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If it is love that binds people to places in this nation of rivers and in this river of nations 

then one enduring expression of that simple truth, is surely the canoe. 

James Raffan 
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Abstract 

In Canada, the canoe is an integral part of the history and development of nationhood 

(Raffan, 1999), a vital part of its leisure and tourism industry (Stebbins, 2005), and a central 

focus of many summer camps and outdoor education programs (Baker, 2005). While a recreation 

activity for many, each summer there are expedition canoeists who decide to paddle through the 

waterways of Canada over a distance and duration that many would consider extreme1. As 

canoeing in Canada is part of the national historiography (Dean, 2006; Raffan & Horwood, 

1988), this study examines the personal and cultural components of canoeists who have 

embarked on cross-Canada or extended canoe expeditions of 30 days or more. The intent of this 

phenomenological study is to explore the motivations and meanings that expedition canoeists 

make of their travels. Through semi-structured interviews with “modern-day voyageurs”, this 

study explores how attitudes towards canoeing and wilderness travel are intertwined with 

national and historical perceptions, the human/nature relationship, spirituality, and the dual 

search for community and individual identity. The testimony of the participants suggests that 

there is increased advocacy and education from the paddlers upon their return and that the 

duration of their trip suggests an extension of flow theory into the expedition culture. In part, the 

applications of these findings lead to the creation of an example secondary school history 

curriculum that allows students to paddle with purpose.  

 

  

 
1 This is evidenced by the sheer amount of canoe expeditions presentations at paddling conferences such as the 

annual Wilderness Canoe Symposium. They are typically incredible in their scope and accomplishment. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

Personal Statement 

This project is driven by personal experience and passion for canoeing. I went on my first 

canoe trip at the age of six with my family in Algonquin Park. Since that trip, sitting in the 

middle of the canoe eating GORP, I have continued to pursue the activity. I have worked 

professionally in the outdoor education sector, including as an outdoor education teacher, camp 

director and certified wilderness guide. In 2013, I took my dual fascinations with history and 

wilderness travel and created the Paddle Across Canada Tour (PACT). For 120 days, PACT 

paddled a 25’ voyageur canoe from the Rocky Mountains to Montreal, retracing the paddle 

strokes and footsteps of the North West Company, a distance of over 5200 kilometres. From the 

vantage point of canoe gunnels, I had the opportunity to experience Canadian history and 

geography in a way few are able. Physically, emotionally, logistically, and philosophically, from 

conception to completion, PACT was the most comprehensive expedition I have been a part of to 

date. This experience has inspired me to research others who have undertaken canoe expeditions 

of major proportions. It is my intention to compare experiences, inspirations, and understandings 

of canoeing in Canada. Simply put, did their trips mean as much to them as mine did to me? 

More than any other, PACT exposed me to ideas of Canadian identity that can be simultaneously 

fiercely regional and defiantly national. It also introduced a concept that I believe to be the way 

forward for teaching canoeing to students, the contextualized canoe trip, or “paddle with 

purpose”.  
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Introducing the Research 

Discussions around countless campfires with fellow guides and travellers, have led me to 

believe that people who canoe, view the world a little differently. They are apt to wax poetic 

about nearly everything associated with a canoe trip. The sound of a paddle dipping in and out of 

the water; the warmth of the morning sun through the tent, the perfect efficiency of the canoe 

form; even the amount of biting insects and difficulty of portage are to be held as dear 

experiences worthy of both pride and introspection. I have titled this study Voyageur 

Philosophers as nod to my many conversations with wise and thoughtful paddlers through the 

years. This study is an attempt to capture those campfire conversations of canoeist wisdom from 

those who opt to travel further and longer than most and to incorporate their wisdom into 

curriculum-based education programs. 

Each summer there are expedition canoeists who decide to paddle a canoe through the 

waterways of Canada over a distance or duration that many would consider extreme. The intent 

of this study is to explore the motivations and meanings that expedition canoeists make of their 

travels. As canoeing in Canada is part of the national historiography (Dean, 2006; Raffan & 

Horwood, 1988), I examined the personal and cultural components of canoeists who have 

embarked on canoe expeditions of major proportions. Though parameters were set a minimum of 

30 days, of the interviewees the minimum number of consecutive days on canoe expedition was 

50. This study utilized semi-structured interviews to explore how the lived experiences of 

expeditions are intertwined with transformational learning, the search for identity, and the 

human/nature relationship. The overarching research question that guides this study is: what 

meanings do canoeists take from their experiences? From this departure point, I encountered 
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themes of self-identity, shared community values, spirituality, nationality, historical perception, 

and environmental consciousness through both the interviews and research. 

This study provides insight that adds to a critical mass of qualitative research surrounding 

ideas of Canadian identity and experiential education. The findings contribute to discussion 

about Canada’s national narratives – particularly interesting in light of Canada’s recent 150th 

celebrations. As the canoe and canoe culture are intertwined with Canadian history and imagery, 

an examination of the shared values of its participants may deepen understandings of such 

narratives. The interviews support existing literature in several disciplines including 

transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000; Taylor, 2008), serious leisure theory 

(Magnussen, 2012; Stebbins, 2001), and outdoor adventure education (Baker, 2005, D’Amato & 

Krasny, 2011). Additionally, there is the suggestion that Mihály Csíkszentmihályi’s Flow Theory 

might apply to extended expeditions, suggesting an “ideal” wilderness immersion time. Each  of 

the canoeists interviewed share their experiences to the public through conference talks, school 

visits, films or books. When presenting, the canoeists act as interpreter of their own experience 

with the country’s diverse geography and history and generally include a take-home message 

with their presentation. Exploring the stories of “modern day voyageurs” could serve as 

inspiration for others to enjoy the outdoors. By demonstrating that the extra-ordinary is possible 

and present, wilderness travel can be demystified and the first steps to nature engagement can be 

taken. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore the experiences of canoeists on 

extended wilderness expeditions in Canada’s backcountry and understand the influence of 
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history, place and culture. Additionally, this study will include an examination of the role of 

experiential learning regarding historical, geographical, and spiritual understandings.  

This study is guided by a desire to capture the stories of extended expedition canoeists by the 

research question: What meanings do canoeists take from their experiences? For deeper 

understanding, I will consider: 

1) How do canoeists understand Canada? 

2) How do canoeists understand Canadian history?  

3) What is the relationship between a canoeist’s sense of place and their self-identity? 

4) In what ways do canoeists communicate their insights to others? 

As mentioned, this study seeks to explore the personal experiences of expedition 

canoeists to larger cultural forces. For some, there is a desire to continue the country’s canoe 

expedition heritage far beyond the weekend paddle. This desire is eloquently described in a 1944 

essay by Pierre Trudeau entitled Exhaustion and Fulfillment: The Ascetic of the Canoe. He wrote 

it following a powerful experience paddling over 1,000 miles from Montreal to Hudson’s Bay. It 

is often quoted in canoe literature and from my experience, it is well-known by canoe guides. He 

wrote. “there are people who suddenly tear themselves away from their comfortable existence 

and, using the energy of their bodies as an example to their brains, apply themselves to the 

discovery of unsuspected pleasures and places” (Trudeau, 1944, http://www.canoe.ca/che-

mun/102trudeau.html). This study is concerned with extended expeditions, such as a cross-

Canada paddle, that involve intensive planning, and prolonged months of travel across vast 

distances. The extended expedition is a chance for a more immersive experience with the 

landscape, and more time for reflection during the trip on the part of the participant. Having had 
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the opportunity myself, I am intrigued by those who have the desire for extended expeditions 

into the Canadian backcountry.  

  This desire is translated into various degrees of using the canoe expedition as an 

experiential avenue into the past (Brine, 1995; McGuffin, 1988; Wilson & Wilson, 2000). 

Individuals have taken it upon themselves to retrace trade routes, or a particular historical 

journey. They are re-enactors, adventure seekers, historical athletes, or voyageur philosophers, 

all seeking an experience that simultaneously challenges and reaffirms their lifestyle. I believe 

that stories of modern-day extended canoe expeditions are a special enactment of a Canadian 

canoe culture (MacGregor, 2015; Raffan 1999) that can shed insight into larger themes. What 

meanings do canoeists take from these prolonged expeditions? I believe the answer lies in the 

construction of personal and national narratives, in a historically complicated human-wilderness 

relationship, a romancing of the past, and the desire for connection with the natural and spiritual. 

Simply put, canoe travel is more than a means of transportation, it is a means for personal 

transformation. 

Conceptual Framework 

 Canoeing in Canada takes many forms, and this study is concerned with one niche of the 

activity. Canoe expeditions, or canoe trips, differ from the casual afternoon paddle one might do 

at a cottage. It is also different than the Olympic sport of canoe sprinting. These forms of 

paddling are in no way less valid an experience, but I wanted to focus on what is now considered 

a Canadian tradition, the multi-day canoe journey through the Canadian wilderness, and I wanted 

to speak to those who are invested and take canoe tripping seriously. Robert Stebbins’ serious 

leisure theory (SLT) is useful here to help define and identify the population under consideration. 

In terms of this study, where the purpose is to explore the motivations and meanings that 
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canoeists find in their activity, SLT is a useful connector between the social and psychological 

dimensions of canoeing. This viewpoint will be adopted as support for the phenomenological 

methodology. 

 Serious leisure theory was developed out of research on how people spend their leisure 

time. As the name implies, SLT looks at individuals and populations who put importance and 

earnestness towards their free-time pursuits. The “serious” is to separate it from passive forms of 

leisure activity such as watching television. SLT conceives that the pursuit of a specific hobby 

often becomes a central life interest and forms a part of the individual’s personal identify and 

social community (Stebbins, 2001). Stebbins clarifies that this personal identity is recognised by 

both like-minded individuals and outsiders. “The participants are members of a category of 

humankind who recognize each other and to some extent are recognized by the larger community 

for the distinctive mode of leisure life they lead” (pg. 56). A pertinent example is someone who 

is considered “outdoorsy” by the general public. Indicators of this identity might be chosen peer 

groups (other paddlers), clothing and appearance choices (perhaps the stereotypical plaid shirt 

and beard). However, a serious leisure individual also invests significant time, resources, and 

energy into the activity, rather than just fashion. Adopting this concept to this study, the 

participants recruited are considered lifestyle canoeists.  

I define a lifestyle canoeist as one that identifies themself as a canoeist and is involved in 

a community of those who similarly identify as a canoeist. They are avid paddlers, often seeking 

opportunities to practice their hobby multiple times throughout the year, are committed to self-

improvement and seek new knowledge surrounding their hobby, and invest time, energy, and 

money towards their pursuit. This was deemed necessary to define the population in the absence 

of an established term. I felt that lifestyle canoeist would be inclusive of amateur and 
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professional voices who would be invested in canoe culture as well as to differentiate from 

casual paddlers, or generalist outdoor enthusiasts. 

Terminology 

Here, I define key terms for this study, that may fall outside of typical theoretical 

framework. These definitions have been developed from relevant literature and my own 

experience in the outdoor education and guiding world.  

Wilderness – Used in this study to identify the space in which the adventurous journey 

takes place. Other terms commonly, and interchangeably, used by canoeists to describe where 

their trips take place include “the land”, “the backcountry”, “the bush”, “the north” or “the 

woods”. “Nature” and “the outdoors” are also larger umbrella terms for the same space but could 

equally be used to describe a city park or an entire eco-system. These are all terms that 

colloquially describe “the more-than-human world”, recognised as the homelands of the 

Indigenous People of Canada. 

Wilderness is used in this study for the reader’s clarity and to remain constant with the 

language of the participants and the outdoor industry. Wilderness denotes a landscape typically 

remote from a major urban centre. Though canoeing can occur through almost any body of 

water, including rivers within cities, typical multi-day canoe trips occur in more remote areas 

even if they move through “urban rivers” for a short time. From a first aid perspective, 

“wilderness” is often used to describe areas where 911 is not readily accessible, or that 

evacuation to a primary medical care centre would be more than 2 hours. Additionally, it 

coincides with the preferred language of the canoe industry, and its participants. Conferences 

such as the Wilderness Canoe Symposium and the Wilderness Paddler’s Gathering, in addition to 
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the many organizations and publications reinforce and standardize the term “wilderness” as it 

applies to canoe travel through more-than-human spaces.  

Wilderness travel – An umbrella term that is used to describe any method of self-

propelled journey through a space that is outside of main urban or population centres. Methods 

of wilderness travel might include hiking, backpacking, mountaineering, snowshoeing, dog 

sledding or the canoe expedition.  

Canoe expedition – Implies an extended journey rather than an afternoon paddle. The 

expedition is most commonly enacted in a wilderness or semi-wilderness setting, self-propelled 

and self-reliant. It involves a choice, at least temporarily, to leave behind modern comforts, in 

favour of a mental, physical, and communal challenge in a wilderness or semi-wilderness setting. 

There are an infinite number of routes, durations, and intensities a canoe expedition may take, 

but a common element includes assuming risk and venturing into unknown circumstances. 

Canoe expedition is sometimes interchanged with canoe trip, as its common meaning and usage 

is understood by the outdoors community. All participants used the term expedition when 

formally referring to a particular paddling journey of theirs, e.g., “the Barren Lands Expedition”. 

Expedition Flow – Adopted from Mihaly Csíkszentmihalyi’s flow theory which 

postulates that flow is a state of mind characterized by complete absorption in the activity at 

hand, and a resulting loss in one's sense of space and time (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004). This idea is 

useful to apply to canoe expeditions as a whole activity – from departure to arrival. To achieve 

“expedition flow”, the trip needs to be long enough to have a “middle” where the individual 

starts to consciously live in the experience. The duration of the trip will vary between individuals 

based on their experience level and other variables. Data from this study would suggest that the 



 

16 
 

duration must increase over time to achieve the same result.2 Further studies might indicate if the 

required duration peaks at a certain timeframe, or if there is an average amongst canoeists. 

Outline of Thesis 

This thesis is organised into nine chapters that describe and explain the research 

conducted. Chapter One introduces the study and the researcher to the reader. It includes a 

personal statement from the author, the purpose of the research, the questions addressed in the 

study, terminology specific to this study, and the conceptual framework in which the project 

operates. Chapter Two elaborates on the theoretical framework considered for the research 

primarily transformational learning theory. Chapter Three discusses established literature 

surrounding canoe expeditions in the Canadian context from several perspectives including the 

idea of national identity and heritage activity, Hahnian influence in outdoor activity and sense of 

place. Chapter Four addresses the research methods used in the study, including an explanation 

of the study’s methodology – hermeneutic phenomenology. Chapter Five gives a background 

into the participants of the study. A brief biographical sketch of each individual is included, and 

summative notes regarding commonalities in the collective of participants ends the chapter.  

Chapters Six through Eight involve thematic analysis from the data collected from 

participant forms and interviews. The analysis begins with Chapter Six, where we learn about 

paddlers’ feelings of health and spirituality. Chapter Seven discusses the role of mentorship and 

heritage in canoe expedition culture. Chapter Seven explores the idea of expedition advocacy or 

paddling with purpose. Chapter Nine summarizes the findings of the study and discusses 

implications for future research, study limitations and conclusions. Following the discussion, 

 
2 See Chapter 6, section “Go With the Expedition Flow”. 
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several appendices are included to support the research including official clearance from the 

Graduate Research Ethics Board, sample interview questions, a transcript excerpt from one of 

the interviews, and ready-to-use secondary school lesson plans for a history course that 

incorporates a canoe trip.  
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Chapter Two 

Theoretical Framework 

On numerous occasions while guiding, I have heard a student say at the end of a portage, 

“I can’t believe I could do that”, or around the final night’s campfire that “this canoe trip 

changed my life”. The potential for transformation on a canoe expedition is well established. 

Indeed, many student program and adult adventure tourism companies, such as Outward Bound 

or ALIVE Outdoors, promote themselves on character growth or perspective changing as a part 

of their program. So, it seems appropriate that in discussing “epic, once in a lifetime” canoeing 

expeditions, a framework of the process and conditions of transformation is needed. This study 

incorporates transformational learning theory defined as new understandings from a novel 

situation, and the phenomenon sense of place defined as emotional connections to space and 

location. Both theories incorporate elements relevant to that of a canoe expedition: socio-cultural, 

psychological and spiritual.  

Transformational Learning Theory 

Transformational learning theory is concerned with the meanings that people make from 

their experiences, and that in some cases, these experiences lead to profound changes. More than 

just content acquisition, transformative learning changes the lens in which the individual sees the 

world (Mezirow, 2000). This transformation can be epochal or incremental, while the focus of 

the transformation can be personal or emancipatory. Regardless of the circumstantial particulars, 

transformational learning theory implies progress towards a more inclusive worldview (Mezirow, 

2000). More recently, the theory has been expanded to include a range of styles of 

transformation.  
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 Transformational learning happens when the individual experiences a disorienting 

dilemma which enables a shift in their perception of the world – a reframing of their assumptions 

– to make them “more inclusive, discriminating, open, emotionally capable of change, and 

reflective” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 8). The process can be simplified for the sake of clarification as: 

Problem – Action – Reflection – Insight. A classic example of this is the individual who reassess 

their life’s priorities after a traumatic experience. In the classroom, this could be a student who 

changes their views on the role of the RCMP after learning about their colonizing origin. In a 

canoe trip context, transformative learning could take the shape of re-examining the prejudices of 

fellow paddlers after sharing personal stories around the campfire. This personal reflection on 

novel experience allows the individual to create new meanings, beliefs, and opinions that may 

guide their behaviour or thinking. Individuals become able to recognise and understand the 

sources of their beliefs, and moving forward, act accordingly. Thus, transformative learning 

theory has a large self-determining and self-reflective element that places the onus on the 

individual to be constructively critical of their worldview. The individual navigates their own 

personal growth in response to their particular social-cultural context. Transformative learning 

theory is centered on the protagonist venturing into unknown territory, acquiring new skills – 

both physical and temporal – in order to overcome a challenge. This model has a striking 

resemblance to Kurt Hahn’s character-building vision of outdoor education3, and a thematic 

overlap with religious pilgrimages and with Joseph Campbell’s concept of the hero’s journey 

(James, 1981; Schmidt, 2009). In that, the typical hero’s journey involves an opportunity for the 

protagonist to overcome obstacles and return home transformed, imbued with a new skill. In the 

 
3 See, Chapter 3: Literature Review for a more detailed look at Hahn’s ideas. 
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case of the canoe expedition, the skill is perhaps a better understanding of the self such as self-

confidence, resilience, and greater worldview.  

Two things are of special note in Mezirow’s transformational learning process relating to 

canoe expeditions. First, transformation occurs after the individual experiences a disorienting 

dilemma, “challenging one’s cherished beliefs (a leap into the unknown) often invokes a 

threatening emotional experience” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 24). For the canoe expedition context, the 

disorienting dilemmas could be numerous. It could be as simple as time in an isolated group, or 

total reliance on that small group; a removal of digital and communicative technologies; or 

travelling from an urban to wilderness context (D’Amato & Krasny, 2011; Morgan, 2010). 

Second, the process depends on the individual to be diligent and honest when it comes to self-

critique and subsequent action. It is not enough to see the world in a new perspective (that is part 

of the process), the transformed individual lives the world through a new perspective. Though 

emphasis is placed on the personal transformation of the individual, the very nature of 

challenging assumptions directly depends on the socio-cultural context of the individual’s 

original and new source of knowledge.  

Edward Taylor’s 2008 synthesis of post-Mezirow developments highlights the ways that 

transformational learning theory can be made more applicable to a wide variety of contexts. Each 

new approach has a slight twist or emphasis from the classic theory put forth by Mezirow and 

allows for the potential for deeper understandings of the phenomenon. Taylor suggests that the 

classic transformational learning theory model can be broken into two groups based on the 

desired outcome of the transformation – personal or emancipatory growth. Personal growth is 

concerned with qualities such as resilience, self-efficacy, self-compassion, autonomy, while 

emancipatory growth might include empathy, environmentalism, social justice, and spirituality. 
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As Magnussen’s (2012) study of lifestyle kayakers suggests, (as well as the concept of Bildung 

discussed later), personal and communal growth are simultaneously possible. For the study of 

canoe expeditions as transformation, elements of both categories are important.  

Taylor outlines different approaches to transformational learning theory. Two are of 

interest as the most applicable with regards to the canoe expedition as transformation: the 

cultural-spiritual and the planetary transformational perspective. Wilderness itself has a history 

of eliciting spiritual transformations, and outdoor adventure programs have been shown to have a 

strong spiritual component (James, 1981; Magnussen, 2012; Morgan, 2010).  

The cultural-spiritual approach to transformation is concerned with the connection 

between the individual and society, and it “appreciates a culturally relevant and spiritually 

grounded approach to transformative pedagogy” (Taylor, 2008, p. 9). Central to this idea is how 

the learner constructs narratives and uses storytelling on “a personal and social level through 

group inquiry” to frame their transformative experience (p. 9). In the case of the canoe 

expedition, the group inquiry is the collective act of the risk-challenge activity of the expedition, 

and the narratives are the interpretations individuals create of their experience.  

 If the cultural-spiritual connects the individual to society and the ethereal realm, then 

similarly planetary transformation deals with a reorganization of separate worldviews into a 

holistic one, allowing the individual to view themselves “not just from a social-political 

dimension but also from an ecological and planetary one” (Taylor, 2008, p. 10). The planetary 

approach recognizes the interconnectedness between the universe, planet, natural environment, 

human community, and personal world. This wholistic approach to transformational learning 

theory s described by Taylor as “not only about how we view our human counterparts; it 

explores how we, as humans, relate with the physical world” (p. 10). Wilderness immersion 
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often leads to a deeper understanding and connection to the environment and is often a stated 

goal of educationalized canoe expeditions (Baker, 2005; Henderson & Potter, 2001). 

In his famous essay, Trudeau described someone who paddles a canoe a “child of nature” 

(Trudeau, 1944). Trudeau is tapping into a common thread in canoe literature (MacGregor, 2015; 

Raffan & Horwood, 1988), that paddling a canoe is something holistic and ethereal. Canoeing is 

often portrayed as chasing an authentic experience, a timeless activity in which one seeks to 

reconnect to an older, more natural and more spiritual world. Returning to nature for renewal is a 

cross-cultural phenomenon. In a Western Christian context, the canoe expedition can be seen as 

the enactment of the desire to return to Eden (James, 1981). In a Norwegian tradition called 

Friluftliv, returning to nature is returning home (Henderson & Vikander, 2007). In First Nations 

worldview, making a canoe is done with great reverence for the non-human spirits that provide 

the materials, while paddling re-establishes familial ties with the earth (Dean, 2013). In each 

example, the individual is given the opportunity to connect and become an intimate part of the 

more-than-human world. 

Elizabeth Tisdell (2008) expands on Taylor’s suggestion of the cultural-spiritual view of 

transformation and furthers the connection to the language used in outdoor education and 

wilderness travel literature. She defines spirituality as an “individual’s personal experience with 

the sacred, which can be experienced anywhere” (p. 28). This is not to be confused with religion, 

which is about an “organized community of faith, with an official creed, and codes of regulatory 

behavior” (p. 28). Furthermore, Tisdell recognises the search for spirituality as akin to the search 

for one’s authentic or true self, a journey toward wholeness, and as such, everyone has 

spirituality. Tisdell’s definition of spirituality captures the desire for greater meaning from life 

and fits the discourse of the canoe expedition perfectly. She argues that including the spiritual 
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into learning can add a dimension to education that fulfils the need for deeper purpose and allows 

the individual another language and means of expressing themselves. This can be done either 

formally (explicitly drawing attention to spiritual learnings) or informally (implicitly 

incorporating spiritual lessons or experiences). Ideas and language such as greater meaning, 

inner-peace, humility, and awe-inspiring are common in both spiritual transformation and 

testimonies of those who experience wilderness immersion. Wilderness has historically been a 

door to enlightenment, and so it seems logical then that the canoe expedition as a specific 

expression of wilderness travel should yield spiritual and planetary transformation. 

After rediscovering the joy of canoeing for himself, theologian William James4 wrote an 

article that explored the connection of canoe expeditions and spirituality. James views the canoe 

expedition as a Canadian enactment of the hero’s journey – Campbell’s monomyth – and 

wonders if such framing allows for spiritual meaning. The monomyth conceptualizes that all 

myths of heroism across cultures follow the same format: call to adventure - ordeal- resurrection 

- return. This process echoes those of transformational learning theory: problem - action - 

reflection - insight. James traces accounts of poets, historians, and explorers from Canada’s past 

who profess some inner change at the conclusion of wilderness travel. It seems that James, is 

tapping into the idea that Mezirow formalized – that transformation is facilitated with an 

encounter with the other: 

In enabling us to encounter our geographical uniqueness, in making possible a 

completion of that circuit of separation, initiation, and return, and bequeathed to us 

by those peoples who were here before we were, the canoe may well be an effective 

vehicle, not only for the exploration of the wilderness of the Shield, but also for 

 
4 Not to be confused with pragmatist philosopher William James, whose writings have their own relevance to the 

canoe expedition through the philosophy of Kurt Hahn and are discussed in Chapter 3. 
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exploring that inner frontier, and perhaps effecting an appropriate transformation of 

attitudes through a kind of indigenization. (James, 1981, p. 162) 

James describes the cultural-spiritual transformation as defined by Tisdell and Taylor 

through a specific canoe expedition lens. The “other” is similar to those disorienting dilemmas 

postulated by Morgan and D’Amato & Krasny – dependence on self-reliance, disruption of the 

regular routine, living simply, and wilderness immersion. James adds acknowledgement of the 

indigenous cultures who originated the canoe expedition as a way for meaning making and 

deeper understandings. It is the connection to the present, the past, the physical and the eternal 

that also move James’ account into the realm of planetary transformation. James frames the 

canoe expedition as an out-and-back journey, much like that of the pilgrim. 

Schmidt explores this very notion of the transformative pilgrimage. Pilgrimage is an 

individual choice, or even a desire to depart on a journey despite the expectancy of unknown 

hardships (Schmidt, 2009). This echoes Trudeau’s assertion that some people need to embark on 

a canoe expedition. Schmidt takes it one step further, envisioning the disorienting dilemma not 

merely an exercise in voluntary simplicity but that “certain life occurrences require an 

intentional self-transformation process for which pilgrimage is uniquely suited” (Schmidt, 2009, 

p. 69). As such, the pilgrimage is taken for a “direct engagement with reality and a 

reconstruction of a self that the new reality demands” (p. 71). This statement still applies to the 

canoe expedition, the reality being the natural world and natural self being confronted in the 

wilderness. Pilgrimage is seen as a coping mechanism towards reorientation of one’s personal 

life – one that might involve wilderness immersion. The wandering pilgrimage, which Schmidt 

describes as the search for a spiritual intensification or enlightenment by way of a journey. He 

argues that the in the modern context, “wilderness renewal experiences with spiritual intent are 
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an increasingly sought-after expression” (p. 69). The intention of pilgrimage with its desire for 

personal change is a conscious manifestation of the potential transformation found on canoeing 

expeditions. And as Schimidt notes, the awareness of spiritual transformation on an expedition 

might now be becoming an expectation.  

