
2011 Crow Lake Canoe Loop Expedition
Forward
What follows in this narrative is the first person account of the 2011 Crow Lake Canoe Loop Expedition. The Expedition’s purpose was to explore regions of the Ontario Canada Lake district contained within the Kakagi 1:64,000 quadrangle and to survey these regions for subsequent recreational exploitation. 
The geography of the area is one of rolling hills pocked by tannin rich lakes connected by slow and meandering streams. Much of the low areas, where not covered in lakes, are marshy and overgrown with sedges and cat tails. Occasionally, swamp milkweed and native iris sprout up and add color to the monotonous green.  On the low rounded ridges pines grow where they can gain a foothold in the shallow topsoil.  Below these trees, lichens cover the exposed granite and blueberry and raspberry scrabble for the remaining topsoil between the boulders. Life is hard on the Canadian Shield.
Historically, these areas were the domain of trappers, woodsmen and traders who plied these remote areas in search of their fortunes. Now the larger lakes within this network of waterways are sparsely populated by tourists from cities; a new group of which fly into the area each week starting in May and extending into early September.  They stay at cozy lodges and fish for walleye, bass and musky from serviceable metal boats pushed across the lakes by outboard motors. These folks eat steak and salmon flown in from Kenora, Nestor Falls or other towns ringing the Kakagi (locals call the lake Crow) Quadrangle.  
For several years the expedition team members had honed their canoeing and survival skills on less challenging routes through the lakes of Crow Lake Quadrangle. The Crow Lake Loop trip was first conceived by Mike Babcock (who seems to be making a habit of conceiving great things) and revealed to the rest of the team shortly after the termination of the 2010 Lake Kishkatina trip (Ed. Note pre-2013 expedition: Mike is still helping to conceive great things.).  The route Mike proposed was ambitious to say the least and reflected a desire to push the envelope of what might be humanly possible.  The responses from the team, however, to this audacious proposal were unanimously supportive and resulted in a flurry of emails discussing the route.  As the first plans began to take shape our excitement grew.  When Emma Babcock decided to join the expedition from Australia we knew that our die was cast and that there would be no backing down.  What follows is a narrative of the expedition compiled from what persists of the team members’ journals.  As with all great undertakings, the time spent in preparation is significant and often this work falls to those not able to (or perhaps too smart enough to) participate in the quest.  Two of the people who have consistently succored our earlier expeditions in Canada and that I would like to gratefully recognize are Dave and Pat Babcock. Their continued indulgence of our canoe adventures and materiel support of the expedition has been essential to our success. Special thanks to team member Carrie Babcock for compiling and allocating the daily rations and for transcribing the contents of the journals.
Trip Preparation
The team members were carefully selected based on their ability to bend the paddle during long wet days in the canoe on limited sleep and rations.  That is not to say that we relied on their physical capabilities which were not in the lease unimpressive. Rather, we coupled these attributes with other specialization.  I led the expedition but this was not a martial affair. My years of survival in these wilds had prepared me for what was to come but each day I relied on my team’s decision making in all aspects of our quest. At my side and the front of my canoe throughout the trip was my faithful wife Carrie, whose paddling experience could be witnessed in the calluses and blisters on her hands. Their roughness belied her warm heart and cheery disposition.  She was universally acknowledged for her thoughtful preparation of our rations and for managing our first aid kit. Additionally she functioned with distinction as Elder Sister, a team role developed by Margie Babcock on the 2010 Kish Expedition. Jon and Carrie were joined by their two sons. The oldest, Jordan, had recently graduated from high school and was looking forward to attending college at Indiana University. His participation via press-gang was necessary to ensure that the expedition would have adequate headcount to accomplish the Expedition goals. Andy, two years younger, demonstrated physical attributes honed to a fine edge from a summer of pulling weeds was a voluntary but not universally enthusiastic participant. 
Jon, Carrie, Jordan and Andy were joined at the beginning of their journey north from Indianapolis by Jon’s older brother Chris Babcock and his partner Ada Fowler from Northern California. As experts in woodcraft, their expedition roles were as guides and survival specialists.  Years of leading expeditions in Alaska, California and other wild places had equipped them with the mental and physical presence needed to maintain morale, and discipline when necessary, within the team.  Chris and Ada also served as the Expedition naturalists whose experience would be critical if we were forced to forage for our sustenance from the marshes and forests. Few had ever perished while in their care!
Several team members joined the Expedition from Salt Lake City, Utah and travelled to the rallying point in Nestor Falls by automobile.  David K. Babcock was joined by his daughter Deirdre (Dee for short) who not unlike Jordan, and to a lesser extent Andy, was impressed into service with the Expedition.  A late addition to the SLC contingent was Emma Babcock who spent a day in the air to meet up with Dave and Dee to join the expedition in SLC. Emma (Em, Emmy), is the daughter of Russ, the older brother of Chris and who joined us in the 2010 Kish Expedition with his wife Margie and their daughter Katie.  Emma had quit her job in Brisbane, Australia to join the expedition and was a key addition due to her strength and willingness to take on any challenge.  While still young, Emma’s skills had been demonstrated repeatedly on hard-nosed trips with Russ, another expedition leader renowned for his risk-taking and disdain for hardship, in the laudable pursuit of discovering a new route, surf break or shortcut.  The trio made their way across the American Great Plains in a trip that spanned two long days. Their first night along the way was spent in Mankato Minnesota where they distracted themselves from thoughts of the Expedition with bowling and beer before the real “bearing down” of the journey began. 
The final member of the expedition was Mike Babcock.  With the exception of Jon, Carrie and Andy, Mike had the most experience in Kakagi Quad.  Mike’s principle role was as the expedition provisioning specialist. On previous expeditions Mike had demonstrated his uncanny ability to locate fish under all circumstances and it was this primary role for which we relied on him. In the “We have to procure sustenance” situation, when team members were looking with apish drools at each other’s footwear, Mike was always ready to go and find the fish to feed us.
Day 1 – From Nestor Falls to Crow/Kakagi Lake Start of Trip
The expedition members met in Nestor Falls on July 23 at Dave and Pat’s cabin. Ada and Carrie unpacked the food and tried to determine when and how it all might get eaten. A few cans of nasty looking vegetables were chosen to be left behind but most of the good stuff including the canned turkey spam made the cut and was loaded for the canoes. That evening we were fed by Pat and Dave and then retired to a camp site at Caliper Lake where the tents were crowded onto a single site under tall pines overlooking the lake. We started a small fire but fatigue quickly thinned the ranks as one by one sleep picked us off. 

