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With the drag fully loosened on my spinning reel, I grabbed the line near the closed bail and 
pulled upward to the first eyelet of the rod. This distance being about a foot and a half, 
provides a rough way of measuring out line. A count of thirty would lower the trolling rig to a 
forty five depth. In spite of being held down by two ounces of lead, the drag of the diving 
cisco imitation caused the line to trail behind the canoe at an angle as much horizontal as 
vertical. I stripped off another forty five feet of line. It was hard to judge the depth at which 
the bait was actually running. The lake trout would be down fifty feet during this last week of 
spring. I wanted the presentation to pass over them rather than under. They would swim 
upward to take a bait, but being deeper than necessary would risk snagging up. We had 
neither depth finder nor charted detail of the lake's bottom contour. I tightened the drag and 
laid the rod crossways against the thwart in front of me, holding it secure with a little 
pressure from my boot. I picked up my paddle to join in with John.

We had paddled away from the portage fifteen minutes earlier. The shallow depth in the 
narrow channel of the river had dropped away as we transitioned into the wide expanse of 
Quetico Lake. An impressive view of Eden Island opened up to our left. In front of us lay the 
twelve mile long south arm. We would set our first night's camp where the lake hooked into 
the far southeastern bay and continue on to Jean Lake the next morning. It would be a day 
for travel, but not with the intention of maximizing the distance from the entry point. The 
process of planning the trip during the long winter months had eliminated several routes 
accessible from this lake. What was settled on became an eight day loop which would take 
us into the desired fishing destinations of Jean, Burntside and Bentpine Lakes. The final day 
would be one of travel, traversing a series of lakes to the south featuring Snow, Your and 
Badwater.

My belief was that Quetico Lake offered as good an opportunity as any to connect with my 
first canoe country lake trout. I had stared at a map of this lake every week of the spring 
season as the snow melted from the yard of my Michigan home. My reasoning had concluded 
that trolling a trout lure twelve miles through the depths of this lake was statistically 
sufficient to place it in front of a cooperative fish. The day of fulfillment now arriving, it would 
be only a matter of guiding the canoe over the most likely locations.

We paddled along an imaginary line that would keep us both far enough from shore to avoid 
snagging bottom while yet close enough to take advantage of whatever structure existed 
below. The stiff west wind, present since the early morning, pushed us along from behind. 
The drift alone would provide a trolling rate of speed equivalent to that of a relaxed walk. 
John's strokes from the bow were enough by themselves. My efforts were more on keeping 
the canoe straight in the quartering tendency of the waves. We settled into a comfortable 
pace. Two other groups we had met at the portage had now gone by us, also in route to Jean 
Lake, opting for travel along the southern shoreline.

The morning had gotten off to a dynamic start. The first fish of the trip, a smallmouth bass, 



had been caught in sight of the ranger station on Beaverhouse Lake. Added to this were three 
chunky northern pike taken in quick succession. I wasn't paying much attention as John 
snapped back on his rod to set the hook once more. The 'zing' of the drag caught my focus 
and right off we knew this was going to be a good fish. Our first glimpse of the big northern 
pike confirmed it was unlike any we had ever seen. John carefully worked the fish back 
toward us after each powerful run, while at the same time I guided the canoe to a convenient 
landing. Both of us now standing in the shallow water near shore, John played out the fish 
bringing it in close. Six, seven, eight times, I lost count, each time the fish driving back out 
to deeper water. The runs became shorter and each time the fish pausing a moment longer 
before exerting a burst of energy. The pike was now held only by one barb of the twin sets of 
treble hooks on the gold colored minnow bait, and that being on the outside of its mouth. It 
was time to land the fish or lose it. John guided the fish between my legs and with one 
motion I gently guided my hands beneath its gill covers and lifted it out of the water. A 
measure of forty three inches proved this catch was truly a rare occurrence. We took time for 
two photos and placed it back into the water. The pike revived in a brief time and slowly 
made its way out of the shallows. It was not yet ten o'clock in the morning of John's first 
Quetico experience. To say we were elated would be an understatement.