Recent studies (D’Amato and Krasny, 2011; Morgan, 2010) have aimed to formalize the 

relationship between transformative learning theory and outdoor learning experiences. During 

interviews with participants of Outward Bound – an outdoor adventure learning company 

considered one of the industry leaders – D’Amato and Krasny found that all participants reported 

their experiences on expeditions were meaningful and significant. This is echoed by others 

(Hattie, Marsh, Neill & Richards, 1997; Sibthorp, 2003) who have studied outcomes of outdoor 

education programs. But what is significant in this study is that D’Amato and Krasny actually 

connect the results to transformative learning theory and start to identify what aspect of the 

expeditions might lead to personal transformation. They identified four themes from their data 

analysis as elements of the course that contributed to changes in behaviour post-expedition: 

“living in pristine nature, experiencing a different lifestyle, being part of the course community, 

and dealing with the intensity and challenges of the course” (D’Amato & Krasny, 2011, p. 242). 

None of these elements would be a surprise to those who work in the outdoor education field or 

those who have experienced a canoe expedition themselves. It is an academic confirmation of 

practitioner knowledge.  

The power of the canoe expedition is the experience with the other – in this case, “travel 

to a place that provides significant contrasts to the home locality and ‘ordinary’ experience” 

(Morgan, 2010, p. 252). This is a disappointing statement as it suggests that individuals have 

separated from the natural world to the point that it is something foreign, or something that 
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disrupts sensibilities. Asfeldt et al. (2005) found this disconnect among their university students 

and quote environmentalist Aldo Leopold from 1949 saying, “‘your true modern is separated 

from the land by many middlemen, and by innumerable physical gadgets. He [sic] has no vital 

relation to it’” (p. 34). Even more so than in 1949, it is not hyperbole to suggest that as a society 

we are spending most of our time inside. Hence, I believe modern humans have a heightened 

sense of the wilderness as other, and that the canoe expedition – among other wilderness travel 

methods – is a powerful way to re-connect or be introduced to the more-than-human world. 

Humans have always negotiated both a spiritual-fulfilling and a fear-inducing relationship with 

wilderness. At various places and times throughout history, societies have taken to the 

wilderness for solitude, health and soul searching, yet also distanced themselves from the 

untameable, formidable, and rugged – the deep dark woods. The modern canoe expedition is a 

continuing negotiation of this love-fear relationship with the wild – an expedition of uncertain 

risk and primal familiarity. Understanding the human-wilderness relationship is crucial to 

understanding the context and process by which one might ask – or expect – personal 

transformation from a wilderness canoe expedition.. 

 Though all education can be considered transformational, Mezirow’s theory provides a 

useful framework and tool for the potential of perspective shift considered in this study. Mezirow 

originally formulated the theory with adult education in mind, and for a variety of contexts 

outside of a formal education setting. It relies heavily on the individual engaging in meaningful 

self-reflection and resulting self-awareness. Extended canoe expeditions where the individual 

might spend months at a time travelling the wilderness, are certainly a unique experience, 

containing challenges and disorienting dilemmas in environments outside of one’s regular life. 

Transformational learning theory, similarly, to outdoor education and adventure tourism models, 
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promises “life-changing experiences”. These factors suggest that transformational learning 

theory is an appropriate educational theory that applies to canoe expeditions. Whether or not the 

study participants feel themselves transformed by their experience, or whether such a thing can 

adequately be measured by an external interviewer are questions relevant to the study’s findings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

28 
 

Chapter Three 

Literature Review 

The study of canoe expeditions opens a large window of literature that is interconnected 

around an individual’s search for meaning and the human-wilderness relationship. Understanding 

canoeing from the perspective of those who pursue experiences beyond the norms of their 

community led to discussions on spirituality, belonging, culture, identity, eco-tourism, risk 

management, nationalism, historical consciousness, philosophical understanding, and 

environmental consciousness. This understanding is a veritable lifetime of literature and themes. 

Returning here to Pierre Trudeau’s influential essay Exhaustion and Fulfillment: The 

Ascetic of the Canoe: 

What sets a canoeing expedition apart is that it purifies you more rapidly and inescapably 

than any other. Travel a thousand miles by train and you are a brute; Pedal five hundred 

on a bicycle and you remain basically a bourgeois; Paddle a hundred in a canoe and you 

are already a child of nature. (Trudeau, 1944) 

Trudeau’s sentiment is an expression of his passion for canoeing and what he sees as a 

truly authentic form of travel. He includes national transportation symbols – trains and canoes – 

and uses an ethereal term for his human-wilderness descriptor, “child of nature”. Trudeau 

elevates the canoe expedition to a spiritual form of transportation and invokes the transformative 

element common in canoe literature. I believe these themes; heritage, wilderness and 

transformation, to be central to answering this study’s research questions. 
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Romancing the Canoe: Images of Canadian Nationalism 

Studies of canoe expeditions and canoe culture is of particular Canadian relevance. As 

Canadians, we are used to being told that the canoe is a part of our heritage (Ferguson, 1997; 

Lunn, Moore, & Daniel, 1996; Newman, 1987; Raffan, 1999). As such, we should start with the 

central character in this study, the canoe. The canoe is an open-topped watercraft propelled by a 

paddle. They are not unique to Canada, but can be found around the world anywhere travel by 

water was possible. They vary in shape and size, anywhere from three to thirty feet long, and are 

traditionally made with wood covered with bark; whalebone covered with animal skin, or 

hollowed out logs (Stebbins, 2005). Today, canoes are more commonly made from molded 

plastic, aluminum alloys or other synthetic materials, however, handcrafted cedar-canvas canoes 

and birch bark canoes are still available. Historian Jessica Dunkin writes, “The stereotypically 

Canadian canoe is a red sixteen-foot Prospector” (Dunkin, 2019). She is likely imagining a red 

sixteen-foot cedar-canvas Prospector model by the Chestnut Canoe Company, such as the one 

made famous by Bill Mason. It is this image of the canoe that dominates gift shops and 

romanticises the Canadian consciousness.  

Canada is a country dominated by water. Rivers and lakes tie its distant shores together, 

and by extension the water connects its people together as well. As James Raffan has said, “if it 

is love that binds people to places in this nation of rivers and in this river of nations then one 

enduring expression of that simple truth, is surely the canoe” (Raffan & Iromoto, 2017). The 

canoe continues to remain the most appropriate vessel to allow people to navigate the network of 

rivers and lakes that is the Canadian landscape. It is maneuverable through tight rivers and 

rapids, stable and balanced on lakes, strong enough to carry large loads yet light enough to be 

carried over barriers and through portages. As such, it facilitated trade, exploration, and war in 
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North America, both pre- and post-European contact. In the time before rail and road travel, it 

was the only way to travel the continent. With first the advent of the train, and accelerated by the 

arrival of the automobile, the canoe made the transition from transportation necessity to a 

recreation and sport vessel. The canoe, and canoeing, became an activity that occurred in leisure 

time or as a competitive sport, both which required a certain level of financial independence 

(Dunkin, 2019). In addition to canoe trips through the Canadian wilderness, the canoe would 

become associated with cottages and by 1924, the Olympic Games. Today, the canoe and its 

likeness are everywhere: from gift shops, art galleries, books, songs, beer commercials, tourism 

industry, summer camps, school programs, and of course, the Canadian Canoe Museum (CCM), 

dedicated to the contributions of the canoe and canoeists to the development and culture of 

Canada.  

The canoe and Canada are so geographically and culturally linked, that one could make 

the argument that one could not exist without the other. Trade and settlement would look much 

different had the canoe not helped facilitate both contributors to the development of the northern 

half of the north American continent. Bill Mason famously claimed, “When you look at the face 

of Canada, and study the geography carefully, you come away with the feeling that God could 

have designed the canoe first, and then set about to conceive a land in which it could flourish” 

(Erickson, 2013, 3; see also Raffan, 1999, 2). And the proliferation of this idea of the Canadian 

canoe and the image of the canoe both reinforces, creates, and solidifies this relationship. During 

the 1967 Centennial celebrations, a canoe race from the Rocky Mountains to Montreal along the 

North West Company fur trade route between the provinces and territories reinforced canoe 

travel in the national memory for a country actively trying to cultivate an identity (Dean, 2006). 

National historian Pierre Burton famously quipped that a true Canadian is someone who knew 
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how to make love in a canoe. A conference was held in 1987 at Queen’s University, with the sole 

purpose to discuss the canoe in Canadian culture from an academic perspective. A who’s who of 

contemporary paddlers presented and contributed to the resulting book Cannexus (Raffan & 

Horwood, 1988). In 2007, the canoe was voted one of the seven wonders of Canada in a CBC 

poll of national symbols proving its staying power in the Canadian imagination (Canadian 

Broadcasting Corporation, 2007). The Canadian Canoe Museum is building a new multi-million-

dollar facility along the Otonabee River in Peterborough to both raise its profile and boost 

tourism. Everywhere one might look, canoeing and Canada seem to be ubiquitous. Claiming 

roots as far back as there have been people living in North America, dominant canoe ideology is 

centred on a sense of heritage and the idea of a rugged north. 

Roy MacGregor’s 2015 book Canoe Country is the latest in this tradition. It weaves the 

author’s own paddling experience into a tapestry of canoeing narratives involving some of the 

canoe lore’s most famous (modern) paddlers: Francis Anne Hopkins, Grey Owl, Tom 

Thompson, Ester Keyser, Bill Mason, and Pierre Elliot Trudeau. This is a recurring theme in 

canoe writing – qualifying a personal experience by acknowledging the past. Eric Morse’s 1988 

memoir Freshwater Saga documents five decades of canoe expeditions. Morse includes a whole 

chapter dedicated to his desire to paddle historic routes – by which he means routes paddled by 

the early European fur traders and explorers. Morse writes that these trips contained elements of 

history and romance, since “for years, almost no one had been reported doing anything as 

adventurous as retracing the early explorers’ and fur trade routes by canoe down Canada’s big 

rivers” (Morse, 1988, p. 22). Morse in turn has inspired a whole new generation of paddlers, of 

which some are participants in this study. I would argue that now, following early explorer 

routes is commonplace. Ralph Brine’s book recounting his cross Canada canoe expedition 
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echoes Morse: “In today’s light, a canoe trip across Canada may seem unusual, but in the first 

half of the 19th century it was a common occurrence” (Brine, 1995, xi). Brine’s book is as much 

of a history book as it is an adventure memoir, with appropriate journal excerpts of voyageurs 

alongside his own experiences. Canoeist couples the McGuffins and the Wilsons also fall into 

the historic adventurer category, both citing inspiration from some of the most famous (historic) 

paddlers such as Mackenzie, Tyrell, Fraser and Thompson (McGuffin & McGuffin, 1988; 

Wilson & Wilson, 2000). Historical perception and inspiration from the fur trade era explorers 

remains a constant throughout canoe ideology, with canoeists desiring to “touch the past”. Many 

envision themselves as links in a chain, while at the same time imagining that cross-Canada 

expeditions paddles, and the re-tracing of historic routes are something unusual or rare. One of 

the goals of this study will be to demonstrate that a sense of history is evident in expedition 

canoeists, and that the practice of cross-Canada paddles is a more common experience than one 

might think. 

It is only recently that attempts have been made to decolonize the canoe in the public eye 

and subvert the dominant narrative by suggesting that canoes are a symbol of a colonial past that 

aimed to remove First Nation peoples from the land, only to allow others to travel in unspoilt 

wilderness (Dean, 2013; Erickson, 2013). Historian Jessica Dunkin agrees, calling the canoe a 

physical and symbolic Settler Canadian image (Dunkin, 2019). Typically, expedition canoeing 

celebrates those European explorers who “crashed the mountain ramparts” (Rogers, 1981, track 

1), discovering routes, building forts, and shooting the rapids. The stories told usually ignore or 

gloss-over the contributions of First Nations people who would have introduced the canoe to the 

explorers, acted as interpreters and guides, and would become causalities of the age of Canadian 

exploration. An example of this is the 1967 Voyageur canoe pageant. The canoe race across the 
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country from west to east to deliver a symbolic bale of fur is celebrating a particular Canadian 

identity – the settler-centric, resource driven colonizer (Dean, 2006). Or as Erickson (2015) 

argues, the celebration of voyageur history on the French River and its embodied canoe trip 

tourism is an equally myopic lens from which to view history. One that erases the complexity of 

a contested space such as the French River and surrounding waterways. From this perspective, 

the canoe is a vehicle of subjugation, complicit in the devastation inflicted on First Nations by 

the colonizing Europeans. Dean even argues that the canoe is a form of cultural appropriation 

(Dean, 2013); a craft and activity taken from First Nations and perverted by Europeans for 

conquest and “exploration” in a land now devoid of its original inhabitants. The canoe is washed 

of its violent past with paintings of tranquil boats on tranquil lakes (Dean, 2013). This argument 

is connected to the same critical argument about National and Provincial Parks – sacred spaces 

set up for protection and visitation, only after the people who originally recognised the place as 

spiritual are removed from view. The argument that the canoe is appropriated, or that it is a 

symbol of Settler Canada is tied to a larger historical reckoning of the ignored histories of the 

Indigenous Peoples of Canada. There are clearly issues of First Nation access and representation 

in the expedition canoeing world that need to be addressed. 

There are efforts to reimagine the canoe as a vessel of healing. Outdoor programs that 

include First Nations and Settler youth paddling in the same canoe through old trade routes have 

proven popular and conducive to conversation. The Canadian Canoe Museum is taking the 

opportunity of its new facility to re-focus its mission to present the canoe in a more balanced 

light in partnerships with local and national First Nations communities. One of the four pillars of 

its 2016 strategic plan is Learning from Indigenous Peoples in Canada, wherein the 

“organization will build relations, make connections and collaborate with Indigenous Peoples in 
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Canada to achieve a deeper understanding of our collective and respective roles” (Canadian 

Canoe Museum, 2016). The significance of this is that as the national and international authority 

on canoe heritage, the CCM is placing Indigenous Peoples front and centre of its mandate, 

instead of purely collecting their artifacts. 

Imagining which symbols represent Canada is obviously a regional and cultural 

contention. Not all Canadians canoe. Not all Canadians play hockey. Not all Canadians eat 

doughnuts, listen to CBC, swing an ax, use a block heater or drink milk from a bag. Toronto is 

not representative of Ontario, and Ontario is not representative of Canada. Canada is ever 

changing in its demographics and it becomes quite easy to divide the country along provincial, 

cultural, rural/city lines. So of course, the canoe does not represent all Canadians. But it might be 

a fairly good symbol of the 150-ish year old Canada and our vision of ourselves. Invented by 

First Nations, adopted by Europeans, used all over the country, representative of both adventure 

and relaxation. It is a quiet and polite vessel to travel this nation of rivers and river of nations 

into the sunset. Canadians will continue to romance the canoe, even if they do not paddle. 

Through Difficulty Lies Opportunity 

The old adage “nothing worth doing is easy” is often repeated by canoe guides when 

encouraging novice paddlers. The saying is not unique to canoeing, I was introduced to it as a 

boy working on the family farm. However, it seems to have a particular hold on the framing of 

canoe trips. The idea that canoe trips are hard yet worthwhile is central to its adventure narrative. 

The hero must face obstacles to gain the confidence and skills to overcome the challenge. 

Likewise, the canoeist must learn confidence and skills to navigate themselves safely through a 

multi-day canoe expedition. The immersive environment of canoe expeditions that result in 

personal and technical learning outcomes has attracted the attention of organizations hoping to 
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achieve a measure of character growth. Character growth is linked to transformational learning 

theory previously discussed in Chapter Two, but it is worth reviewing here the influence of 

educationalist Kurt Hahn, as his philosophy has massively influenced outdoor organizations and 

school programs the world over.  

The canoe expedition has been educationalized in the outdoor education class, while 

commercialized in the outdoor adventure industry. Both these public and private manifestations 

of the canoe expedition utilize the canoe expedition to expedite “character building” and 

advertise such changes in their marketing materials.5 Trudeau summarizes this growth mindset of 

a canoe expedition: “How does the trip affect your personality? Allow me to make a fine 

distinction, and I would say that you return not so much a man who reasons more, but a more 

reasonable man” (Trudeau, 1944). The canoe expedition presents adventure – a balancing of risk 

and challenge in which the successful navigation of that balance often results in personal growth 

(Magnussen, 2012). This balance “increases confidence and skills, and it creates a humility that 

changes one’s attitudes toward other people and nature” (p. 348). 

Kurt Hahn embraced the idea of risk+ challenge = reward and channeled it into his many 

programs and organizations including the massively influential Outward Bound and the Duke of 

Edinburgh Award. Hahn’s educational aim to “awaken in the pupils a sense of duty as citizens” 

(Ewald, 1970, p. 23) and stems from his disgust with the world wars and its effects on 

individuals and society. Observing post war apathy and the rise of industrialization, Hahn 

believed beyond doubt that “the young of today have to be protected against certain poisonous 

effects inherent in present-day civilization” (Hahn, 1960, p. 7). He envisioned these poisonous 

 
5 See marketing material for companies such as ALIVE OUTDOORS, Connected in Motion, and Outward Bound 

who offer a mix of transformative moments, community building and adventure. 
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elements as social ills or declines and identified six affecting modern youth. Hahn’s Six Declines 

of Modern Youth will sound familiar to any teacher or parent.  

A decline of fitness due to modern methods of locomotion (moving about). A decline of 

initiative and enterprise due to the widespread disease of ‘spectatoritis’. Decline of 

memory and imagination due to the confused restlessness of modern life. Decline of skill 

and care due to the weakened tradition of craftsmanship. Decline of self-discipline due to 

the ever-present availability of stimulants and tranquillisers. And worst of all; the decline 

of compassion due to the unseemly haste with which modern life is conducted, or as 

William Temple called it, “spiritual death”. (Hahn, 1960, p. 7) 

Despite being developed in the 1920s, these declines seem oddly relevant today. Any 

teacher will readily identify with the list. If anything, the last 100 years have only accelerated the 

challenges and temptations that face students today. Likewise, outside the school, the challenge 

of motivating the citizenry towards the productive and good has always been a topic for 

philosophers, and is always at top of mind in the aftermath of war. 

In 1906, philosopher William James gave his last public address entitled “The Moral 

Equivalent to War”. It was delivered as a meditation on the American Civil War, to a nation still 

healing deep wounds. James’ speech addressed the unfortunate affinity humans have for war, 

and sought to heal wounds to move beyond the destruction of war by asking what might be the 

moral equivalent to war? (James, 1906/1995). The answer would thus lead to a more productive 

and peaceful world.  

Hahn was aware of James’ speech and sought a practical answer to James’ question. 

James argues that political unity and civic virtue are best sustained when there is a credible 

threat, or the nation is at war. James argues that the speed of bureaucracy, the cooperation rates 
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among competing interests and most importantly the fervour of men to sign up to defend their 

country is the reason for this efficiency. It is the pride and satisfaction that is gained from joining 

the army that James really investigates. As Hahn explains it in a public address in 1960, “war 

satisfies a primitive longing of men which will never be extinguished, to lose yourself in a 

common cause, which claims the whole man. War, so he says, shows human nature at its highest 

dynamic” (Hahn, 1960, p. 1). James asks at how best to sustain this unity and efficiency of 

society in the absence of war? The answer says James, is to mobilize the same nationalistic and 

heroic sentiments and channel them into civil service in the interest of the individual and the 

nation. Thus, the same sense of virtue and good morals that one feels when serving the nation, or 

at the very least being a part of something that is bigger than themselves, needs an equivalent 

outlet in the face of peace (James, 1906/1995). 

Hahn saw the world wars, especially the First World War, as a European civil war and 

identified with James’ disgust at the moral rot at the centre of conflict. He feared the disease of 

weakened societal character would infect contemporary youth. Hahn’s Six Declines6 embody this 

fear. His solution, appropriately called the Four Remedies were Hahn’s answer to James’ 

question of moral equivalency. These four remedies are the basis of Hahnian education and are 

still in use today by schools and outdoor education programs. The four remedies are: Fitness 

training (e.g., to compete with one's self in physical fitness; in doing so, train the discipline and 

determination of the mind through the body), Expeditions (e.g., to engage in long, challenging 

endurance tasks over sea or land); Projects (e.g., involving crafts and manual skills), and Rescue 

Service (e.g., mountain rescue lifesaving, fire fighting, first aid) (Hahn, 1965). Hahn cites rescue 

service as the most important of the four remedies (Hahn, 1960; Hahn 1965) and is Hahn’s 

 
6 The Six Declines of Modern Youth: Declines of fitness, initiative, memory, skill, self-discipline, compassion. 
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practical answer to James. It is also the point at which Hahn makes his difference with James. 

Where James called war the highest dynamic of human nature, Hahn argues that “reverence for 

human life” is a more powerful tool for releasing human potential (Hahn, n.d., p. 5). Hahn is 

convinced on this point and sees a clear link. “During the war, there were few youngsters who 

felt comfortable if they refused to serve. Can such a response be created in peacetime on a purely 

voluntary basis?” (Hahn, 1965, p. 7). To this end, Hahn actually had student trained in fire 

services, mountain rescue services, and lifeguard services. Hahn saw adventure learning as a way 

to teach students self-actualization and community service; the engaged citizen student (Hahn, 

1965). 

Hahn, a German national, incorporated a particularly German concept into his 

educational philosophy called Bildung. It is a process of personal becoming and enculturation, 

often distilled to character building. Bildung, is the desire to educate one’s self to a higher plane. 

To educate one’s mind, body and soul as one, the ongoing transformation of oneself to a higher 

holistic standard. Bildung is aspirational and spiritual, more than just knowledge and more than 

just moral (Horlacher, 2004). Bildung was the philosophical heart of the German gymnasium 

system, not taught as a subject but embodied by the school system. Hahn re-purposed this 

concept for his educational efforts. Outward Bound and other Hahn-ian organizations spread the 

message of “through difficulty lies opportunity” through the world.  

In this way, it is easy to see Bildung as the likely underlying philosophical base of Kurt 

Hahn’s educational ideology. Consider two of Hahn’s most repeated sayings, “you are needed” 

and “there is more in you than you think”. The first is a clear call to action for the individual to 

realise they have purpose. The second, which has become Outward Bound’s motto speaks to 

internal fortitude and belief in oneself (Hanford, 2015). The maxim is designed to comfort the 
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student in hard times, to look in at themselves and realize that there is a spiritual and physical 

fortitude that will help them overcome obstacles. Outward Bound is recognised around the world 

for their expedition and adventure-based learning, which of course, comes directly from Hahn’s 

interest in enacting his four remedies for social ill. Seventy years after its first course to teach 

young sailors the technical skills and the mental fortitude to survive the U-boat attacks during 

World War II, its participants are now students and civilians and adventure seekers, but Outward 

Bound still uses the same type of language to recruit: 

Our mission is to cultivate resilience, leadership, connections and compassion through 

inspiring and challenging journeys of self-discovery in the natural world. Each Outward 

Bound course is much more than just learning the technical skills of canoeing, rock 

climbing, kayaking, backpacking and dogsledding. It's designed to be an incredible and 

indelible journey of self-discovery. (Outward Bound, 2014). 

The legacy of the Hahn and the Outward Bound philosophy can not be overstated in the 

outdoor education industry. The language and expectation of canoe trips is so heavily laden with 

ideas of transformation and self-improvement, while the activity itself demands purpose and skill 

to be successful. Expedition canoeists are almost certainly aware of this expectation and may be 

primed to find self-improvement with each canoe trip. 

A Home in the Wilderness 

Canoeing is one of the more unique sports in the world, as it occurs in a constantly 

changing venue and includes, in the case of expeditions, an overnight portion where one must 

make a home in the wilderness. This sets it in the wilderness travel category alongside other 

activities that move-through-the-outdoors such as hiking, dogsledding or snowshoeing. Contrast 
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this to other sports. Baseball occurs in a baseball diamond, hockey occurs on an ice surface, and 

basketball on a basketball court. Even when played outdoors, each activity is prescriptive and 

lacks the variability built into a canoe expedition. Long distance cycling or running come close, 

but typically lack the overnight camping aspect of canoe trips. Depending on one’s perspective, 

this overnight aspect is either the draw or repulsion of canoe trips. In my experience this 

difference is usually consistent with whether or not the person identifies themselves as an 

“outdoorsy person”. This leads us to consider the relationship people have with the wilderness. 

The relationship between person and place is at the core of canoe expedition meanings. 

The place has as much to do with the meaning of a canoe trip as the vehicle itself, the two cannot 

be separated. This relationship is identified as sense of place and can be a powerful agent. The 

phenomenon sense of place has come to describe anything from “a warm fuzzy appreciation of a 

natural landscape to the selling of homesites in urban sprawl” (Cross, 2001, p. 1). A working 

definition for this study that articulates the core principles of sense of place, comes from de Wit 

(2013), “to study sense of place is to examine who people in a given place conceive themselves 

to be as a consequence of that place” (p. 122). This definition acknowledges a lived 

phenomenological experiential relationship between the person and the place – the experienced 

human-wilderness relationship reported by participants. It is also evident that sense of place has 

an impact on other themes relevant to the study such as conceptions of the self, identity and 

belonging.  

Cross (2001) expands and categorizes the definition, acknowledging the importance of 

the relationship between the person and the place, yet emphasizes that in that relationship, people 

bring a “whole set of cultural preconceptions that shape the way we respond to the place, and in 

some measure, reshape the place to fit those preconceptions” (p. 1). Cross then divides sense of 
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place into two categories; relationship to place, that “consists of the ways that people relate to 

places, or the types of bonds people have with places” (p. 2); and community attachment that 

“consists of the depth and types of attachments to one particular place” (p. 2). Each category is 

further broken down into seven and five sub-categories respectively, that illustrate the complex 

cultural preconceptions mentioned earlier. It is in this cultural context that it becomes clear how 

our relationship to place has implications beyond fond memories: 

Place meanings are important to understand because they largely determine what people 

do with those places: how they treat them, whether they protect or neglect, improve or 

destroy them, and whether they choose to sacrifice them for some perceived benefit. 

Thus, sense of place can influence environmental policy, resource development, 

economic decisions, tourism, national political trends, and even foreign relations. (de Wit, 

2013, p. 122) 

From this understanding it might follow that since an expedition occurs in a sought-after 

place, either novel or familiar, canoeists may have a heightened awareness or feelings towards 

that place or even a romanticised version of it.. It might contribute to the motivations and 

meanings behind such expeditions or identity of the canoeist as someone who is environmentally 

conscious, holds respect or reverence for the land, or who becomes involved in policies or 

businesses that affect land use. In this way, a canoe expedition is not only an encounter with the 

other, but a way to de-mystify and understand the wilderness. 

