campsites, find blazes on trees to mark portages 
and lead a much more rugged existence than campers today because of the lack of advanced 
development in foods and shelter. 

During the first ten years of my camping experience, we were forced to establish our own 
campsite.  We would carry fire grates with us in our equipment, find a flat spot along the shore 
and set up camp.  We would always need to cut a path around our rock fireplace to prevent fire 
from burning underground in the pin needles and peat moss.  We would need to dig latrines and 
develop any type of clearing for tents. 

As more and more people used the area, it was obvious that the clearing of new campsites 
was not good stewardship.  Today camps are allowed to use only established camp sites where 
there are provided a level, durable fire grate and a dug latrine with cover.  These are necessary 
steps to assure the survival of the wilderness. 

The value of the BWCA is described by Link when he writes: “The BWCA is a church, a 
sanctuary for peace, serenity and timelessness.  It is a place of perspective.  The Canadian Shield, 
a place of three-billion-year-old rocks that have been sculpted by glaciers.  Humility is easy 
when the rock you sit on predates all forms of life.”6 

                                                 
6 Crowley, Kate and Link, Mike, Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. Stillwater Mn: Voyageur 
Press, 1987 
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2. My Involvement in Canoe Camping 

As a Youth: 
My father was a Baptist pastor for over 50 years.  I was also an only child, so an 

independent attitude was developed very early in my life.  When my father served smaller 
churches of low pay, it was necessary to camp in order to go on vacation or attend National 
Convention meetings around the United States.  The gift of this camping was two fold:  First, I 
was able to travel to a good many states while I was very young.  Second, I learned to appreciate 
the outdoors, camping, fishing, hunting and survival. 

We always cooked our own meals as we traveled, using mostly a Coleman camp stove.  On 
occasion we would build a fire and prepare a simple meal in “tin foil”.  I also attended resident 
camps each summer for 14 years.  While I was younger I attended camps that my father directed, 
but later attended with my age group.  As a High School student, I worked for three years at our 
camps in Iowa as a Life Guard. 

As an Adult: 
When I entered College and began to pastor a church, overnight camp-outs were a valuable 

part of the program with our youth.  Working as a counselor at one camp per summer and on 
occasion as many as three camps during a given summer seemed to be the norm. 

During Seminary, I would direct one camp each summer and then work in one other and 
sometimes two other camps.  In addition I would take our youth on Day Camps or overnight 
experiences. 

While in seminary I took a 
course in “Camping”.  This was a 
study of all types of camping, but 
the one that caught my eye was 
Canoe Camping.  Two other 
students in the class (Carl Schreiber 
and Jerry Newland) and I began the 
first Wilderness Canoe Camp 
(known as the WCC) in August of 
1966.  There were seven of us in 
that first camp.  All male.  Our 
primary purpose in those early years 
was to visit with young men about 
going into full time ministry.  Out of 
the first three years of canoe 

camping there were five young men 
who made the decision for ministry. 

As the camp developed and we visited with “veterans” of canoe camps, we were encouraged 
to take female campers along as well.  In 1969 we had our first co-ed canoe camp and has 
remained so since that date. 

Figure 1 – 1966 - Sunset taken during first canoe camp 
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Beginning with the 1968 canoe camp, we were under the sponsorship of the Iowa Baptist 
Convention (American Baptist Churches) and later when Iowa and Minnesota formed a Region, 
the Mid-American Baptist Churches.  We would take as many as 20 youth on a 10 day canoe 
camp into the Boundary Waters Canoe Area, with our base out of Ely, Minnesota. 

As the rules for the Boundary Waters changed with increased use, those groups later became 
no larger than 10 total campers, including adult leaders.  There were years when we had two 
camps of  10 who would try to travel and camp together (that is trying to camp close to each 
other), but this soon became a real challenge and the later camps were limited to the first 10 
persons who registered. 

In addition to the Region camping program I would take one camp per summer of either 
youth or young adults from our church.  On one occasion we had a camp composed of fathers 
and sons with a few single men to round out the group.  It was on this father-son camp that one 
of the fathers was 80 years old.  He managed the experience quite well. 

I have felt a need to sponsor the High School Youth group in order to keep in touch with 
what is going on with the youth.  Canoe Camping helped to form our youth groups in the 
churches I served.  The groups thus formed are priceless.  Relationships with one another and 
with the Lord are evident in daily living and in church discipleship. 

It is only appropriate to share the experience of our first Canoe Camp in 1966.  The group 
met in Northern Iowa where I was pastor, drove to Ely Sunday afternoon and camped along the 
lake Sunday night.  Part of our “Camping class” was the study of simple tents, so I had made 6 
“slip tents” out of black plastic.  These were 10 feet long with a rope running through the apex.  
Two other ropes were stretched for the sides thus making a diamond shaped tent for no ends.  
These were wonderful, cheap and worked like a charm at home.  But then, at home we did not 
have many insects.  In Minnesota, the mosquito is a hungry pest and they use each of our bodies 
as refueling depots. 

Early Monday morning we fixed breakfast, loaded the canoes, and began to paddle the 
canoes with great enthusiasm.  None of us had ever been in a canoe before.  We worked, we 
splashed, we ran into the shore and we wore ourselves into complete fatigue.  In the rapids we 
swamped two canoes and managed to make 12 miles that day before collapsing into a campsite.  
We worked hard those 10 days and made a circle of about 60 miles.  In later years we would 
travel further before lunch than we did all day that first year.  We had only a few “Army surplus 
ammunition packs” one pack on a rack, a wicker picnic basket and four boxes of food.  Needless 
to say the first rain took care of the boxes and the picnic basket became a super chore to carry 
across portages.  The lessons we learned that first year were many, varied and priceless. 
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3. Preparing For a Canoe Camp 

Securing the Proper Permits: 
Several years ago, the United States Forest Service (The arm of Government responsible for 

the Boundary Waters Canoe Area) noted the rapid decline of flora and fauna in campsites within 
the Boundary Waters Area.  Several different attempts were made to preserve the wilderness 
qualities of the area. 

In 1966 and the first few years of camping that followed, campers were asked by the Forest 
Service to burn all cans, flatten them and throw them in the lake.  This burning and water action 
would destroy a can in a matter of weeks with nothing left.  This seemed to be too much bother 
for some campers, so the Forest Service then required that each party pack out of the Canoe 
Country any cans they took into the area.  Packing out also proved to be unacceptable since 
people were just too lazy to comply. 

Finally, the Forest Service passed the rule that no non-burnable containers would be allowed 
in the canoe country.  This means no bottles or cans could be packed in packs or carried along.  
On several occasions I have had the Forest Service representatives check our camp for “non-
burnables”. 

Along with the non-burnable rule was the requirement that no camp would number more 
than 10 persons, that group could only camp in established camp areas and all groups would be 
required to have a travel permit. 

I wholeheartedly support the Forest service attempts to keep the wilderness as clean and 
useful as possible.  I also recognize that if we do not use the wilderness wisely, then we will lose 
it altogether.  Therefore, each camp must have a Forest Permit before leaving any parking area or 
otherwise entering the Boundary Waters Canoe Area. 

There are two methods to obtain a permit.  The first is to write to the Forest Service in Ely, 
Minnesota.  Camp leaders must know the day the camp will enter the area, what lakes will be 
used for camping, for how long, and the day the camp will exit the area.  (See Appendix I for list 
of rules of the Forest Service Offices). 

The second method of obtaining a permit is to ask your outfitter to secure a permit for you.  
This is the easiest method to obtain the permit.  The leader then receives the permit from the 
outfitters and reimburses the outfitter for the cost. 

The permit should be obtained no later than February or March of the summer the camp 
plans to travel in the canoe country.  Many of the entrance points are very popular and it is 
sometimes hard to secure a permit to enter at the desired point.  Other plans must then be made at 
the last minute.  Planning ahead can save a good deal of disappointment later. 

One needs to also be aware that in a large percentage of the Canoe Country, outboard motors 
are not permitted.  I personally do not like motors in the Canoe Country at all.  The joy of the 
experience is in great part the “sound of silence” as one travels and lives in the wilderness 
setting. 
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Selecting and Arranging for an Outfitter: 
During the Fall and Winter before a canoe camp experience, it is a joy to write to outfitters 

and receive their brochures and helpful materials.  Addresses can be secured in any number of 
ways; probably the most common is to write to Chamber of Commerce offices in the town that 
will be used as a base.  Addresses for the main entrance points are as follows: 

Chamber of Commerce, Grand Marais, MN 55604  
 http://www.grandmarais.govoffice2.com 
Grant Marais-Gunflint Trail Outfitting Association, Grand Marais, MN 55604 
 http://www.gunflint-trail.com/canoetrips/index.html 
Chamber of Commerce, Ely, MN 55731 
 http://www.ely.org/ 
Chamber of Commerce, Tower, MN 55790 
 http://www.towermn.com/ 
Minnesota Arrowhead Association, Duluth, MN 55802 
 http://industry.exploreminnesota.com/ 
Commercial Club, Crane Lake, MN 55725 
 http://www.visitcranelake.com/outfitters/index.html 
Outfitters Web Site - http://www.bwca.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=home.outfitters 

Other good sources for addresses are the Sports and Vacation Shows that come to larger 
cities of the country during the winter months.  Here one can personally visit with outfitters to 
receive helpful information and counsel in the planning of a summer trip.  Another source is the 
numerous outdoor magazines and newsstands in every community.  In each magazine are several 
advertisements for outfitters in many areas of the country in general and in Minnesota in 
particular. 

After several brochures are received, look for the services desired.  If you do not have any 
equipment, then you need a complete outfitting service.  Remember that if you are a church 
organization you receive sizeable discounts (usually 25%) on all your purchases.  To be 
completely outfitted is certainly the best way to go as you begin your camping experiences.  
There is no danger of leaving very important items at home. 

If you have some or all of the equipment necessary, then your use of an outfitter is very 
limited—but still necessary.  The outfitter can supply you with plastic liners for packs, rental 
packs, last minute supplies, fishing licenses, extra canoes, paddles, jokes and very important—
provide hot showers upon your return. 

The Key is to do some homework early in the planning stages.  Outfitters are most helpful 
because that is the way they stay in business.  (There is a lot of competition for your business).  
Be the kind of person who can follow advice and direction.  Use your head and try an easy route 
for your first time out.  The idea is not to work yourself to death, but to enjoy the out-of-doors 
and the majesty of God.  That is hard to do if you are physically ill from over exertion. 

Do not be afraid to write to your outfitter or even call on the phone with questions.  
Outfitters will provide sample menus and equipment lists if you so desire.  In short, they will be 
your best ally in this whole adventure. 

Be prepared to place a deposit with the outfitter.  This will give the outfitter the assurance 
that you are serious about your plans and that you will be keeping the dates you have set.  For the 
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first few years of canoe camping, place your complete comfort and logistical efforts into the 
hands of the outfitter.  I can’t stress enough their expertise.  They know what rivers are 
dangerous, the best portages and routes to take.  They are also a valuable asset in pointing out 
good camping areas and those areas that have had trouble with bears.  In short: trust your 
outfitter. 

Selecting Routes for the Camp: 
There is nothing that can substitute for homework.  I prefer to call it dreaming, but call it 

what you may, you must be familiar with the area in which you are going to canoe.  The easiest 
way to do this is to purchase maps of the area.  The W.A. Fisher Company of Virginia, 
Minnesota prints the best maps of the canoe country (visit http://www.fishermaps.com/).  These 
maps show campsites and portages.  They are enlarged areas and are on a paper that can become 
wet and still stay readable.  Maps numbered 112 and 113 show the area around Ely and to the 
East.  This is a very popular area but gives the canoe camper the ability to travel past where most 
people camp.  The advantage to traveling a bit further is to be alone in the wilderness. 

When corresponding with the outfitter, one should purchase two or three maps and spend a 
lot of hours going over possible routes.  Take a piece of string, measure the scale for 10-12 miles 
and allow that to be a one-day travel on the first trip.  Establish how long you will be in the 
canoe country, and then decide how many days you are going to travel.  Lay the string around 
possible routes and decide where you would like to go.  Remember, portages are figured in rods 
which equal 16.5 yards, 360 rods per mile.  A portage of 180 rods is one half mile and that is a 
long way to carry a canoe, especially on the first trip.  Therefore, try to stay away from portages 
much over 100 rods and enjoy the experience.  One or two “challenging” portages are 
permissible, but have them toward the end of the camp if possible.  By then a good deal of the 
food will have been used, the packs will be lighter and the camp will be in better physical shape. 

Consider the Age and Abilities of Campers: 
Do not choose a route that will take all day and into the night to travel.  The leader must also 

decide how many days the camp will be moving during the schedule.  My own preference is to 
travel the first two days of the camp.  Following those days I like to travel one day and spend the 
next day in camp.  This helps heal sore muscles, allow exploration of the area, experience 
programming and group development.  This schedule allows for a more relaxed atmosphere 
since breaking camp and then setting up camp again takes time. 

For younger campers (up to age 15) travel days of 8 miles or less should be the norm.  
Toward the end of the camp a longer day or two would be fine.  One must remember that canoes 
weigh about 75 pounds (If you are using aluminum) and a youngster simply cannot handle that 
kind of weight.  With the coming of newer lightweight canoes (40 pounds or even lighter) this 
problem might be overcome.  However, the leader simply must be conscious of physical 
limitations and guard against physical injury and the feeling of being defeated by a portage.  A 
great part of the canoe experience is the celebration at the end of a portage.  If the campers are 
physically not able to conquer that obstacle, then a great part of the “group” success is lost. 

With older and larger campers, longer trips can be planned and easily accomplished.  I have 
taken several camps that had four or five husky young men and strong young women who have 
traveled over 25 miles in one day.  This is unusual, but when there is strength in the camp, this 
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can be done.  When feats such as this are accomplished, the camp forms a group much faster 
because of the challenge of overcoming the obstacle called—portage. 

Consider the Time for the Camp: 
My own preference is to take a ten day camp.  This really figures out to be ten and one half 

days, but it is called a ten day experience.  There are several reasons for this length of camp.  
First: In canoe camping, the group, or family, forms within two days.  Seven days remain to do 
serious relational programming.  I discount the last day because no matter how long you plan the 
camp, the campers mentally leave for home the day before the camp returns to landing.  The last 
day is spent mostly in getting ready to go back to the outfitters, de-programming and “dreaming 
about real food”. 

The camp leader needs to figure the time needed for campers to arrive at a central gathering 
point, the travel time to Ely (or whatever embarkation point), the outfitter arrangements, and the 
travel to the lake.  For example, Saturday evening the campers would meet at the church I 
pastored.  We would attend church together Sunday morning then drive to Ely Sunday afternoon.  
We would spend the night in a local church (or on occasion in a motel in Ely), meet the outfitter 
early Monday morning and be on the lake before noon on Monday.  We would travel Monday 
and Tuesday, camp Wednesday, travel Thursday, camp Friday, travel Saturday, camp and 
worship together on Sunday, travel Monday, camp Tuesday, travel Wednesday and travel early 
Thursday morning back to the outfitter.  We would then take hot showers and be on the road 
shortly after noon on Thursday.  After returning home Thursday afternoon, the campers would 
disperse either Thursday night or Friday morning. 

Again, I consider this the ideal camp.  However, the leader must determine the amount of 
time he/she can be away from home and the amount of time most campers can give to the camp.  
I have taken camps that left church Sunday afternoon, traveled to Ely, then on the lake Monday, 
traveled Tuesday, camped on one lake Wednesday and Thursday, traveled almost back on 
Friday, and then home Saturday.  With this schedule a pastor would not miss a Sunday in the 
pulpit and the camping experience would be complete.  A shortened schedule also has the 
advantage of requiring less food to be carried and easier portages. 

Time is important, but it must not become the master.  One of the policies I have is to leave 
all watches in the safe at the outfitters.  Our society is so governed by the clock, it is good to 
leave that one shackle behind and live according to daylight and nighttime. 