The next surprise came as we paddled up the Quetico River channel minutes after leaving the 
portage landing. A black bear meandered along the rocky bank completely aware of our 
presence. It seemed as if it had come out of the woods to greet us. We edged in close for a 
photo shot. The camera had been stowed in a dry bag and took just a bit too long to retrieve. 
The bear strolled back into the alders, perhaps to wait for the next group to pass along. It 
was a grand start to our trip. I felt as though it were something more than the warm sunlight 
shining down upon us that morning.

We pulled the canoe onto the sand beach at the southeast corner of Eden Island. It was now 
time for lunch and I wanted to inspect the campsite. Stories of pack raiding bears have been 
linked to the island's history. The view from within the campsite caused me to ponder. The 
thick forest provided cover right to its edge. A bear could approach undetected to within a 
few yards. Nonetheless it looked cozy and accommodating.

Down on the beach landing, the wind had become strong enough to whip sand up to face 
level. White caps were breaking along our intended path. A pair of westbound canoes came 
into view as we launched into the rolling surf. Passing close by, we exchanged greetings. 
They made a statement about fighting the wind throughout the morning. All their efforts now 
seemed concentrated on maintaining stride. We would have it made in comparison. I turned 
my thoughts back toward catching a trout and lowered the rig. Soon I began to see that 
landing a fish in this surf would not be easy. Maintaining direction had become a matter of 
keeping both paddles in the water, especially so in the stern position. Allowing the canoe to 
turn sideways in the waves would likely result in trouble. My anticipation of catching a lake 
trout would have to wait for another day. I reeled up and returned the rod into its case under 
the thwarts. I noticed John's digital camera laying on top a gear tote and stowed it as well 
into a dry bag.

The anticipated four hour paddle to our evening's destination would be shortened 



considerably by the conditions which seemingly had doubled our rate of travel. We held a due 
east course about twenty yards from the lake's northern edge. A point of land protruded up 
ahead from the otherwise straight shoreline. I altered course slightly right to a heading that 
would skirt us out and around the point without over exposing the canoe sideways to the 
direction of the waves.

I did not see the wave that broke over the righthand side of the canoe. I only felt the sudden 
heaviness as the momentum of the water shifted from right to left across the bottom and 
then forward to the bow. With a feeling of helplessness, I uttered, "We're in trouble". The 
next wave washed four inches over the gunwale and immediately rolled us upwind. It took a 
moment to realize what was taking place. Or it was, perhaps a moment of denial. Either way, 
the barely sixty degree water temperature made me a believer and my thoughts quickened. 
It was time to take an account. We were both in PFDs, the canoe was floating inverted and 
our change of course had taken us seventy yards offshore. The point of land was a couple 
hundred yards ahead of us, straight downwind. Subsequent waves rolled over the top of the 
canoe as we pulled ourselves to its opposite ends and rolled it upright. Fortunately the 
drybags were secure underneath the seats and thwarts. The buoyant gear totes had 
remained trapped under the over turned canoe. Now being released, they tended to float up 
and out. Getting the canoe pointed downwind seemed to capture them. John's fishing rod 
having been lying in the bow, took up permanent residency on the lake bottom. One of our 
two seat cushions had been blown out of our sight. 

I removed my knee high boots and stashed them beneath a seat. From each end we pushed, 
pulled and kicked our way toward the point of land. Progress was imperceptible at first. The 
waves now helped us along and probably contributed more to our movement than our 
physical efforts. Once to shore I paused in waist deep water to hold the canoe off the rocks 
while John unloaded the gear onto the incline. That completed we rolled the canoe once more 
to empty it of water. One final heave set it up onto the rocky shore. Our ordeal was over.

The view from shore gave an awesome perspective of the lake. A sea of whitecaps stretched 
back as far as the eye could see. We should have been off the water. I counted my blessings. 
The first order of business would be to get into dry clothing. Shivering hard, I proceeded to 
find comfort in my fleece pullover after finding a sheltered spot in direct sunlight. John 
seemed to be less affected by the chill. He was up and about the entire time stringing a line 
to hang the wet clothing. Only afterward did he find out that I had transferred his camera into 
a drybag. This brought a smile. The photos of the big pike would come home with us after all.