A common theme in canoe expedition memoirs is the romantic and vivid language 

concerning the landscape that is used by the authors. Canoeists generally have a reverence for the 

places they paddle. As well, the written accounts of canoeists contain insight as to how their 

travels and adventures have contributed to their worldview and view of themselves (Brine, 1995; 
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McGuffin & McGuffin, 1988; Morse, 1988). As Trudeau’s use of the word purify and his 

allusions to transformation bring us to the main research question of what meanings do canoeists 

take from their experiences? And why might a canoe expedition be so affecting? The answer 

may lie in the power of the experience itself, and not as much in the logistics of routes or 

materials. Studying another old adage that “travel broadens the mind,” Morgan (2010) confirms, 

“the educational potential of ‘transformation through travel’ seems a fruitful theme to pursue” (p. 

263). He makes further conclusions that wilderness immersion (time spent in nature) can 

accentuate this transformation, with factors such as intensity or duration playing key roles. A 

canoe expedition is nothing if not a form of wilderness immersion, so we can safely extend 

Morgan’s conclusions to canoe expeditions. 
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Chapter Four 

Research Methods 

This chapter explains the research methods and methodology. It begins with a description 

of the philosophical perspective of the research, hermeneutic phenomenology. Included in the 

methods section are descriptions of participant recruitment and potential limitations in 

recruitment, data collection and data analysis methods. Appendices A through F support this 

chapter’s discussion. 

 Hermeneutic Phenomenology Methodology 

The purpose of this study is to explore extended canoe expeditions in Canada and 

understand the perspectives of the participants. It utilizes the methodology of hermeneutic 

phenomenology in which the phenomenon of the study is the extended canoe expedition – 

defined for this study as wilderness travel by canoe of thirty days or more.   

The aim of phenomenology is to describe a phenomenon, an observable event, as it is 

consciously lived and the meanings ascribed to the experience by that individual (Van Manen, 

1990, p. 25). It was Immanuel Kant who took the term phenomenon, from the Greek term for 

“thing appearing to view,” and brought its usage into modern philosophy. In his 1781 work, 

Critique of Pure Reason, Kant defined phenomena as an event that can be experienced by the 

senses, or “things that appear”. He contrasted this to “noumena” which he conceived of as 

“things-in-themselves”, things that were outside of the senses and no logical conclusion could be 

made of them (Smith, 2018). In other words, noumena relates to the world as it is, and 

phenomena to the world as we can know it. Or put another way, the world in experience, and the 

world in its absolute forms. G.W.F. Hegel, challenged Kant’s conception of noumena, and 
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argued that by better knowing and studying phenomena, we can come closer to an understanding 

of the absolute and the Divine spirit of the phenomenon. Thus, by studying the conscious 

experience (phenomenon) we can arrive at the hidden truth of the unknown. By the 1920s, 

Edmund Husserl expanded and formalized phenomenology and set out to make it the foundation 

of all philosophy. He theorized that by starting with reflection of the conscious experience one 

can find the essential features of the experience and the essence of the phenomenon, which he 

termed intentionality (Smith, 2018). Conscious or self-aware reflection of experience in turn then 

gives the experience meaning or intent to the individual. Successive philosophers such as Martin 

Heidegger, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, continued and debated the tenants of phenomenology, 

swinging the pendulum between an emphasis on descriptive and interpretive analysis of the 

experience. At its core, phenomenology remains an attempt to describe the conscious, first-

person lived experience – a phenomenon.  

The field of phenomenology has been expanded by many intellectuals, since the classic 

definition from Husserl, and two are of interest to this study. Alfred Schultz emphasizes the 

importance of a sociological and cultural understanding (Van Manen, 2014, pp. 146-148). 

Canoeing in Canada is contextualized through socio-cultural understandings, as are contributing 

factors such as wilderness immersion, adventurous journeys, exploration, or pilgrimage. 

Expedition culture could also be explained on a macro level (common elements and norms 

shared between different expeditions) and micro level (the “in-trip” norms that develops as a 

result of a small community’s shared experience). Claude Romano brings the concept of 

phenomena as events whose significance reveals itself after the event itself (pp. 191-192). This 

has clear ties to Mezirow’s transformative learning theory, which states one of its criteria for a 

transformative experience is a period of reflection after the event. Both Schultz’s and Romano’s 
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expansion of phenomenology are dependent on self-reflection and interpretation, or 

hermeneutics, for deeper understanding. 

Hermeneutics, as it applies to this study, is the use of interpretation in the description of 

the phenomenon. Van Manen (2014), outlining Heidegger’s view, writes that all description 

includes some degree of interpretation, as the researcher cannot fully remove themselves or their 

own experience from analysis. Thus, most phenomenology can be called hermeneutic (p. 26). 

The inclusion of the term hermeneutics in this study is to differentiate it from Edmund Husserl’s 

vision of phenomenology, which does not include interpretation, attempting to rely strictly on 

descriptive analysis with the researcher bracketing, or setting aside, their experience (Van 

Manen, 1990, p. 26). Hermeneutic phenomenology allows the researcher to approach the subject 

from a point of reference and personal experience (p. 78). This is important for this study since, 

as the researcher, my personal involvement in the field of outdoor education and experience on 

wilderness canoe expeditions will shape my interpretation of the data.  

My experience paddling a voyageur canoe across Canada brings me to research others 

who have had similar experiences, and to explore and connect deeper meanings found in those 

experiences. This makes setting aside personal experience difficult for the study. Since I am 

using personal experience to aid my approach and interpretation of the data, I include 

hermeneutics as a part of the methodology. I believe that approaching the subject with my 

background experience aided in the recruitment process and quickly established common ground 

and rapport during interviews. Since time and experience has past, perspectives may have shifted 

since the participants’ expeditions. Participants will be re-interpreting and editing their own 

stories as they relate them during the interview. Interpretation from both the research and 

participant will be at play during this study. 
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Method 

This study combines a review of relevant literature, semi-structured interviews, self-

reflective autoethnographic analysis and historical analysis to present the meanings canoeists 

make from their expedition experiences. The literature review process was iterative with the data 

generated by the interviews and was initially wide in scope. I began by reviewing 

interconnecting topics and theories including transformational learning theory, serious leisure 

theory, sense of place, experiential education, self-determination theory, existential philosophy, 

pilgrimage and spiritual wanderings, and environmental consciousness. Some of these avenues 

of inquiry turned out or be more tangentially related and faded in research importance in favour 

of more relevant literature. For example, existential philosophy and self-determination theory 

were not pursued further in favour of the overlap between transformational learning theory and 

experiential education. Additionally, papers on pilgrimage and spiritual wanderings were sought 

after interviewees discussed the feeling of “fulfillment” and “rejuvenation” when immersed in 

the more-than-human world.  

In keeping with phenomenological methodology, the bulk of the data was collected 

through semi-standard interviews with individuals who have experienced the shared 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Ethics clearance was granted by both the Education Research 

Ethics Board (EREB) and the General Research Ethics Board (GREB). See Appendix A for this 

study’s ethics clearance letter. Interviewees were recruited through snowball sampling 

procedures and personal contacts from working in the wilderness guiding industry. Appendices 

B through D are samples of correspondence with potential and selected interviewees. 

Individuals selected for interviews regarding “extended expedition canoe expeditions” 

must meet the following criteria: 
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o Must be 18 years or older at the time of interview. 

o Must have attempted or completed a canoe expedition of major proportions. For the 

purposes of this study, participants who with experience on a 30 day or more canoe trip 

were selected. Initially, this study was conceived to interview only those who have 

“paddled across Canada,” but fear of low recruitment numbers forced the study into the 

wider criteria. 

o The canoe expedition must have been taken independently of a commercial guiding outfit 

or summer camp. 

o Total distance covered on the expedition was eliminated from the criteria, as this 

was affected by too many outside factors such as weather, terrain, and endurance.  

o Factors such as intensity, technical difficulty were deemed to subjective to 

warrant inclusion in the criteria.  

A total of fifteen individuals were invited to participate. Seven responded favourably, 

three declined due to time restrictions, and five declined to respond. The seven individuals were 

given a short, pre-interview questionnaire regarding the logistics of their “signature” canoe 

expedition (see Appendix E). For four participants this was an expedition across Canada. The 

other five filled out the questionnaire with regards to a trip that was particularly meaningful. 

(Participant Evan decided that his solo canoe expedition across Canada was, “not interesting 

enough” and chose to write about one of his more recent and meaningful trips.) The pre-

interview questionnaire was emailed to the participants and they were encouraged to complete it 

prior to the interview, with three completing it afterwards. The questionnaire was designed with 

the idea that a participant might only have one thirty-day or more expedition experience. 

However, since each participant had completed multiple expeditions, instructions were given to 
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fill out the questionnaire with their longest or most meaningful expedition in mind. The goal of 

the questionnaire was two-fold. First, this was intended to give the participants a chance to 

discuss the logistics of their major expedition (e.g., food, gear, route, crew) outside of the set 

interview time. Second, this would give insight into the style of tripping each participant utilized 

on their major expedition including the relative use of heritage materials (wannigans, bannock) 

vs modern materials (ABS, freeze dried). However, while personally interesting from an 

expedition planning perspective, the answers to the questionnaire did not yield significant results. 

Aside from the route and co-paddlers, the questionnaire demonstrated that this particular 

collection of modern paddlers were fairly uniform in their preferred to use similar modern 

materials for their expeditions. Ultimately, the results of the questionnaire did not warrant 

inclusion in the study’s discussion. The questionnaire did fulfil its first objective, and did save 

time during the interviews for deeper questions.  

Following this questionnaire, participants took part in an audio-recorded interview 

approximately one hour in length. The interviews took place either in person, through video 

conference (Skype), or over the phone. The combination of formats was partly a result of 

participant comfort with technology (unable / unfamiliar with video conferencing) and of 

participant proximity. The interview was later transcribed by the researcher. It is the participants’ 

impressions, recollections and motivations that will contribute to form the essence of the 

common experience of extended canoe travel in Canada. Interview questions revolved around 

the meanings participants have towards canoeing and their wilderness travel experiences. Lines 

of inquiry included, with some variation between participants: motivations for engagement, 

expedition logistics, attitudes towards wilderness, sense of history, support and barriers to 

participation (see Appendix F). Data was analysed using both descriptive and interpretive open 
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coding techniques. Codes will be grouped into emergent themes, and themes will be used to 

construct an overview of the participant’s meanings made from canoe expeditions. A sample of 

the transcript from the participant named “Clare” is included as Appendix G. 

Limitations to Recruitment 

Recruitment was limited by several factors that may restrict the study’s findings. First, all 

participants are individuals who have the privilege and similar socio-economic status to be able 

to participate in extended canoe expedition and will therefore be limited in the diversity of 

Canadians the study represents. This was not intentional but is perhaps representative of the 

expedition canoeist population (discussed further in the findings). Additionally, participants have 

the potential to carry a positive bias and hold favourable attitudes towards canoeing and therefore 

reinforce dominant narratives, e.g., Settler nationalism. Scheduling conflicts prevented some 

desired participants from this study, resulting in widening the search to expeditions of thirty days 

or more instead of selecting only those who had “paddled across Canada”. Further discussion on 

the participants occurs in Chapter Five, and further discussion on limitations continues in 

Chapter Nine.  
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Chapter Five 

Participants 

Each participant met the study criteria many times over, as each participant had been 

involved in several self-led expeditions of thirty days or more. Of the seven participants, four 

identified as men and three as women. Five of the participants had completed an expedition in 

the range of 6,000 km or more while crossing Canada in a canoe. The participants reside all 

across Canada as far west as Vancouver, British Columbia; east as Ottawa, Ontario; and north as 

Yellowknife, Northwest Territories. Their names have been changed to protect anonymity.  

The following are small snapshots intended to familiarize the reader with the participants’ 

background and paddling accomplishments. These introductions are based on the interviews and 

the questionnaires.  

Note on Citations 

To simplify the parenthetical citations referencing the participants’ interview data, only 

the name and year are included within the text. A full citation for each participant is included in 

the description of each participant.  

Evan (b. 1970)  

“Evan”. (2018, March 8). [Participant interview]. 

Evan believes canoeing allows one to “create your own way through the wilderness”. 

Evan is a Vancouver based adventurer, writer, filmmaker, and environmentalist. He is known for 

magazine articles and films that document wilderness expeditions around the world, with a focus 

on the Canadian North. His expeditions include being the first to canoe across Canada in a single 
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season in 1995 and cycling 2,000 km along the frozen Yukon River from Dawson City to Nome, 

Alaska. In 2015, he was named one of Canada’s Top 100 Explorers by Canadian Geographic 

magazine and in 2012 he was named one of Canada’s Top 10 Adventurers by Explore magazine. 

I contacted Evan after watching his presentation at the 2018 Wilderness Canoe Symposium. I 

was interested in his first cross-Canada expedition. However, Evan dismissed that adventure as 

“too normal” and was more interested in discussing his recent 75-day trip through the boreal 

forest of northern Manitoba. It was on this trip that Evan decided to give back to the “wilderness 

that had given so much to him” and created written and video content about the plight of the First 

Nations communities and the environment through which he was paddling. He says this trip was 

a philosophical shift towards paddling with purpose, instead of adventure for adventure’s sake. 

Evan grew up in Ontario where he got into canoeing “relatively late”. He mentions his family 

would go on “little car camping trips” where Evan would be “floating around a canoe” but his 

parents did not take him on big canoe trips. He was introduced to canoe tripping in his late teens 

through a summer camp in the Haliburton region, where he became a canoe guide for youth. 

During his first few canoe trips, something “clicked with me” and Evan realised that something 

about canoeing “just all made sense”. Embarking on a new major expedition every year, Evan 

was the most accomplished and prolific of the participants I interviewed. 

David (b. 1953)  

“David”. (2018, March 13). [Participant interview]. 

David lives in Ottawa and is a retired Parks Canada employee and current volunteer 

paddling organizer. When in his forties, David had what he describes as a “mid-life crisis” that 

led him to follow the trail of Alexander Mackenzie and paddle solo across Canada over the 

course of three years. He published a book recounting his journey in 2002, called Canoeing a 
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Continent: On the Trail of Alexander Mackenzie. David answered the questionnaire about this 

expedition. David is an incredibly prolific paddler who strives to have a “purpose to his paddle”, 

which has led him to organize many of his canoe trips around environmental fundraising and 

advocacy efforts.  David was the oldest participant in the study, and the oldest at the time of his 

major expedition. Mostly retired from extended expeditions, David’s current focus in the 

paddling community is to “get butts in seats,” – meaning that he is actively organizing ways that 

engage new Canadians and new paddlers in the joys of canoeing. Additionally, David advised 

both Sam and Clare’s cross-Canada canoe trips. Growing up in Ottawa, David “didn’t paddle at 

all as a kid. My parents weren’t into paddling” but did spend time in old row boats fishing. David 

says his first canoe trip was down the La Peche River when he was 16 with a friend, and has 

been hooked on paddling ever since.  

Kate (b. 1991)  

“Kate”. (2018, April 25). [Participant interview]. 

Kate sees canoe expeditions as “being out in those spaces that open up those wild spaces 

in yourself”. Kate works at a youth crisis centre in Albuquerque, New Mexico and is a part-time 

river guide. She was the youngest member of my own cross-Canada PACT crew, and the 

youngest participant in this study. Days before joining our crew, Kate finished her university 

degree in Colorado and had packed and moved out of her house, saying that “PACT came at a 

unique transition point in my life”. I knew I wanted to interview someone from my own trip for a 

comparison of our experiences and thought Kate would be the best candidate for a couple 

reasons. One: though we ended PACT amicably, we had not spoken in four years. Two: being a 

woman, American and several years younger, I knew her perspective of the trip would be 

different than my own. And three: in the summer of 2017, Kate led an all-women’s expedition 
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for 60 days in the Canadian Arctic called 6 North of 60. She is the only member of PACT to 

complete a second 50+ day expedition (to date). I was curious to have her compare these two 

expeditions, and whether her experience with one major expedition had impact on her approach 

and impression of the second. Since we had a shared experience with PACT, Kate answered the 

questionnaire about her Arctic expedition. Kate grew up in Houston, Texas, and has her father to 

thank for enrolling her in summer camp because of his own positive experience as a boy. To 

Kate’s mother, canoe trips were “something she had never experienced and just didn’t 

understand” and so Kate and her family had little camping experience together. Kate’s time at 

summer camp in Algonquin Park, Ontario was where she experienced a canoe trip for the first 

time and “really felt that trip was the safest, most beautiful space that I had ever been”.  

Clare (b. 1985)  

“Clare”. (2018, April 12). [Participant interview]. 

Clare believes that the challenge and difficulty of canoe trips makes you “appreciate 

everything a little more”. Clare currently lives in Edmonton where she works as a hydrologist for 

the provincial government. In 2011, Clare was a member of the Cross-Canada Canoe Odyssey, 

that took six crew members from the Pacific to the Atlantic in one season. They were named the 

2011 Royal Canadian Geographical Society’s Expedition of the Year and had a documentary of 

their journey shown at the Banff Mountain Film Festival. Clare answered the questionnaire about 

the Cross-Canada Canoe Odyssey. I learned of Clare’s group in 2013 from their online presence 

when I started planning PACT and reaching out to other expeditions for advice. In an example of 

small world (really, a small paddling community), Clare’s crew had reached out to fellow 

participant David for cross-Canada paddling advice in 2011. Growing up in Sudbury, Clare was 

“very spoiled” by living in a house on a lake and exposed early to paddling. Though she never 
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went canoe tripping with her family, her father and grandfather would take Clare fishing from a 

canoe. It was not until she attended a summer camp on Lake Huron that she was exposed to 

overnight canoe trips. She quickly progressed to longer trips and named the camps trip leaders as 

a major influence on her as a canoeist. Relocating for work after her expedition, Clare made sure 

her first major purchase was a canoe, in order to make shorter canoe trips with friends. Clare 

paddles recreationally with an Edmonton paddling club and admits her work schedule and the 

geography has forced a recent change, joking that, “kayaking has become my compromise”. 

Sam (b. 1981)  

“Sam”. (2018, April 11). [Participant interview]. 

Sam has “always pursued passions”. A graduate of the Queen’s Outdoor and Experiential 

Education program Sam currently teaches elementary school in Whati, Northwest Territories. 

Sam and I were Queen’s OEE classmates in 2008-2009. At the time, Sam had just finished 

planning and paddling his Water for Future Generations expedition, an advocacy initiative to 

persuade Canadians to take better care of their water resources. This expedition took place over 

three years (three open-water seasons) and involved Sam canoeing solo from Montreal to Inuvik.  

In 2012, Sam and three others created the Coppermine River Expedition, a 50-day expedition 

that was named as the Royal Canadian Geographical Society’s Expedition of the Year. Its 

mission was to collect first-hand information and resources about the Coppermine River, the 

surrounding communities and geography and turn it into curriculum materials for educators. It 

was Sam’s stories of his cross-Canada paddle and his Coppermine initiative that was a large 

inspiration for the creation of PACT. This interview was the first time Sam and I had spoken 

since 2009 and we spent close to two hours discussing canoeing. Sam combined the three 

seasons of his trip into one for the purposes of the questionnaire. As with Clare, Sam also sought 
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advice from cross-Canada paddler David and named him as one of his paddling mentors. Sam 

grew up in Toronto, Ontario, and while his parents were not familiar with camp culture or 

canoeing, his grandmother started taking him on nature walks as far back as a toddler. Sam’s 

inspiration for attending summer camp is unique and worth mentioning. “I was watching Sesame 

Street, and Big Bird went to camp. He went to this place in the wilderness, there was a lake, they 

slept in cabins, I thought it was cool”. Misunderstanding where Big Bird had gone, Sam’s 

parents sent him to day camp. When he was six, the problem had been corrected and Sam 

attended the same summer camp where coincidentally participant Evan was employed. When he 

was nine years old, Sam went on his first canoe trip and “didn’t really want to go back to camp 

or to civilization. Camp was this amazing new experience that I loved, and canoe tripping was 

this even better experience that I loved even more”. Sam has continued to pursue his canoeing 

passion ever since.  

John (b. 1958)  

“John”. (2018, March 17). [Participant interview]. 

A recently retired photojournalist living in Toronto, John has spent 30 years paddling in 

different regions of Canada, with a fondness for wilderness travel in the “Barren Lands” of the 

northern boreal forest. He is a founding member of the Hide-Away Canoe Club, a close-knit 

friend and family canoe crew that paddled historical northern routes together for 30 years. They 

based many of their on expeditions on previous historical travel accounts from books and 

historical journals. John is the self-appointed historian of the group and is keenly aware of the 

history of wilderness travel in Canada. John also was the editor and publisher of the canoe 

journal Che-Mun for 31 years. John and the Hide-Away Canoe Club named a river after famous 

20th century canoeist Eric Morse in 1985. John answered the questionnaire about this trip, 
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dubbed the Eric Morse Expedition, which remains one of his proudest accomplishments to date. 

For John, “summer camp planted the seed” of canoe tripping as a boy. He returned to tripping as 

a young adult, and his first “return trip” was to retrace a route that he had done as a 12-year-old. 

 Jen (b. 1967)  

“Jen”. (2018, May 8). [Participant interview]. 

Jen currently lives in Toronto where she teaches Indigenous Art in secondary school. Jen 

is the only participant who was born outside of North America. She emigrated as a recent 

university graduate in 1990 from the former Czechoslovakia and took up wilderness tripping as 

an adult. Her trips involve deliberate teambuilding based on complimentary strengths and a 

strong environmental consciousness. She describes canoeing as “a moving meditation” and 

actively cultivates a family reliance within her paddling crew. I contacted Jen after she gave a 

talk about her views on expedition planning at the 2018 Wilderness Canoe Symposium. Jen 

answered the questionnaire about her 50-day 2017 expedition to the Northwest Territories. Jen is 

an active volunteer in the Wilderness Canoeing Association, which helps connects canoeists with 

each other, share route information and of course, trade adventure stories. Jen started whitewater 

canoeing in her native Czechoslovakia as a university student looking for a break from the city. 

When she emigrated to Canada, she met friends who introduced her to wilderness canoe tripping 

and has since continued to grow her network of paddling contacts. 

Summary 

Each of the participants have extensive paddling experience and have undertaken their 

longest journey outside of an institution (summer camp or school program) or commercial 

enterprise (guiding operation). All participants undertook unsupported expeditions, meaning, that 
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each canoe trip did not rely on a support vehicle travelling alongside carrying supplies and 

comfort. However, it should be noted that all expeditions periodically encounter other people – 

either other wilderness travellers or regional residents. Five participants’ formal vocation 

involved a form of public education. Two are teachers in a traditional school setting, while three 

more are involved with education in a non-traditional setting. Five of the participants paddled 

unsupported across Canada, with three of these participants making the expedition solo. Two of 

the solo canoe expeditions were completed over three years, while one was completed in one 

year. All come from middle-class, Caucasian cultural backgrounds. 
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Chapter Six 

Sound Mind in a Sound Body 

Why canoe? What did canoeing teach you? Does your major expedition hold special 

meaning? The commonalities that arose from participant answers were organized into themes 

and discussed over the next three chapters. Where appropriate, I have included an anecdote of 

my own PACT experience as it relates to each of the themes, as it was my departure point for 

interpreting the data. 

This chapter describes the first and perhaps most obvious major theme in the research 

concerning expedition paddlers’ perceptions of their wilderness travel experience - the 

connection between wilderness immersion and personal health benefits. Subthemes included in 

this discussion are mental and physical health, spirituality, and the introduction of “expedition 

flow”.  

Feeling Good Inside, Outside 

If you are familiar with the routines and activities required for a successful canoe 

expedition, the title of Trudeau’s essay, Exhaustion and Fulfillment, becomes completely 

accurate. Canoe expeditions are a 24hr activity that is mentally and physically all-encompassing 

as there are multiple components that require effort. Paddling is a simple, repetitive exercise 

(with occasional bouts of intensity) that allows the mind to wander as you pass through different 

locations. Portaging, the act of carrying one’s gear, food, and canoe from one body of water to 

another, is a particular full-body delight and challenge. Once on site, camp needs to be set, fire 

started, meals cooked (sometimes caught!), gear checked, maps read, journal written in, and 
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hopefully the canoeist can remember to stretch before retiring for the night. Wake and repeat the 

routine the next day. Air-conditioned rest only comes in the car on the way home.   

During the Paddle Across Canada Tour, we regularly logged 12–16-hour days of 

movement – paddling or portaging, depending on the challenge of the day. By the time we would 

retire to the tents, we were exhausted. But felt fulfilled. It was after all the best job we would 

ever create for ourselves. Constant physical activity and a controlled diet quicky led to the crew 

and I getting into shape during our 120-day paddle. Anyone would. (Keeping in shape afterwards 

is a different story). But more so than that, I remember PACT as a period of mental clarity, full 

of purpose and positive self image. To put it simply, the expedition made me feel good about 

myself.  

I am clearly not alone in this aspect. Overall, participants reported that they had positive 

memories and associations towards their extended canoe expeditions. Living a healthy lifestyle, 

mental clarity, positive self image, the satisfaction of a challenge, were attributes that 

participants reported feeling at the time of their trip. Curiously, only Clare commented 

specifically on her improved physical fitness saying, “I have never been so fit on a trip. That 

steady low-intensity work is what makes you look like a model. That gives you a certain amount 

of confidence – being a babe! [laughs]” (Clare, 2018). What truly stood out were the consistent 

reports of feelings of nature connection, interpersonal connection and perspective shifts that 

would support the risk + challenge = character growth model of Kurt Hahn, transformational 

learning theory or even the Outward Bound promise of an “incredible and indelible journey of 

self-discovery” (Outward Bound, 2014).  

Reminding readers what Magnussen (2012) wrote about the risk-challenge paradigm 

balance: “it increases confidence and skills, and it creates a humility that changes one’s attitudes 
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toward other people and nature” (p. 348), we will look at some of the statements that support the 

“through difficulty lies opportunity” approach to developing a sound mind in a sound body. 

Clare puts it simply, “It’s cliché, but you appreciate everything a little more” (Clare, 2018). Evan 

is quite clear in his belief that canoe trips, especially long canoe trips contribute to a sense of 

purpose and a more accepting worldview even after the trip has ended:  

“You have this experience and Zen, and you’ve gone through difficulty, so it makes 

things in the city seem relatively easy in a way. It makes the pettiness of people and 

society, makes it seem irrelevant somehow after you’ve done these long trips. You’re 

coming from a different life experience, so it obviously changes you a little bit. It affects 

your whole life perspective.” (Evan, 2018) 

Evan continues to point out that the key is likely a reconnection to nature. “A canoe trip 

gives you this engagement to that really primal thing that everyone needs” (Evan, 2018). 