The lack of watches makes for some interesting experiences.  One day in particular stands 
out for me.  We were spending the day in camp, it was cloudy, and we were involved in various 
activities.  When we awakened in the morning, we prepared breakfast.  We did some 
programming and camp chores.  It was mentioned that it must be about lunch time, so lunch was 
prepared.  Afternoon activities of swimming, fishing and exploring took place.  Supper was 
prepared and we were settling into the evening routine.  Some fishermen happened by the camp 
and one of the campers asked the time.  It was 2:30 p.m., and we were already three meals into 
the day and ready to go to bed. 

In this experience was a valid and important lesson.  When we are not tied to the clock, we 
tend to have a more open relationship with our world and with one another.  Since it was cloudy 
and we could not see the sun, we reacted to our body’s needs and met those needs when we 
thought it was time.  The end of that day saw a lot of popcorn and fresh fish consumed to the 
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delight of all.  As I meet campers who were on that trip, that is always the occasion they 
mention. 

Consider the Weather and Insects: 
The canoe country is a wilderness.  This fact cannot be stressed enough.  It is full of 

intriguing happenings.  When planning a canoe experience, remember that weather is around you 
at all times.  There is not a warm, dry house to escape to if it rains or storms.  The camper is “out 
in it for better or worse”. 

There are several considerations I like to remember.  Insects are usually more of a problem 
earlier in the summer.  I like to camp during the last two weeks of August because the insects are 
not as bad, the weather is usually warm, but cool at night, and youth are getting ready for school 
and can usually attend camp at this time.  Those playing sports find the experience receiving the 
approval of coaches because of the physical conditioning. 

Weather is always something to watch.  Storms can come up rapidly and it is not healthy to 
be out in the middle of a large lake in a strong storm.  Watch the weather.  Rain is going to come 
so prepare for that happening before leaving home. Wrap all clothes in plastic twice, place in a 
plastic pack liner, and close the pack tightly.  Tents must be completely waterproof and have a 
storm fly.  The tents must be insect proof for this is the one place for the camper that is dry and 
secure from flying pests. 

The camp must have at least three lightweight tarps of good size (12x15 or larger).  One of 
these is made into a lean-to for the packs and other equipment; another into a “person shelter”; 
and another into a cooking shelter.  The important thing is to think about what makes for 
comfort, plan for that need, and meet that need if possible.  Remember: Expect the unexpected. 

Concerning the best times to camp, Beymer writes: “In northern Minnesota, spring, summer 
and fall are crowded into a span of about five months—May through September.  Perhaps the 
best seasons for canoeing in the Boundary Waters are spring (May) and fall (September).  At 
those times, water levels are usually the highest and insects usually the least bothersome.  
Fishing is also best at these times.  But those months are also, normally, the coolest times of the 
canoeing season.  Early June and late August to mid-September are usually the wettest periods. 

July and early August normally offer the best weather for campers.  But, because that is a 
dry time, water levels of some streams may be too low for navigating a loaded canoe, eliminating 
several excellent route possibilities. 

Because of its close proximity to Lake Superior, the eastern part of the BWCA sometimes 
exhibits extremely variable weather.  While the lakes in the far eastern region may be blanketed 
with cool, misty fog from Lake Superior, nearby lakes to the northwest may be enjoying warm 
sunshine, thanks to the subtle yet significant effect of the Laurentian Divide.  Consequently, no 
weather data from any one reporting station can accurately represent all of the BWCA’s eastern 
region.”7 

                                                 
7 Beymer, p. 7 
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4. Planning the Menu 

Consider Caloric Needs: 
Canoe camping is not a weight loss program even though I have always lost weight on a 

canoe camp.  Caloric needs of campers vary, but they are always considerably higher than at 
home.  Best estimates are between 3000 and 4200 calories per day are the minimum.8 (Malo 
suggests up to 4600 calories)9  Most of the packed meals will contain most of these basic needs.  
The camp planner/leader can also add to these amounts through extra provisions. 

A “goody bag” is a necessity for canoe camping.  This is a large bag, plastic lined, that 
contains 4-5 pounds of hard candy and enough sticks of gum (not sugar free) for 3 sticks per 
person per day.  This bag is always available to the campers during travel days and base days.  
Most campers will not abuse the “goody bag” because they recognize it is for the total group.  In 
addition at each noon meal a candy bar is provided for everyone. 

Additional nutrition is also gleaned from fresh fish prepared each day, Indian fry bread, pop 
corn, hot Jell-O to drink, Hot chocolate to drink, trail mix, juice drinks and extra candy bars. 

The evening meal on the first night on the trail is the last opportunity to use fresh food of 
any kind.  The “poor man’s steak” is a good, one dish menu for that meal.  “Poor man’s steaks” 
are made with one half pound of hamburger placed in the center of a large piece of aluminum 
foil, one half can of mixed vegetables placed on the hamburger patty, salt and pepper, a 
tablespoon of mustard and two tablespoons of barbecue sauce.  This is then wrapped and 
crimped, flattened out and placed in a plastic bag.  Also included in the plastic bag would be 
plastic spoons, Kool-Aid and candy bars.  This plastic bag is wrapped in a paper bag and placed 
in the freezer.  When this meal is packed for the trail it will stay fresh until evening.  It is an easy 
meal to prepare, is wonderful to taste and is hearty.  The preparation is over a slow fire and the 
steaks are turned only once.  They are eaten right out of the foil.  Clean-up takes place by 
burning the foil, spoon and Kool-Aid papers. 

Consider the Weight Involved: 
The leader must remember that everything that is purchased and packed for the trip must be 

carried on the back of some camper.  Weight, weight, weight is the consideration of the hour.  
Today there are numerous companies that produce good tasting, nutritious dehydrated and freeze 
dried foods.  These are lightweight and easy to prepare.  They are also expensive.  Consider that 
on a ten day camp you are going to prepare 320 meals.  When the weight of each meal is 
considered, ounces turn into pounds and pounds have a way of turning into backaches. 

Freeze dried food is by far the lightest and easiest to transport.  However, cost also comes 
into play.  Grocery stores now carry a variety of freeze dried foods and dried foods that are very 
good.  I like to purchase some freeze dried foods and some dried foods from grocery stores.  
Macaroni and cheese dinners packed in burnable containers are easy to fix with powdered milk 
and bottled margarine with good tasting results.  Sugar free Kool-Aid weighs very little and adds 

                                                 
8 American Red Cross, Canoeing. Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1977, p. 327 
9 Rom, William N M.D., Canoe Country Wilderness. Minneapolis, Mn: Voyageur Press, 1987, p. 203 
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a lot to a menu.  Oatmeal, Cream of Wheat, pancake mixes (complete) and French toast mixes 
add little to the total weight of the camp. 

I do make some exceptions and “splurge” on weight.  One of these exceptions is 20 pounds 
of bacon.  That makes two pounds per day, and is priceless for two reasons:  First, nothing rouses 
a camp in the morning like the smell of bacon frying on the fire.  Second, the grease from the 
bacon is then used for frying fish or Indian Fry bread.  (see Appendix III for sample menu for a 
10 day camp) 

The menu listed will provide ample caloric intake for active young campers and still be in a 
weight limit of about 80 pounds, which makes two packs of 40 pounds each.  A word of warning 
to those planning menus is in order.  Many companies will list on the package, “Meal for four 
persons”.  If the camp is made up of large, young men, that package will provide food for two 
persons.  It is necessary to read the directions and see how much food it provides.  Some of the 
stews and Chili will provide a large amount of food that can be figured by ounces of water 
needed for preparation.  A rule to follow is to always compute the ounces of food provided from 
a given meal and then plan accordingly. 

Consider the Quality of the Food: 
Nothing assures the quality of food on a canoe camp like a little preparation before leaving 

home.  All items on the menu should be tried before arriving in the wilderness.  My family 
would cringe when I announced we would be trying a new camp food.  Usually, dehydrated or 
freeze dried food looses some taste in processing, but when in the camp situation, and the 
campers have had a hard day, the food tastes good. 

In the early planning stages of the camp, the leader should visit a local outdoor store, 
purchase small amounts of food that may be used, try them at home and make the decision as to 
which foods to purchase.  In like manner, foods purchased from the grocery store need to be tried 
with the rule in mind that requires all packaging to be burnable.  The advent of plastic bottles for 
peanut butter, jelly, margarine and oil has been a real blessing to the canoe camper. 

The land provides high quality food if someone in the group likes to fish or collect berries.  
During the later part of the summer there are many edible berries in the canoe country not the 
least of which are the red raspberries and the blueberries.  It is only natural that these succulent 
bits of nature would find their way into pancakes or as a fresh fruit dessert. 

Fishing provides a bountiful and varied part of the diet.  Northern Pike, Walleye, 
Smallmouth Bass, Largemouth Bass, Bluegill and Lake Trout are abundant in the waters any 
camp will travel.  Again, the outfitter is a priceless wealth of information about what lakes are 
good fishing.  It is a gift of nature, but many lakes are known for only one species.  For example 
Lake Kekakabic has only Lake Trout; Strup Lake has only Large Mouth Bass.  Other lakes have 
a variety of fish.  These gifts of nature add a great deal to menus as an added bonus.  Never 
depend on fish for the main dish on the menu, because sometimes the fish just do not cooperate. 

Packing the Food: 
The art of packing food is one that must be learned and is invaluable to the camp as the days 

go on.  Each camp leader will develop their own way of packing food, and each leader will think 
their way is best.  This is probably true, because packing food becomes something that is done 
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for convenience, durability and compactness.  I will share the way I pack food for our camps and 
let the reader make the necessary adjustments to suit individual needs. 

All of the ingredients for the meal with the exception of flour, oil, sugar, margarine and 
condiments are placed on a table.  These ingredients would include the main course be it freeze 
dried foods or purchased packages from the grocery store, drink mix, dessert, vegetables and 
powdered milk (if needed).  Just think through the menu for that particular meal and everything 
you would need for that meal goes on the table.  Those items are then carefully placed in a strong 
plastic bag.  Use freezer bags, turkey size, since they will usually hold one meal with no trouble.  
The plastic bag is carefully packed, sealed with a twist tie and then placed in a #25 paper sack.  
This sack is folded and then taped with masking tape.  The meal contained in the bag is then 
listed on the side.  For example if this meal is for Wednesday evening and this is the first 
Wednesday of the camp, then with black marker plainly print, “D-Wed” on all four sides of the 
sack.  (The second Wednesday and all other second days would be marked in Red marker)  Use 
the letters “B” for breakfast, “L” for lunch and “D” for dinner. 

When packing breakfast meals, one needs to remember to put the instructions for preparing 
oatmeal, cream of wheat, Tang or other bulk items you might include.  Coffee creamers are 
excellent “cream” for hot breakfast cereals.  The creamers may be used as a powder over the 
cereal, or mixed in water to be used as a liquid. 

Lunches are always an adventure since sometimes the camp is in a base situation and 
sometimes on the trail.  I like to purchase summer sausage in rolls and pack one roll for each 
lunch on the trail.  As long as the vacuum pack is not broken, these heavily smoked and 
preserved meats will remain fresh.  A base camp lunch can include two or three packages of 
Macaroni and Cheese dinner.  Remember to include measured powdered milk for these 
preparations.  Now with plastic peanut butter containers, a great bloom has risen on trail lunches.  
Years ago we purchased tubes that were filled with peanut butter then squeezed like toothpaste.  
These had a way of breaking open in the pack producing quite a mess.  Candy bars are always a 
part of lunches. 

As the meals for the total camp are packed in the bags and marked, they should be stacked 
with the last meals first, placed on the bottom of the pack.  As the meals are packed in packs, be 
sure to line the packs with heavy plastic pack liners.  Begin at the bottom of the first pack with 
the last meals of the camp.  Always pack backwards so that the top meals will be the first ones 
out and the one used early in the camp.  On a ten day camp, all meals must fit into no more than 
two packs.  These packs should weigh between 45 and 50 pounds each. 

In addition, the camp leader should make two batches of powdered hot chocolate mix and 
pack it in gallon plastic milk cartons.  Ten pounds of flour should be placed in gallon plastic 
pickle jars and no more than five pounds of sugar in a half gallon plastic jar.  Oil on a camp is 
something that can add a lot of weight but is necessary.  I usually take two quarts for Indian Fry 
bread and for frying fish.  Bacon fat is also used to prepare fish and bread.  Four, one pound 
liquid margarine containers are packed along with two large liquid dish soap and 4 metal dish 
washing scratchers.  (A more complete list of needed equipment will be covered later) 

Coffee is an important part of the canoe camps.  A measured amount of coffee, suitable for 
at least one large pot, should be included in each individual meal pack.  In addition, measured 
packs of coffee may be placed in a side pocket of a pack and plainly marked.  For those who are 
tea drinkers, a plastic pack of tea bags is also handy to have.  Syrup can be supplied in either of 
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two ways.  First is to purchase syrup mix from a freeze dried supplier.  Another is to purchase 
“Mapleline” at the grocery store and mix your own at camp with sugar you carry with you.  This 
is my preference since it is by far the more economical. 

Make up a “Spice Bag” which is a cloth bag, lined with two plastic bags.  Into this bag goes 
three tubes of salt and two tubes of pepper, and the Mapleline.  It is obvious that this bag needs 
to be kept dry.  I also like to place an extra lighter in the bag for emergencies as well as the “fire 
starters”.  Fire starters are expended shotgun shells that have had six or eight strands of string 
placed in them and then filled with paraffin.  Even in the wettest weather these will burn with a 
flame hot enough to start even the most stubborn of fires.  A hint: Always know where the 
“Spice bag” is located because you may need it in a hurry for lunch or for fire starting. 

I also like to pack in plastic bags a variety of one cup soup packets.  These are helpful 
during rainy day lunches or for snacks in the evening.  Don’t forget to pack four pounds of 
popcorn and several boxes of Jell-O to be prepared and consumed while hot.  Hot Jell-O is also a 
good home remedy for upset stomachs.  For some reason it may stop vomiting and usually helps 
a person to feel better quickly. 

In a separate double plastic bag pack several light dish towels and two or three dish cloths.  
These should not be new or “good”, but the cast off towels from home.  As these are used they 
can be washed in the lake and hung to dry.  Always keep clean towels in the plastic bags so they 
will stay dry. 

I have purchased one hard side pack.  This is made out of fiber glass and has good straps for 
portaging.  In this hard side I place 20 pounds of bacon, taken out of the paper packaging, but not 
damaging the plastic vacuum seal.  Bacon will keep nicely when kept in a dry, cool place.  On 
top of the bacon I pack 20 loaves of double wrapped sandwich bread.  Double wrapping can be 
obtained by asking your grocer to provide a special order from the baker.  Usually there is no 
extra charge.  The hard side pack is fragile and should not be “banged” around on the portage.  
The hard sides provide protection for the bread and keeps rodents away from the food inside.  
The hard side pack is well worth the cost and the extra weight.  Noon meals are then supplied 
with bread for sandwiches and breakfast on two occasions can be French toast. 

An example of a good, easy, inexpensive evening meal might be: Raman noodles (1 package 
feeds one person) plus one package of freeze dried beef or chicken cooked separately but added 
to the noodles, freeze-dried peas, minute rice, individual packets of soy sauce (obtained from a 
local oriental restaurant), instant butterscotch pudding (include instant milk for pudding mix—
add water for amount of milk needed), Kool-Aid and coffee.  This whole meal for 10 persons 
would not fill one half of the plastic bag, nor the paper bag, and weigh less than 24 ounces. 

The key to good food during the camp is to experiment at home, not on the trail; keep it 
simple, light and good quality; keep it inexpensive where possible; wrap in plastic; include all 
cooking instructions. 
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5. Planning the Program for the Camp 
Before getting into the practical aspects of program planning, I want to share some feelings 

about programming in general.  During the canoe camp experience programming is what takes 
place 24 hours per day.  In this particular camp experience the relationships of campers with one 
another is fascinating to watch.  In most resident camps, groups form after three days together.  
During the canoe camp, due to the hard, close work, as well as dependence upon one another, the 
group is well formed after only two days.  Thus programming on the canoe camp is everything 
that happens to the group at any time. 