The irregular point was not a bad place to be windbound. It held a suitable campsite on its 
downwind side. A steaming pot of coffee brightened our spirits as well as a decision for an 
early supper of fire roasted bratwurst. John threw a few casts from the point before 
stretching back for a snooze in the sun. I took a walk down the shoreline and entertained 
myself by tossing baits to several small pike, visible in the shallow coves.

A quiet, windsheltered bay opened up just to the east of our campsite point. We launched the 
canoe, having a couple of hours to spare before nightfall. It was bit nervewracking at first, 
even on the protected water. We hugged the shoreline while paddling into each corner of the 



bay. A moose antler was spotted in five feet of water. I would not have thought it possible 
the shed could be retrieved with only a canoe paddle and I observed something new about 
the persistence of my friend.

The strong wind had settled into a steady breeze by nightfall. We chose an exposed piece of 
ground out on the point to roll out our mats and sleeping bags. A bit of bug spray applied to 
our hands and faces would keep the remaining wind resistant mosquitoes at bay. The 
sleeping arrangement felt good. The excitement of our first day in the wilderness now 
exhausted. A fitful sleep would be interrupted only by the periodic march of the woodticks 
into my sleeping bag, each being promptly removed.

We arose early to a thin overcast and exchanged Father's Day greetings. Our clothing and 
wet gear had dried sufficiently, allowing the repack of our outfit after a quick breakfast. We 
were ready to get going. The whitecaps had already begun their march past the point. A 
study of the map revealed the southern shoreline might be less exposed to the wind. We 
determined it best to make the crossing in the lee of an island and then quarter into the 
wind. Even if it meant reversing our direction of travel, a view of the oncoming breakers 
would give a sense of security.

Late morning found us rounding the point into Quetico Lake's southeastern bay. Acting on a 
tip, we found the large open campsite beyond the Conk Lake portage unoccupied. The tall 
untrampled grass throughout the site indicated little use of it thus far in the season. We had 
the entire area to ourselves for the remainder of the day. Smallmouth fishing in the bay was 
rewarding. A nice pike was landed below the outflow from Conk Lake. An evening paddle 
around the bay north of the campsite brought us once more at ease being in the canoe. A 
light rain began to fall on the placid water. We turned in before dark for our second night of 
sleep.

We departed in the morning for the planned layover on Little Jean Lake. Although not far in 
distance, the continuous fishing action enroute delayed arrival until the late afternoon. Jean 
Lake is a gem to behold. Impressionable is its cool clear water and grand panoramas. Camp 
was set up and the remaining daylight spent exploring the islands and coves in the narrows 
between Jean and Little Jean until an hour after dark.

Minimal time is spent getting out of camp the following morning. The itinerary was set for a 
full day of fishing. We picked a location and set up for my favorite method of canoe fishing. 
Paddling stern, I keep the canoe within casting distance of shore. John fires one cast after 
another into each likely spot. My rod trails a leech suspended off the bottom behind a spinner 
blade. The stop and go movement that enables John to work the shoreline, also gives the 
deeper fish time to pick up my bait. We catch and release numerous bass throughout the day 
including a pair of largemouth. A side trip into Yeh Lake yields a twenty inch smallie, my first 
of this size. I cannot remember a more enjoyable day in the canoe country. Back at the 
campsite, the sleeping bags are rolled out under the pines. I stare up through them at the 
stars before drifting off.

The second half of our journey begins with a crossing of lower Jean Lake toward Burntside, 



arriving on its western section via the portage out of Ceph Lake. The plan had been to camp 
near the narrows and explore, but I had a mindset that a day had been lost on Quetico Lake 
and saw this day as an opportunity to make up for it. Thus we decide to continue onward to 
Bentpine Lake. 

Passing across Burntside, we happen upon a mid lake reef, having somewhat of a unique 
configuration. A huge boulder gave rise out of the stained depths to within a foot of the 
surface. Perched atop of its smooth slab were three rocks breaking the surface and arranged 
to resemble the back and armrests of a king-sized chair. From about fifty feet, John made an 
over-the-head cast toward it, reminiscent of the style, Lakers legend; Kareem Abdul Jabbar 
lobbed his hook shots to the hoop. As if making the swish, John's crankbait landed dead 
center on the 'chair'. The water erupted as the 18" bass slammed the lure and headed off 
the reef into deeper water. Before moving on, another smallie of almost equal size was 
picked up and then released from a total of six casts.

