Going Places

Morning comes earlyin the northern
wilderness. The sun is a long time in
rising, but that time before sunrise
seems holy, with a stillness, quiet and
peacefulness that I had never expe-
rienced before. A brief moment for quiet
anticipation of the day to come and a
brief reflection of the day before. Sore
muscles slowly respond to the need to
rise, to pack the gear, toload the canoes.
Stiff fingers make slow progress lacing
damp leather boots. The cooks have
already begun preparation of the day’s
first meal. Conversations are hushed
and short, so as not to disturb the sanc-
tity of the hour.

It is early August, but the chill in the
morning air makes you glad to have
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your wool coat. From the small island,
the view in all directions is awesome.
Pine, cedar, spruce, balsam and fir
cover the land that seems half water,
halftrees. The spiked horizon is far dif-
ferent from the soft, rounded hills of
deciduous trees back home. The mir-
rored surface of the lake doubles the
beauty with a reflection so perfect it is
hard to find where real becomes reflec-
tion. The absence of sound and move-
ment is overpowering; your ears strain
to hear a sound in this audible void.
Breakfast is served in a metal pan-
nikin — hot oatmeal, slab bacon and
dried apricots. The heat through the
pannikin warms the fingers of the
hand that holdsit. As the group quietly
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The life of a voyageur, that of a sojourner

Travels around and round, but nol from town to town
Travels the lakes and streams, follows his distant dreams.
Peace on the waterway, blue sky or cloudy day.
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consumes second helpings of break-
fast, a huge red sun burns through the
trees on the eastern horizon.

The day has begun, and with the
light, comeslife and sound. A loon calls
from the north shore. Talk begins of
theday ahead. How many miles will be
covered? How many portages? Maps
are unrolled as we discuss the day’s
course.

The group proceeds with the morn-
ing pack up. The tents are wet with a
heavy dew that promises good weather.
They are folded, packed and placed on
the canoes which are already on the
water and overflowing with equipment
and provisions.

With half the trip over, the Voyageurs
have little need to speak with the new
candidates; each knows his duties and
responsibilities. The months spent in
training and preparation have pro-
duced a team of individuals that seem
to know each other’s thoughts and
needs. Final preparations for day’s
journey are completed and the canoes
quietly slip out onto the motionless
lake, pausing only to let the lead canoe
set its course. Muscles ache as the
Voyageurs pull on their paddles, but
within a mile, the stiffnessis gone, and
they have found the rhythm again:

Another day’s journey has begun.
Another day of adventure, beautiful
wilderness and physical challenge.

This may sound like a story about
the fur traders in the 1800s, as they
made their way through the Canadian
wilderness trading goods and provi-
sions with the trappers and Indians,
but actually this trip took place only
seventeen years ago. [ rememberit asif
it were yesterday, even though I was
only fifteen and still too young to absorb
all that I experienced during that week-
long adventure.

How did I manage to make this
expedition? Through an extensive
training program thatis known simply
as “Canoe Trails.” At the time, my
father and older brothers were part of
the volunteer staff (Voyageurs) who
trained new candidates.

This program was originally started
in 1951 by Dr. Everett Patridge of
Beaver as a way to give young men an

A photo of Turner Falls on the
Kipawa River, Kipawa Game
Preserve, Quebec perfectly illustrates
the Voyageur Song. This song by an
unknown author is sung regularly at
campfire.



Castle, East Liverpool, Bethal Park,
Penn Hills, Ambridge, Coraopolis and
Sewickley.

A voyageur is a youth or adult who
has made at least one Canadian trip. A
candidate is a youth or adult who is
participating in the training program
in order to take the canoe trip for the
first time. Canoe Trails teaches the
gkills necessary to undertake a canoe
trip to the northern Bush Country.

Training starts indoors, progressing
outdoors with overnight and weekend
sessions. Candidates learn about flat

adults.

The Canoe Trails program is not for
everyone, but then it is only a certain
type of person who wants to make a one
hundred-mile canoe trip following the
footsteps of fur traders of yesteryear,
meeting the challenge of the wilder-
ness, hearing the sounds of silence, see-
ing the beauty of the Canadian Bush
Country and experiencing an adven-
ture that cannot be explained in
words or by photographic record.

I have been involved in Canoe Trails
as a voyager for many years, and for

their own. It is a chance to watch some
individuals grow in confidence and
self-esteem and to know you are par-
tially responsible for that growth. And
this is probably the most rewarding
experience of all.

Canoe Trails begins a new training
program each April. For more informa-
tion, call 774-4494 or 869-0536.

J. Lee Smith, a resident of Baden, has
been involved in the Canoe Trails
program as an adult since 1978.
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