Participants seem to agree that connection to the land is a refreshing and renewing experience. 

Kate feels that “cities do an amazing job of separating you from the things that give you life” 

and that she is always conscious of trying to integrate the “amazing connection” she feels in the 

more-than-human world with her life in the city. She admits that she sometimes forgets that 

connection. “Canoeing helps bring me back to the source of why I want to do what I do what 

I’m doing7  and who I am as a person, and how I want to show up in this world” (Kate, 2018). 

Jen echoes Kate’s feelings on the anxiety she feels when at home in Toronto. “How we live in 

the city is just insane. I find it very confusing to be in the so-called civilized world. As opposed 

to in nature, there’s big wind or you see a powerful rapid. You have respect for it. You stop. 

 
7 At the time of interview, Kate was doing social work with refugees along the U.S. – Mexico border. 
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You have a look at it, you walk around it, you wait until it stops blowing. It is very 

straightforward” (Jen, 2018). Jen said that she has contemplated whether or not canoe trips are 

an escape from the city. “Am I avoiding all these difficult feelings about being with people and 

always rushing? And I realise that yes. Perhaps it can be.” Ultimately, Jen admits that she relys 

on canoe expeditions to both remove herself from the bustle of the city and reconnect with what 

she sees as the “straightforward” natural world.  

Even though the idea of canoe expedition is one of travelling to new locations, 

participants had a sense of place attachment to the land. Even though they may not have 

previously been to that particular location. For the participants, the sense of belonging, the 

sense of home they found in the wilderness is tied to the constants of remote locations, solitude 

(or small group solitude), and the canoe as the medium that allows them to access those remote 

locations. Many participants equated nature with a feeling of home. Clare loves creating spaces 

in the outdoors that create memories, “every place you set up your campsite, is your new home. 

Not home in the physical sense, but more the emotion that goes along with home” (Clare, 

2018). Kate echoed the sentiment, “I love a tent, and I love being outside. So that’s where I find 

home.” Though she didn’t use the word home, it is clear that Jen finds a deep sense of place and 

connection with the outdoors. “My relationship with wilderness to me it’s a place, it seems 

strange, but it’s the only place that makes sense to me. It’s the only place where I can be at 

peace to tell you the truth” (Jen, 2018). Coincidentally, both Kate and Jen had issues with their 

home life as children. Jen noted that her parents were “not there,” while Kate moved around the 

U.S. for her father’s work, and “did not understand the notion of what home is, and so, my 

attachment and relationship to those natural spaces is what home is. I can go to a body of water 

and say, “oh my gosh – I’m home!” (Kate, 2018). 
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These two participants also took nature connection a little deeper and readily identified 

with the idea that canoe trips were a way for a spiritual connection with nature. The other 

participants were generalists on whether canoeing was a spiritual medium, if they addressed it at 

all. For example, Evan commented, “I’m not a spiritual person per se. I’m more pragmatic. But 

you definitely find a contentment and peace with yourself” (Evan, 2018). Sam commented 

something similar, while John, David, and Clare did not mention feeling a spiritual connection 

explicitly. However, Jen was direct with her comparison, “maybe other people go to church on 

Sunday. I go to nature. It’s a very special thing I do for myself and I want to do a lot of it 

because it’s so good for me” (Jen, 2018). She makes the analogy that canoe expeditions are “like 

going to a monastery” where the repetitive paddling is a form of meditation. “So basically, your 

head gets so cleaned up that nothing really throws you off. You are in sync with what’s around 

you. And then you carry that energy with you sometime after the trip” (Jen, 2018). Jen says that 

upon return to her city home, the energy of the expedition inevitably starts to wear off. Her 

solution? Start the process of heading back to her “church”: “planning for the next trip gets me 

going again. [laughs]” (Jen, 2018). Though not traditionally religious, it was clear that for Kate, 

canoe expeditions tap into something very special. “I was able to take canoe expedition-ing to 

another level for myself. It wasn’t all about the physical. It was a different focus. I felt like I 

existed in a sacred space for 62 days. It was awesome” (Kate, 2018). Kate describes herself as an 

animist, someone who believes that all objects, places, and creatures all possess a distinct 

spiritual essence. For Kate, this is the reason that she feels so at home in the wilderness and on 

expedition. “I feel life around me. I make myself available to that and finding that everything is 

alive and has purpose. I feel that strongly in a way that’s hard to articulate. I love plants, I love 

the water – seeing them as alive is a really important life force for myself” (Kate, 2018). Though 
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she did not give herself the label, I believe that Jen would find a philosophical friend in Kate. “I 

think where I am at is a place of deep connection with nature. Meaning plants, animals, the air, 

the water and the soil. I feel like it’s all connected. All one organism. I do emphasise being 

conscious of all the elements and treating them with respect” (Jen, 2018). 

Sam described a quality that no one else mentioned that is worth noting here in a 

discussion of home. Because he did his cross-Canada trip spread over three seasons solo, he 

spent a lot of time alone during those years. He says the trip made him, “just being a lot more 

comfortable being alone. Now sometimes I wonder if that’s been a good thing. Here I am 

finishing off year five in a community of 500 people and I live alone…” Sam continues, but 

then catches himself on this tangent, and the subject is changed. It is a small comment, but it is 

the prompt to consider other small comments and situations from other participants. Jen and 

Kate mention being dissatisfied with city living and needing breaks from other people. 

Excluding David, all other participants live alone. A curious coincidence perhaps, but could be 

an avenue for future research. 

Canoe expeditions are exercises in immersion – both in wilderness and with your co-

paddlers (provided you are not on a solo trip). Evan theorizes that real emotional connection is 

even more important in a modern, technologically driven world.  “Canoe trips cut that isolation 

that technology provides and brings you together with other people – whether it’s just one or six 

others. Once you do a canoe trip with a person, you’re bonded for life. It’s something you don’t 

get in today’s society” (Evan, 2018). Clare agrees, saying that “I think that the friendships that 

you form is one of the things that brings me back to canoeing. Forming those bonds is a big part 

of it. Feeling connected with people is an important thing for humanity in general, in terms of 
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empathy” (Clare, 2018). John would agree with Clare, as his tight-knit and consistent expedition 

crew were a large part of the personal importance he attached to canoeing.  

Echoing the findings of D’Amato & Krasny, and a desired outcome of the Hahnian 

character growth model, increased self-confidence made up a large number of comments 

regarding lessons learned from canoeing. Clare reports having her confidence increase after 

completing her expedition. “Tripping and canoeing has given me confidence that I can apply to 

other things. I recognise I can do a lot” (Clare, 2018). Clare’s improved self-image post-

expedition is evidence that transformative learning is at work on expeditions. “I definitely think 

the trip gave me the confidence to think, ‘You know what? I have done something cool’ and ‘I 

have something to contribute to somebody else.’ I think the trip definitely gave me that” (Clare, 

2018).  When asked if his cross-Canada trip had changed him, Sam replied, “I certainly do. I 

think it was an amazing experience for being able to be more self-confident and self-reliant” 

(Sam, 2018). Evan gives an example of a canoe program to show his belief that canoe 

expeditions are powerful enough that they have the potential to help those cope with mental 

distress. A couple of years ago, Evan observed a canoe program for US army veterans. “These 

guys come back from Iraq with PTSD and how they all had this transformation going on canoe 

trips in the Boundary Waters. It got them away from sitting at home, kind of depressed, after 

being in this highly intense situation. When they started moving through the landscape, 

reconnecting with nature, you could see the change and engagement return” (Evan, 2018).  

What is clear from participants is that the memories of their expeditions are still powerful 

and meaningful even years later. Participants are proud of their accomplishments, and report 

that returning to specific days on trip or the expedition in general are comforting reminders in 

tough times. However, two examples highlight the complexities of these memories – especially 
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when the participants perceive that the days of expeditions are not currently accessible to them. 

Such is the case with Kate. She admits that she sometimes has “this fear of remembering, 

because it pulls me to wanting to be somewhere that I am not currently in. I love it so much that 

its hard to miss it” (Kate, 2018). Kate feelings for expeditions run so deep that sometimes she 

feels raw and frustrated by the “mundane world” upon her return, as “everything makes sense 

out in the natural world” (Kate, 2018). Kate’s experience echoes Jen’s comments of not feeling 

at peace in her city life but is in contrast to other’s statements about returning home with 

confidence. But she too contradicts herself later in the interview pointing out her own positive 

adjustments following the canoe trip. She dismisses her earlier statement by musing, “but then I 

don’t know if I want to do it all the time. It’s just nostalgia” (Kate, 2018).  

John is another who seems to long for his expedition life. Remembering over 40 years of 

glory days of expeditions with his annual crew, John stated “I take sustenance from having done 

all these things that we did. You know, I think about it everyday – some aspect of it. And 

knowing how we did it, and what we did” (John, 2018). John considers himself past his 

expedition prime and feels it unlikely that another canoe adventure is coming his way. Full of 

pride and nostalgia, John is clearly affected by his canoeing days and reiterates that it gives him 

strength in tough times. It should be noted that John was the only interview where I met him at 

his place of residence. This contributed to a more complete portrait of the paddler as a middle-

aged man. When John recounted tales of his canoe exploits, name-dropping both paddlers and 

places, I am surrounded by John’s personal canoe memorabilia all over his apartment. There is a 

large map of Canada with red lines tracing his past routes. There are multiple blown-up 

photographs from expeditions adorning the walls. The original flag of his canoe crew is framed 
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and mounted on the wall. Paddles hang on the wall. It is clear that John’s memories of his 

canoeing past are an everyday occurrence. He is living amongst them.  

While participants confirmed the themes of “personal growth from challenge”, and 

“connection with nature” as contributors to a positive mental outlook, there is one specific aspect 

that deserves to be highlighted. What each participant points to during their interview, (and then 

clarified by the interviewer), is that at a certain point the canoe expedition becomes a lived 

experience. That is to say that length of the expedition points leads to an immersion in the daily 

activities of paddling, portaging, navigating etc., so much so that it has the potential to put 

paddlers into a state of expedition flow.  

Go With the Expedition Flow 

I propose another phenomenon linked to extended wilderness travel called expedition 

flow. I am extending this from traditional flow theory. This was a finding that I had not 

considered prior to the interviews, and it is not the term participants used to describe the feeling. 

Traditional flow theory states that flow is a mental state of operation in which a person 

performing an activity is fully immersed in a feeling of energized focus, full involvement, and 

enjoyment in the process of the activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004).  In essence, flow is 

characterized by complete absorption in what one does, and a resulting loss in one's sense of 

space and time. Expedition canoeing allows you to “get immersed in a more natural rhythm” as 

John described it. The task of getting from A to B each day is so immersive that you have no 

option than to be present.  

We typically associate flow with athletes, crafters, writers, and now, video gamers. 

However, I believe that it applies to canoe expeditions as a whole experience. Perhaps the 
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individual is not in a formal state of flow for the whole duration of time, but from departure to 

return a canoe expedition could be considered a flow experience. The average length it takes to 

achieve this expedition-as-lifestyle varied by participant, from “not very long” to two weeks of 

wilderness travel. Evan explains his point of view on the subject, “In a five-day journey, you 

never really shed the skin of the city or society, or urban life. It takes about two weeks to shed 

your urban skin and get into the groove.” He adds a caveat saying that there is nothing 

unpleasurable about a five-day trip, and that a five-day trip is better than no trip. But “the longer 

you’re on a journey like that, the more you lose yourself in the journey and moving becomes 

your job. Your canoe is your office, the tent is your home, and moving is what you do everyday. 

It becomes a simple way of living” (Evan, 2018). Sam used very similar language, saying that on 

an extended expedition, “it feels more like a lifestyle than a short getaway” (Sam, 2018). 

Kate puts it bluntly, “you can fake it on a five day.” Regardless of the length, I believe 

the key to understanding this idea, is that the trip needs to be long enough that the individual 

starts to live in that trip. The trip needs to be long enough to have a “middle”. A time where the 

canoeist is not mentally adjusting from the city or preparing to leave for the city – something I 

have previously called “Exit Fever”. Evan echoes this point, “If you really want to ascend to the 

level where its this Zen, in the moment state of mind, you need a couple of not looking forward 

to getting back to the city and just really accept where you are” (Evan, 2018). Having guided 

youth and adults on canoe trips, I would further clarify that the duration is likely different for 

individuals based on their experience level and other variables. 

Evan returned to this topic multiple times in the interview. Clearly it was something that 

he had thought a great deal about. In his final comments during the interview, he elevates 

expedition flow to an almost spiritual concept: 
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You almost automatically become a Buddhist, in that you’re very Zen, you’re very 

present, you’re not thinking too far ahead. You’re in the moment, you’re enjoying the 

perpetually changing surroundings, or you’re setting up camp, or you’re catching a fish or 

you’re cooking dinner. There’s always something to do on a canoe trip and it keeps you 

engaged in the moment. It’s a simple contentment. (Evan, 2018) 

The inability to get into the mode and lifestyle of canoe trip was one of Sam’s major 

frustrations when he guided shorter trips. For Sam, it takes a week for the body to adjust to the 

routine of moving and feels natural. He makes it clear that he still loved the job, but expressed 

regret at its structure. “I was taking out anywhere from three to eight-day trips. You get a group, 

and you get out there, and it seems like you just get into the preforming stage of group dynamics 

and the trip is over. Now there’s a new group and you have to start all over” (Sam, 2018). Again, 

having been employed as a canoe guide for an education company, I would agree with Sam’s 

assessment. As soon as the trip has started to get into rhythm, the trip is coming to a close.  

John remembers the first time this phenomenon happened to him. He was in his twenties 

on his first long trip, a seventeen day in Quebec and remembers starting out and “not being able 

to see the end” (John, 2018). He then went on to explain that as his expeditions continued to 

grow in duration and complexity, so too did his threshold for what he thought was possible. 

“Eventually the number of days didn’t matter. It was all doable” (John, 2018). Clare reported 

something similar in that, for her, “it doesn’t take that long to settle into canoe mode” (Clare, 

2018). Though she theorizes that her quick transition “might be a relic of having done a longer 

trip” (Clare, 2018).  

David believes that for him, “there is something about travelling by canoe that I would 

say, creates a certain frame of mind, a certain thought pattern. You get into a meditative state, 
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you know?” He thinks the speed of travel and the repetitive nature of paddling and routine 

contribute to what he repeatedly called, “a certain thought pattern” (David, 2018). David’s 

thoughts on what I am calling expedition flow slowly drift into Stebbins’ territory of serious 

leisure and lifestyle canoeist. David makes his case that it is a matter of identity. “You’re a 

traveller and this is what you do. I paddle. It’s not just a little break between what you do. No, 

that disappears and then you become a paddler” (David, 2018).  

The reason expedition flow is an interesting concept is that it addresses another canoeing 

question that I had not initially brought to the study. That question being, how long should a 

canoe trip be to get the most benefit for the participants. In this case the participants being 

campers and students at a summer camp or outdoor education program. Having had the same 

experience guiding successive short trips with campers as Sam described, I can echo his 

frustration. Though canoeists are likely to suggest that the answer to the question “how long 

should a canoe trip be” is “as long as you can”, budget and time constraints create the need for 

shorter-than-desired trips. If there was a way to capitalize on expedition flow, or at least to be 

aware and design canoe trips with a deliberate “middle”, I believe the benefits from a canoe 

expedition for students would increase. Any canoeing is better than no canoeing, but a better 

sense of trip pacing and deliberate attempts to have students “shed the city” will likely allow 

students to be present and have a deeper appreciation of the journey. Further discussion on 

expedition flow can be found in Chapter Nine.  
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Chapter Seven 

Links in the Chain 

This chapter describes the second major theme in the research concerning expedition 

paddlers perceptions of their wilderness travel experience – the idea that the canoeists are 

historical links in a chain of paddlers. This section starts with the participants personal canoeing 

inspirations, surprising inter-participant connections and then widens its scope to discuss the 

participant’s awareness of, and concerns arising from, canoeing heritage.  

It's Who You Know – Or Have Heard Of 

Part of the lifestyle canoeist criteria adopted from Stebbin’s serious leisure theory, is that 

a community develops around a common passion for the activity in which support, and teaching 

are passed between members. Magnussun’s 2012 study was similarly interested in the model of 

peer teaching in an activity-focused community. One of the most obvious results of speaking 

with the participants was that canoeing – specifically expedition canoeing – is a small 

community. So small that some participants name-dropped each other in recounting stories or 

influences. Participants were asked to identify their personal inspiration or canoeing mentors. 

These fell into two categories: direct and indirect mentorship, with only slight overlap between 

the two. Direct mentorship – meaning that the participant actually learned from the person – 

tended to be early in the participants’ career. In-direct mentorship refers to those people that 

participants cited as major influences and teachers but that they may not have even met, instead 

“meeting” these individuals through published videos and books as important teaching tools.  

Direct mentors came from summer camp counsellors, family members or a more 

experienced friend, and often a combination of the three. Kate’s story illustrates this well. Kate 
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took a job at a summer camp in Algonquin as an assistant canoe tripper at the insistence of her 

father. Her senior guide was an incredible influence on Kate’s early years of tripping. “She was 

an amazing teacher who was good at empowering me to learn. I was comfortable with her and 

she saw me as equal even though I didn’t know what the heck I’m doing. I learned so much by 

being taught by her” (Kate, 2018). Kate developed and continues a friendship with the woman 

who initially taught her the tricks of the expedition canoeing trade. Kate mentions there were 

other strong women trippers at the camp, something that was a huge inspiration for Kate, and 

later a scenario she would draw on when fundraising for her 6 North of 60 trip8.  

Being born in Czechoslovakia, Jen stands out as an outlier in her introduction and 

inspiration into canoeing. She cites a professor who ran the university paddling club as her first 

canoeing teacher. The professor “loved people” and encouraged Jen to “share [her] love of the 

wilderness”. Within a short amount of time, Jen was promoted to teach the beginner canoe 

classes. This pattern has continued for Jen. When she moved to Canada and was introduced to 

expedition paddling, she talked of learning from peers rather than paddling courses or books. She 

said that she had a gradual build up of skills on subsequent expeditions, saying, “it was learning 

by doing” (Jen, 2018). For her big expeditions, Jen always recruits new people for her crew, 

always expanding her network of canoeing peers.  “I have paddled with a variety of different 

people and I could learn from something from all of them” (Jen, 2018).  However, Jen now 

considers herself a mentor for those starting their canoeing expedition pursuits. She enjoys 

bringing young paddlers on her trip and introducing them to expeditions as she was – by doing 

 
8 Discussed in Chapter Eight. 
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them. “It’s a lot of work, and I really have learned to make it a learning experience for myself” 

(Jen, 2018). 

John is an interesting contradiction to Jen’s approach to the canoeing community. He 

always kept the same core group of people. The crew all had their roles and John says, “we were 

loathed to invite new people in” (John, 2018). A closed paddling group, John obviously 

developed close ties and relationships with his consistent crew. But after the expeditions, John 

tapped into the wider canoe community through his work editing a canoeing magazine, speaking 

at conferences and persistent handshaking. There is an interesting difference of community 

building between Jen and John’s stories. It could be argued that both result in expanding the 

influence of the canoe community. Jen by paddling with a new crew each year, and John by 

providing a platform for current canoeists to recount their trip-tales and to tell the tales of past 

canoeists. A continuation of direct and in-direct mentorship in the canoeing community. 

In-direct mentorship usually came after the initial introduction to canoeing as a way to 

deepen the participants’ knowledge. These influences tended to be common among all 

participants. On a personal note, some of the people named as influences are cited among my 

own friends as wilderness guide influences. This is likely due to very few people being elevated 

to “professional paddler” or “celebrity canoeist”, and so their reach is wide. Several participants 

told stories of meeting their canoeing heroes, contributing to an ever-interconnected web of who-

knows-who canoe circle. For example, three participants cited Bill Mason as an influence from 

his incredibly popular how-to canoeing books and films.  

This was certainly true for David. He got his start paddling with friends at 16 on a whim 

and loved it so much he bought his own canoe the next year. David then sought out some 

guidance from a now familiar source. “I bought Bill Mason’s book eventually, and tried to teach 
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myself through [his] books, which I thought were wonderful” (David, 2018). David also cites 

Eric Morse’s book as a major influence on his decision to paddle across the county.  

Though if anyone blends the idea of direct and indirect mentorship together, it is John. 

He holds influential canoeists in high regard, and refers to a loosely defined collection of them as 

“the elders”. Among these he includes Bill Mason, George Luste, Pierre Trudeau and his 

personal hero, Eric Morse. As John’s involvement with the canoe community grew, he had the 

chance to meet his canoeing heroes over the years. Occurrences he is still enormously proud of. 

He talks excitedly about attending the Waterwalker premiere (Bill Mason’s seminal film), 

attending conferences with Luste and Morse, and letters of accommodation from Trudeau. Bill 

Mason once introduced John to a friend by saying, “This is [John]. He’s Mr. Canoehead from 

Toronto.” John likened this moment to being “blessed by the Pope!” (John, 2018). John’s most 

proud expedition involved naming a river after Eric Morse. At a post-expedition naming 

ceremony, John recounted how he felt he had come full circle and proud that he “had done this 

thing” for his hero, the elder Morse. John’s enthusiasm for the older generation of canoeists 

gives strong evidence for two things important for lifestyle canoeists: a small, interconnected 

community and mentorship ties. 

Consider Evan’s earlier comment about the bond between paddlers and how canoeing 

brings people together in a way unlike other activities. Within this very study exists a small 

world chain of connection and common mentors. The chain – or perhaps web – of influence 

starts with Sam naming his canoe mentors and inspiration. He mentions authors Bill Mason and 

the McGuffins – popular canoeists who make the list for many. Then Sam lists the summer camp 

canoe guide he had as a child named [Evan] – the same Evan in this study. Sam says he and the 

others in the group saw Evan as a “superhuman kind of guy”, who would “take double packs and 
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run the portages and eat strange organisms”. “Then I remember hearing about him paddling 

across Canada.  Which was a bit of an inspiration for me and my first exposure to that being 

possible. You heard about it in history, in school, but he’s someone who’s done it in modern 

times” (Sam, 2018). When Sam said that it was the strangest thing to hear because Sam was that 

person for me. When I met Sam years ago, he had just completed his own cross Canada paddle, 

and he was the first person I met who had done such a thing outside of my Peter C. Newman 

chronicles of the fur trade. Additionally, Sam listed David – the same David from this study – as 

another mentor. When Sam was starting his cross Canada trip, he stayed with David and got 

some paddling advice on how to conserve bodily energy by adopting canoe racing techniques. 

David would later meet and lend a hand to Clare’s cross-Canada trip when they passed through 

Ottawa. Though this chain could have been reverse engineered by snowball sampling 

recruitment techniques, it was not. The connections were unintended and a pleasant surprise. 

Talk about a canoeing small world network.  

It is clear that there are common influences either in pattern (parents, summer camps) or 

in people (Mason, Morse) on a personal level for each participant. The next question is how does 

this understanding, or knowledge of a wider canoe community translate to an understanding of 

the historical and contemporary canoeing culture on a macro level?  

Know Your History – Whose History? 

In many ways, my crew and I inherited the route for our Paddle Across Canada Tour. As 

soon as the decision was made to “travel the route of the North West Company”, we had our way 

across the country. Our goal was to “retrace the roots of our nation’s history through the rivers 

and lakes made famous by early explorers” (Paddle Across Canada Tour, 2013) and hence we 

hinged our trip on historical precedence.  
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I initially expected all participants would be historically minded people. I expected that, 

like myself, the canoeists in the study would have heard stories of past adventurers and been 

inspired to paddle the same routes. The historical background knowledge of the participants 

varied, which I should have guessed, as our own trip had varied historical expertise. In the 

beginning of PACT, not all the crew was familiar with early explorer history or even Canadian 

history in general. However, as the trip progressed, place-based learning and paddler lore 

immersion allowed the crew with a historical deficit to learn the narratives, so that they were 

able in turn to explain its importance to the media and later to school groups.  

In this study, each of the participants had at least general knowledge of the history of 

canoeing in Canada. This typically meant that the paddlers had a basic overview of the fur trade 

and its routes, and some name recognition of 20th century paddlers. Perhaps more importantly, all 

the participants noted leaving their major expedition(s) with a deeper understanding of Canadian 

history, geography, and their relation to current issues.  This was of course on a scale, and I will 

highlight three participants with opposing views of historical importance when it comes to 

paddling. 

 It was during my first interview, I realised that knowing canoeing history was not a 

prerequisite for extended expedition paddling. When asking Evan about his route choices, he 

bluntly stated, “I’m not inspired by a specific explorer. I would rather be doing what they were 

doing, than just follow in their footsteps” (Evan, 2018). This response makes sense coming from 

Evan as his personal brand as an adventurer is based on creating unique wilderness travel routes. 

Evan made the point that by following the footsteps of early explorers, you rob yourself of the 

chance to see the world through fresh eyes. “I’d rather be exploring and see it with their eyes. 

You are more stepping into their feet than following in their footsteps” (Evan 2018). Evan went 
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on to say that he does not consult any other’s trip journals prior to trip departure but prefers to 

create his own way through the map of Canada. Evan’s interest in canoe tripping was not out of 

some historical reverence. As it became more and more clear through our interview, Evan was 

interested in creating his own history and documenting the present state of the environment and 

people he encountered. He prefers pushing himself, never repeating a trip and attempting to see 

as much of the country as possible. Despite what the books of Morse, Brine, and the Wilsons 

would lead me to expect, the most prolific adventurer in my survey does not pride himself as a 

student of history. As it turns out, I would qualify only two of the seven as properly historically 

motivated canoeists; John and David.  

Veteran canoeists John and David, coincidentally the two oldest study participants, both 

took the opposite viewpoint as Evan, and confirmed my suspicion of the “historical paddler.” It 

should be noted that neither John nor David are “historical re-enactment canoeists”, those who 

dress in 18th century garb and use replica equipment9. Instead, John and David both deliberately 

sought to make a historical connection with each of their canoe trips through their routes and 

learning salong the way..  

John especially fashioned his expeditions on historical narrative. John had a crew of 

regular paddling companions and modelled many of their canoe expeditions on Eric Morse. 