In addition the leader must look at time directed toward “formal programming” such as 
Bible studies, worship experiences and sharing times.  A good deal of time is spent in survival.  
On days when the camp is moving, time for programming in a formal way is strictly limited.  To 
get up early in the morning, prepare breakfast, clean up, pack gear, strike and pack tents, clean 
up the campsite and pack canoes takes time.  Then the move to the next campsite takes additional 
time as does the re-setting of the camp, preparing the evening meal and getting ready for the 
night.  The leader must consider the aspects of physical and mental fatigue as well as lack of 
time and inclination to be involved in heavy programming of a formal nature.  This does not say 
there is not time for programming, but this does say that programming is different than that 
found at a resident camp setting. 

Before-Camp Preparations with Campers: 
Programming begins with the registration of the camper.  When the leader sends back the 

confirmation of that registration, he/she sets the tone of the camp.  The letter of confirmation 
must be positive, excited, directing the camper toward the experience and letting the camper 
know that everything is under control.  (This is important for the camper’s parents to know as 
well) 

Several letters will be sent to each camper sending check lists, instructions for travel, extra 
costs that might be involved and directions for parents.  While on the canoe camp experience, it 
is almost impossible to relay information to individual campers or to camping groups.  Letters 
can be sent to the outfitter and upon return given to individual campers, but for all practical 
purposes the campers are out there alone with one another for the duration of the camp. 

The leader of the canoe camp needs to take special care to make sure that each camper and 
each parent knows exactly what is going on, where the camp will be going, when they will be 
returning and all of the equipment the camper must have along. 

Program Materials to Take Along: 
Since programming is fairly simple on a canoe camp, the leader does not need bundles of 

materials to take along.  I like to provide New Testaments for each person for several reasons.  
First, the Canoe Camp is a dirty and sometimes wet experience and a good Bible could come into 
some hard wear.  Second, a whole Bible is heavy. Third, the personal New Testament gives the 
camper something to keep following the camp that is uniquely theirs. 

The leader will need to have daily devotions (called TD’s or Thought’s for the Day) worked 
out in advance.  These might be a devotional thought given in the morning that would direct the 
camper to use one particular sense for that day.  For example, a devotion on the eyes and the 
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importance of eyes for our Spiritual life and our physical life might be given at breakfast.  At the 
end of the day, around the campfire, a debriefing of what the campers had seen during the day 
would take place.  Obviously this is a simple devotional thought, but one that I have seen take on 
very deep ramifications as campers begin to “see” one another and needs and problems in the 
camp.  The rest of the senses can be used and then move into relationships with one another, 
parents, and our relationship with God. 

I also like to have all of the campers names (including the leaders) printed on a small piece 
of paper.  As we are leaving the landing and beginning the canoe camp experience, I have each 
person draw a name.  No one lets anyone else know whose name they have, but that name 
becomes a prayer concern for the rest of the camp experience.  That person is also given special 
help when needed and during the camp a gift is made for that person.  This gift has to be made 
out of natural objects and may not be something purchased or “brought along” from home.  This 
gift will be given to the person on the last night of the camp during closing communion. 

The leader may also develop five or six Bible studies for those days when the camp does not 
move.  There are times just before lunch when schedules allow for a Bible study without the 
push to move portage. 

On Sunday, the worship service is always a highlight of any camp experience.  I like to 
involve the campers in the planning and conducting of the worship service.  By leading the 
campers in a study of worship and how we truly experience God in our lives, some very deep 
expressions thus evolve. 

I divide the camp into groups of two (that usually makes four groups of two) and have each 
group plan and lead four parts of the worship service: Singing, Scripture, Sermon and Sharing.  
Since no one has a watch, no one is concerned about how long the “service” will last.  The 
campers also have the freedom to decide when and where we will worship. 

A worship service might include singing several songs (the leader will have packed enough 
light song sheets for one per person) and maybe having the group write their own Psalm.  The 
scripture group might read some scripture from the New Testament or Psalms (which is in the 
New Testaments provided) and lead the group in writing their own “Scripture” which is an 
account of how God works in the lives of people (in this case campers).  The “Sermon” might be 
one or two persons sharing some thoughts and then the individual campers sharing their own 
personal testimony or experience.  The “sharing” group would lead in the offering (giving 
examples of thanksgiving such as rocks, firewood, canoes, fish, food, etc.) and in personal 
offerings to one another such as joining in twos and threes for prayer and thanksgiving. 

Sunday should be a special day in canoe camps.  It should be a day set aside to give glory to 
God for the creation in which we are living and surviving.  A time of personal reflection and a 
time of renewed commitment to God. 

There have been times when we have had campers who were not Christians along on the 
experience.  Sunday became a time for them to experience worship and a deep searching of the 
soul.  I have seen campers hold worship services on points of rock out in the lake, on islands, in 
secluded clearings and even in a log house the campers had built.  Here again, the leader can do 
all the planning in the world, but the power and leading of the Holy Spirit at work in lives is 
much more effective.  The key is for the leader to set the “tone” and lead in the preparation for 
the worship experience in which the campers will be leading and participating. 
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The leader will also need to plan for the closing communion service.  Before leaving home, 
a package of grape Kool-Aid needs to be packed in program materials. 

The last night of the camp is also an important program and debriefing event.  This is the 
beginning of the “re-entry” phase of the camp.  Following the evening meal, the group gathers 
around the campfire and the leader directs the communion experience.  The scripture in I 
Corinthians 11 is read and the campers are encouraged to examine their own hearts and lives.  A 
brief devotional thought might be given and a chance for responses from the campers given. 

The communion itself can be a 
meaningful experience and a time 
of de-briefing at the same time.  I 
like to take the bread, give thanks 
and explain how bread is not 
thought of as sweet, but as a basic 
part of our diet.  We grow stronger 
on this part of our diet.  Sometimes 
unhappy and hard experiences are 
not pleasant, but we grow because 
of those experiences.  I then ask 
that each person take off a piece of 
bread and before eating share with 
the group the most unhappy 
experience of the camp. 

I then take the cup (usually the 
smallest kettle in the cook kit) and 
have the prayer of thanks giving.  I 
explain that the wine or juice (in 

this case Kool-Aid) is a sweet drink and we gain strength through the sweet things in life.  I ask 
each person to pass the “cup” around the circle, but before drinking share with the group the 
happiest experience of the camp. 

Following this time of sharing, the group is lead in understanding that the communion 
service is to remind us of the gift of God and the cost of that gift.  Then we go around the circle, 
each person presenting their gift to their “secret” friend, and a word about the gift and why it was 
made. 

The experience is then closed with a chorus and prayer.  I have seen this closing communion 
service last for a long time as campers share where they were when they came on the camp and 
the changes they have experienced.  I have heard campers make serious life changing decisions 
from becoming a new Christian to rededicating their lives to Christ.  I have listened as young 
men have dedicated their lives to full time Christian service.  Needless to say, this is an exciting 
time for any leader. 

Again I would mention that everything that goes on, every hour of every day, is 
programming for a canoe camp.  Many are the times when campers will want to talk about 
serious problems in their lives.  It may be at the end of a portage; in the middle of a portage when 
they are totally exhausted, dirty and angry; in a canoe while fishing a quiet bay; around the 
campfire; or even while helping in the cleanup duties.  In any case, the leader needs to always 

Figure 2 – 1972 – Ron serves communion – son Rick at left 
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expect that God is going to work in wonderful and exciting ways during an experience like this.  
I have always had the feeling that the canoe camp has a way of making everything that happens 
much more intense.  Even as the work of paddling, portaging, setting up camp, preparing meals, 
cutting firewood, striking camp and moving on is so much different that home, so are the 
experiences campers have with their God.  This is a priceless opportunity for a group of campers 
and leaders to become a second family unit living with God in His wilderness, even though it is 
for a short time. 

In summary, the leader must have some preparation before the camp begins and plan on 
some materials to be taken in a small plastic wrapped package.  However, long term studies and 
large amounts of materials are not necessary.  The canoe camp experience is, in itself, a program 
and an experiential Bible study in action.  Special times each day and two very special worship 
experiences round out the program for the camp. 
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6. Securing the Equipment 

Providing Your Own Equipment: 
If one is to be involved in long-term canoe camping, then it is economically feasible to 

purchase equipment for the camp.  If the camp is sponsored by an organization, then that 
equipment might be provided by that organization. 

Any canoe camp will need canoes.  Two persons per canoe is best.  I have traveled with 
three in a canoe, but it is not the best way to go.  The middle person is uncomfortable, finds it 
hard to paddle with any comfort, and misses the ability to guide, stroke and control the canoe.  
The middle person also takes away the ability of that canoe to carry at least one large pack and 
usually two. 

The best canoes I have found are seventeen foot, double end.  I have tried fifteen and 
eighteen foot lengths, and much prefer the seventeen.  I like the double end for the simple reason 
that if you are in a river or rapids and manage to get turned around, you still have a bow shape to 
control the canoe for the remainder of the “ride”.  I have always used aluminum canoes.  Today 
there are numerous new lightweight materials.  These are attractive for younger campers because 
some weigh less than forty pounds (seventy five pounds for an aluminum canoe).  I have some 
hesitations since the canoe country is full of rocks on portages and in mid-lake.  I am just more 
secure with the metal hull.  However, this is a personal preference and not the “law of the 
North”. 

Paddles are of personal preference.  Today there is not only the common wood paddle, but 
those made of aluminum and the new plastics.  Again, I prefer an aluminum paddle with the 
wide blade and full grip.  The paddles are measured for each person.  The paddle should reach to 
the person’s chin.10  One note of caution:  The paddle made of wood is more sturdy in a rapids 
than any other paddle.  The spare paddle, then, should be of wood. 

The canoe camp will need tents.  The lightweight trail tents are a blessing to canoe camping.  
I like the two person tents with shock corded poles and a storm fly.  These tents will set up 
quickly, are bug proof, waterproof and have excellent ventilation.  They do not require extensive 
stakes in the ground (stakes are difficult at best in rocky campsites) and they are solid tents.  I 
have had trouble with the “dome” tent style because of the external fiberglass poles that tend to 
get lost and broken.  Dome tents are also more difficult to set up.  They do, however, provide 
more headroom than the trail tents.  The important note to consider in tests is the ability to set up 
quickly, are bug proof, storm proof, have good floors and are lightweight and small. 

The canoe campers will need to cook.  Cook kits are a must.  These are a series of skillets, 
kettles and coffee pot nestled together in a larger pot.  I like the kits rated for ten persons made 
by Mirro.  These are heavily constructed and have sturdier metal for ease of cooking and clean 
up.  They are ruggedly built for the trail.  The cook kit takes a beating, so purchase wisely. 

I add to the cook kit my own cast iron skillet, 12 inch size.  This is my luxury in weight.  I 
use the skillet to cook bacon and fish.  Clean up for the skillet is simple.  When I am ready to 
break camp, I pour the remaining bacon grease into the fire and set the skillet in the flames.  I 
head the skillet as hot as it will get, run with it to the lake and douse it in the water.  The skillet 

                                                 
10 Rom, p 203 
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will come clean in an instant.  I then place it in a plastic bag and in a cloth bag I carry just for 
that purpose.  (It is sooty black on the outside). 

It is good to carry along four to six, eight inch pie plates (metal) for mixing and for kitchen 
use.  Add to those plates two large bowls, a long handled spatula and the camp is pretty well 
supplied with cooking equipment.  Two or three old hot pads are also a nice addition to the 
kitchen. 

The camp needs table ware.  I purchased used table ware at auctions.  My wife sewed a large 
apron style pocketed table ware holder.  When in camp it is unfolded and is fastened to a tree 
with a rope. The pockets are then open and everyone can help themselves to table ware.  When 
traveling the flap folds over the pockets, it is rolled and the rope is tied around the whole thing.  
Extra table ware is a necessity since some is lost at each campsite.  Large spoons, a long handle 
fork and two fillet knives round out the needs. 

Another luxury I take along are paper plates.  These burn and there is no washing to do.  
Each camper is given a plastic cup at the beginning of the trip and they are responsible for 
keeping it with them and keeping it clean.  Thus, clean up crews need wash only the pots and 
pans and the table ware. 

Add to the equipment two or three lightweight tarps and a lot of lightweight rope.  When 
packing rope, remember you need to stretch the tarps and provide lines for drying clothes and 
sleeping bags.  Also take along one plastic gallon milk jug, with cap, for each canoe.  These 
become the water supply while in camp and a handy drinking vessel while traveling.  Each jug 
should have a short hunk of rope so it can be tied into the canoe for portaging. 

The subject of drinking water is always an amazing and feared subject.  In the Boundary 
Waters Canoe Area, campers are truly blessed with one of the last sources of pure, clean, safe 
water.  Campers can drink from the lake and feel safe.  Good advice would be to drink water 
after the first portage.  This assures that the water being consumed will not have been processed 
through a boat’s outboard motor.  One of the amazing gifts of the wilderness is the different 
tastes in the water.  Some lakes have a high tannic acid content, thus are dark in color.  They 
have a “musty” taste.  Other lakes, such as Ashiga Lake, are crystal clear and have a bright clean 
taste. 

When filling the water jugs, it is best to hold them below the surface as far as possible, thus 
eliminating any debris floating on the surface. 

Of great importance is a camp axe, short handle but sturdy, one or two hatchets and one or 
two lightweight camp saws.  Pack in the table ware pack a stout file for sharpening the axe and 
hatchets. Be sure to have covers for the blades of all of these articles of equipment.  An axe head 
can cut through a tarp or other equipment just with the movement of portaging.  The same is true 
of hatchet heads and especially saw blades. 

My personal preference is the “Hudson Bay” camp axe.  It has a single blade and a pounding 
surface on the other side.  It is also short and very stout.  I usually take two metal handled 
hatchets with single blades and two small bow saws with new blades.  The cutting and splitting 
of firewood takes a lot of time and one does not want to be ill prepared for the chore. 

Add to this equipment a folding camp shovel 
(http://www.wisementrading.com/knifeandsaw/camp_shovels.htm).  This has a shovel on one 
side and a pick on the other side.  The shovel is heavy, bulky and hard to pack and carry, but it is 
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a much needed piece of camp equipment for fire building, fire protection, leftover food disposal 
and possible latrine use while on the trail. 

To get all of this equipment from place to place, the camp needs packs.  I prefer not to have 
campers bring their own packs.  I use Duluth number 3 packs 
(http://www.duluthpack.com/product_detail.aspx?product=Monarchs) which were designed 
specifically for canoe camping.  These packs will hold two sleeping bags, as well as clothes and 
personal gear for two people.  They are rugged and they work well.  There are larger Duluth 
packs, but the danger is they will be loaded so heavy no one can carry them over a portage. 

When everything is leaded into packs, there should be nothing left to “rattle around’ in the 
canoe.  The camp should have no more than fifteen total packs.  There will be five packs for the 
ten campers, two or three packs of food, one hard sided pack with bread and bacon and six packs 
for tents, cooking gear and other camp gear.  This makes it possible for three packs to go in each 
canoe and those packs should be light enough to handle easily on portages.  This is a high 
number of packs, but this would be the maximum for a camp of ten persons.  Ideally, all of the 
equipment, food, clothes and hard-sided pack should number ten.  However, the fifteen pack 
number is for younger campers and those not able to handle heavier weights. 

Again, if the camp is being outfitted professionally by an outfitter, all of the above is not 
important because it will all be packed for you. 

It is very important to know how your equipment works.  Be sure to know how to set up all 
of the tents.  The first night on the trail is always an adventure at best and it does not need to be 
complicated by not knowing how the tents go together.  The simple rule for the leader to follow 
is: “Know your equipment.” Use your equipment at home and know its tricks, shortcuts and 
maintenance.  When the camp is on the trail it is too late to remember something important that 
is supposed to go on a tent or in a cooking kit. (see Appendix II for a list of personal gear.) 

Counting the Cost for the Camp: 
To count the cost is not only taught in the Scripture, but is good common sense.  To go 

through an outfitter expect to pay between $26.00 and $28.00 per day, per person. These rates 
are for 8 or more persons.  This provides everything but your own personal clothing and fishing 
gear. 