Saturday we were up early and back at Dave and Pat’s to load the canoes. The plan was to make a couple of trips north up the road to an access point at Kakagi Lake. This process went smoothly as gear and “ballast bricks” were distributed among the boats and we left from the small launch about 10:00. We were ten souls in four canoes: Ada/Chris; Jon/Andy/Carrie; Mike/Jordan; Emma/Dave/Dee. We made very good time with a 5-10 mph tailwind in the open places. Lunched at map point 2 and had a nice meal of bagels, salami, and sharp cheddar melded together with peanut butter. This spot was a nice campsite with a good work station (and we would basecamp our 2012 expedition at this site).  Some flinty shards indicating this was a favored spot for travelers for some time.  Wade Portage came next: it was a canoe-wide canal for 10 yards on either side of a 2-3 yard grassy drag.  No need to unload—my type of portage. We struggled to find a decent camp after Wade Portage.  A couple options and finally settled on camp at map point 5. It was a pretty nice camp but with limited tent sites, but it was just right for as late as it was getting (17:00).  Tents went up on lichen and moss-covered granite and, after a Scottish toast, we took a much needed swim off the point—a 4-5’ drop into clear water.  All swam but Chris and I’m sure he regretted it. Dinner was venison burgers with baked beans. A nice fire and a hot skillet took care of the burgers and the Whisper noisily heated the beans.  Mike cleaned a small stringer of bass and he fried these up to a crispy brown-black for dessert.  A few more beers and drinks rounded out the meal and then the company retired to charge up for the trials we all suspected were coming.