Morse, canoeist and author, would be 40 years John’s senior and based his own trips on early 

explorer and fur trade routes. The idolization that John possesses of the old guard – Morse, 

Mason, Stringer, etc. is strong. John’s crew gave themselves a name, and motto. The name came 

from John’s family cottage. The motto was lifted from J. Monroe Thorington’s adventure 

 
9 Interview requests were sent to two canoeists who practice historical re-enactment expeditions, but no response 

was received. 
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account The Glittering Mountains of Canada: A Record of Exploration and Pioneer Ascents in 

the Canadian Rockies, 1914-1924. “We were not pioneers ourselves, but we travelled old trails 

that were new to us and with hearts open. Who shall distinguish?” This perfectly summed up the 

approach that John took with his expeditions. He would probably disagree with Evan and his 

obsession with new routes, considering it to be the equivalent of “peak-bagging” in 

mountaineering. That is, the desire for the first ascent – or descent in river terms. “We just didn’t 

have the urge to be the first. We wanted to bring in all the history and enjoy it” (John, 2018). 

John’s team was particularly taken with the exploits of Eric Morse, and their crowning 

achievement was having a river in the Arctic named after Morse in 1983. John insists that 

successful canoe trips have a hook. He gives his Arctic Lions Expedition10 as an example, “the 

trip with the great historical hook: We had the Native, explorer, and surveyor triple play there.” 

The hook, or narrative of the trip serves several purposes. One to better sell the story to the 

media, and get coverage for the trip – either for coverage’s sake, or to attract sponsors. Two, as a 

way to internally motivate the crew and divide organizational tasks. “You have to have a 

narrative. And what better narrative [historical expeditions] as your baseline? You’ll create your 

own to meld to the original” (John, 2018). John is a storyteller to be sure, and with his historical 

narrative trips, he weaves himself into the larger story of canoeing in Canada. 

Similarly, David enjoyed canoe history lore prior to his major expedition. Though 

recognized he had some knowledge gaps that could best be filled with some experiential 

learning. Setting out on his cross-Canada canoe expedition, David framed it in his own mind as a 

personal quest. “I don’t really know Canada, but if I paddle this route, I’ll really know Canada 

 
10 The particulars of this expedition were not explained, and at the time it did not seem relevant to ask as it was 

given in quick succession of other named expeditions.  
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much better, both historically and geographically” (David, 2018). For his cross-Canada 

expedition, David partnered with the Alexander Mackenzie Voyageur Route Association to 

promote the fur trade canoe routes, and revive the routes’ popularity. “My thesis, I guess, was 

that this is Canada’s most important historical resource, and nobody knows about it” (David, 

2018). Though he admits he did not succeed in making the fur trade routes as well-travelled as 

canoe routes in Algonquin Park, David did write a book about his experience that blends travel 

anecdotes with historical appreciation.  

Whether participants knew when the HBC merged with the NWC or could recite the 

Royal Charter granting Rupert’s Land before their extended expedition, each participant learned 

or gained a deeper appreciation of Canada’s heritage that they might not otherwise have known.  

Consider it immersion place-based education. David illustrates this with a story from his cross-

Canada trip:  

You certainly get a lot of contact with Native people and the issues that Native people are 

facing in Canada. You’re aware of them, but now you’re aware of them on a much 

different level when you’re sitting down and having supper with the chief of Easterville, 

whose community was flooded in 1963 and his people are still trying to recover losing 

their lands and their livelihoods. That kind of stuff really stuck with me. (David, 2018). 

 Similarly, Clare’s understanding of the settlement of Canada deepened during her cross-

Canada expedition. “Canada was developed along its waterways before the railroad” (Clare, 

2018). Clare gives the example of the Métis Rebellion and important locations in that history - 

Batoche, Fort Carleton, North Battleford – and how they feel more connected when you travel by 

river than drive to each of these sites. “You better understand the relationship between 
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communities and between the people and where they settled in relation to the water” (Clare, 

2018).  

For Jen, multiple trips through the Arctic introduced her to the Dene, Inuit and other First 

Nations people whom she fell in love with. “I love their worldview and I so feel for their plight” 

(Jen, 2018). Jen felt personally connected with assimilation and loss of culture as she grew up in 

communist controlled Czechoslovakia. She arrived in Canada in 1990 and was a university 

student during the Velvet Revolution of November 1989 - a protest against the Communist 

dictatorship that ended in its downfall. (Jen did not say whether she was a demonstrator or not). 

Jen “sees pain everywhere” referring to what she calls the fast transition the world is going 

through that is leaving both First Nations and the environment behind. Jen’s sympathetic attitude 

is clearly influenced by the politics of her youth combined with a “lack of remote places in 

Czechoslovakia” (Jen, 2018). As a secondary school teacher of Native Art, she uses her 

knowledge of present day First Nations communities and experience on canoe trips to better 

invoke understanding in her class. 

All participants noted that canoe expeditions were a distinctly Canadian activity – or 

rather an activity that predominately takes place in Canada. Evidence is even demonstrated by 

the participants themselves. Kate is American and has spent her summers canoe tripping in 

Canada. Jen reported that though she learned to canoe in Czechoslovakia, it was in a semi-

wilderness area, on a single river. There was no opportunity to travel the vast distances she 

would later enjoy in Canada. The prevailing sentiment from the participants would support the 

claims made by many authors such as MacGregor (2015), Raffan (1999) and Wilson & Wilson 

(2000) that canoeing is culturally Canadian. Echoing those very authors, Evan comments, “if you 

take a canoe trip, you’ll basically learn the essence of Canada pretty quickly: A place of flowing 
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waters that still exists out there” (Evan, 2018). Sam personally feels that the history of the canoe 

is “more intertwined with Canada’s history, more than any other country,” and that “if we want 

to be connected to our roots as Canadians [canoeing is] one of the best ways” (Sam, 2018). Evan 

says of his expeditions, “in general, you have an appreciation for how vast Canada is. It’s such a 

vast interconnected network of waterways.” Despite doing wilderness trips in other countries, 

Evan clarifies that it is not the same. “I’ve scoured the maps of the world looking for a place to 

canoe trip other than Canada, but it doesn’t exist. That’s why people everywhere come here to 

canoe trip. It’s a very unique Canadian thing” (Evan, 2018). 

From his observations, Evan believes that the Canadian wilderness is more wild and 

remote than it has been in the last 50 years. Why? “A - because people who live up there, the 

First Nations, don’t travel the land anymore. And B – probably because people in general don’t 

travel the land” (Evan, 2018). He admits that there are popular routes such as the Coppermine 

River that are busy with wilderness travellers each year, but the majority of the secondary and 

obscure routes have fewer travellers each year. Jen agrees, but deviates slightly in her approach. 

She is cautious with heralding the return of wild-ness, as she sees it as the wrong kind. She has 

been noticing an encroachment of southern species due to climate change. “Over the course of 

my paddling expedition career, I have seen robins come up there and grasshoppers that weren’t 

there in the beginning. Or we were able to swim all summer, for example in the Hood River, way 

up in the Arctic. Which on my first trip would have been unheard of” (Jen, 2018). Curiously 

enough, despite having a ground-level view of the changing climate in sensitive areas, this area 

of concern was only brought up by three participants, and not really in depth. This is probably 

because participants were not directly asked about their observations of a changing climate in 

relation to their canoe travels. Additionally, participants in this study may return to the same 
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general area, but may not return to the same exact route, making specific comparisons difficult, 

and generalizations easier.  

The larger story is whose history is being celebrated and whose is being ignored? It 

should not surprise anyone. The early European explorers, Thompson, Fraser, Mackenzie etc. 

and 20th century canoeists like Morse, Olsen, and Mason, receive the acclaim and recognition as 

influencers from the participants.  As Dean (2013) points out, the canoeing history of the First 

Nations is not nearly as celebrated in as the European explorers. It is true that not one participant 

mentioned a First Nations historical or contemporary paddler by name. The problem here is 

indicative of the larger ignorance of First Nations accomplishments in Canada. Was there an 

adventurous Anishinaabe who paddled from the Great Lakes to the Rocky Mountains? In a pre-

European context, it is hard to say. In a post-European context, the answer is yes, but their names 

are rarely recorded. For example, North West Company explorer Alexander Mackenzie travelled 

with six French Canadian voyageurs (all named), and two First Nations guides who were 

unnamed in his journals. We are left with a familiar problem in Canada. First Nations are 

credited and admired for their lifestyle, the ingenuity of canoe design and intimate knowledge of 

the land. In the early contact period, they are lauded as guides and interpreters and their skill in 

hunting and trapping. The activity of canoeing and the land it is done in are First Nations 

Territory. Yet names, feats, and histories are not household names, let alone grace the names of 

libraries, schools and parks. 

 Clare commented that she enjoyed that places in Canada, Winnipeg and Mattawa for 

example, hold festivals that celebrate voyageur culture. But she says, “I struggle a bit with white 

people canoeing and taking that up, and feeling that connection to nature when…” Clare stopped 

herself here to think. “I don’t know how to put this into words. I’m still trying to figure that out 
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on my own. …Celebrating things that feel like white people things” (Clare, 2018). Clare’s 

searching for words is representative of the recent conversation shift to decolonize the canoe.  

John repudiates the idea that the act of canoeing is an act of appropriation. He maintains 

that intention to harm is what should really count. He mentions this idea several times during the 

interview. John is well versed in canoeing history and geography, but it is likely that he like 

many, have a blind spot for First Nations awareness. “If you are going to do [expedition] 

canoeing, you become aware of the history of the voyageurs. You learn about the Natives’ 

ability. They were the experts. They were the stepping stones for the Europeans” (John, 2018). I 

believe that John meant that early explorers needed to learn from the First Nations to be 

successful upon their arrival, but “stepping stones” may not be the greatest visual to use. Or this 

story: when asked if he has any critiques about canoe culture in general, John exclaims, “I’m 

critical of ignorant people who don’t do their homework!” By homework, John means properly 

preparing for the expedition at hand and cites a group of ill-prepared German tourists arriving at 

the Nahanni. Homework also means researching the local history of a proposed canoe route. 

Failure to do so, is a real annoyance for John. He brings up the Mackenzie River, which he and 

his crew did not paddle. Why? “No history whatsoever! Except for the Natives” (John, 2018). He 

then tells a story of First Nations travel on that very river, and ends it with, “but no history there 

at all” (John, 2018). There is obvious irony in that anecdote. I include these stories not to shame 

John, but as an illustration of the complicated legacy that authors Dean (2013) and Erickson 

(2013) discuss. John’s intentions are likely not cruel, but still could be considered harmful. They 

are indicative of a larger issue in Canadian popular history. Continuing to decolonize the outdoor 

adventure space, not just canoe expeditions, is an important avenue for future research and 

advocacy. 
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Checking back with Clare, she decides the inequities are down to a matter of privilege. 

“You’re relatively privileged if you can go, and by and large, take six months out of your life and 

go and do canoe expeditions. Canoeing has the capacity to give people those tools to change 

your life for the better. But a lot of people who do it are already in a good place.” This critique of 

canoe expeditions being a financially privileged position was echoed in some form by all the 

participants. John referred to a “canoeing elite”, and other participants citing that the entry cost 

for self-run trips was too high, and as well as the high cost of private companies like summer 

camps and guiding outfits as barriers to entry.  

 Kate would like to see a stronger land ethic for canoeists. “I think of the camp I was 

involved with where the mission statement was “Where boys can be boys and where girls can be 

girls.” It didn’t feel like it had much of a land ethic” (Kate, 2018). She hopes that canoeists that 

frame themselves as “paddling undiscovered routes” come from a colonizing perspective. She 

hopes that canoeists can re-write that narrative into not being “the first”. Kate wants to open 

conversations discussing the term exploration and expedition itself. “At least for myself, its an 

expedition, but it’s an expedition of my internal landscape and I pay a lot of respect to the wild 

spaces I’ve been in. I show up in a way that acknowledges that I’m a visitor” (Kate, 2018). 

Although small personal steps, in many ways, Kate’s questioning of established terms and 

respect for the land is a excellent example for others to follow.  
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Chapter Eight 

Paddle with Purpose 

This chapter describes the third major theme in the research concerning expedition 

paddlers’ perceptions of their wilderness travel experience – storytelling and advocacy by 

canoeists themselves.  

A major discussion for the members of PACT was, once the trip had finished, how would 

we pass on the good will we received? We decided that public speaking about our trip to 

different organizations, schools and community groups would hopefully pass on our love of the 

country and perhaps inspire someone else to pick up the paddle. We felt that we had been the 

beneficiaries of previous paddlers’ experience, and we could serve as that next link in the chain. 

Depending on speaking engagement and audience, our discussion focused on Canadian history, 

Canadian geography, expedition planning or adventure storytelling. No matter the presentation’s 

lens, our recurring theme was simple: Canada is beautiful, and it benefits us all to get to know it 

better.  

 Each participant in the study has participated in some form of public talk or advocacy. 

Unlike the personal benefits gained from canoeing as discussed in previous chapters, this 

commonality among participants is externally focused and could be evidence for the 

emancipatory growth predicted by transformational learning theory. This advocacy is perhaps the 

most important finding from this study. After the many lessons that canoeing teaches – historical 

and geographical awareness, invigorating physical and mental health, self-reliance and 

perseverance, et al. – not one participant chose to keep those lessons to themselves. The 

participants are storytellers, links in the chain, and perhaps the inspiration for others to go 
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canoeing. Clare says that the most meaningful feedback she has received after presentations on 

her expedition is that her trip is inspiring. “We inspire people to do something they’ve been 

thinking about doing. Seeing that things are possible opens up your window of what is possible. 

Excitement is contagious” (Clare, 2018). This makes perfect sense as anyone who is passionate 

about something will want to inspire / entice more people into their pursuit (present writer 

included). By telling the story of their adventure, and all the complications and challenges they 

contain, the participants stories help to propel the image and lore of canoeing in their audience’s 

imagination.  

However, we cannot dismiss the public speaking by participants just as the simple joy of 

sharing your hobby with others. Each participant did more than encouraging friends and family 

to join them on a weekend paddle. More than recounting tales of grand adventure – though that is 

a part of it – participants are using their stories through a variety of media, including public 

speaking, documentary films, published books, and class visits, to raise awareness about issues 

that were highlighted by their time spent in canoes crossing the country. Each are personal to the 

participants’ interest, but of universal importance. Whether it is gender roles in the outdoor 

adventure space, new-Canadian cultural introduction and integration, First Nations issues or the 

environment and climate change, participants were able to use their canoeing platform to raise 

awareness or produce projects that go beyond a “cool adventure story”. This helps to answer the 

question of what benefits arise from a canoe expedition. Of course, there are the personal 

benefits of mind, body and soul as previously described. However, it is the “call to action” 

pattern shown by the participants that is an important educational outcome affecting those not on 

the expedition themselves. The canoe expeditions that “paddle with purpose” show us that 

canoeing can be more than a personal pastime.  
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Of course, advocacy on issues learned while travelling is not unique to canoeing. When 

travelling we are exposed to ideas, issues and ways of life that are different from our own. As 

Morgan (2010) argues, travel expands one’s worldview and sense of empathy. Consider the 

theoretical traveller who gets involved with their local food bank after travelling abroad where 

they encountered street poverty, or the traveller who volunteers at a retirement home after a visit 

to the Normandy beaches. I believe it is more important that canoeing is not immune to this 

phenomenon but included. It shows that the value of canoeing is not only in the realm of self-

improvement or spiritual awakening but can be applied to real teachable moments. Canoeing 

then, is not only the vessel that physically moves the paddler, but the vessel that can move one 

into action. 

Humans are natural storytellers who want to share their experiences, so it is perhaps not 

surprising that those who have travelled extra-ordinary distances by canoe would want to tell 

their unique story. For the participants, their stories and outreach take the form of public lectures, 

films, books, magazine articles, curriculum, fundraising and of course canoeing. I will briefly 

outline each participant’s post-trip public output to get a sense of the range of engagement, then 

highlight several of the more inspiring projects.  

Being a professional adventurer, Evan has made a living on reporting and documenting 

his expeditions. He regularly contributes articles and photographs magazines, is a published 

author, and has created film documentaries from footage he shoots while on trip. For those 

looking for modern canoeing or adventure stories, they are likely come across Evan’s work. John 

was the driving force behind the Che-Mun canoe magazine for decades, placing stories of his 

own exploits in the pages. He has since retired his editorial role but continues to speak at 

conferences. On his public speaking John commented, “I think I’m good at it. I like doing it. I 
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enjoy it. I’ve got a lot of stories to tell” (John, 2018). David is a published book author, public 

speaker and community organizer. Of many initiatives that marry history, environment and 

adventure, David’s current project involves teaching canoeing to new Canadians in an effort to 

expand the breadth of canoeing into new demographics. Jen speaks at conferences and uses her 

canoe travels to inform her secondary school teaching. Specifically, her experience interacting 

with Northern and First Nations communities is shared during her course on Native Art. Clare 

has participated in film festivals and public speaking following her cross-Canada canoe trip in 

which her crew were named “Expedition of the Year” by the Royal Canadian Geography 

Society. Sam raised money and awareness for clean water and water rights through his 

partnership with Water for Future Generations during his cross-Canada paddle. His subsequent 

Coppermine Expedition was also named “Expedition of the Year” by the Royal Canadian 

Geography Society (different year). That trip saw him not only paddle the entirety of the 

Coppermine River, but he and his crew created curriculum for high school students that 

addresses the geography and human history of the area. Kate held speaking events as a part of 

PACT and raised funds and awareness for equal gender canoe opportunities at summer camp as a 

part of her second extended expedition. Let us take a closer look at three of the advocacy stories 

from participants that show the breadth of interests of the paddlers.  

We will start with the expedition filmmaking of Evan. Of all the participants, Evan is the 

most prolific in creative output and public engagements and has the largest reach of all the 

participants. Again, it should be noted that Evan is a professional adventurer, writer and 

filmmaker and produces content as a part of his occupation. However, Evan’s adventures are not 

easy, and he does not compromise the challenge, distance, or pace of his trip in favour of making 

filming or photography easier on himself. With his creative output he aims to “bring across a 
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point that will help to either protect cultural and environmental aspects of the areas that I travel 

through” (Evan, 2018). Evan was excited to talk about his Borealis expedition a 3,100km, 75-day 

trip through northern Ontario and Manitoba. “It was the expedition that I formulated to be a kind 

of advocacy trip. Not only for the journey, but also to raise awareness about some of the threats 

to the boreal forest and the world’s largest carbon banks” (Evan, 2018). To do this, Evan filmed 

his Borealis Expedition and produced a documentary that became a personal turning point. It was 

the first time where he “decided to give back to the wilderness that had given me so much to that 

point” (Evan, 2018). This was a philosophical transformation for Evan, where his view shifted 

from his own interest in adventures to expand his perspective on what a canoe trip could be, and 

who could benefit. He calls his approach to expeditions “Adventuring for the Planet”. Evan 

explained that he spent years in the wilderness adventuring for the sake of adventure. At some 

point he realised he needed to do something to help protect the spaces he so valued. He said, “If 

you don’t do something about protecting these areas, then who will?” (Evan, 2018).  

This is the embodiment of the adage, “you don’t protect what you don’t love”, brought 

into the environmental sphere via the canoe expedition. Evan intersperses his nature and 

adventure shots with “ground-level” interviews of the people who live in the areas he travels. 

The idea is to blend adventure with a platform for locals to voice their experience with particular 

issues instead of a traditional voice-over documentary. “My job is to show the beauty of the area 

and let [the audience] decide about that. But let the message be spoken by the people who live 

there” (Even, 2018). For example, in Borealis, Evan asked residents how they felt about 

industrial developments encroaching on their traditional lands. (Spoiler: they were not in favour). 

Another film, On the Line, saw Evan hike and bike along the Enbridge Northern Gateway 

Pipeline and talking with everyone from tar sands workers to First Nations in BC. He says that 
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he received feedback from audiences that his film had changed their views on pipelines.  Evan 

believes his films create a sense of intimacy and authenticity with both the land and the people 

he meets, which make them effective vehicles for delivering environmental messaging. 

Awareness to the wider population outside of the canoe community is the goal. “Through the 

film you can connect people who won’t do the trip you will, but it will make them feel and give 

them a connection to that place…and probably inspire them to go on a shorter trip. That’s what a 

hard canoe trip done right will give people” (Evan, 2018). 

Kate’s story is much more personal and with a targeted community in mind. Kate and her 

all-women crew of six, spent 62 days in the summer of 2017 paddling across the Northwest and 

Nunavut Territories to end in the Arctic Ocean. Except for Kate, her crew were all alumni of 

Ogichi Daa Kwe, their all-girls childhood summer camp. From the outset, the goal of the 

expedition was to inspire other young women at their camp and beyond, and how “women can 

and are meant to be outside” (Kate, 2018). The mission arose out of inequities that had been 

noticed between the all-girls camp they went to as campers, and its all-boys summer camp 

counterpart. Ogichi Daa Kwe is owned by the Camping and Education Foundation, which also 

owns the all-boys summer camp Kooch-i-ching. Both are located on the Minnesota side of Rainy 

Lake, about a five-minute paddle from one another. Kooch-i-ching was founded in 1925 while its 

counterpart, Ogichi Daa Kwe opened in 2005. Kate spoke of the difficulty and resistance the 

owners felt toward opening an all-girls camp, even though parents and Kooch alumni were 

asking for it. “[The owners] thought that [the girls] should absolutely not go canoeing, and only 

have landcrafts, weaving and basketmaking” (Kate, 208). So, after 80 years of operating an all-

boys camp, it might not be surprising that Kate and her crew were met with similar resistance 

when proposing their Arctic canoe trip. She felt that they had to defend themselves and their 
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qualifications and justify their confidence to the camp owners while putting together the trip. 

Whereas the boys camp has a long history of canoe tripping in the Canadian wilderness, the girls 

camp did not offer quite the same level of adventure. Kate’s 6 North of 60 trip was “a fundraiser 

for Ogichi’s Leadership Development & Advanced Canoeing program (LDAC), in order to 

create more access and availability for young women aged 15-17” (Kate, 2018). The trip was a 

success, and so was the fundraising, with $15,000 of wilderness canoeing equipment added to 

Ogichi’s arsenal. This allowed “future expeditions based out of Ogichi Daa Kwe” to become 

possible (Kate, 2018). The gear was a welcome addition by Ogichi, as equipment was not readily 

available to the girl’s camp even though the boys’ program at Kooch was well stocked. Kate 

pointed out that many of her crew’s parents were present for the founding of Ogichi,  

It was a really emotional trip for them because they had put a lot of financial resources 

and heart into trying to make [Ogichi] happen. It all came out of “we’ve got daughters 

and we want to send them too. We don’t think that they should not go [to camp] and have 

this experience that our sons are having and that we had as fathers.” (Kate, 2018) 

For Kate, helping to create opportunities for canoeing at the camp and being an 

inspiration for young women made the trip hold “this really beautiful commitment to 

intentionality” (Kate, 2018). Having experienced a canoeing community at a Canadian camp 

with many strong women trippers, normalising the idea that women would go on canoe 

expeditions was incredibly important and gave Kate’s 2017 expedition a deep sense of purpose.  
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David has been integrating advocacy into his paddling expeditions since 1990. His first 

attempt was a combination of fundraising for the Bill Mason Memorial Scholarship11 and public 

speaking on behalf of Environment Canada about “living better by water” (David, 2018). David 

admits that this first project came about organically from conversations with friends and co-

workers instead of an initial quest. “I was going to take time off work to do it, but in the end, it 

became an official communications project, with a communications person in the office setting 

up interviews, speaking at kids’ camps, and doing interpretive presentations at parks along the 

way” (David, 2018). David quickly realised that he really enjoyed the merging of advocacy, 

public speaking, and canoeing, noting that “the canoe trip is a good medium for catching 

people’s attention” (David, 2018). David enjoyed it so much that he did three of these trips in 

three years, calling them his Clean Water Dream Trips. For his large cross-Canada canoe trip, 

David partnered with the Alexander Mackenzie Voyager Route Association with the purpose of 

generating interest in making the fur trade canoe routes more accessible and modern paddling 

routes. He also penned a book on his cross-Canada experience.  

David’s latest advocacy quest is to “get bums in seats” (David, 2018), and to that he 

means he is actively organizing festivals, educational events and trips aimed to get more youth, 

Indigenous, and New Canadians paddling canoes. David spoke of different sections of the 

Canadian population existing in silos, operating in separate spheres. David sees the canoe, 

specifically the 25’ and 36’ voyageur canoes, typical of the fur trade, as an excellent conduit for 

teamwork and integration. “It’s an amazing start to reconciliation…of everybody. Especially in 

the big canoes. You got a bunch of people in big canoes and they’re all working together. A big 

 
11 The Bill Mason Memorial Scholarship was established in 1990 by Paddle Canada in tribute to the Canadian 

canoeist, filmmaker, artist and environmentalist. It awards scholarship funds to those who exhibit Mason’s passion 

for environmental stewardship. 



 

92 
 

canoe trip becomes a long conversation” (David, 2018). The conversation David is hoping to 

have is one of appreciation and understanding of the intersection of history, the environment and 

geography. After years of working in the federal government as a heritage and environment 

policy maker, it makes sense that David is keen to find more enticing ways to get his message 

across. He says that at some point he was tired of working on policies, and just wanted “to get 

people on the water” (David, 2018), in a sort of “people don’t love what they don’t know” action 

plan. In David’s words, “if you get people on the water, and they really like it, and they love 

canoes and they love rivers, well then, the [environmental] policies that will form are good” 

(David, 2018). His idea is to introduce new Canadians to the waterways, culture, and love of 

paddling through the canoe. As previously discussed, David is keenly aware of Canadian 

heritage, and called the fur trade routes “Canada’s most important historical resource” (David, 

2018). This informs David’s overarching take-home message for any of his talks: that “without 

the rivers, there wouldn’t be a Canada as we know it today. The rivers have taken care of us, and 

there’s a duty of care to give back to the rivers in some way or another” (David, 2018). To 

emphasise his point, he repeated the James Raffan quote that serves as this paper’s title page, 

“we are a nation of rivers, and a river of nations” (Raffan, 2017). David has taken his respect for 

history and the environment and used the canoe to help his call to action. 

Participants in this study used their canoeing activity to speak about what they love and 

care for. In a sample of seven canoeists who have been on extended expeditions, all engaged in 

some form of public communication about their adventure be it through public lectures, 

curriculum design, films, articles, fundraising events or community festivals. In their 

communications, the participants incorporated messages of environmentalism, gender equity, 

and cultural understanding. Yet still it is clear that the participants want others to discover 
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canoeing for themselves. They do want to share their passion with others, as Stebbins (2014) 

would suggest adherents of a serious lifestyle pursuit might do.  