If the camp can outfit itself (or at least for the most part) the camp can expect to cost 
between $12.00 and $15.00 per day per person.  This includes renting some of the packs and 
possibly some of the canoes.  The camp leader would also need to add to this figure the cost for 
transportation to and from the canoe area if this is a part of the camp costs. 

Again, the outfitter will be of great help in establishing costs and helping any leader set up 
menus, equipment lists and going over the needs of the camp. 
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7. The Canoe Camping Experience 
Canoe camping brings the aspect of dependence to the forefront.  Campers experience the 

need to be able to rely on one another.  A part of this dependence is expressed as follows: 

We Really Do Need Each Other 
Six humans trapped by circumstances 
In bleak and bitter cold,  
Each one possessed a stick of wood 
Or so the story’s told. 
 

Their dying fire in need of logs 
The first man held his back 
For of the faces round the fire 
He noticed one was black. 
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The next woman looked across the way 
And saw no one of her church 
And couldn’t bring herself to give 
The fire her stick of birch. 

 
The third one sat in tatted clothes 
He gave his coat a hitch 
Why should his log be put to use 
To warm the idle rich. 

 
The rich man just sat back and thought 
Of the wealth he had in store 
And how he could keep what he had earned 
From the lazy shiftless poor. 

 
The black man’s face bespoke revenge 
As the Fire passed from his sight. 
For all he saw in his stick of wood 
Was a chance to spite the white. 

 
The last woman of this forlorn group 
Did nothing except for gain 
Giving only to those who gave 
Is how she played the game. 

 
Their logs held tight in death’s still hands 
Was proof of human sin. 
They did not die from the cold without 
They died from the cold within. 

(Author Unknown) 

When one begins to think of the canoe camp actually beginning, a deep conscious thought 
must come as to the meaning of entering the wilderness area.  We are intruders at best.  To many 
the wilderness speaks through its silence and its music.  To some it is a “Singing Wilderness.”  
Olson writes of this feeling when he says: “The singing wilderness has to do with the calling of 
the loons, northern lights, and the great silences of a land lying northwest of Lake Superior.  It is 
concerned with the simple joys, the timelessness and perspective found in a way of life that is 
close to the past.  I have heard the singing in many places, but I seem to hear it best in the 
wilderness…  I have heard it on misty migration nights when the dark has been alive with the 
high calling of birds, and in rapids when the air has been full of their rushing thunder.  I have 
caught it at dawn when the mists were moving out of the bays, and on cold winter nights when 
the stars seemed close enough to touch.  But the music can even be heard in the soft uttering of 
an open fire or in the beat of rain on a tent, and sometimes not until long afterward when, like an 
echo out of the past, you know it was there in some quiet place or when you were doing some 
simple thing in the out-of-doors.”  Olson—The Singing Wilderness”11 

                                                 
11 Olson, Sigurd F., The Singing Wilderness.  New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1956, p. 5ff 
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Meeting the Campers: 
I cannot stress enough the importance of a proper attitude for the leaders of a Canoe Camp.  

First time campers are naturally apprehensive about meeting new people, traveling a long way 
from home and not having all of the comforts they are accustomed to having.  In addition there is 
the mystique of the canoe, the wilderness and the outdoors. 

The leaders must have a positive attitude, firm in their decisions, open with their plans and 
their thoughts, and investing an early trust in all the participants.  This begins as the campers 
receive their first letters with instructions, travel directions and outlook for the coming camp. 

The attitude continues as the campers arrive and are greeted with a friendly face, firm 
handshake and directions on getting equipment put away and ready for travel.  The attitude for 
the camp is also set with the evening devotions at home or at a church, prayer as a group before 
travel and an air of acceptance of every single camper, no matter how small, unlovable or needy 
they appear. 

Orientation: 
The first evening, when all of the campers are present and in the group that will be together 

for the next 11 days, orientation begins on the finer points of the camp.  This orientation may 
take place at the church where the overnight is to take place, at the motel of the overnight or in 
the campsite.  But above all else, it must take place the night before the camp leaves on the water 
the next day. 

I give each person a map of the area we are going to be traveling.  I go over the route we are 
going to take and share the travel times and the days we will be traveling.  I encourage questions 
at any point in the orientation process.  I go over the plans for the night, the hour of getting up 
and around in the morning, the schedule for getting to the outfitter and arrangements made, the 
leaving of watches, money, wallets, rings and other valuables with the outfitter and the travel out 
to the lake. 

I also like to share the program ideas that we will be having for the coming week.  We go 
over the canoe rules, personal hygiene, and general welfare of the camp.  In short we try to cover 
all of the bases one last time before we get on the water. 

In the correspondence with the campers, most of this information has already been shared, 
but thee are always questions, concerns and a lot of general “fun” during this session.  I am not 
in any hurry on this night before we leave, because the campers are not going to sleep much 
anyway. 

Packing Up To Leave: 
As we get up early in the morning, (5:30 a.m.), we dress in our canoeing clothes.  In the 

early correspondence each camper knows to bring their first day’s clothes, a clean set of 
underclothes, a towel, clean socks, shampoo, comb and soap in a paper sack or duffle bag.  Now 
on this first morning we put on our first day clothes, place our travel clothes in the duffel bag or 
sack and leave them in the van for our return.  In this way we can take just those duffle bags into 
the outfitters for our showers and “going home” clothes. 
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We also place all of our sleeping bags in double plastic bags (never, but never get a sleeping 
bag wet if you can help it!), our clothes in double plastic bags and pack all of this gear, two 
persons to a pack.  We have a breakfast of cold cereal, fresh bakery rolls, milk and oranges.  We 
then are ready to go to the outfitters. 

At the outfitters we pick up our travel permits, purchase fishing licenses, purchase any pack 
liners we might need, extra maps and arrange for the canoes.  (If we need to rent extra canoes)  
We also place our valuables in the safe and go over our schedule again and when the outfitter can 
expect our return.  Don’t keep the outfitter waiting upon return.  If you are overdue lots of people 
get uneasy. 

It is a good idea to have two or three extra pack liners along in case of damage.  It is also a 
good idea to take one or two extra maps in case someone looses theirs. 

Each canoe should have three paddles; each person must have a personal flotation device, 
one gallon plastic milk jug on a rope for each canoe and a good carrying yoke for each canoe.  
Check these things out before you leave the outfitter.  When you get on the water it is too late to 
need something important. 

On each pack a strip of two inch adhesive tape is placed.  On this tape is listed the contents 
of that pack.  If it is meals, then what meals are in the pack; if it is equipment, then what 
equipment is in the pack; if it is a personal pack, then what two people are sharing the pack.  In 
addition, the pack that contains the first aid kit has a separate strip of tape with large red letters 
listing FIRST AID KIT.  Always keep the first aid kit at the very top of this pack for easy 
location in case of need.  The extra tape and markers are taken along to replace dirty or lost tape.  
This labeling system saves a lot of searching time later in the camp experience. 

When all of the arrangements are made with the outfitter we travel to our landing at the lake.  
This is an important time for leaders.  Leaders need to be in charge, not be a dictator, but be in 
charge.  Packs are fragile, their contents are the food and shelter for the next ten or eleven days 
of many people.  Campers need to be trained in how to handle the equipment. 

Nothing is left outside of a pack.  Nothing is loose in the canoe!  Everything must have a 
place!  The leader must check this before leaving the landing.  The last thing to take care of for 
the total camp is to show the campers where the car or van keys are going to be left.  Do not take 
keys with you.  Leave them in a bumper, on top of a wheel, but make sure everyone knows 
where they are in case of emergency.  The driver’s wallet or driver’s license should also be 
hidden.  The best place I have found is to put it under a tire.  No one is going to lift the car or van 
and get it out. 

As we gather on the landing and prepare to go the time is ripe for a time of prayer, reading 
the Scripture and drawing the names of the “secret friend”.  Each camper should be given the 
opportunity to lead in a simple, short prayer.  The leader should close.  This is also a good time 
for pictures since it is the last time everyone will be clean.  (A before and after picture always 
tells a great story) 

Loading the Canoe: 
Always place the heaviest packs in the back section of the canoe.  The bow needs to be 

lightly higher than the stern.  The weight also needs to be as close to the bottom of the canoe as 
possible.  The Duluth #3 pack will set two standing up in the back section and one lying down in 
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the front section.  If you have a very heavy pack, make it the one laying down and the two in the 
back lighter and standing up. 

Fishing poles can be a problem if they are not lashed to the thwart.  I like to take pieces of 
shock cord (available in any sporting goods store) about 18 inches long and tie on “S” hooks to 
each end.  These can be wrapped around rods and everything is secure.  The leader must 
remember, there must not be anything in the canoe that is not lashed down or in packs.  When 
the first portage arrives you don’t want to be chasing a bunch of equipment around or having 
campers with a single item in their hands. 

Loading the packs into a canoe is an art and takes teamwork.  The canoe should be parallel 
with the shore with one person standing with their foot on the keel and the other foot on shore.  
The canoe partner hands the packs to the loader who carefully stows the gear in its proper place.  
Duluth packs must not be lifted by the leather shoulder straps, but by the “ears” or flaps on each 
end of the top.  These are handy, the control is better and campers do not rip the shoulder straps 
from the pack.  The leader needs to insist on this rule with all of the campers. 

The Safety Rules: 
Before anyone places even one foot in the canoe, the leader needs to go over the safety rules 

one more time.  (These have already been mailed to the campers and gone over at orientation, 
but everyone’s life depends on some of these rules so they are important.) 

1. Everyone will wear person flotation device. 
2. There will be no horseplay in loaded canoes. 
3. We will follow the “wet boot” policy at portages.  (We do not ram the canoe onto the 

rocks or shore but step out in the water and pull the canoe onto the landing.) 
4. We protect the canoes and paddles from damage at all times. 
5. If you need a rest while traveling, say so.  Do not overextend your physical abilities. 
6. No rapids or river will be “shot” until it is walked over and the level of danger 

established.  Then the rapids will be shot only with the permission of the leader. 
7. When on the water always protect the skin and eyes.  Wear sunglasses, use a sun screen 

and wear a hat or cap. 

Canoe Travel and Control: 
Beginning canoe campers need to know only two basic strokes to control a canoe:  The 

“sweep” stroke and the “J” stroke.  These two strokes are for the person in the stern and do not 
concern the person in the bow.  The bow person has but one stroke (as a beginner) and that is the 
straight stroke, or power stroke.  The bow person provides the forward movement at all times.  
“The bow person sets a constant pace, keeping the arms relatively straight (and not bending them 
when retrieving the paddle, because that consumes energy).”12 

The stern person not only provides forward motion but also steering.  The “J” stroke 
basically is a push outward with the paddle near the end of the stroke.  The “sweep” or “draw” 
stroke is simply drawing the paddle toward the canoe at the end of the stroke. 

                                                 
12 Rom, p 58 
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The basic two strokes mentioned above do no more than move the stern from side to side.  
That is all steering does for the canoe.  On occasion the stern person will use the paddle as a 
rudder, but this costs forward motion energy and is not an efficient way to steer. 

“There is Styrofoam in the bow and stern of the canoe, enabling it to float when turned over 
or swamped.  Always stay with the canoe in a mishap.  Never try to swim for shore.  The canoe 
should be righted, and one can kick it ashore or get back inside and paddle.  Once near the 
shoreline where the bottom can be felt, one turns the canoe over and lifts it out of the water on 
the yoke and flips it over.”13 

The important aspect of traveling in a canoe is to get in the canoe and experience the 
problems and rewards.  Without exception, those getting in the stern of a canoe will know how to 
handle the steering and paddling in less than half hour. 

When in windy conditions the situation remains the same, but then the camper has either 
very hard work or an enjoyable trip.  When going into heavy wind (and it is best not to do this, 
but sometimes it is necessary) cut the waves with a little angle.  To hit the waves straight on will 
sometimes allow water to come over the bow. 

Going into the waves is hard work and it takes all of the efforts of the two in the canoe to 
keep forward motion.  It is best to aim for an island and take a few moments rest before traveling 
on.  Resting in open water in heavy wind is not an option since you will soon be back where you 
started.  Getting a canoe sideways to high waves is not healthy in any case.  The bow must be 
kept into the wind. 

Portage Common Sense: 
There are some portage courtesies that need to be practiced.  Portages are not private 

gateways to the next lake, but public highways.  There will be others using the portage so the 
camper needs to keep in mind that everyone is sharing a fairly small area of real estate. 

When entering a portage it is not always possible for all of the canoes to land at the same 
time.  One or two canoes may need to land, unload gear on one side of the portage, pull the 
canoes out and begin to move them over the portage so others can land.  It is necessary to keep 
all of one camp’s gear in one place on the portage.  As other groups come through they will put 
all of their gear in one spot as well. 

Each canoe should keep track of the packs they had at the beginning of the day.  Place them 
in the canoe in the same places from which they were so recently removed.  Each couple must be 
sure that everything they had in their canoe at arrival is also in their canoe when they depart the 
portage. 

When meeting other campers on the portage trail, those who have a load have the right of 
way.  If both parties have a load then the one who is going up hill has the right of way.  If it is 
level ground, then the person with the canoe has the right of way. 

In each portage the necessity of all gear either being in packs or lashed to the gunwales 
(pronounced gunnels) is emphasized.  Those persons who do not carry a canoe should carry two 
packs.  A heavier pack on the back first and a lighter pack on the front.  Surprisingly it is easier 
to carry two packs than just one because the person is balanced better. 

                                                 
13 Rom, p 59 
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Canoe paddles are wedged between the 
front seat and the forward thwarts.  These then 
become handles to hold onto as the portage is 
made.  Putting a canoe on shoulders can be a 
difficult task or something that can be easily 
done with a little practice.  The canoe is carried 
bow first and the carrying yoke is positioned so 
the head is in front of the thwart and the pads 
are on the shoulders.  To place the canoe on the 
shoulders along, tip the canoe on its side with 
the bottom laying against the legs.  Place the 
right hand on the far middle thwart (the one 
with the carrying yoke) and the left hand on the 
forward thwart.  Jerk the canoe in a rolling 
motion right up the legs and thighs, lift and the 
canoe will settle on the shoulders. 

Needless to say, this takes a bit of practice, 
but it is rewarding and easy to do when the task 
is mastered.  To place the canoe down at the end 
of the portage, step into the water, turn to the 
side while still under the canoe and repeat the 
process in reverse.  The canoe will roll down 
the legs and be flat on the water. 

Beginning campers should have someone 
help them at the bow of the canoe.  Lift the 
canoe up and hold it so the person who is to carry the canoe can walk under it and place the yoke 
on their shoulders. 

The canoe on the portage trail should be well balanced so that only one hand is needed on 
the paddles or gunwales to balance the craft.  If the portage is long there may be rest stations 
along the way.  If there are no rests constructed, a pine tree with strong lower branches can be 
used by walking the bow right into the branch and letting the stern settle on the ground.  Be sure 
to put the bow next to the tree where the branch is strongest. 

At the end of the portage, again all equipment is placed in one spot and the canoe teams 
again place their packs in their own canoe.  This is a spot for teamwork and shows how the camp 
is beginning to function.  Sometimes canoe teams think all they have to do is get their own gear 
across the portage, load up and push off and wait until the rest of the camp finish their chores.  It 
is good to encourage everyone to help others until all of the gear is over the portage.  When the 
canoes are loaded the camp pushes off toward the next portage.  This portage experience 
encourages a sense of group work and accomplishment. 

To come to the end of a portage is a sense of joy and sore muscles.  It is not uncommon to 
finish a rather long portage, get into the canoes, paddle 100 yards across a beaver pond and 
repeat the process.  It is for this reason that early planning for the route is necessary.  Early in the 
camp there should be no more than 8-10 portages in a day. 

Figure 3 – 1970 – Ron at a portage 
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At the end of a travel day it is always good to de-brief the group on their experiences.  Each 
travel day has good and bad experiences which take place and it is helpful for the group to talk 
about those events.  Many times healed feelings are the result.  Again, emotions and experiences 
are compacted in a canoe camp experience.  Many times emotions are deeper and expressed 
more vocally than would be the case at home or in a resident camp.  The camp leader needs to 
know this, be aware of the dynamics going on, and be available as counselor, referee and always 
lover and acceptor. 