The reckless manner in which the bass had hammered the Rapala must have had a hypnotic 
effect on me. Instead of focusing on what I should have been doing, navigating, I must have 
switched over to auto-pilot. For the canoe was magnetically drifting southward toward some 
rocky shoreline structure. Eventually we ran out of places to "one more cast". A bit further 
down, the lake narrowed into what finally looked like a beaver run, with a portage trail 
leading off toward the direction of Clair Lake. It didn't take but seventy yards to run out of 
trail. The map was back at the canoe, so nothing to do but turn around. No wonder, we are in 
the wrong corner of Burntside to begin with and then this little matter of the mile long creek 
between here and Clair.

There is a feeling of remoteness on Clair, a sense that it hosts few visitors. We locate the 
portage into Bentpine Lake and immediately realize the same scenario from Burntside by 
running out of trail a short distance in. We walk back and decide to paddle the shoreline in 
each direction looking for a more prominent path, finding none. Returning to the apparent 
landing, a more careful study leaves us wondering what we could be overlooking. We had not 
spotted a campsite on Clair and neither had a desire to trek back to Burntside. The time had 
reached late afternoon and a rain had begun to fall. Bentpine Lake is shown to lie one half 
mile to the west. We plot a 260 degree compass heading, shoulder the packs and set off 
along the edge of a marsh. At about what I'd term the halfway point we connect with the 
actual portage near the base of a steep rise. By back tracking the trail to a creek, we unravel 
the mystery. We had hit the portage correctly. Had we continued in the general direction of 
the path bit further, we would have come to the creek, which was part of the portage. The 
new spring growth had concealed the trail.

The arrival at Bentpine Lake was a much anticipated event. I have read and re-read the 
accounts of BWJ editor Stu Osthoff's family trips to this lake over a several year period. 
Within a couple of hours we too would be in pursuit of those "kid friendly" walleyes. The rain 
that had started on Clair Lake now became heavier and was soaking through our rainwear. 
The day's travel had drained my energy and I could especially feel it in the weight of the 
paddle. In an hour we arrive at the island campsite, having the lake to ourselves.



A blue sky makes an appearance through the remaining precipitation. The trees continue to 
sprinkle as we transfer the gear up the incline to the "kitchen" area of the site. A dark 
turbulent squall line appears on the western horizon. Knowing it would blow in shortly, we 
turn our attention to securing the tarp, lean to fashion, over the fire pit. The next order of 
business was the need to change into some dry clothing and get a pot of coffee boiling. Be it 
a tired mind, the chill of the day or the changing weather, I had become distracted from a 
fundamental law of wilderness travel. John first notices the canoe is no longer perched atop 
the rock landing at the waters edge. It is not hard to figure out where it went. Looking 
straight east, we can make out the blue hue of its hull a half mile away. The wind had guided 
it precisely through a gap between an island and a point of land, protruding off the southern 
shoreline. Well, at least we knew where it was. If the wind did not change direction, it should 
hold fast against the shoreline. Sizing up the situation, there was no immediate need for the 
canoe. It was highly unlikely another canoe would pass by anytime soon. I still felt a sense of 
helplessness not having it in camp.

We return to the more immediate need of keeping ourselves dry in the approaching shower, 
getting fed and warmed up. The shower passes by as we fill up on some tasty Jean Lake pike 
fillets and side dish of pasta. We are especially thankful for the tarp this evening. The sky 
once again clears but only to expose another frontal line. This one would advance slowly and 
develop into light precipitation after dark. Nightfall is yet an hour away, so we use the time to 
look around. A few artifacts from the historic logging era prove this campsite has been used 
for many years. There is a stand of old pines, a few of them broken off or blown over. One 
large dead stub has a lean in the direction of our chosen tent pad. We gamble as to whether 
it would hit the tent should it topple during the night.