There is the question of authenticity that should be raised. Are the participants’ outreach 

efforts a genuine result of altruism? Or are the causes secondary to securing corporate 

sponsorship to fund a dream expedition? Certainty raising awareness about clean water or 

fundraising for a girl’s summer camp creates a better media-story that would attract an audience, 

donors, or sponsors. The added sponsorship may just make a cross-Canada trip financially 

possible. The follow up question is whether this is harmful or not, and whether we should care 

what came first: the expedition or the cause. In some cases, there is a self-reflective development 

component. Consider Evan as an example: he started by “doing trips just for the pure adventure 

of it” (Evan, 2018), before developing his “Adventuring for the Planet” ethos. Overall, I believe 

that that the participants’ expeditions led to the interest in advocacy, and that publicity during or 

after the expedition was not an exercise in vanity. In the end, all participants publicly expressed 

their genuine love of canoe expeditions and encourage others to try it for themselves. If money 

or awareness was raised for any of the causes previously mentioned, I believe it is of net benefit 

to the particular cause. 

The question of whether or not all canoeists beyond the study participants blend their 

paddling with purpose is not the issue. The answer to that is obviously no. Many people canoe 

because they enjoy the personal benefits, sense of community, or pursuit of adventure previously 

discussed. What the interviews show is the possibility that canoeing expeditions can be used for 

purpose and teaching. Not that each canoeist must become a content creator, or each “paddle 

with purpose” expedition does not have to become a non-profit enterprise trying to raise funds 

for a cause célèbre. However, thinking beyond the typical physical education or leadership credit 
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in high schools, canoeing can be the lens to bring focus to a wide variety of subjects and 

interests. In the next section, I will discuss this in a more traditional educational sense and how 

to incorporate paddling with purpose into the secondary school curriculum.  
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Chapter Nine 

Conclusion 

“Why did I do it? I just like paddling” (Clare, 2018). Clare repeated that phrase three 

times during her interview on why she took part in a 7,000 km cross country canoe expedition. In 

the end, I believe that this quote speaks true for all the participants. There may have been 

personal motivations behind each participants’ canoe expeditions, such as a mid-life crisis, a 

desire to create gender parity at a summer camp, being in the right place at the right time, to 

escape the city or to create new canoe routes. But none of the fundraising, sponsorships and book 

deals would happen unless the participants were willing to paddle a canoe. However, the 

common motivation for extended canoe expeditions is no more complicated than these 

individuals just like paddling. Clare elaborates on her feelings toward the act of paddling. 

I like the sound of it. I like the motion of the paddle on the water. I like looking in the 

water from the boat. On a longer trip, you get more of that. You’re always meeting goals. 

You have to travel so many miles each day. There’s a bit more flexibility in where you’re 

going to go, there’s a bit more unknown, bit more varied terrain. You see more places, 

cover more ground. You can travel and you can travel further. (Clare, 2018) 

In the end, the overall answer of what motivations individuals might have to choose to 

paddle for an extended duration removed from the comforts of their home and family is for love 

of canoeing.  

What meanings and learnings did the canoeists make from their expeditions? Though 

these answers are again personal, there are clearer patterns from the participants. Themes that ran 

through the interviews are transformational experiences, deep relationship to place (both real and 
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romanticized), deeper understandings of history and geography, and a profound reverence for the 

activity itself.  

Did the participant’s trips mean as much to them as PACT did to me? This too is hard to 

exactly say. However, when asked about their signature expeditions, participants generally had a 

clear memory of their experience, sometimes decades after it took place. This suggests that their 

epic canoe expeditions have not been far from the participants’ minds. John mentioned that he 

thinks of an aspect of his expedition every day while he is surrounded by canoeing memorabilia. 

Evan must continually reflect, write about and plan successive expeditions as a part of his 

occupation. Kate desperately misses canoeing when she is not on canoe trip. Throughout the 

interviews, there was excitement and fondness when recalling their adventures in the 

participant’s voices. David was touched someone wanted to hear his adventures stories at all. 

These small clues lead me to believe that the participants’ memories of their expeditions 

continue to mean a great deal to them. 

There were indications from the interviews that the expeditions were transformational 

learning events for the participants. What might not be completely clear from the interviews is 

whether the transformation was epochal or incremental. I would suspect that for these particular 

canoeists it is generally closer to incremental transformation, with perhaps one exception. The 

reason for this assumption is that the participants recruited have each been on multiple extended 

canoe expeditions. In keeping with Stebbins’ concept of a lifestyle canoeist, each participant has 

a lifetime of paddling experience to draw from. This would suggest that their opinions of 

canoeing and the lessons they have learned from canoeing have been accumulated over time, and 

perspective shifts are then likely to be incremental. The notable exception is Evan, when he 

deliberately made the decision to create an expedition around environmental conservation 
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messaging. What is not known is the steps he took toward that decision. Overall, the 

transformation was likely, at least in part, to a cumulation of all the other benefits to canoe 

expeditions discussed in this study. 

It is clear that the participants all expressed mental and physical health benefits when 

they canoe. The fact that they continue to canoe to reap those benefits is evidence of a healthy 

lifestyle. The participants interviews would support research by many outdoor education 

researchers (D’Amato & Krasny, 2011; Hattie et al., 1997; Sibthorp, 2007) in that following their 

expeditions, they felt an improved sense of self-reliance, self-confidence and general well being. 

Many spoke about the challenges along their journey but always in a positive light, and always 

with a lesson learned. Hahn’s idea of “through difficulty lies opportunity” permeated the 

interviews when speaking of particular expeditions. John spoke at length of the difficulties in 

trying to name a river after his hero Eric Morse. After success in his mission, John wears the 

difficulty like a badge of honour. The reward and satisfaction is so great, that even the difficulty 

becomes valuable. This perspective shift was evident to some degree in all the participants, and 

points further to an overlap between Hahn’s outdoor education theories and transformational 

learning theory. Each participant has a better view of themselves, and new understandings of 

Canada after their involvement in canoe expeditions.  

Participants reported feelings of community and connection with the more-than-human 

world. All participants held the more-than-human world in high regard and expressed attachment 

to either a specific place such as the Thelon River, or to a romanticized version of “the Barren 

Lands” or just to “nature” in general. For some, the place attachment was so strong that it 

became part of their self-identity. This would confirm what Cross (2001) would suggest about 

bonds forming between the person and a place, be it real or imagined. Several mentioned a 
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spiritual connection to nature, supporting the work of James (1981) and Schmidt (2009). For 

those participants, the deep connection to nature is an intense sense of place relationship, and 

they feel spiritually fulfilled when they get the chance to leave their city life behind and “go to 

church” as Jen described.  

Overall, the participants felt that the canoe, and canoeing, were a part of the Canadian 

identity, and an activity that is uniquely suited for the Canadian landscape. The participants also 

cited many of the authors such as Morse, Raffan, and Mason, that this study used to paint the 

picture of Canadian canoe culture. There is likely a positive feedback loop occurring, where 

individuals who are interested in canoeing reach for media that is created by the same group of 

canoeists, all who have a positive, pro-Canadiana view on canoeing. Though not all paddlers 

were historically minded prior to their canoe trip, many expressed that their time spent canoeing 

increased their sense and understanding of history and geography. Concerns over canoe culture 

mainly stemmed from the fact that overnight camping trips are potentially financially 

prohibitive, while one participant pointed out the homogenous demographics that seem to 

permeate canoe culture.  

There is a promising implication for personal trips and especially outdoor education 

surrounding the suggestion of expedition flow. The idea that there could be an ideal amount of 

time for wilderness travel could lead to a reimagining of the school canoe trip. Deliberately 

designing canoe trips with the middle in mind, rather than focusing on the beginning and end 

could be a way to tap into the “Zen feeling” that participants such as Evan spoke of. For 

example, in an outdoor education trip, lessons could be taught during the trip as opposed to 

keeping the students at the outdoor centre for long periods at the beginning and end. Another 

idea might be to ensure geographical and historical features such as waterfalls or old mills are 
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scattered throughout so that each day there are unique things to frame the day around, rather than 

purely an A to B experience each day. 

After their respective expeditions, participants become conduits of inspiration for others 

to try canoeing. I believe that this is further evidence that the participants take great meaning 

from their canoeing experiences. By choosing to engage with a public audience on their canoe 

experience and what it taught them, participants are both keeping close the feelings generated by 

their canoe expeditions, and promoting the phenomenon of canoe expeditions to a wider 

audience. There is value in hearing others’ expedition stories, and a positive side benefit of canoe 

expeditions should include the encouraging of more people to be active outdoors, and making 

adventure seem accessible. There is also an added benefit that participants usually tied their 

adventure stories to messages of environmentalism, historical and geographical awareness.  

The messaging that accompanies the participant’s post-expedition activities is likely the 

result of exposure and immersion to regional environmental, identity and political issues. This 

again would suggest a perspective shift as described by transformational learning theory. Take 

for example, Evan’s whole expedition philosophy shift from adventuring for himself to 

adventuring for the planet. Or Kate’s exposure to strong women canoe trippers and her desire to 

re-create that influence for another summer camp community.  

The participants took it upon themselves to promote environmental causes, fundraise for 

inspiring programs, and organize community-based events. The paddlers are the storytellers and 

can shape perceptions of their audiences. For the most part, their advocacy seems genuine and 

invitational, instead of elite and accolade or attention-seeking. Consider again, the anti-industry 

video that Evan created while on a canoe trip through land proposed for an industrial 

development expansion. His audiences are influenced by Evan’s literal and figurative lens. Or 
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David’s lifelong marriage of waterway conservation, heritage, and canoeing. His work through 

talks and organizational efforts would suggest a sincere belief in his causes. Their worldviews 

and opinions are communicated to their audiences in the hopes that it will raise awareness and 

cause people to act. With their talks, books, and films they continually define and redefine their 

message, and their experience to themselves. In essence, through the act of storytelling, the 

paddlers are constantly revisiting and reinterpreting their experience, and practicing 

phenomenology. 

Limitations  

 Though the actual interviews were some of my favourite aspects of this project, my 

interview skills need to be honed. To be honest, as a first-time interviewer, I was nervous. I did 

not press for clarification or elaboration as often as I should have. This became more evident 

when listening to the playback afterwards. More practice will lead to more confidence for future 

interview projects. Though not logistically possible for this study, a group interview with the 

participants would have been an interesting method to generate discussion among canoeists. In a 

way, a group interview would be an even closer attempt to replicate discussions from around the 

canoeists’ campfire. 

 The potential criticism of narrow, or limited, participant backgrounds is a valid one, 

though comes with an explanation. The initial search for individuals who have paddled across 

the country – typically a journey of three or four months – immediately limits the participant 

pool even from the general poll of canoeists in Canada. It also is evident that a certain socio-

economic level was required to take the time off work or financially support oneself (or support 

the trip in some cases) while travelling.  
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 Wilderness travel is cost prohibitive. Park permits, travel to remote destinations, 

equipment, training / certifications are factors that quickly add to an expensive engagement with 

the outdoors. Time away from employment, family and social commitments can also take their 

financial and emotional toll on the traveller. If we acknowledge that not everyone can fly to the 

Northwest Territories to paddle for three weeks, we are left with the conclusion that those who 

can, must be of a certain privileged lifestyle. Therefore, participants interviewed have a similar 

socio-economic background that allowed them the time to wilderness travel. These factors took a 

small participant pool and reduced it further. It is worth noting that contact was attempted with 

other cross-Canada paddlers, though no answer was returned. However, the “missed 

participants” are of similar backgrounds to the chosen participants and would not have made the 

participant pool more diverse. 

Implications for Practice 

 If the participants represent a narrow slice of the Canadian demographic, the question 

then becomes: how to turn these adventure stories into invitations and inspirations for 

participation for those currently outside of the paddling community? How to take the experiences 

of a few and apply it to those who may never get the same opportunity or even have the interest 

in the same opportunity. I believe that the primary answer to this question lies with the 

participants themselves. All study participants have taken it upon themselves to speak publicly at 

events, create film, or publish their accounts to a wide audience as discussed in Chapter Eight. 

However, as educators, we can take the idea of a contextualized canoe trip and bring it to our 

classrooms.  

Currently, canoe trips in schools are the domain of the physical and health education 

department. They are often undertaken as a team bonding and leadership development 
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opportunity. Though this may be the appropriate department to facilitate the activity, I feel this 

underserves the value of the canoe trip and potentially overburdens PHE teachers. Canoe trips 

will always teach team bonding and leadership skills – it is inherent in their community design. 

Using a canoe trip to teach leadership is appropriate, but lacks imagination. Consider the 

inspiration to act the participants felt when travelling the landscapes of Canada. I believe that it 

would be beneficial to weave the ideas of Hahn’s outdoor education (1960) and Nell Nodding’s 

place-based education (2005) with more traditional curriculum streams. The result would be that 

students would canoe with context. A contextualised canoe trip, or paddle with purpose trip 

could be the perfect vehicle to teach a variety of curriculum outdoors. 

  Building upon the idea of contextualized canoe trips – or an expedition that has a purpose for 

more than just the value of the adventure itself – could be a powerful teaching tool. Currently in the 

Ontario Secondary curriculum, the canoe expedition resides in the Healthy Living and Outdoor Activities 

Course (PAD) in the Physical and Health Education department. This course is given as an option for 

grades 9-12, meaning it is up to the discretion of the teacher whether to offer it in addition to the more 

traditional PHE courses. The expectations for the course are fairly broad, as students are required to 

“demonstrate personal and interpersonal skills and the use of critical and creative thinking processes as 

they acquire knowledge and skills in connection with the expectations in the Active Living, Movement 

Competence, and Healthy Living strands” (Ministry of Education, 2015). Having both taken the course 

and taught it, the emphasis for the canoe trip portion lies in the development of personal and interpersonal 

skills as students learn to plan, live and travel with each other outside of the school setting. It is often a 

relaxed atmosphere where teacher and student can bond in a meaningful way. This is consistent with the 

literature and participant data that suggest that canoe expeditions are excellent conduits to teamwork, self-

reflection, and self-determination. These are also the classic reasons given by most outdoor education 

organizations as to the value of the canoe trip. There is of course, nothing wrong with these findings and 
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nothing wrong with offering a course that focuses on aspects of leadership and character building. With 

the current educational climate focusing on meditation, mindfulness, and mental health, this may be the 

route where the canoe trip finds continued educational value or can re-enter the curriculum. 

 But the canoe trip could do more in schools. Consider if instead of the canoe trip being 

the message, it became the medium? To this, I mean extending the canoe expedition into other 

courses than just PAD. Canoe trips already teach students about teamwork, leadership, and 

character building just through the experience of the canoe trip. What if the canoe trip became 

associated with mental health and other tangible learning outcomes? I believe that the best use of 

the canoe expedition in schools is to contextualise the canoe trip with another course. Imagine a 

canoe trip in Frontenac Provincial Park where the students’ learning goals are focused on the 

Frontenac Arch Biosphere to meet the requirements of a biology course. Or a canoe trip in which 

First Nations and Settler students learn about the natural and human history of Algonquin Park? 

In each example, the canoe trip would still meet the goals of teamwork and healthy living, but 

also meet the requirements of a biology or First Nations, Métis, and Inuit studies courses. In the 

second example, not only are the requirements of the Ontario curriculum being met, but a 

meaningful dialogue can take place between students of different backgrounds in a wilderness 

setting that holds many meanings. The contextualised canoe trip concept could be extended to 

many other disciplines or incorporated into Integrated programs such as the Community 

Environmental Leadership Program (CELP) and Headwaters programs run out of Centennial 

Collegiate Vocational Institute in Guelph (Elrick, 2007).  

 To demonstrate the potential of this idea, and to cement this thesis with a practical 

resource for classroom teachers, I have designed curriculum for a contextual canoe trip included 

as Appendix H. The unit is designed to meet the requirements of the Grade 12 Canadian history 
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course CHI4U. In this course, I envision teaching the unit Canada 1774-1867 through a canoe 

trip on the Rideau Canal. The Rideau Canal is a perfect teaching tool for pre-Confederation 

Canada, as its construction and function touch upon environmental, economic, and political 

issues and have lasting impacts on local communities to this day. It is also a perfect place to 

blend local, place-based education with adventure learning as on top of all the educational 

benefits, its proximity to communities makes the Rideau Canal relatively low on the risk 

management scale, even if students are new to canoeing. Two stipulations on the “canoe trip 

unit”. First, we are setting aside the difficulties in staffing and financing an extended field trip, 

let alone a canoe trip. OPHEA has strict guidelines for outdoor field trips, and recent unfortunate 

tragic accidents have brought attention to the qualifications required by the leading teacher, and 

certain competencies needed by students. This unit assumes that qualified teachers are willing 

and able to facilitate a canoe trip. Second, the whole course is not taught on a canoe trip. That is 

logistically impossible without going to a totally reimagined type of education, such as a 

semester on a tall ship.  This “canoe trip unit” is designed to fit into a regular secondary school 

as an extended field trip. The unit utilizes backwards curriculum design and provides context, a 

schedule, lesson examples and resources for a teacher who is keen on bringing place-based 

history and adventure learning to life. On a personal note, and as a demonstration of this unit’s 

practicality, during May 2020, I was scheduled to run a modified version of this unit as a week-

long Grade Eight graduation trip for a Kingston school. The trip was cancelled due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

Future Research Considerations 

 Considering the wide breath of topics touched upon in the interviews, this study begs at 

more questions surrounding the people that engage in extended canoe expeditions, canoe culture 
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and outdoor pursuits in general. As the studies deal with human behaviour, the proposed research 

would fall under the banner of the humanities and their interwoven disciplines.  

 The first and most obvious way to improve and challenge this study would be to extend it 

to a longitudinal study. As this study looks at specific criteria, the time that had elapsed since 

their extended expeditions varied by participant. Additionally, character growth is a difficult 

metric to measure, especially in a cross-sectional interview study. In a logistics-free world, a 

study that interviewed the same participants over a course of 20 to 30 years would be revealing. 

Do the traits of character growth last over time? Is the same weight of importance put onto the 

trip over time? How does nostalgia play into expedition memory? Do the participants continue to 

go on canoe trips as they age? If so, how frequently and with who? If participants report having 

transformational moments on a canoe expedition, or if they report developing or reinforcing 

some personal philosophies or behaviours, how long do the effects last? Are the characteristics 

of personal growth discovered on a canoe expedition as powerful after 30 years as they are after 

3 weeks? Similarly, how does memory and nostalgia play into the value of our past 

accomplishments? Few longitudinal studies exist for learnings from canoe expeditions, and so a 

longitudinal study of self-motivated (non-commercial) extended canoe expedition participants 

could yield interesting results.  

 Out of sociological interest, I suggest a study that collected the stories of the partners, 

family, and supporters that canoeists leave behind at home. How are they affected by a loved 

one’s prolonged absence? What is the perceived risk assessment by the family? 

 A comparative study between canoeists and other long-duration sports would be 

interesting. How is the experience of a 50-day canoe trip different than a 50-day hiking trip? Or a 

50-day bicycling trip? Are the athlete demographics similar? Are motivations similar? This 
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avenue would pair well with research into flow theory, and to further develop whether 

“expedition flow”, or “travel flow” can truly be considered cannon.  

 And finally, just as steps are continuously being taken to decolonize the entire education 

sector, much research and advocacy are needed in decolonizing outdoor activities and the 

outdoor education sector. From evidence by some of the responses of the participants, there 

remains uncertainty among canoeists, and perhaps in other outdoor pursuits, in how to reconcile 

a love of canoeing through the northern landscape with a recognition of historical and present-

day injustice towards First Nations peoples. Authors such as Dean and Erickson should be 

invited as keynote speakers at canoe conferences to help normalize critiques and raise questions. 

Public events such as a First Nations master canoe builder to build a birchbark canoe in a park or 

at a school, not only bring community members together, but help to reclaim the skill and 

knowledge as First Nation tradition. Reinventions of purpose such as those happening at the 

Canadian Canoe Museum and initiatives such as David’s that place First Nations and Settlers 

paddling canoes together seem like small, but positive steps forward.  

COVID-19 Update 

 It seems that everything needs a COVID-19 update these days, and as the coronavirus 

global pandemic occurred during the late writing process, I thought I should include one here as 

well. Here it is in a nutshell: now might be the best time ever to take a canoe trip. Camping might 

be one of the best forms of social distanced exercise available, while adventures in your own 

backyard is a cost-effective vacation. Provided the group that is camping is already a “bubbled” 

unit, or if participants are diligent about a COIVD test, or self isolating prior to the trip, camping 

in the outdoors is a wonderful option. Consider the tag line that often accompanies camping: “to 

get away from it all”. We often think of this in terms of taking a break from one’s vocation. In 
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the era of coronavirus, we might think of it in terms of taking a break from our house or just 

generally other people.  

 The Ontario government has pitched 2021 as the year of the “Ontario staycation” in 

anticipation of further pandemic-related travel restrictions. Tax credits could be issued to 

Ontarians who travel within the province for their vacation. However, there are only so many 

tour bookings available for the Parliament buildings, the Maid of the Mist, or the CN Tower. 

Heaven help you if you think you can get a spot on the Kingston Penitentiary Tour. The logical 

answer is to promote Ontario’s natural wonders, park systems and other outdoor pursuits. The 

downside being, of course, this will create increased demand on limited camping sites, increased 

human impact on the natural sites, increased emissions as vacationers travel across the province. 

But let us focus on the positive. A push to keep Ontarians in the province is a chance to have 

Ontarians fall in love with the province. As the saying goes and participants pointed out, “you 

can’t protect what you don’t love.” And there is so much Ontario to love. After a year of online 

school, online church, online family gatherings, I envision a summer when Ontarians step out of 

their homes, rub their eyes, and explore the backroads and backwoods of the province.  

Final Words 

 This study represents the culmination of my own experience with the Paddle Across 

Canada Tour. The trip has come full circle, as I started the planning of PACT by typing 

proposals and researching routes. The novelty of a never-ending camping trip gave way to 

community presentations and finally a formal thesis. This project has been filled with nostalgia, 

self-reflection, and delight in connection with fellow paddlers. I truly enjoyed speaking with the 

study participants, and it was heartening to hear the memories of their own expeditions are still 
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vivid and often recalled. As the 10-year anniversary of PACT approaches, I envision a future 

living room covered by memorabilia. It is nice to know I will not be the only one. 

 If nothing else, I hope this work and the stories represented within inspire you to try your 

own hand at canoeing, dust off the old tent for a night under the stars, or just to take a quiet stroll 

through the woods.  
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Duncan McArthur Hall  
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Appendix B 

Participant Recruitment Email Script 

 

Hello ______,  

My name is Peter Vooys, and I am a master’s student in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s 

University. I am currently conducting a research study that collects stories of canoeists who have 

completed a canoe trip of major proportions. I have contacted you because of your 

accomplishment of [e.g. completing a cross-Canada canoe journey]. I think that stories such as 

yours are not only interesting, but say something about canoeing in Canada. 

If you agree to take part, I will send you a questionnaire to start our conversation. Then we can 

set up an interview time and location that is convenient. The interview should last for 

approximately one hour and will be audio-recorded and later transcribed. I will be asking you 

about your experience on canoe trips and your attitudes towards canoe travel in Canada.  

Please see the attached Letter of Information and Consent form for more information, or feel free 

to contact me at 3pjv@queensu.ca. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Best,  

Peter Vooys 
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Appendix C 

Letter of Information and Consent Form 

 

Study Title: Voyageur Philosophers: Exploring canoe expedition pedagogy 

Researcher: Peter Vooys, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University  

Supervisor: Dr. Zabe MacEachren, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University 

 

This project will examine the experiences of expedition canoeists who have completed an 

independently organized canoe journey of over 30 days. If you agree to take part, I will send you 

a form to fill out that will address some background information about you and your involvement 

with canoeing. Then we will schedule an interview at a time and place of your convenience. The 

interview will last approximately one hour and will be audio-recorded and later transcribed.  

 

There are no known mental or physical risks for taking part in this study. Despite precautions, 

there is a minimal risk of being identified due to the nature of your story and the close-knit 

community of outdoor enthusiasts. While there are no direct benefits to you as a participant, 

however, study results will add to discussions on Canadian canoe culture and experiential 

education practices.  

 

There is no obligation for you to say yes to take part in this study. Nor do you have to answer 

any questions you don’t want to. You can stop participating at any time without penalty. You 

may withdraw from the study up until April 1, 2018 by contacting me at 3pjv@queensu.ca, and I 

will exclude your responses from my study from then on. Please let me know if you would like 

transcript of our interview. 

 

I will keep your data secure for at least five years. Your confidentiality will be protected to the 

extent possible by replacing your name with a pseudonym for all data and in all publications. 

The code list linking real names with pseudonyms will be stored separately and securely from 

the data. Other than me, only the supervisor of the research project will have access to any of the 

data.  

 

I hope to publish the results of this study in my master’s thesis, academic journals and present 

them at conferences.  I will include quotes from some of the interviews when presenting my 

findings. However, I will never include any real names with quotes, and I will do my best to 

make sure quotes do not include information that could indirectly identify participants. During 

the interview, please let me know if you say anything you do not want me to quote. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

118 
 

If you have any ethics concerns, please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-

844-535-2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 

 

If you have any questions about the research, please contact me, Peter Vooys, at 

3pjv@queensu.ca or my supervisor Dr. Zabe MacEachren, at maceache@queensu.ca or 613-533-

6000 ext. 77243 

 

This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice.  

All your questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to 

participate in this research study. 

 

Keep one copy of the Letter of Information for your records and return one copy to the 

researcher, Peter Vooys.  

By signing below, I am verifying that: I have read the Letter of Information and all of my 

questions have been answered.  

 

 

Name of Participant: ___________________________________ 

 

 

 

Signature: ____________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Date: ________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D 

Participant Debriefing Letter 

 

Voyageur Philosophers: Exploring canoe expedition pedagogy 

Project Purpose:  

In Canada, the canoe is an integral part of the history and development of nationhood, a 

vital part of its leisure and tourism industry, and a central focus of many summer camps and 

public school outdoor education programs. In recent years, efforts have been made by the 

Canadian Canoe Museum and tourism boards to identify and promote a Canadian canoe culture. 

This project seeks to address questions raised by the presumption of an existing canoe culture 

form a historical and philosophical perspective. 

If canoeing in Canada has a tradition and a culture, are there consistent ideologies 

through history held by those that travel by canoe? If so, what are they? How have attitudes 

towards canoeing changed with the industrialization of North American society? How do 

attitudes towards canoeing and wilderness relate? Does a sense of history exist among modern 

paddlers?  

To answer these questions, this study will interview self-identified lifestyle canoeists who 

embark on extended canoe expeditions. Though there are a wide spectrum of canoeists, 

expedition canoeists and self-styled “modern-day voyageurs” are appropriately positioned to 

provide insight into tradition and canoe culture understanding. These interviews will be 

compared to impressions and attitudes of early-contact paddlers, both Indigenous and European, 

evident in surviving journals, archived material and oral histories.  