Setting Up Camp: 
Finding a campsite is the first challenge of the closing day.  The camp has a particular lake 

as a goal, and now that goal has been met and there has to be a place to camp.  When looking 
around the lake shore, campsites are usually spotted by looking for a cleared area next to the 
shore.  Normally the trees will come to the shore and be very thick.  A campsite will have all of 
the lower branches of the trees removed.  Always try to camp on an island when possible.  Look 
at your map and note the red dots on your lake.  These are the campsites that are prepared and 
listed by the Forest Service.  Be aware that as time passes the Forest Service will close certain 
campsites in order to give them a chance to recover.  Never camp on a campsite in the process of 
being reforested, reseeded and being given a chance to re-grow.  To camp on an island lessens 
the possibility of bears bothering food supplies.  When choosing a camp site it does not hurt to 
be a bit fussy.  Look for an open site that faces to the south or west.  These are the directions of 
prevailing winds and a breeze in the camp will keep the insects away.  Look for space for tents 
that is removed from the fire grate.  Be sure there is a latrine and preferably hidden in the trees.  
If not, place a tarp in front of the latrine so there is some privacy. 

There is the natural question of the time of day and the amount of daylight required to set up 
camp, prepare the evening meal and get all of the gear stowed for the night.  A good rule of 
thumb is to hold one’s hand in front of one’s face with the arm extended.  The width of the hand 
from the horizon is equal to about one hour.  Thus “three hands above the horizon” is the amount 
of time needed to pitch camp, prepare the evening meal, clean up and get ready for the night.  
While in camp the evening meal should begin no later than when the sun is “two hands” above 
the horizon.  When the campsite is found, there is a necessary order to the events that follow.  
First, all of the canoes are unloaded and all of the packs are placed near the fire grate.  The 
canoes are pulled up on the shore and turned over so they will not float away.  Never leave a 
canoe just part way on shore.  The action of the water will work the canoe out into the lake and a 
search for the lost canoe will result. 

When the campsite is located everyone should fill their water jugs with water.  It is best to 
fill the jugs while some distance from shore, holding the jug under the surface as far as possible.  
Each jug, with cap tightly closed, is placed near the fire grate to be ready for food preparation. 

The first order of business is to set up all tents and prepare the beds for the night.  No one 
goes swimming, takes baths or goes on hikes until their bed is ready.  Part of the reason for this 
is the ability of young persons (and some adults) to put this off.  When it is dark or at dusk when 
the insects are out is not a good time to be making one’s bed. 

Next the camp cooking facilities are prepared.  If there is no table at the camp site (there are 
a few sites that have tables), then one of the canoes is brought to the area and turned upside down 
and rocks placed at the bow and stern for security.  This is the “dining table” for the camp.  A 
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tarp is stretched over the cooking grate high enough the flames and heat will not destroy it, but 
close enough to provide rain shelter. 

The packs are then placed in one area and another of the tarps is used to construct a small 
lean to.  This is where all of the packs are kept so they can be dry and all together. 

A final tarp is strung over an open area for shelter in case of rain.  Always plan on rain.    
Even if the weather looks great and there is no sign of inclement weather, you can almost put 
money in the bank that it is going to rain.  Just a little preparation and prevention can save a lot 
of uncomfortable people and wet clothes. 

There is nothing wrong with a trim, neat, clean good looking campsite.  The leader can take 
the lead in encouraging this to happen.  A clean camp site keeps insects down, discourages 
rodents and if the camp is in an area of bears, discourages their visits.  Well organized and clean 
campsites are another part of the wilderness experience.  The question is not whether man can 
survive the wilderness.  The question is whether the wilderness can survive man.  A great part of 
the experience in the wilderness is to instruct the campers not to destroy what they are 
experiencing. 

Camp Chores: 
Meals are not cooked, fires are not started nor pans cleaned by leaving the jobs to 

volunteers.  Before leaving home, make a list with three committees for each and every meal, 
including lunch. 

The first committee to begin work is the fire committee.  This consists of two persons who 
are responsible for cutting and splitting enough wood to cook the meal and complete clean up.  
The leader needs to take some time and explain a little about the proper wood to use, how to cut 
it with the saw and especially how to split wood safely. 

One of the rules of the wilderness is never to cut green trees.  No one would want to try to 
burn green wood, but an inexperienced camper may see a green tree and think “easy wood”.  
Only dead, dry wood is used in the campfire.  Pine and fir are the most common woods.  The 
bottom, dead dry branches on a living tree are permissible wood and this gives the beginning for 
the fire.  Dead trees are not a problem to find.  Even in the wettest weather, the wood on the 
inside of a log is dry and will burn brightly. 

Care should be given in the cutting of logs to bring back to the campsite.  The logs are cut 
with the saw into lengths of about 18 inches and then split with the axe.  The hatchet is used to 
make smaller sticks of firewood. 

The fire is laid in the cooking grate by placing two good sized pieces of wood parallel with 
the front of the grate with a space between for the paper sack which held the meal.  Tinder is 
placed on the sack, small but larger sticks on this and the fire is lighted.  One of the most handy 
and needed items in any canoe camp is the lighter.  Each camper should carry their own.  This 
takes away the need for matches, but a waterproof bottle of matches is still carried in the “spice 
bag”.  As soon as the fire is burning, the cooking committee needs to go to work. 
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Before any pot is placed on the fire, 
the bottom and sides are rubbed with 
liquid dish soap.  The penalty of 
forgetting to do this is having to clean 
the pot.  A camper only forgets one 
time.  The black from the fire will easily 
wash from the pot when this simple 
preparation is done.  Care is taken not to 
allow any of the soap on the inside of 
the pot.  The largest pot in the cook kit 
is placed on the fire to begin heating 
water for hot chocolate and later for 
clean up. 

Again, the fire committee needs to 
cut enough wood to cook the meal and 
heat the water for clean up.  It is also a 
good idea to have a good stack of split 
wood under the canoe (table) to be kept 
dry in case of rain. 

The next group to go to work is the 
cooking committee.  Two persons are 
named as cooks for the meal.  They are 

to prepare and serve the meal.  The leader needs to instruct the cooks that they must read the 
directions of all of the food packages.  Some of the food requires soaking for some time. Since 
no one has a watch, estimates are made and the hope for perfection is expected. 

As the food is being prepared, measuring is important.  The campers need to remember there 
are 16 cups in a gallon.  We have gallon jugs and most of the meals require large amounts of 
water.  If the instructions call for 12 cups of water, then a gallon jug has four cups measured out, 
this water put in the hot chocolate kettle and the remainder used in the preparation. 

As the food is cooking, constant stirring is required or the meal will stick, burn and be 
distasteful.  One person stirs the pots, the other person prepares the remainder of the meal.  Meal 
time is always an adventure.  Many campers have never cooked at home not to mention over an 
open fire.  The leader will need to spend a lot of time with the cooks since this is an important 
part of survival and the happiness of the camp. 

The cooking fire is not a blazing conflagration, but a gentle flame in a bed of coals.  Small 
sticks of firewood are added regularly to keep the flames low, but the heat high.  In the cooking 
process, no salt or pepper should be added.  Many of the meals come seasoned and to add 
seasoning is to risk disaster.  Salt and pepper are available on the “table” during serving. 

The cooks have the grace before each meal which is their choice of verbal prayer, a song of 
thanksgiving, circle of prayer or silent prayer as a group.  The cooks are also allowed to go 
through the serving line first. 

The serving line is a learning experience for any camp.  Some campers have never been 
taught the art of consideration for other persons.  They will go through the line and pile their 

Figure 4 – 1969 - Cooking committee at work 
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plates high to the point that the last person through will have little to eat.  As a camp leader, I 
have never had to say much about this after the first incident or two.  The campers are self 
governing when it comes to food.  As a leader, observations are invaluable during these times.  
More insight into a person’s true nature comes around the dinner table than anywhere else in the 
camping experience.  Besides, as the cooking responsibilities pass around, everyone gets the 
chance to be first in line. 

The clean up committee, while much fun is made of the work, has a most important task.  
The pots and pans must be scrubbed on the outside and inside, rinsed with boiling water, dried 
and put away.  All silverware is scrubbed in the lake and boiled in the kettle, dried and put away.  
All left over food is either placed in the latrine, or buried away from the camp.  (Remember the 
folding shovel?) Cooking tools are also scrubbed and boiled, dried and put away.  All 
condiments are packed and placed in waterproof protection.  In short the camp is put in tip top 
shape.  The dishcloths, scratchers and towels are put away or hung up to dry.  The final pot to be 
cleaned is the boiling water pot.  It is scrubbed and rinsed at the lake.  Usually it will be re-
soaped and refilled with water for hot chocolate, tea or hot soup snacks. 

The boiling of all silverware 
and cooking instruments is very 
important.  This will remove any 
soap (sick campers will result if 
soap is left on equipment) and 
will disinfect the equipment.  
This is important for the welfare 
of everyone in the camp.  Just a 
small amount of soap in the cook 
pot or left on silverware can do 
bad things to a camper’s 
digestive system. 

Snack time and other foods 
to be prepared are done by 
individual campers with the 
understanding that whoever uses 
a pan or piece of cooking 
equipment, will clean that pan.  
Popcorn is always popular in the 
evening.  The middle size pot in the cook kit is best.  Popcorn and oil are placed in the bottom, 
the lid on top and the pot is place on a hot fire.  As the corn starts to pop someone must take the 
handle and twist the pot to keep the corn moving.  (That pair of pliers comes in handy here)  
After the corn is popped, the lid is removed and a few drops of liquid margarine and salt are 
spread over the surface.  Along with the popcorn not chocolate, tea and hot Jell-O is good.  Jell-
O is prepared just as the directions say, but instead of letting it cool, it is placed in cups as a hot 
drink. 

Indian fry bread is made by placing about two cups of flour in a bowl, two tablespoons of 
baking powder and enough warm water to make a heavy dough.  This dough is then made into 
balls about the size of a golf ball, smashed and formed in the palm of the hand to a thickness of 
about one eighth inch and placed in a skillet of hot grease or oil.  It is browned on one side, 

    Figure 5 – 1971 - Cleanup committee 
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turned over browned on the other (it will buff up as it cooks), taken out of the oil and butter and 
sugar, honey or jelly put on the top and eaten while hot.  It is wonderful. 

Fresh fish is always a welcome addition to any snack time.  The skillet is placed on the fire 
with bacon grease or oil, the fish fillets rolled in flour and pan fried to a golden brown.  The 
results are surely wonderful.  On one camp we had eaten the evening meal and the camp wanted 
to cook fish.  Two or three began to clean walleyes and when we finished we had eaten over 40 
walleyes as a snack.  It does not need to be said that everyone slept well that night. 

The small added packages of soup, Jell-O, tea, jelly and honey begin to pay dividends as the 
campfire sends sparks into the sky and the campers have a serious discussion or a boisterous time 
of singing, laughing or teasing the wolves. 

First Aid: 
The health of the campers is of primary concern to any camp leader.  Before leaving home, 

in the pre-camp correspondence must be a medical release form, signed by the parent or 
guardian, and carried with the camp leader.  This form gives the camp leader permission to 
secure medical treatment for the son or daughter in case of emergency. 

The day to day activities must have the full attention of the camp leader and if some 
direction needs to be given, then that direction needs to be firm and final.  I have met groups 
taking individuals back to town with broken legs, arms and ribs.  There is no excuse for not 
taking care, time and making preparation. 

Even the most careful of campers will sometimes become ill or hurt just through the change 
of diet or the vigor of the experience.  As mentioned earlier, hot Jell-O has a way of settling 
upset stomachs.  The first aid kit should also contain an anti-diarrheal medication as well as a 
light laxative.  In visiting with doctors, their suggestion is to have a supply of butterfly bandages 
instead of trying to make sutures on the trail.  Disinfectant, large and small bandages, gauze, 
Band-aids, burn medication and sore muscle crèmes make up the bulk of the first aid kit. 

Sunburn is a common ailment among canoe campers.  A good sunscreen or block should be 
used.  A hat with a brim should be worn along with good sunglasses and a lot of care in covering 
limbs while on the water.  If sunburn does occur, a burn lotion should be in the first aid kit. 

Most important is to keep the first aid kit handy at all times.  When in camp, place the kit in 
a central location and make sure everyone knows where it is.  I made my first aid kit out of a 
metal tackle box which I painted florescent green with florescent red crosses on the side.  It can 
be seen for long distances, even at night. 

First aid and taking care are important items to discuss with campers at the orientation 
session.  Prevention is the best treatment there is, but in case of emergency, the leader should 
have a working knowledge of first aid. 

In the wilderness there are days when the Forest Service is flying over the area to deliver 
workers and supplies to base camps.  If there is an emergency, a white flag tied to a canoe paddle 
will attract attention.  In extreme emergencies, the lighting of a large, smoky fire on an island 
will bring help since the forests are watched for forest fires.  In addition, most of the Forest 
Service work crews have a radio and can make an emergency contact. 
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Insect Control: 
When one thinks about the wilderness, the natural insect to consider is the mosquito.  In 

northern Minnesota these pests can cause great discomfort.  A small bottle of insect repellent 
with a large percentage of DEET can discourage intimate contacts. 

The black fly can be just as unfriendly and does not respond to repellents as well as the 
mosquito.  A clean camp discourages flies, but in the canoe, they are a constant traveler.  It helps 
to wear boots while canoeing since they protect a camper’s ankles.  A small branch from a pine 
tree makes a good swatter. 

By traveling later in the summer, insects are not as much of a problem.  I have gone many 
years and not used any repellant at all.  Part of the key to this is to be about when it is light and to 
be in bed when it isn’t.  The dusk of the evening is when mosquitoes put on a real feeding binge 
and if the camper is safe in an insect proof tent, the mosquitoes will whine but never bite. 

On portages the camper is exposed and sometimes the mosquitoes can be a problem.  
Repellents are needed and should be used.  Spiders and other “creepy crawly things” are not a 
problem on the canoe camp.  Snakes are seldom if ever seen and then are of the harmless variety. 

One item of clothing that is strongly recommended to all is the hooded sweatshirt.  This 
gives protection from insects while on the portage, working around the camp and while traveling.  
In addition it is a warm, over the head comfort on cool nights. 

I also like to pack a head net.  These are uncomfortable to wear and they are hard to see 
through, but if you are in an area of particular heavy infestation of insects, they are useful.  They 
are compact, inexpensive and can be carried in a pocket to be easily accessible. 

Tent Protection and Safety: 
The tent is one of the pieces of equipment that is to be cherished, protected and used very 

carefully.  This is the equipment that will provide dry sleeping, security from insects and provide 
the only place where one can be safely protected from just about any storm. 

There are a few rules to consider when caring for the tent.  First, campers must never spray 
insect repellant inside of the tent. (In the first place spray cans are heavy, bulky and cannot be 
burned.)  Wherever the insect spray hits the fabric a small, pin hole will appear after time.  
Besides, when one is in the tent, insects should not be a problem.  Care must be taken when 
outside of the tent with the spraying of repellant.  If one is conscious of the “no burn” rule, even 
though repellant is considered “personal gear”, the spray can will be left on the shelf.  Cream 
repellents are better used in this situation. 

Second, keep the tents away from the fire.  Wind has a way of carrying sparks which can 
burn small holes in the tent.  Along the same line, never take fire into a tent either through 
candles or some type of heater.  Fire of any kind in a tent is to beg for trouble. 

Third, always set up tents with a storm in mind.  Be sure to stake the tent corner and middles 
where possible.  If rocks prevent staking, then tie cords to rocks and secure the tent to the 
ground.  Look around for old, dead limbs that might fall during a storm and stay away from such 
places.  Pitch the tent where there is good run off from a rain.  Stay away from those low places 
where water might collect in rain.  (even though these are always the most inviting places in a 
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camp site).  Never “trench” a tent.  Trenching causes damage to the undergrowth, promotes 
erosion and is not needed in most cases. 