Discussing the canoe, John is willing to make a swim for it. There are three islands 
interspaced along the one half mile span. I am not concerned with his ability, but more so 
with the temperature of the water and time of exposure. I suggested an overland approach, 
crossing the channel from the island to the mainland and then the narrows into Jack Lake. 
The distance would be about two miles. The decision was made in the morning to make the 
hike. The channel to the mainland was nothing more than a mud flat covered by three feet of 
water and the narrows into Jack Lake could be stepped across on the scattered boulders. We 
were back to the campsite with the canoe in an hour and a half.

Bentpine Lake had been planned as a fishing destination. Having an interesting shoreline, 
many islands, exposed granite and large trees, it is a pleasant location to spend a layover. 
There had been enough adventure for one day however and we decide to take advantage of 
much improved weather conditions and push for Badwater Lake. Moving on without at least 
trying to catch a fish seemed unfitting to our brief stay. A rocky point at the entrance of the 
southern most bay looked to be as good a place as any to wet a line. John succeeded in 
landing the first of his several "travel day" walleyes.

The outbound route to Badwater Lake offers up a variety of scenery. Trail Creek flows 
through a wide bog between Trail and Little Pine Lakes. Beaver sign is very abundant, 
including the sweet scent of its castor glands. In addition to its use in attracting mates, the 
beaver leaves its scent on top of constructed mounds to mark territory. Also abundant 



throughout the bog are pitcher plants. Its leaves growing in a manner to catch and hold 
water, the plant attracts bugs which crawl in and are unable to escape. The body of the insect 
decomposes and provides nutrition to the plant.

We spot our first moose of the trip near the east end of Your Lake. The mature bull was 
dining amongst thick vegetation in the end of a small cove. Our approach to within forty 
yards was halted by a submerged log. After taking note of us, it decided to take a more 
comfortable stance behind a clump of alders. Your Lake has an attractive shoreline. There are 
numerous points and pockets, thick timber and tall grasses, a stark contrast of the granite 
grays of the lakes we have passed.

The portage into Fair Lake was overlooked as we paddle into the connecting creek, only to 
come up against the washed out remains of a five foot high beaver dam. A tree line had long 
since formed along its top, giving it the appearance of natural terrain. The dam has been 
replaced by two more, upstream and in view of the original. The entire south shoreline of Fair 
Lake has been redefined, the banks of the creek having now transformed into floating bog. 
The beaver house located above the second dam is among the largest I've ever seen.

Darkness settles from an overcast sky as we make the final portage into Badwater Lake. Out 
on the water, it is a joy paddling down a smooth flat corridor for the first time of the trip. Our 
goal becomes the marked campsite about midway down the four mile long lake. From a 
distance, we can see the campfire atop the 20 foot cliff and begin to contemplate an 
alternative. It is three quarters of a mile to the next site. Would it be occupied as well? Could 
we locate it in the dark, pitch dark? John was not in the least concerned. I think he was 
thoroughly enjoying the moment and enthusiastic about continuing on. I imagined him 
driving the canoe right up onto the portage landing at the far end of the lake. My doubts 
overcame me and I put a damper on John's plan, opting to pitch the tent on a narrow shelf 
of uneven ground at the waters edge. It was ten-thirty pm, drizzling, and the end of an eight 
hour paddle from Bentpine Lake.

Freshened after a good nights rest and the walleye fillets of the previous day, we depart for 
Beaverhouse Lake. The trip seems complete after crossing the mile long portage into West 
Bay. Stopping once more at the ranger station for souvenir hats and shirts, we chit chat with 
Darrel. He is interested in the moose sighting and indicates the park service keeps records 
on their whereabouts. He is also candid about his experiences as a guide with the LLC First 
Nation and pointed out to us an unmarked campsite for the evening in close proximity to a 
trout hole.

The talk around our last night's campfire was quiet and reflective. Clearly we were both 
missing our families back home. Supper tonight was a choice between pancakes and 
oatmeal. There remained nothing left in the food bag. There would not be a choice for 
breakfast. The past eight days had collectively totaled more time than we had ever spent 
together. We had watched over one another and the trip had been a challenge. There was 
talk of trying it again sometime.
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