By participating in this research, you have contributed to an emerging ideological portrait 

of contemporary canoeists. We are collecting stories from lifestyle canoeists who have paddled 

and travelled extraordinary journeys. Once we have collected enough data, we will be able to 

examine the narratives for themes of tradition, identity, and pedagogy. These results will be used 

to contribute to discussion on Canadian canoe culture, specifically, continuity and change of 

historical and philosophical perspectives.  

 

 

 

*Please feel free to talk to the interviewer for more information on the research you just 

participated in. If you would like further information on this area of research, these are some 

related references that might be of interest to you.   

 

1. Raffan, J., & Horwood, B. (Eds.). (1988). Canexus: The canoe in Canadian culture. Toronto, 

Canada: Betelgeuse Books. ISBN: 0-9690783-5-8 
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2.  Magnussen, L. I. (2012). I feel so alive in the boat. Journal of Experiential Education, 35(2), 

341–356. doi: 10.5193/JEE35.2.341 

 

3. Morse, E.W. (1987). Freshwater saga: Memoirs of a lifetime of wilderness canoeing in 

Canada. Toronto, Canada: University of Toronto Press. ISBN: 0-8020-2610-9 

 

Contact Information: 

 

Any questions about the study and your participation in it may be directed to Dr. Zabe  

MacEachren at maceache@queensu.ca or 613-533-6000 ext. 77243. Any ethical concerns about 

the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-844-

535-2988 or Chair.GREB@queensu.ca. We are required to keep track of adverse events (these 

are any incidences that jeopardize the safety or welfare of participants during a research study). 

In the unlikely event that such an event occurs and was not noted during the study, we encourage 

you to contact us or GREB. 

 

Again, thank you. Your interest in participating in this research study is greatly appreciated. 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Zabe MacEachren 

Associate Professor, Faculty of Education 

Queen’s University 

Peter Vooys 

Master’s student, Faculty of Education 

Queen’s University 

mailto:maceache@queensu.ca
mailto:Chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Appendix E 

Pre-Interview Questionnaire 

** This is a word document version of an online form to be sent to individuals along with the 

letter of information and consent form. ** 

Voyageur Philosophers: Exploring canoe expedition pedagogy 

Pre-interview Questionnaire 

These questions are designed to start our conversation and provide some background logistics on 

your major canoe journey. We'll talk more in-depth about the actual experience, challenges and 

learning during the interview. 

Age: 

Dates of major canoe journey: 

Total number of days: 

Total number of kilometers: 

Average number of kilometers per day: 

How many portages? Estimated total number of portage kilometers? 

What was your route? 

What type of canoe did you paddle? 

How many were on the trip? 

Who did you paddle with? 

Did each person have an assigned role? 

Give me an idea of the type of gear that you used (canoes, tents, cook ware, water purification). 

Briefly describe your menu: 

How did you resupply your food? 

Did you publish about your long trip (book, magazine, newspaper, website)? If so, please 

provide retrieval information. 
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Appendix F 

Interview Protocol 

In emails prior to the interview, a brief questionnaire was sent along with a letter of 

information and a consent form. The questionnaire was meant to kickstart the conversation with 

the participant, and dealt with questions regarding the logistics of their major canoe trip. 

Participants were also asked to think about their involvement with canoeing and connection to 

the canoeing community.  

In-person interviews will be semi-structured and last approximately one hour in length. 

Interviews will take place at a location of convenience and agreed upon by the participant and 

the researcher. The interviews will be audio-recorded, and later transcribed by the primary 

researcher. 

 

Intro (5 mins) 

Thank you for sitting down with me today. I’m interested in discussing Canadian canoe culture. 

Specifically, I’m interested in hearing about your major expedition and your views on canoeing 

in Canada. As a reminder, you can decline to respond to any questions you find uncomfortable 

and you that they are allowed to stop the interview at any time. 

Questions (50-60 mins) 

1. Tell me about your introduction to canoeing and how it lead to the kind of trips you do 

today. 

2. Who do you go on canoe trips with? How did you meet them? 

3. Who do you draw your inspiration from?  

4. What is canoe culture to you? Do you feel a part of it? 

5. Take me through the initial process of committing to and executing that big trip.  

a. What gave you the idea?  

b. Did you have supporters?  

c. Did you have to make any sacrifices to be able to go on your trip? 

6. Tell me a favourite memory from your big trip. What makes it special? 

7. What surprised you during your big trip?  

8. Describe a challenging portion of your trip. How did you overcome? 

9. How have you shared your trip with others since your return? 

10. What is the difference between your big trip and any others that you’ve been on? 

11. Tell me about your understanding of Canada. Did your perceptions change as a result of 

the experience? Would your perceptions change if you had done the trip with another 

means of transportation? 

12. What is your definition of wilderness? 

13. Do you have a religious affiliation? If so, how does your religious background influence 

the way you talk about and experience nature?  

14. What routines do you have on canoe trip? Do you have a favourite place to paddle? 

15. What connections do you see between canoeing and the wilderness?  

16. For anyone who hasn’t been on a canoe trip, what would you tell them they are missing? 

17. Do you have any plans for another big canoe trip?  
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Conclusion (5 mins) 

What should I have asked you during an interview about canoe trips?  

Can I contact you for further clarifications? Can you suggest others I can interview? 

Thank you for participating! 

Participants will then be given a debriefing letter. 
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Appendix G 

Sample of “Clare” Transcript,  

Time: 8:20 – 38:35 (Pages 2-7 of Transcript) 

 

6pm. April 12, 2018. 

Interview conducted over the phone. 

P – Did your family go canoeing? Do you have a family background in it? 

C – Yeah, we did…we did a little bit. Not canoe tripping. My grandparents would go fishing 

quite a bit. They would set up their trailer somewhere and spend weeks and weeks fishing. And 

we would spend the summer with them. There was one time my dad and I went out and we spent 

a week fishing from a canoe. So that was canoeing with my dad. Growing up in Sudbury, there 

are lakes all over the place. Very spoiled. We did live on a lake. So, I paddled around a little bit. 

I didn’t paddle on my own very much. My mom likes telling this story. I had a friend that lived 

across the lake. I said I’d go on my own and pick them up in the canoe.  It was really windy, and 

I couldn’t go the direction I wanted to go. My mom was on the dock watching me struggle, and 

then I just paddled backwards the whole way home. [laughs] 

P – You paddled backwards the whole time! 

C - I couldn’t turn the boat around! I didn’t think to turn around. [laughs] 

P – That’s twice the workout. 

C – [laughs] well, you know. I’m trying to think of other times… My grandparents on my dad’s 

side, we did some trailer camping kind of stuff.  

P – And before you did the Cross Canada Odyssey, what was your longest trip? Did you canoe 

outside of summer camp? 

C – I did a little bit. School got in the way. I did my undergrad in Waterloo, which isn’t really 

canoe central. 

P – It’s pretty flat down in Waterloo.  

C – But I made a friend – I did a co-op term in Riviere du Loop – Do you know Lake 

Manicouagan? It’s shaped like a donut. When you look at the satellite images, its this donut 

shaped lake in Quebec. Which is really cool. So, we paddled up there. And then I moved to 

northern Saskatchewan which has a whole bunch of Canadian Shield, which is pretty cool. Did 

some trips with Ross. Trying to think if we did other trips? Not that many. 

My first job after the Canoe Odyssey, I bought a canoe. That has made canoeing a whole lot 

easier. Because without that, that was often the limiting factor. Figuring out where to rent a boat 

from, and whatever. 
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My friend Dan and I, when we did the trip on Manicouagan, we rented a boat. I can’t remember 

where from, but it was a terrible canoe! Super heavy and … 

Yeah, my longest trip before was the Attawapiskat, the four-week trip. And say that [Peter’s C 

timeline summary: born in 1985, Attawapiskat at 17 and Canoe Odyssey at 26. Undergrad was 5 

years, the Masters was 3.] Ten years between Attawapiskat and Canoe Odyssey. 

P - That’s impressive that you would sign up to do a long journey with so much time between 

your canoe trips. As in you still went back to it.  

C – Oh for sure! Definitely. Definitely throughout that time… I’m trying to think of... It’s hard to 

think back to then. I have a lot more confidence planning and organizing trips now. I spend a lot 

of time thinking when is the next time I’m going to go paddling, where am I going to go 

paddling, who am I going to paddling with? In Saskatoon – Saskatoon is awesome with their 

canoe club. So, there’s a canoe club with a garage door with a keypad right by the river. You 

punch in your code whenever you want, 24 hrs a day, and they’ve got marathon canoes that are 

really fun to paddle solo, and regular tripping canoes. So even though I wasn’t doing trips, I’d 

paddle Wednesday nights and Sunday afternoons. So, paddling twice a week. I wasn’t tripping, 

but I was still canoeing.  

P - You’re still on the water. Cool. Take me through the initial process of committing to and 

executing that big trip. The big question is why did you do it? 

C – Why did I do it? I just like paddling. We made a documentary, after the trip – throughout the 

trip. So, we had a dude help us with the footage and he asked us that question. You’ve talked to 

S____ and R____, but A___. A___ L____ has the greatest answer to that question, and I can’t 

remember what that is, but it was so eloquent. Talk to A____.  

Why did I do it? I like paddling, I like getting outdoors, it seemed like a nice challenge. I also 

like the act of organizing something, following through on it. It’s a super cool way to see the 

country. Mostly to just get out there. We also raised funds for the Nature Conservatory of 

Canada, but that wasn’t really a driver. Mostly I just like being outside, I like paddling. It’s like a 

muscle memory thing, like riding a bike – except paddling. I also really like the idea of having 

everything you need in your boat with you. Being totally self sufficient. Every place where you 

set up your campsite, is your new home. And after the trip, we were often talk about all the great 

campsites you had, and all the great little places that you made home. And not home in a 

physical sense, but more the emotion that goes along with home. Like a comfortable, cozy place. 

And the food. The food is always good. It suffers a little on longer trips, but…. 

P – Was it a big decision for you? Were you humming and hawing? What was the tipping point? 

C – Yeah, so the original idea for doing this trip …St____ and R____ grew up around Regina. 

R___ is from Lumsden, which is just north of Regina. Doing sprint canoeing, marathon 

canoeing. They dreamt up this idea in their early 20s, and had gone through a few different 

groups, a few different iterations of people that said they’d love to do a cross-Canada paddle, but 

oops. I had a baby, or I’m going to do a Masters and it doesn’t work out anymore. I think R___ 

talked about it, and I spent a lot of time trying to sell myself. “Oh, you know I’ve done some 
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other longer trips, I’m really good at doing this, let me know if you need a hand with anything.” 

And finally, he said, “Do you want to come on the trip?” I said, “of Couse!” I’d been hinting at it 

for the last month or whatever. It was also interesting chatting with my parents. At first, they 

were like “ooo we don’t know about this, it seems kind of dangerous. It’s a long trip and 

unsupported. Shouldn’t you just get a job after your Masters?” But afterwards, they were our 

biggest champions. They loved it. They were checking the website all the time and coming to 

visit us when we got close in Ontario. “best decision you ever made! Blah, blah blah”  

Did I ever hesitate? I wouldn’t say so. For me it was pretty easy because I was finishing a 

Masters. I defended in February March, and we left in April. 

P – Oh, perfect timing.  

C – yeah. Other people – St_____ for example – quit a job. Fitness instructor with the RCMP 

kind of job. So, she quit that. S___ took time off school. A___ took time off school. W___ was 

doing things around town, in between jobs. So, for me it wasn’t a big decision, but for St____ I 

would say it was a big decision. Also, similarly, R___ had a girlfriend that he had been with for a 

long time. It’s a big decision to leave this person for a while…but me I was single. I really had 

no…yup! [laughs] 

P – The stars aligned for you it sounds like. 

C – Pretty much. I help organize the Reel paddling Film Festival, so I’ve been watching a lot of 

videos.  Somebody mentioned something recently, about “when you are on your path, or when 

you are doing something that is right for you – things align to support you and keep you on that 

path.” I think that doing the Canoe Odyssey was a good thing for me and things just fell into 

place for me so that I could do that. The universe helped out a little bit. Also – 2011 was what, 7 

years ago? So maybe I’m romanticizing it a little bit.  

P – As we all do. 

C – One of my hesitations…I knew R___ because we both lived in Saskatoon. I met S___ maybe 

a year or two before the trip, St_____ was in Regina and she’d come to Saskatoon sometimes. 

So, I got to know her a little bit, and we’d talk on the phone was a week. A___ and W____, I had 

never met before. So, I was thinking am I going to get along with these 5 other people for 6 

months doing this challenging thing? That was one thing where I was like “uh-oh”.  So that was I 

know R___ and S____ in a certain capacity, but not every day in that way. 

P – Right. What was the most difficult aspect of the trip? 

C – Hmm. I think our trip was somewhat unique in that – there was another trip called 

Mountains to Montreal, they were in a big voyageur boat like you guys – and there was another 

group that went Ottawa to Inuvik – meeting those groups and comparing our trip. We were super 

organized, super planned, we were doing over 60km a day. We had gotten… we had nice rain 

coats, and Gore-Tex spray decks, fast boats and carbon paddles…so when things did not go as 

planned, that’s when things got challenging. For example, we were supposed to finish at this 

spot, and we finished at this other spot, and now its stressful.  
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Um what was another challenge…kinda group dynamics a little bit. So, the way our group was 

structured, R___ was the leader. So, we defaulted to R___ for decisions. Like, he had the maps, 

and had a bit of a plan in his head, so he would say we have to be at this place…so having to 

negotiate decision making with somebody else was a bit of a challenge sometimes. 

What else was challenging…going over the mountains was challenging. We portaged something 

like 20km. From Golden we portaged up Blueberry Creek, and then we ditched the bikes. And 

then snowshoed over. That was kind of hard. The first day we did 3km of 20, and we brought 4 

days of food. We were like…well at this rate its going to take us 7. So, we’re going to have to re-

evaluate how we do things. That was one of the coldest, rainiest… we slept in a puddle 

somewhere on the road. That was cold, and hard. So, I’d say that was hard. 

P – I’ll switch it up here. Paint me a picture of a day that you still think of as the ultimate day of 

the trip.  

C – yeah, there are a couple. I really liked being on those big lakes. So going from Lake 

Winnipegosis. To get to Winnipegosis, you paddle the North Saskatchewan River, that becomes 

the Saskatchewan River, and then you go through the Pas, then through this delta, and then 

Cedar Lake – and they’ve dammed it. And it’s way up there, there’s nobody up there. There’s a 

bunch of deadheads – they didn’t cut down all these trees before flooding the lake. So, the 

shoreline is really shitty. So, we tried to paddle overnight over Cedar Lake – which I don’t 

recommend. Well, if the moon had been out it would have been better. So did that night, then we 

camped. We were a little tired, so maybe that’s why this felt really euphoric. The next day we 

got onto Lake Winnipegosis. And it was just super calm, the water was relatively clear (we had 

lowered our standards by then). There was this really pretty sunset, and it was really really 

lovely. I think it was just the girls, we all piled into one of the canoes. The water was really high, 

so our campsite was in the trees, but we could see that the sunset was really nice. So, we piled 

into one of the boats, and floated out into the lake and it was really peaceful and really lovely.  

P – Oh beautiful. 

C – And similarly, again, a nice clear calm day on Lake Superior. Its closer down to Sault Ste. 

Marie, maybe a day or two to Sault Ste. Marie, and it was just glass calm on this huge lake. 

Which was amazing. We cut across this great big bay and the colours were a crisp blue. You 

could see all the way down to the bottom, but the bottom was very very far away. There were 

these hug boulders, it was like looking at a pebbly beach, but everything was a thousand times 

bigger. These big rocks that we kind of like pebbles. You could see them from all the way at the 

top and you are out in the middle of nowhere. That was one of the best days.  

P – Oh beautiful You’re brining back a lot of memories.  

C – Big lakes are pretty cool, and not something you experience on smaller trips. You usually 

see stay close to shore kind of stuff. But this was kind of dangerous I guess, but kind of fun.  

P – Especially coming out to Cedar Lake after the delta and the river, your vista opens up once 

you get to those big lakes.  
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C – Yeah maybe that’s what it was. 

P – You just mentioned something that I’m going to ask about. Most people that do major canoe 

expeditions are also men. How was your experience with a mostly female crew? That’s a little 

different than the trips I’ve been finding. 

C – I loved it. [laughs] Quick side note. The same year we did our trip, there was a croup called 

Trans-Caneau-da That was four couples – four actual couples.  

P – That’s a group dynamic experiment right there.  

C – [laughs] yeah oooh how’d that go? [laughs]. Anyway, those are four women also. So, it felt 

less like… we’re a bunch of women and they’re a bunch of women. 

I really enjoyed it, having that balance. It was really interesting. There were a couple times when 

R___ and S____ weren’t around. Like at Saskatchewan Crossing, R___ had to go back and get 

the van. S___’s parents or girlfriend were in town. And it was just the women for a day and a 

half. It was interesting how the group changed just in that day and half. Group dynamics were a 

lot more - sounds cliché – a lot more democratic. “what do you want to do, I don’t know what do 

you want to do. Thank you, no thank you!” But that was really quite swell.  

I’m trying to think if how things would have been…I wouldn’t say there was a gender divide, 

there wasn’t girl jobs and boy jobs. It was just everybody had to portage the boats, and 

everybody had to cook dinner.  

P – Interesting. I had a mixed gendered crew as well. We had two women and four men – so the 

exact opposite of your crew, but we were all in one canoe. I find that people who don’t know my 

trip assumes everybody were men. I really valued the balance. Do you know of a large female 

expedition culture that I’m missing? Do you have a sense of that? 

C – Definitely at summer camp. When I did those trips, there were always more women than 

men. It felt like a very accessible sport. From what I was exposed to, it was totally normal for 

women to do those trips. Especially at a younger age, the summer camp was split, and we would 

do women only trips. I wonder if that’s why I like it! [laughs] Because it reminds me of those 

first trips. But it definitely feels like a very normal thing to have women paddling. And the canoe 

club in Saskatoon, there are a lot of really cool retired ladies that help me. Because we did 

marathon paddling – no J strokes, it just slows you down, so we’d switch sides all the time. 

Those ladies are great for honing in those skills.  

P – I suspect there are a ton more women doing huge expeditions than people realise. I just want 

to make a point of bringing that up when I present my thesis.  

C – I fell like there was an all women group, sometime after us. I fell like they went up north, 

maybe to Inuvik? You could try and find them. 

[She is referring to 6 North of 60!] 

P – Do you feel like you’ve changed as a result of your trip? Do you view yourself differently? 
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C – I think it would be confidence inspiring. Tripping and camping is a lot less intimidating and 

hat’s given me confidence that I can apply to other things. I work as a hydrologist. I work as a 

flood forecaster now. The summer after, a few months after the canoe trip, I interviewed with the 

provincial government of Saskatchewan for a hydrologist. We spent 5 – 10 minutes talking about 

the job requirements, and 40 minutes shooting the shit and talking about the trip. [laughs] I 

wanted to know these people that would later become great directors and managers. So yeah, I 

think a general confidence in myself has been in that world of being outdoors, but also applying 

it to that things aren’t that intimidating. I can do a lot. I also learned a lot about media stuff and 

doing interviews. I did a lot of the French interviews. Maintaining the website, working on the 

documentary – there are a lot of extra, bonus skills. Our trip was really well supported. We got 

the Royal Canadian Geography Society grant – so that was 25,000. Which we found out about 

halfway through the trip, which was like “oh my god – that’s awesome!” All these debts that 

have accumulated are…almost paid for. We can fly home. That was a big one - how are we 

going to get home? So that would pay for that. So, writing successful grant applications. We got 

all the food donated. So, the context that I built the … going and telling people about this trip, we 

had a great little package, and they were like “yeah sign me up” We got all our nuts for free. 

Organic nuts! Do you know how much those cost? [laughs] 

I also, its kind of interesting, I think the other girls gained weight on the trip – like muscle mass – 

but I have never been so fit on a trip. That steady low-intensity work is what makes you look like 

a model. That gives you a certain amount of confidence – being a babe. [laughs] I’ve also 

thought about how after the trip a lot of people….so R___ proposes to Kirby, and shortly after 

that they have a baby. S___ met his now wife on the trip. We met her in Ottawa. S_____ came 

back and met her husband – they have two kids now. How people changed after the trip, or came 

back and…. I’ve thought about that a little bit. 

Anyway – talk to everybody they’ll tell you their story. 

P – You mentioned you canoe trip experience – you’re still tripping? 

C – Yes. Things like week-long trips. It’s almost easier and harder now that I have a 9 – 5 job. 

You have holidays that you can plan around. I do a couple trips a year. Saskatchewan has a 

pretty good canoe culture. There are a lot of rivers that are easy to do. Like a weekend trip that 

are accessible from the South Saskatchewan or the Churchill River. I think finding a boyfriend to 

paddle with helped. Finding a partner to go out and do that stuff with. Then I’ve done a couple 

ladies trips. I think now a lot for my friends are asking me to plan a canoe trip for me, and I say 

Yes! Like bachelorette parties – I’ve done two or three of those. And then I’ve done some other 

trips with a group of girls up on the Sturgeon-Weir River. And then a week-long trip after that – 

that was two summers ago.  

Now that I’ve moved to Alberta, I’ve gotten into whitewater kayaking. I moved to Edmonton a 

year ago.  

P – Is that where I’m speaking to you now? 
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C – Yeah, I’m in Edmonton. The first thing I did when I moved here was check to see where the 

closest Canadian Shield is to Edmonton. Turns out it’s Saskatchewan. [laughs] 

There’s a really great club in town where they have this great program. It’s four weekends on the 

water. They’re not formal instructors, but people who have been paddling and they’re part of the 

club and they want to support the club. It’s pretty much a one to one instructor to student ratio. 

It’s easier to plan those shorter weekend things with the in-flood forecasting. I’ve got a really – I 

like rivers and stuff, but it conflicts with paddling season. So, kayaking has become my 

compromise. Last year – I don’t think I did any canoe trips, and this year I’m trying to plan two. 

It’s been a pain trying to find the time that fits for everyone. 
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Appendix H 

Example of Contextualized Canoe Trip 

 

Paddle the Rideau Canal 
Course: CHI4U - Canada: History, Identity and Culture 

Unit: Canada 1774-1867  

 

Overview of the Unit 

Canada 1774 – 1867 is a unit that traces internal and international developments in 

British North America as it moves towards Confederation with a focus on identity, culture and 

context. This unit contains an eleven-day canoe trip along the Rideau Canal, in which curriculum 

will be presented with a distinctly local lens.  

Rationale 

Following the principles of place-based education and outdoor experiential education, 

this unit is designed to get students outside of the classroom, into the community and form links 

between textbook content and local context. This unit will challenge students to connect their 

personal, regional, and national identities as they are shaped through Canadian history. 

Too often history is taught with purely with textbooks that fail to engage students. The 

intention behind having students paddle in a canoe brigade from Kingston to Ottawa through the 

Rideau Canal is to make history relevant, present and local. It is important to know how one’s 

own community developed, fits into a larger national or world narrative, and how the decisions 

of the past affect the present. In short, students will discover, why their place matters. 

Paddling the Rideau Canal is a way to experience and discuss a great deal of content from 

the Ontario Curriculum with regards to the economy of the fur trade, international relations with 

Britain, First Nations and the United States, health concerns among canal construction, the 

development of Upper Canada, interactions of Settlers with First Nations and Métis 

(participation in conflict, treaties, mapping and exploration, or dislocation due to expansion). 

Overall Expectations 

Taken from the 2015 Ontario curriculum document on Canadian and World Studies. 

A1. Historical Inquiry: use the historical inquiry process and the concepts of historical thinking 

when investigating aspects of Canadian history, with a focus on the development of identity. 

A2. Developing Transferable Skills: apply in everyday contexts skills developed through 

historical investigation and identify careers in which these skills might be useful. 

C1. Settling the Context: analyze various social/cultural, economic, and political events, trends 

and/or developments that occurred in or affected Canada between 1774 and 1867, and asses their 

impact. Focus on: Historical Significance, Continuity and Change 
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C2. Interactions and Interdependence: analyze the impact on the development of Canada of 

various interactions between different groups in Canada, as well as between Canada, Great 

Britain, First Nations and the United States, from 1774 to 1867. Focus on: Cause and 

Consequence, Historical Perspective 

C3. Diversity and Citizenship: analyze how various individuals and groups contributed to the 

social development of Canada between 1774 and 1867 and to the evolution of identity and 

citizenship in Canada. Focus on: Continuity and Change, Historical perspective 

The Big Ideas that encapsulate this unit are:  

1. The Past is Present! Students will understand how history, geography, peoples, and 

events collide through competing and cooperating interests to inform our present-day ideas of 

Canadian identity. Students will understand how these factors contribute to the landscape, 

settlement, and industry of the present.  

2. The Personal is Local is National! Students will understand how the three concepts of 

identities are intertwined receive and exert influence on one another.  

3. Experience is Everything! Students will engage in planning and paddling a canoe trip 

that seeks to emulate and understand a mode of transportation, exploration, and industry in pre-

Confederation Canada.  

4. Caring is Sharing is Caring! Students will become ambassadors for their unique 

community and region and share their knowledge and insights with the public.  

The Enduring Understandings for this unit are:  

Historical Appreciation – a knowledge of the past informs our world today.  

Experience – understanding made personal and contextual by planning, communicating, and 

living aspects of the past. 

Community – understanding the importance of local community: how it is both unique unto 

itself, and how it belongs to the national narrative. 

Communication – practice in articulation, storytelling, and narrative as a way to convey 

experiences to one another. 

Research – use of a variety of sources for information and the ability to discern quality sources. 

The Essential Questions for this unit are:  

How does the past influence the present? What evidence of the past do we see today? 

How are our identities shaped by the past? How has your community been shaped by the past?  

How does your community contribute to the national narrative?  

How do you effectively communicate the importance of place and experience to an audience?  
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Expectations and Assessment 

Trip Journaling as Formative Assessment 

Throughout the canoe trip portion, students will be required to spend at least 30 minutes 

each day recording their thoughts, learnings, reflections, and musings into a journal. They will be 

encouraged to be as detailed as possible, including distance travelled, meals eaten, observations 

and occurrences, and to write their unfiltered experiences. Journaling is a way for the students to 

record their learnings and observations and will form the basis of their cumulative task, which is 

to present their contextualised canoe trip to the community. Students will be prompted to write in 

their journals after each of the on-trip lessons, and to generally record as much as possible. The 

journals will be handed in along with the final reflection paper. This will provide context to see if 

students have made connection from their initial feelings to larger historical and personal 

conclusions at the end of the unit. Additionally, journaling is good for nostalgia. 