Fourth, do not limit yourself to the immediate camp site for setting your tent.  The 
immediate campsite is for cooking and group activities.  Many times prime locations for tents are 
a short distance away from the fire circle.  Look around, beautiful spots are there for the finding.  
Just be aware that the latrine is also secluded and the tent does not want to infringe on that 
private place. 

Fifth, never, but never take any article of food into a tent no matter how small or 
insignificant the camper might think it is.  Rodents are destructive little creatures of nature and 
they will eat through the side of a tent to get at some goodie just inside.  When in areas of bears, 
food in a tent invites the total destruction of the shelter and possible injury to a camper that might 
be inside.  Thus, a very firm rule is enforced.  No food of any kind in any tent at any time. 

Sixth, tents are private domains and members of the opposite sex are not allowed in or near 
the other’s tents.  It is best to have girls set their tents in one area and the boys set their tents in 
another area.  While in camp no one will bother another tent.  No horseplay or practical jokes 
will involve a tent or sleeping bags.  These are items that cannot be replaced or repaired while on 
the trail.  They are simply too valuable to play with. 

When taking the tent down, be aware of the moisture in the tent.  This is one of the reasons 
that tents are set up first when arriving at a new camp site.  The tent will dry quickly if set up, but 
will not dry if rolled tightly in a pack.  When the camp returns home, all tents must be set up, 
dried out and cleaned before packing away for storage.  To fail to do this will result in rotted 
seams, mildew on sides and the failure of the tent when needed most.  Always take care with 
poles and equipment that makes the tent secure. 

When dealing with tents, the leader must educate the campers.  A little time spent in 
orientation or on the first camp site will pay great dividends on the future.  Care, care and more 
care must be taken with the tents.  There is just no other way to say it. 

Personal Hygiene: 
Canoe Camping is not a clean camping experience.  Campers will get dirty, sweaty, smelly 

and pretty obnoxious unless some care is taken.  The work of moving through portages and lakes 
is, by necessity, a dirty job.  Portages can be muddy, the work is hot and campers will get 
sweaty.  Since it is not a good idea to use deodorants and other “smell goods” (they are an open 
invitation to insects) the camp gets to be pretty “skuzzy” at times.  The time spent in camp is a 
time of cleaning up, washing clothes, bodies and equipment. 

It is a good idea to encourage everyone to do everything they can to be as clean as possible.  
The washing of clothes can be done while in camp, hung up to dry and be ready for the next 
change.  (Assuming the day is sunny and dry) Baths are done by swimming in the lake or in a 
more leisurely fashion by taking an empty canoe into the lake, turning it over and filling it with 
water, then sitting on the bottom of the canoe and enjoying the bath, the ride and the day.  The 
swamped canoe will not sink and will provide a good “bath tub” for camper. 

Personal hygiene is important and each camper needs to pay attention to cleanliness as much 
as possible.  The simple act of washing the hands after each trip to the latrine is something the 
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ladies are taught from birth, but young men have an aversion to doing so regularly.  This needs to 
be encouraged. 

The latrine is something that causes great mirth on a canoe camp.  The latrine is a wooden 
box, sometimes fiber glass, sitting in the forest.  It has a lid that one can raise to expose the seat.  
It is a pit toilet, dug out of the ground.  There are no walls or other privacy provided except the 
surrounding flora and fauna. 

Since it is not the most private setting there needs to be some arrangements made to insure 
that more than one person does not show up at the latrine at the same time.  A length of stick 
with a roll of toilet paper is placed at a central location in the camp (preferably under some sort 
of shelter).  This stick and roll of paper is called the “flag”.  When the “flag” is gone, then 
someone is using the latrine and it is off limits to everyone.  When the “flag” is in camp, then the 
latrine is open.  This simple signal has worked for years and becomes quite a conversation piece 
before the camp is complete. 

Everyone is responsible for a clean camp site.  When the campers leave the only thing they 
should leave are their footprints.  Everyone has a responsibility to leaving the campsite better 
than when they arrived.  It does not take a lot of work, just some awareness of surroundings and 
picking up items that are not natural to the site and disposing of them properly. 

Guides for the Day: 
As the camp packs up and gets ready to move to a new campsite it is good to have two 

campers to be the guides for the day.  The leader needs to choose two campers who have not led 
before and show them on their own map where the day should end and at what campsite.  Those 
two “leaders” then take the lead in their canoe, find the proper portage and lead the way to the 
next campsite. 

Several things begin to happen as different ones lead.  First, all the campers learn to read the 
maps and find their way around the canoe country.  In future years this is priceless training.  This 
experience gives self confidence and takes away a lot of the worry about traveling in the canoe 
country. 

Second, it develops leadership in some campers who may not have had any chance at 
leadership before this experience.  To some campers, to lead is a threatening experience.  
However, the experience is one of support from the other campers and the learning of 
cooperation as routes and portages are searched for and traveled.  One note of caution:  The 
leader should always know where the camp is.  It is quite permissible to allow a pair of leaders to 
take a wrong turn on the lake and even go out of their way.  The leader has the responsibility to 
allow those leaders to lead.  However, the leader must know where they are and be able to point 
in the right direction when help is requested.  Taking wrong turns is not all bad.  Sure it causes 
some extra paddling, but it also teaches the campers that mistakes can be made and the group can 
find their way back and onto the right path.  The experience opens doors for devotions and 
discussion.  In addition, the other campers hesitate to become too belligerent because they know 
they are going to be leaders on another day. 

Again, each camper should have their own map.  Each pair of leaders should be clear as to 
their goal for the day.  The guides for the day also decide when and where the group should eat 
lunch and about how fast the group is going to move.  The guides are just what the word implies.  
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They are the guides for that day.  Adult leaders and other campers follow their lead.  It is easy to 
see the personal development that can and will take place.  The campers see that everyone 
depends on one another and a true family experience takes place. 

Map Reading: 
Reading a map is not a harrowing experience.  In fact there were many years that I never 

used the compass I always had along (all leaders should have a good quality compass).  The 
maps are clearly printed, able to withstand all kinds of weather and are very accurate.  The maps 

will show the lakes, the rivers (if any) connecting the 
lakes and the portages.  Portages are marked in rods 
(16.5 feet) and have a listing if there are dams “D”, 
rapids “R” or falls “F”.  Portages are marked with a “P”. 

As one looks at the map, directions of North, 
South, East or West are not as important as right and 
left.  When the campers enter a lake the portage will be 
shown on the right or left side of the lake.  It is always 
there and is usually clearly marked by a well used trail.  
Many portages are indicated with a sign listing the lake 
the trail is going to reach and the length of the portage. 

Map reading should not come as a threat.  In fact, 
most campers will become expert at reading the map 
and leading the group anywhere they want to go.  An 
admonition to the leaders to know what they are doing 
is most important.  The canoe camp needs to have 
direction and needs to have a leader who is the final 
authority.  In the middle of a wilderness is no place for 
a leader to decide he or she does not know what is 
going on.  It is important to note one more time the 

value of relying on the outfitter.  The outfitter knows the country, knows the portages and can 
give creative and helpful information. 

Activities for the Canoe Camp: 

Fishing: 

Fishing is something that is a rewarding part of any canoe experience.  The activity teaches 
patience, understanding of nature, an appreciation of God’s creation and provides added food for 
the table.  Fishing has been described as “A jerk on one end of the line waiting for a jerk on the 
other end of the line.” 

Needless to say, fishing is not always productive, but it is always a good experience to be 
out on the lake and trying.  In the Canoe Country there are several basic fish to be found.  
Probably the most common fish is the Northern Pike.  In any weeded bay or shallow part of the 
lake with weeds and rocks, the Northern Pike will set up residence.  This fish can reach weights 
of thirty and forty pounds.  However the largest we have ever caught during a camp has been 
seventeen pounds.  The Northern is a great fighter and a fine eating fish.  There are bones to 

    Figure 6 – 1969 - 32 rod portage sign 
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contend with in eating the Northern, but when filleted and fried to a golden brown they are hard 
to beat.  The best lures for the Northern are red and white spoons, red-eye wigglers in gold and 
larger spinner baits.  Those lures that resemble minnow are also excellent.  Line in the 8-10 
pound range is best with a wire leader to help save lures.  Just remember that a Northern will hit 
hard and fight much of the battle in the air. 

The landing of any fish is an art in 
itself.  Landing nets are bulky and hard 
to portage and carry around so landing 
fish by hand is the order of the day.  Let 
the fish fight and wear itself out.  When 
the fish is beside the canoe, grip the fish 
right on the gills with a firm grip.  This 
keeps the fish from moving and it can be 
lifted into the canoe.  Never turn the fish 
loose in the canoe.  The fish will 
violently flop around and cause damage 
to tackle as well as present the danger of 
a hook catching a leg or hand.  Plan on 
catching fish and prepare for that 
occasion by having a pair of long nose 
pliers laying at the feet and a stringer 
over the thwart.  Hold the fish, get the 
pliers and remove the hooks carefully 
and string the fish all without turning the 
fish loose.  Hold onto the stringer, place 
the fish in the water and tie the stringer 
to the canoe.  Be aware that many of the 
fish caught (especially the large fish 
since they are hard to cook) will be 
turned back to grow and fight again.  
Never keep more fish than the camp can 
use.  Never waste the resource. 

Another common fish is the Walleye Pike.  Walleyes are fish that roam in schools and are 
best located by trolling with a minnow imitation lure such as a Lazy Ike or Rapala.  These should 
be in green or gold color.  Troll slowly along the shore until a Walleye is caught then go back 
and forth past that spot or anchor the canoe and cast to the fish.  The Walleye has never been 
thought of as a great fighter, but is highly regarded for food.  The smaller Walleyes are the best 
to eat since they can be easily prepared in the skillet and are delicious.  Be sure to fillet carefully 
so bones are not a problem. 

Another common fish is the Lake Trout.  These are a bit harder to catch, but with some 
effort and understanding, they can be obtained in many lakes.  (Ask the outfitter about lakes with 
trout)  I like to troll a red and white spoon with several weights on the line so it will go very 
deep.  Trout seek cold water which is quite deep in summertime.  Once trout are caught then the 
fisherperson can cast to the area, allow the spoon to sink to the bottom and then reel rapidly to 
the surface.  Trout will hit the spoon as it goes past their position. 

    Figure 7 – 1988 - Northern on! 
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To prepare Trout one must take the entrails out of the body cavity, cut off the head and clean 
and wash inside and out.  Place the individual fish on a piece of aluminum foil with two pieces of 
bacon on each side.  Place butter in the body cavity, salt and pepper to taste and wrap the fish 
tightly.  Place the fish on the back of the cooking fire, right on the fire grate.  Cook slowly while 
the meal is being prepared, turning two or three times.  Remove the package from the fire, open 
the foil and baked Lake Trout is the result.  It is pleasant to the palate and a delightful 
experience. 

Smallmouth Bass are also prevalent in many lakes.  Smallmouth like rocky shores and if 
there is running water, that is a bonus.  “Smallies” are easily spooked so care must be taken with 
a canoe to remain back from the fishing area and keep noise in the bottom of the canoe to a 
minimum.  Smallmouth are caught on small minnow imitations or jigs.  Yellow jigs seem to 
work best.  These fish are filleted and pan fried for a pleasant taste. 

Upon occasion the camper will be in a lake with only Largemouth Bass.  These fish are 
willing to hit lures and are fun to catch, not to mention good eating.  The best lures are yellow 
jigs, top-water lures such as minnow imitations or spinner baits.  Fillet the fish and pan fry. 

There are times when the leader might want to place three inches or more of oil in a kettle, 
mix a batter from the biscuit mix, and deep fry fillets.  Once this is done, it will be a popular way 
to eat fish.  The only challenge is the weight of the oil and the problem of transportation.  This 
method of preparation thus becomes a treat for the whole camp.  Deep frying needs to be done in 
hot grease or oil, so be sure to keep a close watch on the kettle. 

Tackle boxes are bulky, heavy and not suitable for canoe camping.  Therefore small, plastic 
boxes about the size of a small cigar box are excellent containers for all of the equipment one 
might need.  A partial list might include; 24 swivel snaps, small; 6 “ear” sinkers or weights; four 
Rapalas in gold and black, 3 inches long; 3 green Lazy Ikes; 6 Daredevils in red and white, 3 
inch; 4 small gold Red Eye Wigglers; 12 yellow Road Runner jigs, 1/16 oz.; 12, 6-inch steel 
leaders; two rope stringers (tied to thwart of canoe); Long nose pliers; sharp fillet knife, 8 inch, 
in case; knife sharpener. 

Again, fishing is a great part of the camp, if there are fisherpersons present.  It is a good time 
to get to know individual campers and it is a good time to learn an individual lake.  With a little 
trial and error one easily learns the art of trolling in a canoe.  The key is to move slowly and 
quietly.  Wildlife is a bonus in this activity since the canoe is not a noisy intruder into the home 
of the animals. 

Accidents occasionally happen with hooks.  Sometime, someone is going to suffer the 
problem of a fishhook embedded in a finger, hand or leg.  Since the camper cannot stop in at the 
doctor’s office, the leader needs to know a remedy for the problem. 

First, this is a puncture wound and needs to have a lot of antiseptic material placed in and 
around the wound.  If the hook is in a fleshy part of the body the best way to take the hook out is 
to wrap a strong cord around the bend of the hook.  This must be a strong cord or several lengths 
of fishing line.  The leader should hold the eye of the hook against the body of the person.  The 
eye needs to be held extremely firm.  While the eye is held, the cord is jerked solidly.  The hook 
will exit the wound in the exact way it entered.  It is a shocking experience for the victim.  
However, the hook is removed and the person can get on with life.  For the protection of the 
camper, everyone should have a tetanus shot (or be up to date with that protection). 
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If the hook is in an ear or an area where the hook has “come through” with the barb exposed, 
then side cutter pliers should be used to cut the barb from the hook and the hook backed out of 
the wound.  Again, plenty of antiseptic should be used and care taken with the wound to guard 
against infection. 

Games for the Canoe Camp: 
In any camp setting, there is going to be the need to work off energy, have fun and maybe 

some very light competition.  It is good to keep in mind that the world which the camp left at the 
parking lot is filled with high competition.  Here is a beautiful opportunity to demonstrate the art 

of living without the “high stakes” usually associated 
with “games” in the at home world.  Therefore the 
following games are suggested as ways to bring the 
group closer together and should be used only as long as 
the “fun” is in the game and not when high competition 
results. 

Bowling: 

Bowling is an easy game to construct and one that 
many hours are spent in playing.  Find a tree with a 
strong a branch overhanging a level spot.  Cut a piece of 
firewood about eighteen inches long for the bowling 
ball.  Throw a rope over the limb and suspend the piece 
of firewood over the ground with about three inches of 
clearance.  Next, cut ten pieces of firewood about the 
same size around that are about 12 inches long.  Set 
these on end in the shape of the pins in a bowling alley.  
(Four pins in a row, then three, two and one)  The 
camper stands behind the set up (the one pin is away 
from the camper).  The camper swings the piece of 
wood on the rope past the set pins and the return swing 
knocks the pins down.  Score this game just like 
bowling.  This is an activity that will occupy campers at 
all hours, even into the evening.  A little practice in 
cutting the “pins” will show the best size and length. 

A more traditional bowling game can be played with the same pins but using a small, round 
rock as a “bowling ball”.  The game does need a flat space of some length to be the “alley”.  This 
game is a bit more difficult to play since long flat surfaces in the canoe country are hard to find.  
This difficulty in finding space sometimes sparks an explorer spirit among the campers to find 
such a location. 

Volley Jug: 

Volley jug is the same game as volleyball only it is played with one of the water jugs from 
one of the canoes.  The court is set up with just a rope for the “net” and the jug is served and 
batted back and forth just like volleyball.  Volley jug is a fast action game and can become very 
competitive since it is so competitive at home.  This game should be used only if the camp is 

    Figure 8 – 1971 - Bowling 
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having a lot of fun, changing person on the various dies and not forming “teams” within the 
camp.  It has the disadvantage of needing some flat area to play and more cleared space than is 
found in many campsites. 