A small shower overnight, but by all measures, a good night.  Up at 05:00 and saw a family of otters (Lutra canadensis) working the shore.  They took offense at our presence and snorted and gibbered with their heads high out of the water before turning and heading back the way they came.
Day 2 – Portage Day

Away from the shelter of camp a moderate NW breeze was blowing at our backs and pushing up some rollers. This made the paddling a pleasure and we made the end of Crow Lake and the first portage in under an hour from leaving. At this point, and within sight of the portage, there was a small island that appeared to support a nice looking camp site, perhaps more suitable than the previous night’s site. In exploration one never knows what the next hour or mile will reveal.
This first portage was a simple drag over a short beaver dam into this last impoundment of Crow. This lake was full of muskie (the largest of the pike family, muskellunge, (Esox masquinongy) and by the time we had cleared the dam and paddled into the lake Mike had broken off a large one.  Many of us hooked or caught smaller ‘hammer handles’.  Dee caught a pretty nice one that we were alerted to by the shouts across the water. It was at this point that Dave learned a valuable lesson about how to grip a muskie: that due to their abundance of needle sharp teeth it is best not to ‘lip’ them as you would a bass.   The next portage into Osipasinni was pretty easy but because it was our first real carry we spent a bit of time figuring out the logistics of how to efficiently move the gear and canoes. The trail was generally good but not without some tight spots between trees that made the canoe carrying a bit challenging. Our closest encounter with an ursine was displayed in the form of some impressive bear scat near the top end of the trail. Chris told us that he could estimate the size of the bear by the diameter of the deposits, but we determined later that he was just having us on, and building morale for the trials to come. The portage into Sandhill was also pretty well worked and cleared.  At the top of this portage we crossed the only logging road on our route and took a break for a well-deserved lunch. The put-in to Sandhill Lake was visible from the logging road and after lunch Mike impressed us with his cat-like balance by scaling a log jutting out of the bank and over the water.  He also was able to turn this into an opportunity to cool off. Sandhill Lake was generally uneventful and by now our focus was on clearing the last portage and getting to Schistose.  There was however, a boat with a couple of fishermen working the shore in Sandhill and it appeared that they were just there for the day as evidenced by float plane parked at eastern end of the lake. There was a small cabin at this spot.  The portage into Schistose was a carry experience!  The trail was long, up and down and meandered around numerous tree blow-downs.  I took a canoe on my first transit and after not meeting anyone coming back down the trail I began to fear that the limited visibility afforded by the canoe ‘hat’ had obstructed a fork on the trail and that I was now the better part of half way to Ft. Francis. Eventually however, I met Ada coming back and the terminus was not too much further. We eventually moved all the canoes and gear but to say the least, it pushed us to near our limit.  Chris and I both pitched to the ground while carrying our respective boats. In my case, I carried onto a deadfall over the trail and while backing up, caught my heel on a stick and went down. The put-in to Schistose was a swampy back-bay but quickly the lake took on its full beauty—deep and dark.  Mike immediately landed a nice 18-inch walleye (Sander vitreus, formerly Stizostedion vitreum, please remember your Latin case agreement) and then followed it up with a 23-inch one. The first was caught on a diving perch plug and the second on a white jig head tipped with an artificial minnow. Both were caught while trolling.  We made camp on a point about 2.5 km from where we entered the lake. The point was located on the north shore of the lake and on the eastern side of an opening to a large bay. The camp was comfortable and roomy with a large fire pit. Because of the location on a point the camp was surrounded on three sides by water and made for spectacular views of the water.    Spaghetti and noodles was on the menu for dinner, however the bountiful walleye harvest necessitated a menu change: walleye breaded and fried-up, golden brown over the fire complemented by a pot of noodles and sauce with canned peas. This feast was all washed down according to taste with copious rations of scotch, warm beer and Schistose lake water.  
Day 3 – Schistose to Pipestone


Dave and Jon woke up early to fish, and with promising conditions- the water flat like oil, no fish were encountered.  We jigged for walleye along a wall where we had marked some fish the day before at about 30 feet.  Broke camp by 09:30 and headed out for the cut into the northwest arm of Pipestone. Not much in the way of camp sites or fish structure in ether Schistose or Northwest Arm until Pivot Point.  We stopped at Pivot Point for lunch and had a nice feed up on bagels, salami and cheese, (again) welded with peanut butter.  Around the corner in James Bay was beautiful with small islands and the water like oil still at mid-day.  Further down the lake we passed through Cold Narrows and with a goal of camping at the mouth to the bay across from Bear Island.  No good sites were found with the exception of a nice, but small site at map point 8.  Chris and Em, who had been paddling together for the day, checked out sites around Bear Island with instructions to stop at the first place where we could make a go of it.  No good sites…or even bad sites were found all the way past Ross Island.  Once onto Pipestone the sheer rock shores didn’t hold much promise for camping.  Carrie, Dee and I made for the south shore to check out a few spots and the rest of the crew hugged the north shore.  Everyone was tired and wanting a break.  We had arranged a simple signal to indicate that a suitable camp was found: one paddle held blade straight up.  While our boat inspected on the south shore, Chris gave the signal at a point to the northwest of Green Island.  Not a regular camp but a gradual open pine forest with thick moss and needles covering the broken granite ledges.  Chris picked out a kitchen spot that we later determined was likely the foundation of an abandoned cabin.  A perfect rectangle of lichen covered granite with no shrubbery.  We pitched our tents and started cooking up an egg noodle and red sauce dish with cans of spinach stirred in, with French bread warmed at the edge of the fire and butter applied with a fork, plus green beans in the square Coleman pot also heated at the edge of the fire. Ravenous were we all and this great dinner was bookended with some Ballantine’s we had included in the provisions.  A rubbish tip was found near the camp further establishing this spot as a former cabin site.  Dave found an old Ballantine’s bottle in the moldering tins and we decided this should be dubbed Ballantine’s Camp.  A swim off shore to clean up and we were in bed by dark.  Everyone was too tired to fish, but the waters had provided for us none-the-less.