Swimming: 

Swimming is a natural for canoe camps.  It is also a constant worry for the leaders for the 
same reason that it is a worry at resident camps with waterfronts or swimming pools.  Swimming 
can be dangerous and young people sometimes stretch themselves beyond limits.  Therefore it is 
a necessity for leaders to monitor swimming activities.  In fact a leader should be in the 
swimming area in a canoe to be ready to offer assistance to anyone in need.  The rules of 
common sense prevail.  Therefore there should be no swimming alone or at night.  Leaders 
should always check the swimming area for shallow rocks.  Diving should be very limited to low 
rocks after checking for safe depths.  Leaders need to be aware that there are some very tempting 
rock ledges many feet high and over water.  Such ledges are areas that invite disaster and should 
be avoided. 

On occasion, beaches can be found on some lakes.  These usually have a campsite nearby, 
and are most often found on the mainland.  It might be good to camp on an island and then have 
an excursion over to the beach for a session of swimming.  Again, outfitters can point out 
beaches for the group before leaving town. 

The leader also needs to help the campers check for leeches.  These little pests are 
sometimes in the lakes the camp will visit.  They are basically harmless and can be picked from 
the skin or a bit of salt applied for removal. 

Tippy Canoe: 

For older groups the challenge of tippy canoe is one of very active participation of all 
concerned.  Briefly the rules of the game are:  Every person must wear a personal flotation 
device properly fastened; Each canoe (totally empty) will have two persons but only one paddle.  
The object of the game is to get all of the canoes participating into the same general area and try 
to tip each others canoes over.  The last canoe remaining upright is the winner.  Again, leaders 
need to be present and watching the activity carefully.  This is an active game and has the danger 
of someone falling in the canoe, falling out of the canoe and hitting heads or parts of bodies on 
the canoe itself.  A little experimentation will show if the camp can handle this activity. 

Day Trips: 

Day trips are just what they imply.  The camp leaves the campsite and travels for the day.  It 
might be the camp would want to see another lake, visit a lake with pictographs (Indian paintings 
on rocks that are in the area); go to another lake for swimming or fishing; or just go on a scenic 
paddle in the area.  The leader should pack lunch and make sure that the first aid kit is present on 
such excursions.  Lunch might be fresh fish that would be caught as the group travels.  It is best 
not to totally rely on fish, but it is a good exercise for the group to depend on their abilities in 
order to eat.  Day trips can be most pleasant since the canoes are not filled with equipment and 
can travel easily through the water and over portages.  A look at maps can show possible day 
trips. 
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The maps also show lakes where pictographs are located.  Olson writes: “Indian paintings 
are found on smooth cliff faces all over the Quentico-Superior area.  Reddish brown in color and 
seldom large, they adorn the rocks along many major routes of travel as high as a man can reach 
from a canoe.  These strange likenesses of animals and birds, of suns and moons, canoes and 
figures of symbolic meaning are found from the Atlantic to the Pacific, as well as along the 
waterways of the Canadian Shield.  No one today knows when they were done, who the artists 
were, or what they mean.  All we know is that the pigment used was a combination of fish oil or 
animal fat with one of the iron oxides common to the continent; that they are similar not only to 
the petroglyphs or rock carvings of our west, but to the prehistoric paintings and carvings in 
many other countries of the world.  We can only wonder as to their meaning, but believe that, 
whatever they portray and wherever hey are, they represent the first grouping attempts of Stone 
Age man for the expression of his creative powers.” 14 

Camp Site Improvement: 
A good, useful and lasting activity for any camp group is to improve the campsite on which 

they are living.  This can take many different directions, but all leave a lasting affect on the 
campsite. 

The camp might build a camp table.  The camp leader needs to remember the rule against 
cutting green trees.  However, dead trees are everywhere and with a little effort all kinds of 
materials can be obtained.  Another rule to remember is not to use any nails in any green trees.  
The table built between two trees by using two long poles lashed between two trees with smaller 
poles laid across the two longer poles is a most handy addition to any campsite and can be used 
for several years if the leashing used is nylon cord. 

Another improvement could be a picnic table.  These are made by using large logs (from 
dead trees) notched and set together.  This is a project that takes a lot of time and effort by the 
campers.  Usually only a few of the campers are involved in this kind of project since not 
everyone is interested in cutting large logs and setting up such a table.  Again, such a campsite 
improvement will last for many years and is most appreciated by every camper who might stay 
there. 

Many times a canoe camp will have a member who is earning one of the Boy Scout awards 
that has to do with campsite improvement.  Usually these projects have guidelines and examples 
of possible improvement.  Many such projects will outline the path to the latrine area with birch 
poles and rocks; cleaning new clearings for tents; building tables or stools for the campsite and 
building live pools for fish. 

The important aspect of this kind of project is to lead the campers in an understanding of the 
fragile nature of the wilderness and our ability to live within those barriers with appropriate 
behavior.  Campsite improvement must use materials that are dead and do not damage living 
trees or shrubs in the area.  Years are required to replace a tree or shrub.  In fact years are 
required just to replace grass that is lost through traffic in campsites. 

Camp leaders can do well by getting the camp group together and discussing opportunities 
for improvement at each campsite along the way.  Campsite improvement is a valid and useful 

                                                 
14 Olson, Sigurd F., Listening Point.  New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1958, p 164 
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tool of programming.  The connection of campsite improvement and personal improvement is 
obvious and can be used in Bible studies and devotional thoughts. 

Live Off the Land Meal: 
The “live off the land” meal is strictly an option.  For obvious reasons this type of meal will 

not appeal to all persons.  This meal is one that provides the cooks only a minimum of food 
preparations.  The leader might pack a small amount of flour, the oil, salt and pepper, butter, 
sugar and some powdered milk. 

The total camp must be involved in what is going on or the experience is lost.  A possible 
menu might be pan fried fish, cattail soup, fresh berries with sugar, pine needle tea and macaroni 
and cheese. 

The two items dependent upon the land that need some preparation is the pine needle tea 
made by steeping pine needles in a pan of water.  It is important not to boil the mixture, but just 
to keep the water hot for some time.  The results are questionable at best but the campers learn 
that there are different tastes involved in life.  The cattail stew is made by digging the tubers 
under the cattails themselves.  These are not large, but are enlarged roots.  They are peeled, 
chopped and boiled to the tender stage.  Powdered milk, butter, salt and pepper are then added to 
make a rich stew.  If dried onions are present, this adds a great taste.  This is a lot like potato 
soup. 

The catching of fish, the gathering of berries and the preparation of the meal will take a lot 
of time.  This experience leads to a general discussion of early settlers and Native Americans and 
how they survived.  It is a good lesson in the time involved in simple survival in nature.  The 
leader needs to be conscious of the fact that this activity needs to be planned as to time and 
efforts expended.  Thus it is very optional.  It would be good for the leader to consult an author 
such as Ewell Gibbons or others to have a working knowledge of what is good to eat and what is 
not.  The above is just a brief description of a possible menu. 

Survival in the Wilderness: 
Much of what has already been said will lead to better survival in the wilderness.  There are 

certain things that the leader can do to prepare for small comforts that are much appreciated.  A 
piece of plastic 3x6 that is packed in each tent is priceless.  This plastic is doubled to 3x3 and 
placed right in front of the tent with the fold away from the door.  As the camper enters the tent, 
shoes and socks are removed, the dirt knocked off and the shoes carefully placed just inside the 
door.  The camper enters the tent and prepares for bed.  This keeps much of the dirt out of the 
living area.  In the morning, the plastic is wet from dew or rain but is simply unfolded and a full 
3x6 dry surface is exposed to stand on and put socks and shoes on after leaving the tent. 

The leader should pack a good supply of light cord to be used in various projects around the 
camp.  This could be used for lashing, stringing shelters or even for clothes line to dry wet 
clothes or sleeping bags.  Clothes pins are nice, but the weight must be considered before adding 
these to the gear. 

Cold drinking water is always something that is desired and many times talked about, but 
not available.  There is a way to have ice cold drinking water while on a canoe camp in the 
wilderness.  The leader should reserve one strong cord at least 100 feet long.  On one end is 
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attached two full water jugs with caps.  Onto these two jugs is tied a fair sized rock.  On the other 
end of the cord is tied an empty jug with cap.  The full jugs are then taken out into the deep part 
of the lake and allowed to sink to the bottom.  In less than half hour the water will be ice cold 
and a great relief and appreciation to all in the camp.  One word of warning; be sure the jugs are 
on the bottom of the lake and not in an area that is deeper than 100 feet or the length of the cord.  
If the jugs do not reach the bottom they may pull the empty jug down with them or drift away.  
Water jugs are an important part of the camp equipment and need to be treated with care and 
respect. 

Good fire building depends on the fire wood obtained.  Birch wood is not a good firewood 
but is always around and easy to get any many campers make the mistake of thinking that easy is 
good.  Pine is the best of the available wood and is also readily available.  Sometimes if a 
campsite has been used for a long time, the camper will need to walk back into the woods some 
distance to find dead wood, but it is there.   

Campers do need to be cautioned about peeling birch bark from living trees.  Since birch 
bark is so inviting to peel it is only natural that this would take place.  To peel the bark from a 
living tree is to kill the tree.  There are plenty of dead birch trees in the area that are more than 
willing to give up their bark for projects and fire building. 

There is also good wood to be found on beaver huts.  This wood has had the bark removed 
and is usually dry and easy to cut, split and burn.  The “knots” or the place where limbs attach to 
a tree have a large amount of sap or resin.  These joints are excellent fire starters and should be 
saved for that purpose when found. 

There are times when the camp is wet because of rain and the campers need to dry clothes or 
other equipment.  On these occasions the leader might permit a drying fire.  Much care needs to 
be taken to place this fire on a rock near the lake or a place where there are no pine needles or 
other materials that might burn under the surface.  This is where the collapsible shovel is useful.  
Before any fire is built (unless on solid rock) a ring should be cut into the ground and water 
placed into this area.  The fire should be built in a pyramid style so that everyone can get close to 
the fire and dry out.  Shoes can be placed on sticks, clothes held and turned often and soon 
everyone will have dry clothes.  Again, the leader must supervise the building of this fire and 
great care taken not to cause a forest fire. 

Animals in the Wilderness: 
When the human animal invades the domain of the “resident animals” there may be a 

conflict of sorts.  The canoe camp should be conscious of the problems connected with the 
natural animals of the area.  Porcupines are not aggressive, but they do have an appetite for 
canoe paddles and will get into food supplies unless precautions are taken.  Canoe paddles 
should be placed in an area where this danger is kept to a minimum and all food should be stored 
out of danger.  Porcupines are nocturnal so flashlights are a good idea when walking on trails at 
night. 

Bears are a constant problem in the canoe country.  Each year there will be a few people hurt 
in dealing with bears, so caution is the watchword.  The best precaution is to camp on an island.  
This takes away this risk for the most part.  However, if the camp is on the mainland then all 
food packs should be placed on a small island close to the campsite or hung from a limb in a tree.  
The packs must be more than 8 feet off the ground and away from the trunk of the tree.  This will 
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discourage bears and protect the food.  A clean campsite is also a good deterrent to unwanted 
guests of any kind.  To leave food or packs with food in them is to invite the destruction of those 
items of equipment. 

Squirrels are also a constant pest.  They will get into bread or other food items not protects.  
They will visit the campsite during the day and will literally get into anything not “nailed” down.  
Here again is the reasoning for not taking any kind of food into tents.  Caution needs to be taken 
with packs so that all food items are put away and protected. 

Jays or “camp robbers” are birds that are more fun than destructive.  They are always 
around, they are noisy and they are fearless.  They will walk among the campers and will eat 
anything that is left unguarded.  Many are the times when a camper will set a plate of food down 
and go to get something to drink and return to a camp robber eating from their plate. 

While traveling it is not uncommon to see moose along the edges of lakes.  It is hard to 
believe, but a moose can swim faster than two people can paddle a canoe.  If it is a cow moose 
and she has a calf they are particularly unpredictable.  They will charge a canoe and can be very 
dangerous so the rule of the day is to give any moose encountered a large berth. 

Animals are an important part of the wilderness experience.  Campers should enjoy and 
appreciate all they see.  Bald eagles are common; the beaver is an ever present companion, the 
occasional otter and the timid white tail deer are always in the area.  The Minnesota State Bird, 
the Loon is a great entertainer.  Through it’s diving, coming up close to a canoe and its haunting 
call in the morning and evening; you know the wilderness area by the sounds of the Loon. 

There have been two occasions when I have been privileged to see the “Dance of the 
Loons”.  In the evening the Loons began to call and congregate in one area of the lake.  As if on 
signal they all formed a circle swimming and calling and then all rushed to the center, beat their 
wings, stretched their necks, called in unison and then resumed their circular path.  This 
continued for about 15 minutes and suddenly they all flew off to their respective lakes as if on 
signal. 

The Redhead Duck is also a common sight.  In the later part of the summer it is not 
uncommon to see a hen with over 12 ducklings all in a row swimming along the edge of the lake. 

On occasion the camp will be in an area where the great wolf lives.  It is a unique experience 
to sit around the campfire and hear the Wolf cry from across the lake.  The campers can cry back 
and soon there is a great chorus of wolves and campers crying to one another.  There is no 
danger from the wolf since it is such a private and remote animal.  It is just an exciting meeting 
of the true wild and the pseudo-wild of the camper. 

The leader has a great opportunity to share the message of the wilderness, the part of the 
camper in fitting into that wilderness and our God given responsibility to care for that 
wilderness.  This teaching can then be carried over into the gift of God to each one of us through 
his Son, Jesus and our responsibility to share that message and care for that message in all that 
we do. 

Developing a Solid Group: 
There are a few exercises that can aid in developing a group.  The natural responsibilities of 

the camp and its daily function, call upon the campers to form a group rather early.  A common 
activity is called the “Trust Walk”.  This activity calls on the group to divide into two’s with one 
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blindfolded.  The one with “eyes” leads to one who is blind.  The purpose of the activity is to 
teach trust and reliance on one another.  After a good period of time, places are changed and the 
leader is blindfolded.  A time of discussion follows with the leader dealing with feelings and 
responses to being led by God. 

Another interesting activity is to cut a pole about 10 feet long and two inches thick.  Have 
campers get around the stick and hold on to it with only one hand.  The rules require that no one 
can talk or make any noise, but can try to move the stick anywhere they want.  There is a time 
limit of 3 minutes which the leader can estimate.  The group will be fairly quiet at the beginning, 
then someone will try to move the stick and it will begin to be under pressure to go one way or 
another.  Sometimes the stick will even break or someone will be tossed off to the side.  
Sometimes someone will be pinched or hurt in some minor way. 

When the time has passed, everyone sits down and visits about their feelings, their hurts and 
their frustration.  Discussion should center around the possibility of taking the stick anywhere, 
but everyone was not working together.  The leader then directs their thoughts to the church in 
general and Christian faith in particular.  How do we experience hurts, frustrations and anxieties 
in the faith?  They discuss the importance of cooperation in all that we do in the church and in 
our working together as Christians.  The leader can then direct their thoughts to cooperation on 
the camp and the importance of everyone working together.  This is a very effective tool on 
canoe camps or in the church, with groups of all ages. 

Another tool is the well known faith fall.  This needs to be supervised by the leader.  The 
camper stands, stiff legged, with hands across the chest.  Two campers stand behind this person 
who then stiffly falls back in their arms.  The test is to keep the knees stiff and not bend them 
thus showing a lack of faith in their fellow campers.  The total camp experiences the “fall” and 
then discusses their feelings.  The experience shows the need to trust one another and to be able 
to rely on one another in the camp setting.  The leader can then turn the discussion to personal 
relationships with Christ and our need to trust completely.  This is an activity that will generate 
discussion for the total trip and into the home experience as well. 

These are just three activities but ones that seek to develop the camp into a Spiritual setting 
as well as develop cooperation between the campers.  Activities such as these are best done in an 
informal time around the campfire in the evening or at a specific time in the afternoon of a day in 
camp.  The usual result is much discussion about the experience and a lasting discussion of the 
feelings experienced. 
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8. Returning Home 

Closure: 
There is an interesting but repeated emotion that accompanies every canoe camp.  The 

campers leave for home the day before they arrive.  The campers are so in tune with returning 
home, they are making plans about homecoming the day before the camp actually arrives back at 
the landing.  With this in mind the leader would be wise to use the last day to travel just as far as 
possible and get the camp as close to the landing as possible.  The last night is one of packing, 
eating extra food, saying good bye and looking forward to soft beds and clean clothes. 

This final night is when the last communion service takes place and the gifts are presented.  
The leader has a real responsibility at this point to begin to point the camper’s minds in the 
direction of home.  Usually some very close relationships develop on a canoe camping 
experience.  Many of these will last a lifetime.  There is also the need to bring the camp to 
closure and the re-entry process begun.  This can be done through casual visits, discussions 
around the meals about food at home and what the individual campers are looking forward to 
doing at home.  The communion service should be one of the last things done that final night.  It 
is usually done late in the evening (even if the bugs are a problem) and it carries a powerful 
message to the campers.  The connection with the last supper and the last event of the canoe 
camp are obvious.  It is also an opportunity to express our need to keep the message of Jesus 
Christ alive in our lives even when we return to our homes, schools and jobs. 

Upon the return to the landing, the camp needs to be unpacked and all of the gear stowed for 
the travel home.  It is a happy and reflective group of campers as they again enter cars or vans 

    Figure 9 – 1969 - One of the early groups returns to the outfitters after a 10-day camp 
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and ride back to the outfitters.  Many times there are long discussions about how our society 
values speed and ease of travel.  In fifteen minutes in the van we will travel as far as we would in 
one day of work, sweat and tears on the canoe trail. 

When arriving back at the outfitters, rented gear must be returned and accounted for; any 
damage reported; canoe paddles returned and counted.  Now is the time for the group to hit the 
hot showers.  Here is when the value of planning ahead pays off.  Those duffels or bags left in 
the van with travel clothes, changes of underwear, towel, comb, soap and shampoo now come 
out of hiding and are put to work. 

The leader must be aware of the emotions of many of the campers involved.  To many this is 
their first experience in the wilderness and this is the first time in their lives they have been 
tested and have survived.  The leader must always be in a positive frame of mind and 
encouraging to even the straggler.  To “survive” the canoe camp experience is a badge of 
courage to many young persons.  It will also be their key to acceptance to many of their peers in 
the new school year.  The returning to the home situation and all of the problems involved can be 
very difficult for some young persons.  This is why the canoe camp experience should be a 
positive experience without the demands, challenges and problems involved at home. 

Correspondence with the Campers: 
When the camp returns home, there is a need for limited correspondence with the leader.  

One follow up letter is very sufficient.  In this final letter the leader should express appreciation 
for the part each one had in the camp and a recall of one or two occasions of humor or camp 
experiences.  The letter should also include a complete list of participants and their addresses so 
the campers can keep track of one another.  The leader should not continue a deep contact with 
the campers because of the danger of becoming the campers “pastor” in absentia or a hindrance 
to parental guidance.  The leader does the job of directing the camp and many times gives a great 
gift by just fading into the background.  This is not to say the leader becomes hard to reach or 
talk to, but the encouragement of the continuation of the canoe camp at home can be damaging to 
many persons, not to mention the camper. 

If the camper has made significant decisions the leader should contact the home pastor and 
share this decision.  The home pastor can then encourage that camper upon their return home and 
aid in their Spiritual development and maturation. 

Financial Reporting: 
If the camp is being sponsored by an organization then that organization deserves a 

complete accounting of the camp.  The leader has this responsibility and good stewardship is in 
order.  It is a simple matter to keep track of expenses and to give an accounting.  If the camp is 
sponsored by a convention, association or conference, then the funds are meant for mission work 
and should be handled with the care deserved. 

This accounting should take place as soon after the camp as is possible.  The accounting 
process is one that is easily put off, set aside and ignored unless the leader makes a conscious 
effort and commitment to take care of the matter as soon as possible. 
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9. Conclusion 
The canoe camp experience is unique and is not for everyone.  It is an opportunity that 

allows for close living in a mutually dependent situation.  The experience teaches self reliance 
and deep cooperation in a family setting.  The opportunities to teach Christian principles by 
example are unmatched.  The possibilities for learning scriptural teachings in a real situation are 
presented continually along the way. 

The important aspect of canoe camping is the experiencing of God’s creation in a close, 
intimate manner.  The only way to know this gift is to experience the canoe camp by personally 
going on one.  I would encourage any youth leader, pastor or parent to consider a canoe camp for 
the cooperation and appreciation of nature that is a natural result.  Even if the group traveling is a 
family of parents and children or a pastor and youth, the event will be a memorable time in the 
lives of those persons involved. 

Whatever the reason to sit in a canoe and paddle across the wilderness waters, it will be the 
taking of a new path, a new walk with God and a new challenge in an ever changing life scene.  
Never let it be said that we are locked into our daily routine and cannot escape.  The glory of 
God is all around us—let us always be open to it’s shining in and through us, His creation. 

The Calf Path 
One day through the primeval wood 
A calf walked home as good calves should 
But made a trail all bent askew, 
A crooked path as all calves do… 
 
The trail was taken up next day 
By a lone dog that passed that way; 
And then a wise bellwether sheep 
Pursued the trail o’er vale and steep, 
And from the day, o’er hill and glade, 
Through those old woods a path was made. 
 
And many men wound in and out, 
And dodged and turned and bent about, 
And uttered words of righteous wrath 
Because ‘twas such a crooked path… 
 
The forest path became a lane 
That bent and turned and turned again; 
This crooked lane became a road, 
Where many a poor horse with his load 
Toiled on beneath the burning sun 
And traveled some three miles in one… 
 
The years passed on in swiftness fleet, 
The road became a village street; 
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And thus, before men were aware, 
A city’s crowded thoroughfare… 
 
Each day a hundred thousand rout 
Follow this zigzag calf about 
And o’er his crooked journey went 
The traffic of a continent. 
 
A hundred thousand men were led 
By one calf near three centuries dead. 
They followed still his crooked way 
And lost one hundred years a day; 
For thus such reverence is lent 
To well established precedent. 
 
For men are prone to go it blind 
Along the calf-path of the mind, 
To do what other men have done, 
They follow in the beaten track, 
And out and in, and forth and back, 
And still their devious course pursue, 
To keep the path that others do. 
 
They keep the path a sacred groove 
Along which all their lives they move; 
But how the wise old wood-gods laugh 
Who saw the first primeval calf. 
 
    Sam Walter Foss 
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Glossary of Terms 
 

abeam – at right angles to the center line of the canoe 

accessories – additional equipment, usually demountable and replaceable, that adds 
convenience, comfort, safety or completeness 

aft – toward the back or stern of the canoe 

ahead – ahead of the canoe 

alongside – a pier, high bank or rocky ledge offering enough depth of water to bring the 
canoe parallel to the shore for leading and embarking 

amidships – the middle section of the canoe 

astern – behind the canoe 

bang strip – also called “stem band”; a protective half-rounded metal strip on the outside 
of either end of the canoe, extending from the point of the deck to the keel 

beam – the width of the canoe at its widest part 

blade – broad, flat surface of a canoe paddle 

bow – the front portion of the canoe 

bowman – the front person, paddler, or passenger who occupies the front, or bow, seat 

broadside – the side of the canoe extending its entire linear dimension from the bow to 
the stern 

bush – wild, uncleared, roadless country 

deck – the flat triangular pieces of mahogany, aluminum, or ash on top of the bow and 
stern ends of the canoe, to which the gunwales converge and attach 

depth – height of the canoe from the bottom to the top edge of the gunwales 

draw – the depth of water that the canoe displaces when floating 

duffle – the essential apparel and equipment for a particular situation carried by the 
canoeist.  Also called “gear” 

forward  – toward the bow or front of the canoe 

freeboard – the distance from the water line to the gunwale 

gear – see “duffle” above 

grip  – the top end of the canoe paddle 

gunwales – Pronounced “gunnels.” Two strips of wood or metal that bracket and join the 
ribs and extend along both upper edges of the length of the canoe.  The inner stripes 
called the “inwale,” the outer strip is the “outwale.” 
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keel – A narrow strip that runs along the bottom and extends about one inch down.  This 
is called a “lake keel”; its design, projecting down into the water, prevents side slipping 
in the wind or current. A “white water” canoe has no extended keel. 

leeward – the direction toward which the wind is blowing 

line – the rope used to tie up, tow, or track a canoe 

lining – pulling a canoe around rapids or letting a canoe down through rapids with a rope 

paddle – a relatively short oar with a wide blade at one end and a grip at the other.  used 
to propel a canoe. 

portaging – the carrying of canoe and duffle overland between navigable waters 

port side – the left side of a canoe facing forward 

prow – the front end or cutting edge of the canoe 

purchase – the fast hold of the paddle blade in the water preparatory to stroking 

ribs – strong curved strips of wood or metal that run in single length from gunwale to 
gunwale, bent down at the sides and across the bottom 

rocker – the slight rise or curves at the bottom of the bow and stern sections of a canoe 
that serve to lift the canoe over the waves and white water, and prevent plowing into the 
water 

shaft – the round, narrow portion of a canoe paddle between the grip and the blade 

ship water – water inside the canoe from leaks or splash 

starboard side – the right side of the canoe, facing forward 

sternman – the person who paddles and steers the canoe from the stern of the canoe 

TD – Thought for the Day.  A devotional thought directing travelers thoughts toward a 
specific theme for the day. 

thwart  – a brace or crossbar of strong wood or metal that extends across the top opening 
of the canoe from gunwale to gunwale.  Usually three in number. 

trim  – the angle at which the canoe rides.  Especially important when canoe is fully 
loaded and the bow rides slightly higher than the stern. 

waterline – the line to which the surface of the water comes on the side of the canoe, 
indicating the degree of submergence when the craft is fully or partially loaded 

whitecap – the wind and wave condition that causes a white foam crest to form on fast 
moving waves 

windward – the direction from which the wind is blowing 

yoke – a padded frame fitting that is anchored to the gunwales at the point of balance so 
that a canoe may be shouldered while it is being carried upside down.  Usually on the 
middle thwart. 
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Appendix I 

National Forest Service Boundary Waters Canoe Area Regulations 
1. A Visitor’s permit must be obtained before entering the BWCA. 

2. Containers of fuel, insect repellent, medicines, personal toilet articles, and other items that 
are not foods or beverages are the only cans and bottles you may bring.  Non-burnable, 
disposable food and beverage containers are not allowed.  Returnable beverage bottles are 
not permitted.  All empty containers and other refuse must be burned or packed out. 

3. Party size is limited to 10 persons or less. 

4. Camping during the ice free season, is permitted only at developed Forest Service campsites 
having steel fire grates and wilderness latrines, or as specifically approved on your visitor’s 
permit. 

5. Open campfires, during the ice free season, are permitted only within constructed fireplaces 
at developed campsites, or as specifically approved on the BWCA permit. 

6. Mechanical portaging is permitted only over portages along the International Boundary, the 
Four Mile Portage, the Fall-Newton-Pipestone Bay Portages into Basswood Lake and the 
Vermillion-Trout Lake Portage. 

7. Motor powered watercraft are permitted only on designated lakes. 

8. Motor vehicles, chain saws, generators, and other motorized and mechanized equipment are 
not permitted.  Cars may be left in the parking areas at developed access points, along 
bordering roads, and with permission, at resorts and outfitters.  Do not leave valuables in 
sight. 

9. Airplanes must maintain an altitude of 4,000 feet above sea level. 
 

Source:  Brochure, “Welcome, BWCA Wilderness Visitor Information” printed and supplied by 
the United States Department of Agriculture—Forest Service 
 
Important Links: 
 
National Forest Service:  http://www.fs.fed.us/ 
Boundary Waters Canoe Area:  http://www.fs.fed.us/r6/aq/natarm/r9/boundary_waters.htm 
Passes and Permits:  http://www.fs.fed.us/passespermits/ 
Party Size:  http://ncrs.fs.fed.us/pubs/rn/rn_nc142.pdf 
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Appendix II 

Personal Equipment Checklist 
Clothing: - Everything should be wrapped in plastic! 

____ Light jacket 

____ Hooded sweatshirt 

____ Wool or flannel shirt 

____ One extra set of clothes (wear one, take one) 

____ Extra underwear 

____ Shoes or boots (one pair tennis shoes) 

____ Rain gear (light) 

____ Swim wear 

____ Long pants 

____ Hat with brim 

Sleeping Gear: 

____ Sleeping bag (compact model that rolls tight and small) 

____ Air mattress (optional but nice) 

Personal Items: 

____ Comb with mirror 

____ Mosquito repellent (crème in small plastic bottle) 

____ Toothbrush and other toiletries 

____ One towel and one washcloth 

Miscellaneous: 

____ Camera with film (Optional—wrap in plastic) 

____ Flashlight (small) 

____ Sheath knife 

____ Lighter 

____ Pliers (handy if in sheath) 

____ Sunglasses 
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Appendix III 

Sample Menu 
 
10-Day Canoe Camp: 
 
Abbreviations: “S” Sandwiches: “KA” Kool-Aid: “CB” Candy Bars 
 

Breakfast Lunch Dinner 
Monday, moving day 
Café S.KA.CB 

Poor Man’s Steaks, 
CB.KA 

Tuesday, moving day 
Dry Cereal, milk 
Dried fruit S.KA.CB 

Chili Mac, Gr. Beans, BS 
Pudding, KA, Hot choc. 

Wednesday, base camp 
Pancakes, syrup, Bacon, 
Tang, Hot choc. 

S.KA.CB 
Mac and cheese 

Chicken Stew, P/apple 
cheesecake, KA 

Thursday, moving day 
Oatmeal, bacon, Tang, Hot 
choc S.KA.CB 

Beef and Rice, Peas/carrots, 
Lemon Pie 

Friday, base camp 
Scrambled eggs, bacon, 
Fruit, Hot choc 

S.KA.CB 
Brownies 

Beef and gravy, KA, 
B/corn, applesauce, 
M/Potatoes 

Saturday, moving day 
French toast, bacon, Tang, 
Hot choc S.KA.CB 

Beef and spuds, KA, G 
Beans, Lemon pie 

Sunday, base camp 
Scrambled eggs, Bacon, 
Fruit cocktail, Hot choc 

S.KA.CB 
Mac and cheese 

Meatballs/gravy, KA, 
M/Pot, B/Corn, Cheesecake 

Monday, moving day 
Cr. Of wheat, bacon, Tang, 
Hot choc S.KA.CB 

Chili, Peas, KA, Choc 
Pudding 

Tuesday, base camp 
Pancakes, Syrup, Bacon, 
Hot choc, Tang 

S.KA.CB 
Mac and cheese 

Beef stew, KA, P/apple 
cheesecake 

Wednesday, moving day 
Scrambled eggs, Bacon, 
Tang, Hot choc S.KA.CB 

Turnkey/noodles, KA, 
M/Pot, Corn, Lemon pie 

Thursday, moving day 
Oatmeal, Bacon, Tang, Hot 
choc S.KA.CB Café!!! 
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Appendix IV 

Evaluation Sheet 
 
Your cooperation is extremely important to future canoe camps.  Please fill out this form as 
completely as possible and return in the enclosed, stamped envelop. 
 

1.  Please respond to the spiritual growth you experienced on this camp experience. 
 
 
 
2.  Would you suggest any other program or study ideas for another year? 
 
 
 
3.  What would be your suggestions for additional equipment or supplies. 
 
 
 
4.  What held the most meaning to you? 
 
 
 
5.  Did you receive enough information before camp to make you feel comfortable 
preparing for the experience? 
 
 
 
6.  Would you like to travel further or not so far on another camp? 
 
 
 
7.  Any further comments or suggestions. 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for your help in improving future camps to the Boundary Waters Canoe Area. 
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