The primary excitement around the dinner fire was a clam bake.  At Pivot Point Island Emma spotted some fresh water clams and she and Dave picked up four. At dinner we placed these on the grill and baked them until they opened up.  A shot of Tapatio™ hot sauce on each clam for flavor and they were slurped down by Em, Chris, Jon and Deirdre.  Mine was a bit al-dente for my liking and I had visions of exotic parasites or excessively loose digestion, but I tolerated it without incident. Chris claimed that the native inhabitants once used such bivalve shells to shave, and speculated about leg hair and Brazilian styling, and were pretty sure that it wasn’t the Ballantine’s speaking, but a good morale officer just setting a jaunty edge prior to the trial that loomed the next day: The portage over Height of Land.
Day 3 Pipestone to Kishkatina

The thin clouds that were forming as we retired started pouring rain on us after midnight and produced a steady rain for some hours.  The plan was to leave this dreary camp as soon as we could, but the rain slowed us down.  Still, we were all on the water by 8:30 after a quick cup of coffee and packing up our sodden gear. The rain continued as a mist on the water and the overcast and low clouds gave the lake a mysterious look. Early in the day’s paddle Mike exited his canoe for an unscheduled swim. Sand Point was a cool place and the first real camp we saw since entering James Bay.  Sand Point sticks out into Pipestone and the low round point extends 30-40 yards into the lake and on the apex was only ankle deep.   We snapped a couple pictures.  Could have been a fantastic swimming spot but everyone was anxious to make Height of Land and get a camp set up in Kish.  The plan was to make Kish and have a rest day on Thursday. 
Beyond Sand Point, the lake was pretty featureless until Weld Lake.  At this point, the points looked more interesting and everyone agreed that this would be a neat area to explore on another trip.  The paddle into Slender Lake was a short gap in the hill and we were relieved that we wouldn’t have to portage.  Slender Lake was shrouded in cloud and had steep walls.  We made the Height of Land portage by noon after about four hours on the water.  A number of beaver slides confused us at first but Mike found the trail marked with flags.  It was a reasonably straight and easy haul up to Summit Lake.  It was made a bit more of a challenge due to the wet undergrowth and needing to wear rain gear.  We loaded up at Summit Lake and followed Dave’s boat onto the water.  Mike and Jordan fished across and Mike connected on a beauty smallie (smallmouth bass, Micropterus dolomieu).  He led another one to the boat and Jordan dipped his rod tip into the water and the bass struck it!  Jordan caught two more about the same size (15-16 inches).  It was an impressive stringer.  

Based on the condition of the “up” portage we thought that dropping down to Kish was going to be trivial.  BUT, when the advance party out didn’t come back in a reasonable time, we were a bit nervous.  Turns out the portage was so overgrown that the trail was not obvious and Chris, Ada, Mike, Dave and I looked for sign.  The Canadienne™ that Chris carried out sat in the alders for about two hours until we had figured out a way down.  Chris and Ada had taken a compass bearing to the lake but stopped at the top of the granite ledges leading to the lake.  Not a canoe route for sure!  To make sure that no one got lost, we stayed together until they got back.  Upon their return, Mike and I, Chris and Dave set out to look again.  Once at the bluff, Mike and I went down to the water.  A series of pine-covered ledges was easily navigable but not with canoes.  At water’s edge, Mike shed his hat, shirt and compass and swam the shoreline looking for some sign of a trail.  The only feature was a small inlet and Mike got out and checked for a trail.  He found a pretty steep route up and marked it back to the group (who in the meantime had moved the rest of the loose gear up to the point of the brush where trail was lost).  The miserable conclave was where most spent the two-hour wait and were kept busy swatting mosquitoes and snacking on bagel halves with peanut butter and Tapatio™.   Emma was worried the ground leeches would get to the lovely stringer of bass.  While standing around waiting while Chris/Ada were scouting the route, I saw a strange narrow fig-shaped fruit on a bush bordering the trail.  It was hard and when the husk was peeled off, revealed a hazel nut.  The first time I had ever seen one outside of a Christmas nut mix!  
Once the trail was confirmed we started portaging the gear.  The canoes made it down to the shore after much grunting, heaving and rapid heartbeats and footsteps.  No (major) injuries were sustained but it was a hellish couple of hours.  We all were soaked to the bone from the sweat and wet undergrowth.  When the last canoe made it down the hill, I waded into the water to cool off.  By the time we made camp on the island south of Babcock Island (Kentucky Island), we were totally whipped.  Dinner was the fish that J&M caught, cheesy scalloped potato soup and fried turkey spam.  It was an early night (with no fishing due to heavy winds from the west) but everyone was much more upbeat now knowing the hard work was behind us and that Day 5 was going to be a rest day.  
Day 5 Rest Day on Kishkatina

Chris and Ada were up first and the rocket engine sound of the Whisper had the rest of the coffee drinkers up pretty quickly.  There was still a steady 5-10 mph breeze from the WNW.  The first out on the water to fish were Em, Mike and Dave.  They headed into the shallow SE bays of the main lake we were camped on and fished the rocks for bass.  They hooked a muskie and had some follows but only returned with bass for dinner.—some of which were nicely sized over 12-14”.  Chris and Ada headed out to Babcock Island and the big island to the north to fish and pick blueberries.  They spent a few hours out in the Canadienne™ and returned with a pint of berries and one delicious bass.  The wind was producing some swell and on the crossing from the eastern end of the big island north of Babcock Island, they crossed back to Kentucky Island in a crossing swell.  At one point, they both stroked on one side and rolled the canoe putting them both into the 72 degree water.  No equipment losses were sustained and they saved the berries!  Back in camp, Jon, Jordan, Dee and Andy caught crayfish that were feeding around a dead muskie that had washed up on shore.  This provide hours of entertainment after the danger was minimized by fastidiously small snare loops at the end of sticks to catch them.  Some of the crays were used to catch bass off the rocky point near camp (using a wolf river-type rig) but the method was not more efficient than using a plug and resulted in lost gear from the bait hiding themselves in the rocks. 
It was a great campsite surrounded by very productive fishable water. Jordan landed a massive muskie, there were blueberry pancakes at lunch, fried fish breakfast lunch and dinner and a memorable encounter with the red squirrel (American red squirrel (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus).
But through the day winds were building from the west and during this jolly time few of us realized that these winds foretold a leg of very hard digging to our take-out at Nestor Falls the next day.

Day 5 Kishkatina to Nestor Falls

We woke and rolled up our gear and loaded the boats. The wind had our attention, and we had entirely depleted the “ballast bricks” so there were concerns about stability on open water fetches. We paddled to the NW and portaged down the creek out of Kish to Marl Lake and further down the meandering Sabaskong slough into Wigwam Lake. At the portage out of Wigwam we crossed paths with a family with enough gear, hull, motor and small (non-helpful with portage) expedition members to make their chances of survival risible. Wishing them luck, we followed the Sabaskong down to Pinus Lake and the slog upwind to our take-out. Crossing Pinus was trying: the expedition was tired and the headwinds were smooth and constant. The boats diverged at times in search of sheltered shorelines, but given the lake’s orientation there was precious little glassy water.  When we made it into Oar Bay our exposure was much decreased, and it was a fairly easy paddle up to our terminus opposite Helliar’s resort in Nestor Falls.
Uncle Dave came down and helped us get our gear and boats secured, and after pitching camp at Calliper we spent a relaxing evening at Pat and Dave’s cabin sipping LaBallast’s and dining on Italian beef.
The next day Uncle Dave took us on a tour of the eastern portions of Lake-of-the-Woods. There was no tickertape but there were walleyes. The morning of day 7, camp was struck and we were all off by dawn, down the road until the next year.
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