Voyageur’s Code as Formative Assessment 

The Voyageur’s Code is a tool that allows student to buy into a canoe trip code of ethics, 

or social contract. It is generated by the students with guidance by the teacher. On the canoe trip, 

students will demonstrate understanding, especially perspective and empathy by being active and 

caring members of the canoe trip community and adhering to the “Voyageur’s Code”. This code 

of community conduct, awareness and helpfulness will stress honesty and hard work, 

contributions to the community. The Voyageur’s Code can be used as the basis of self-reflection 

at the end of the trip and can be a tool for the students’ Final Reflection paper.  

Voyageur Code Example: Participate fully in the life and success of the canoe trip. 

Journal often, journal honestly. Participate in discussions, help your teammates learn the skills 

necessary to complete the journey. Be aware, be present. 

Expectations of the Canoe Trip  

Goal – To be a present and contributing member of the canoe trip community. Engaged in 

learning opportunities, gracious to your fellow traveller, hard working to the best of your effort, 

and to remember cordiality in close quarters.  

Role – Your job is to become seasoned wilderness traveller. This is a personal mission and 

pushing your comfort zone beyond what you thought possible. 

Audience – Your peers. Canoe trips travel in close quarters and bring out the true nature in 

people. It is important for the success of the trip and the community be respectful and receptive 

to your peers. 

Situation – The context you will find yourself in will be a close knit and peer reliant 

environment. You will need to become a member of the team and help yourself and your 

classmates complete the journey from Kingston to Ottawa. Your peers will be relying on you, 

just as you will be relying on them.  

Product, Performance, Purpose – Your purpose is to be a contributing member of the canoe 

trip community.  

Standards and Criteria for Success – To meet success on the canoe trip, you will need to 

adhere to the Voyageur’s Code as agreed upon by the class, and to use your best judgement when 

on the cane trip. You will self-asses your performance at the end of the trip as a part of your 

Reflection paper. 
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Culminating Task 

Context 

This unit challenges students to engage and participate with three groups, their class, their 

community at large, and themselves. Being a member of the class on a canoe trip requires trust 

and reliance on one another to be successful. The students first audience is therefore their peers. 

The second audience is their community. Following the canoe trip, students will need to share 

their own insights and perspectives on the trip and what they have learned to a community 

outside of their own classroom. The third audience, themselves, students must self-reflect on 

their experiences, so they may internalise the lessons. 

The presentation is an excellent way of demonstrating understanding. It will require a 

first-hand, real world experience, to be conveyed effectively and purposefully. Students will 

utilise communication skills, public speaking, audiovisual displays, to educate their own 

community on local history. The goal is to generate excitement and discussion with passionate 

presentations. It is not enough to recount the days of the trip, but to highlight connections 

between community to self and national identity. 

The reflection paper is a way for the students to demonstrate self-understanding and 

reflection. How did they feel they contributed to the team? How did they feel speaking to the 

community? What did the canoe trip make them realise about their own self identity? Time taken 

after an event to reflect and articulate is crucial to developing personal insights and growth. The 

reflection paper will slow down the pace of the class for the students to properly process their 

experiences. 

Culminating Task Assignments 

A. Community Presentation. Upon completion of the Rideau Canal canoe trip, students 

will be asked to prepare a presentation in groups of three. This presentation must 

convey the learnings, observations and understandings that came from the Rideau 

Canal trip. Focus will be on personal accomplishments, and explanations and 

interpretations of curricular knowledge. Students demonstrate what they have learned 

about pre-Confederation Canada, the Rideau Canal, canoe tripping and how events of 

the past inform present Canadian identity. The presentation will be given to a group 

outside of the classroom. Examples of where students may present: community 

groups (Rotary, Lion’s, Legion etc.), church groups, special interest groups (historical 

society), other schools (elementary, secondary or post-secondary), professional 

conferences (COEO), or hold a town hall meeting themselves for interested people of 

the community. It will be up to the students to coordinate the presentation with 

guidance and approval from the teacher. Presentations should last between 30 to 

45mins, with 15 minutes of questions at the end.  

 

B. Final reflection paper. Three pages in length. Due one week after the delivery of the 

presentation. This will be the students’ opportunity to articulate their experience 

paddling in an intentional community, travelling on a contextualized canoe trip, and 

delivering a presentation to the community. Students will be required to hand in their 

trip journal along with their paper. Emphasis will be placed on authenticity, depth and 

quality of the written work. 
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Expectations of the Culminating Task (Presentation)  

Goal – In groups of three, your task is to deliver a presentation to the local community that tells 

your experience exploring the Rideau Canal. Engaging communication skills are necessary to tie 

your lived experience to local history and conclusions about personal, local and national identity.   

Role – Your job is to become an ambassador for your community. Your job is to tell the story of 

both your class canoe trip down the Rideau Canal and the place itself.  One is personal and 

experiential, the other is communal and national. Make the audience care about your trip. Make 

them proud of their community.  

Audience – “The community”. For this assignment, community refers to a group of people 

outside the school, such as the Lion’s Club, church group, youth group or other classes in the 

school. Please discuss with the teacher how to schedule your presentation. 

Situation – You will find yourself presenting to a new audience than you are used to, perhaps in 

a new location than you are used to. The challenge will be to engage the audience, be adoptive in 

your delivery methods and make the audience care why this matters. Public speaking and getting 

your message across to an audience are important skills to have. 

Product, Performance, Purpose – You will create a 30–45-minute audiovisual presentation that 

will present your findings from this unit. Allow for and additional 15 minutes for questions. 

Standards and Criteria for Success – To meet success with this presentation, your presentation 

will be judged by the teacher who will use the provided rubric to assess your final mark. 

 

Expectation of the Culminating Task (Reflection Paper) 

Goal – Write a three-page reflection paper on the experience of delivering a presentation on a 

contextualised canoe trip. What was it like learning history while on a canoe trip? How did 

presenting your findings to the community feel about your own identity?  

Role – Your job is to reflect on your experience during this course, with particular attention to 

how you felt presenting to the community about your experience.  

Audience – The teacher will be reading the papers, but the reflection is for the student.  

Situation – After all the excitement and hard work of the canoe trip and the presentation, now is 

the time to quietly and personally reflect on the experiences.  

Product, Performance, Purpose – You will write a three-page reflection paper detailing your 

experiences during this unit. The paper should be double spaced, use Times New Roman, 12 pt 

font and adhere to the standards of APA formatting.  

Standards and Criteria for Success – Write for yourself, then the teacher. The teacher will 

appreciate a more personal and authentic paper than one that seeks to simply answer the 

questions.  

Please see Appendix 1: Summative Evaluation Rubric for an example marking guide for the 

presentation and the paper. Also, Appendix 2: Culminating Task Example for an example of a 

canoe expedition that was turned into a community-oriented presentation. 
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Unit Considerations 

Participants and Timing 

Due to risk management concerns of the unit (and similar excursions envisioned for the 

course), this course will take a maximum of 12 students. If there are multiple qualified teachers, 

there could be multiple groups of 12. The unit must take place in September, October, May or 

June to have a chance at favourable weather. This course is being designed for Grade 12 students 

due to the risk management, the emphasis on student planning, and student engagement with the 

local community. The canoe trip is scheduled for eleven days to accommodate reasonable 

distance and allow time for exploration, teaching and reflecting. 

Cost 

 This unit will get expensive: food, rentals, permits, transportation, equipment. It is 

therefore imperative for the teacher to properly budget. It should be the aim of the teacher to 

minimise the passing of the cost onto the student. Government and corporation grants should be 

applied for, as well as in kind donations to reduce the cost of gear rentals and purchase. A 

budgetary investigation in cooperation with the principal and the school board into the true cost 

of the course, and the total cost to the student must be made prior to the course being offered. 

Liability 

The teacher should only attempt this unit if they possess the experience and confidence to 

ensure the safety of the students and other chaperones. Therefore, the lead teacher must meet all 

school board criteria for taking students on a canoe trip: I.e. First aid certification (WFA, WFR), 

lifeguard certification (NLS, SRT), paddling certification (ORCKA: Instructors, Tripping 3). If 

the teacher does not meet all the criteria, they must bring chaperones whose certifications 

compliment each other. Chaperones may also be required to meet the teacher – student 

supervision ratio needed to meet with school board policies. Chaperones who are recruited from 

outside the school must present a vulnerable sector check and be screened by the principle prior 

to the trip. Liability coverage and policy will vary in different school boards, so the teacher 

should know what is required.  

A clear safety protocol must be provided to parents, the school, and each of the 

chaperones. Students must be aware of the safety precautions and risk management policies put 

in place by the teacher. [Please contact the unit designer for examples of risk management 

policies and procedures at 3pjv@queensu.ca] 

Community 

An overnight camping experience is an all-encompassing group experience. The teacher 

must be able to trust the students in their ability to learn and to support one another, just as the 

students must trust the teacher to be able to lead and make sound decisions. A camping trip is an 

exercise in deliberate community building, where participant cohesion is a goal. This places the 

canoe trip as a truly unique experience for teacher-student engagement and bonding. The teacher 

may still lead, but the walls and structure of the classroom that separate and define the traditional 

classroom power structure are gone. A communal learning atmosphere is achieved through 

shared group challenge and experience.  
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How a teacher runs their canoe trip is very much a personal preference, not unlike in a 

classroom. Though there are some additional safety and community aspects to consider. It should 

be kept in mind that the purpose of the unit is to explore the local community and its relation to a 

larger narrative of Canadian history and identity. The “hidden curriculum” of a school – that is 

the desire to educate good character, values and cooperative behaviour – is an inherent outcome 

of the deliberate community building on a canoe trip.  

The canoe trip logistics descriptions in Appendix 3 are designed to both facilitate a 

successful canoe trip community and to maximise learning and experience possibilities for the 

students. The model has students working with others on many different tasks (navigation, 

tenting, cooking etc.). This promotes “organic” community building as students are forced to rely 

on each other in different group settings charged with different tasks. These have been proven to 

be successful from years of the author’s experience on canoe trips, both professional and 

personal. These suggestions are multi-faceted, aiming to make sure students learn both the 

technical skills of camping, and the soft skills of community building.   

Please see Appendix 3: Canoe Trip Logistics for more information. 
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Class Schedule Overview 

 The unit is divided between into three sections. The pre-trip class time will cover both big 

picture contextual information about the time-period 1774-1867 and planning and prep for the 

canoe trip portion of the unit. Homework will be divided between preparing for in class 

discussions and activities and toward creating an effective canoe trip community.  

At the end of each day, students will participate in a unit long “Quiz Show”, a fun way to 

engage in some of the content material. Be it accessing prior knowledge or transferring their 

knowledge to topics not yet covered. The Quiz Show will run everyday, including on the canoe 

trip. However, a paired down version should be brought on the canoe trip instead of a large game 

board. Please see Appendix 4: Unit Quiz Show for an explanation. 

Post trip will be filled with discussion and preparation of the cumulative task. Students 

may wish to give practice presentations to the class prior to their presentation to the community. 

Since the culminating task occurs within the community it is likely that it occurs outside of class 

time and perhaps even school hours.  

The On-Trip curriculum lessons have been scheduled to take place at particular sites for a 

reason. Briefly, these are: 

“History of Kingston” lesson is to be delivered from the view of the canoe as the class 

paddles by the downtown waterfront, and continued at the Kingston Mills lockstation. 

“War of 1812” is discussed at Upper Brewers lockstation due to the prominence of the 

lockmasters house on the hill, and to set up the following lesson at Jones Falls. 

“Canal construction” occurs at Jones Falls lockstation as it is an excellent example of the 

construction pattern and has many unique features to be explored, including the stone dam. 

Additionally, Jones Falls has historically been used by Parks Canada as a “teaching lockstation” 

and an invitation will be extended for Parks Canada to give a detailed tour. 

“Watersheds” is taught at Newboro lockstation because it is the dividing line between the 

Cataraqui and Rideau river watersheds. After Newboro, “it’s all downhill”. However, due to the 

slackwater system of the Rideau Canal, do you even notice? 

“Geology and Resource Development 1: Mining” occurs during the stay at Murphy’s 

Point Provincial Park. The park has a previous life as the site of mica and kemp mines providing 

an excellent discussion point on the local geology and resource economy. The class will explore 

the trails that pass old open mines and homesteads. 

“Globalization in the 19th century” occurs at the Poonamalie lockstation. Poonamalie is a 

name given by the British army canal workers, mostly Irish, who built the lockstation. They had 

been previously stationed in Poonamalie, India, and the swampy area near Smith Falls reminded 

them of their previous post. The migrations of people, reach of empires, and settlement patterns 

will be discussed. This is also a good time to discuss malaria and other diseases that haunted the 

canal workers. 

“Patterns of small town development” occurs in the historic village of Merrickville. The 

canal and lockstation pass right through the centre of the town and so a stopping point is 
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convenient. From the lockstation, old mills and the downtown can be explored all with an eye to 

the pattern of development.  

“Resource Economy 2: Fish, Fur and Freight” occurs while camping at Rideau River 

Provincial Park because the river widens and allows the imagination to wander to a time when 

fishing and fur trade where the main economy. Methods of transporting those resource goods, 

freight canoes, freight trains, ship freighters and freight trucks will be discussed. How did each 

technology change the economy and the landscape? What was gained and what was lost? 

“The Art of Storytelling” occurs at the Long Island lockstation because of the near 

completion of the trip. This will get students thinking consciously about the stories they tell, how 

they tell them and how they keep their audience engaged. The near end of the trip is a great place 

to collectively reflect and remember what just happened around a campfire. This will lead well 

into the next evenings activities and stories from First Nations. 

“First Nations Perspectives” will occur over two days on Victoria Island, in cooperation 

with the Anishinaabe First Nation. The island is a traditional spiritual and gathering ground and 

there is an Aboriginal friendship centre on the site. 

The trip ends at the Jacques Cartier Park in Quebec. This is an ideal site for parents to 

meet their child, and try some of the activities for themselves. Paddling, portaging and an all 

family picnic is envisioned before final departure. 

Schedule 

The following schedule is a breakdown of the three components of the unit, pre-trip, 

canoe trip, and post trip. Note that days on trip have been shaded in grey. Under ‘Travel’ the 

departure and destination of each day is listed. Please see Appendix 3: Canoe Trip Logistics for 

more detail on the travel days of the canoe trip. 

 

Day No. Curriculum Lesson Trip Lesson Homework/Travel 

1 Unit Overview  

Setting the Stage 

Culminating Task & Examples 

Food Groups 

 

Brainstorm: 

Meal Ideas 

2 The Wild(erness) West Risk Management Watch Thompson 

documentary 

3 David Thompson Navigation Create your packing list 

4 Treaties, Borders, Maps Equipment Review Brainstorm camping 
etiquette that the class 

will adopt for the trip. 

5 What to do with British North 
America? 

 Prepare for Negotiations 

6 What to do with British North 

America? 

  

7 Questions, Concerns Camping Etiquette  
Packing 

Pack your things! 

8 Kingston! 

 

 

Paddle Review 

Navigation pt.2 

Cooking Demos 

Kingston - Kingston Mills 
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Campsite Set up 

9 War of 1812 
 

Portage Training 
 

Kingston. Mills – Upper 
Brewers 

 

10 Canal Construction 
 

 

Practice and Master trip 
skills 

Upper Brewers – Jones 
Falls 

11 Watersheds  

 
 

Practice and Master trip 

skills 

Jones Falls – Newboro 

 

12 Geology &Resource Economy 

1: Mining  

 
 

Practice and Master trip 

skills 

Newboro – Murphy’s 

Point 

13 Globalization in the 19th century  

 
 

Practice and Master trip 

skills 

Murphy’s Point – 

Poonamalie 

14 Patterns of small town 

development 

 
 

Practice and Master trip 

skills 

Poonamalie – 

Merrickville 

15 Resource Economy 2: Fish, Fur 

and Freight 

 
 

Practice and Master trip 

skills 

Merrickville -Rideau 

River 

16 The Art of Storytelling  

 
 

Practice and Master trip 

skills 

Rideau River - Long 

Island 

17 First Nations Perspectives 

 

 

Practice and Master trip 

skills 

Long Island – Victoria 

Island, Ottawa 

18 First Nations Cont’d. 

 

Parent Meet and Greet 

Parents try portaging, 

paddling 

Victoria Island -Jacques 

Cartier Park, Quebec 

19 Observations and Insights 
Photo share 

How to improve the trip for 
next year 

Work on presentation 

20 Content Questions and Loose 

Ends 

Photo share 

 Work on presentation 

21 Work on Presentation 

Practice Presentations to the 

class 

 Work on presentation 

22 Practice Presentations to the 
class 

 Work on presentation 
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Selection of Lessons 

 

Day 3, Canada 1774-1867 Unit, CHI4U 

Title/ Topic: Rideau Navigation & David Thompson Time: 75 minutes (1 class period) 

Section 1: Identify Desired Outcomes 

Learning Outcomes/Objectives 

• Students will understand that economic factors drive societal changes. 

• Students will understand the legacy of the fur trade and evidence of its practice today. 

• Students will understand how legacy is remembered and interpreted by the present. 

Essential Questions 

• How does Thompson exemplify the competing interests of the late 18th century in N.A.? 

• How does Thompson contribute to the present Canadian identity? How does the fur 

trade? 

• How does Thompson become a player in international politics? 

• How does economic competition affect land use, transportation and settlement across 

Canada? 

• What is the role of First Nations in the rivalry between the HBC and the NWC? 

Knowledge: As a result of this session participants will know: 

• The life and times of David Thompson. 

• Typical transportation routes of the fur trade.  

• The role of British, First Nation, US, and Canadian interests in pre-confederation 

developments.  

• Know the differences between the HBC and the NWC, and how the policies of two 

companies drove land use, settlement and transportation in Canada in the pre-

Confederation era. 

Behaviour: As a result of this session, participants will be able to: 

• Articulate and support opinions through oral discussion and debate. 

• Understand how trade goods were transported through the Canadian interior. 

• Be familiar with diaries and maps as a primary source of information. 

• Understand how the legacy of an individual can change over time.  

• Understand how the present reconstructs the past for its purpose.  

Section 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence 

Pre-Assessment:  

Navigation: Intro to Rideau trip navigation. What do you know about how to get from A to B? 

Formative Assessment: 
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1. Apply, Perspective. Checking in on the cooking groups. Are there preparations being made 

taking into consideration dietary restrictions, calories required, and historical and glamorous 

meals. 

2. Explain, Interpret. In class discussions, making sense of David Thompson’s narrative o the 

world context he found himself in. What was Thompson’s legacy on the Canadian mindset 

and identity? 

3. Explain, Interpret, Apply. Unit Quiz Show questions will require more than memorization of 

facts.  

4. ON TRIP: Apply, Empathy, Self-understanding. Successful navigation on the Rideau Canal 

using map and compass. Able to pace the group and explore points of interest along the way. 

Differentiation: 

A. Write an opinion piece on: “David Thompson: Canadian Trailblazer or Colonial Conqueror?”.  

B. Use David Thompson’s map of 1814 to plot HBC and NWC trading posts in 1814 and 

superimpose current major Canadian cities. Be able to discuss the impact of fur trade 

exploration on the settlement patterns of Canadians today. 

 

Section 3: Plan Learning Experiences 

Trip Check In. 5 mins. 

Check in with “Cooking Groups” to see how their menu planning is going for the trip.  

Rideau Trip Navigation. 15 mins. 

Introduce how navigation will work on the Rideau trip. Considering Thompson’s hard 

work and meticulous measurements, how do we navigate today? How will our trip navigate? The 

trip will use topographical maps and compass, no GPS or Google maps. Each day a team will be 

“Cartographers for the day,” responsible for guiding the class to the next campsite including 

stops for lunch and stopping for points of geo-bio-historical interest.  

Discuss David Thompson. 35 mins. 

Part 1: Getting the story straight, the historical David Thompson. 

Using the flipped classroom model, students were asked as homework to view the 

documentary and prepare for discussion on “Uncharted Territory: David Thompson on the 

Columbia Plateau”. Found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EccSnNgQP7c. The 

documentary is produced by KPBS is modern in production value, and presents an American 

viewpoint. Nonetheless it provides the necessary background to lead a discussion. Present David 

Thompson’s 1814 map, and excerpts from his diary to help stimulate discussion and exposure to 

primary sources. See Appendix 5 for more David Thompson resources. 

Questions that frame the discussion: 

Who was he? What were his main accomplishments? 

Could David Thompson’s accomplishments been achieved had he not left the HBC for NWC? 

How does Thompson’s work directly affect the emerging country of Canada?  

Was Thompson’s treatment and behaviour of First Nations a measure of the man or a measure of 
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good business?  

What does he represent? How do you relate to Thompson? 

Part 2: David Thompson the icon 

Show the HBC commercial: HBC History Foundation - The Country of Adventurers: 

David Thompson narrated by Rick Hansen. Clip Found here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m_vzybpOiIM 

 Questions to frame the discussion: 

How has HBC framed the story of Thompson? Is this a fair portrayal? 

What did they include? What did they leave out? 

What inaccuracies do you notice? 

Why is Rick Hansen narrating this piece?  

What does this commercial tell you about Canadian identity?  

Is his story one that is aligned with our present-day national identity? 

 

Canada 1774-1867 Quiz Show. 15 mins. 

Review and extension of content done in the form of an exciting ‘game show’ style quiz. 

See Appendix 4 for examples. 

Parting Words for Future Meetings. 5 mins. 

For next class – “Now that we’ve mapped it, we know what we can claim!” The 

consequences of maps on Canada including considerations of borders, economy, migration…and 

canals! Hands on experience with maps and compass.  

As homework, students are asked to compile a ‘packing list’ of all the personal and group 

gear they think we will need for the upcoming Rideau Canal canoe trip. The list will be discussed 

during the Rideau prep portion of the class. 
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Days 5-6, Canada 1774-1867 Unit, CHI4U 

Title/ Topic: What to do with British North America? Time: 150 minutes (2 class periods) 

Section 1: Identify Desired Outcomes 

Learning Outcomes/Objectives 

• Students will understand that economic factors drive societal changes. 

• Students will understand internal and external pressures for British North America to 

govern itself. 

• Students will understand the viewpoints of competing interests during the creation of a 

new nation. 

Essential Questions 

• What economic factors influence the move towards responsible government? 

• What societal changes and attitudes were factors towards responsible government? 

• What is the difference between responsible government and Confederation?  

• How does the fur trade affect international relations? How is it effected? 

• Who are the champions of responsible government in BNA? Who are opposed? 

• What stakes do the Americans have in Canadian self-government? 

• What is at stake for First Nations in the creation of BNA? At what points were they 

included and excluded?  

Knowledge: As a result of this session participants will know: 

• Factors that influence the move towards responsible government and ultimately 

Confederation 

• Key players and interests in the creation or not of Canada. 

• The popular attitudes towards a separate country of Canada 

Behaviour: As a result of this session, participants will be able to: 

• Articulate and support opinions through oral discussion and debate. 

• Be familiar with research and debate preparation. 

• Understand that differing interests can work together towards a common goal.  

 

Section 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence  

Pre-Assessment:  

Review of the previous unit’s political climate (pre-1774).  

Discuss what makes Canada different than its founders (England, France) and its neighbour 

(USA). What values are associated with each? 

Formative Assessment: 

Explain, Interpret. Factors and socio-political climate leading up to Canadian Confederation.  
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Apply, Perspective. Student can debate their position using research to support their opinion.  

Differentiation: 

A. Students who do not wish to participate in the debate, may choose to write short opinion 

piece advocating for the interests of one international player (British, Americans, First 

Nations, Canadians) in the debate for the future of B.N.A. 

B. Student may wish to be the moderator of the negotiations and prepare the questions. 

Section 3: Plan Learning Experiences 

Day 5 

Trip Check In. 5 mins.  

Check in with the class on the state of their preparations for the canoe trip. Remind them to 

continue to brainstorm camping etiquette rules for the canoe trip. In two days, the class will 

create the Voyageur Code, the social contract for the canoe trip.  

Hit the Books 50 mins. 

Students will be divided into four debate groups, British, First Nations, American, and 

Canadian. The teams will prepare arguments for the following day for a live negotiation that 

could “rewrite history”. The topic of negotiation is What to do with British North America?, an 

imagined set of negotiations where three competing interests try to carve the best deal possible 

out of an uncertain future of the colony. The class will have the library booked and the extra help 

of the librarian in researching for these negotiations. Students will be encouraged to use a variety 

of sources and continue to prepare their arguments as homework.  

 

What to do with British North America? 

The year is 1850 and you are being sent to negotiate the future of the British colony in the 

northern half of North America. Recently political, economic and social factors have put this 

territory’s future in doubt. British interests will be advocating for the colony to stay part of the 

Empire, but are willing to negotiate the terms of membership, so long as their economic interests 

are met. The Americans are looking to expand their territory. They are unsatisfied with the 

results of the War of 1812, are frustrated in dealing with the British through a territorial proxy 

and have close familial ties to BNA through the Loyalists. Could the Americans rewrite history 

and negotiate a northward expansion? The Canadians have been effectively handling their own 

affairs for some time now, though feel they are stuck in the middle – not imperialists, not 

republicans, but somewhere in the constitutional middle. The people who have started and 

continued their families in Canada want full control over their economic development, trade, and 

government. The First Nations have fought alongside the Canadians and British in the War of 

1812, yet are still subject to Crown treaties and reserve systems that seek to remove them from 

their traditional homeland. What does a change in Settler government mean for First Nations? 

It will be the duty of the delegates to negotiate the terms of the future of British North America.  

What will it look like? Where will be its borders? What are the delegates willing to give and take 

to protect their real interests? 
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Canada 1774-1867 Quiz Show. 15 mins. 

Review and extension of content done in the form of an exciting ‘game show’ style quiz. 

See Appendix 4 for examples. 

Parting Words for Future Meetings. 5 mins.  

For next class – “Negotiations!” Continuing from todays’ research and preparation, the 

delegate teams will gather around the negotiation table and settle the future of British North 

America…for now. As homework, students are encouraged to continue research and strengthen 

their arguments. 

 

Day 6 

Trip Check In. 5 mins.  

Check in with the class on the state of their preparations for the canoe trip. Remind them to 

continue to brainstorm camping etiquette rules for the canoe trip. In one day, the class will create 

the Voyageur Code, a sort of social contract for the canoe trip.  

Make Them an Offer They Can’t Refuse 50 mins. 

Yesterday, students were divided into three debate groups, British, American, Canadian. 

Each team researched their interests in refining the territory of British North America. Today, the 

‘delegates’ will come together to sort out their differences and determine the future of the colony 

and potentially ‘rewrite history’.  

When the students come in, have the class rearranged to suit the scene of an international 

negotiation. Effort to change the look of the classroom will go a long way for students to buy 

into the political role play. Suggestions might be: have all the desks removed and several large 

tables brought in; create little country nameplates, beverage and snack table (water, tea, triangle 

sandwiches), a gavel for the moderator (teacher). The teacher should think about how to best 

create a historical and fun atmosphere. 

In setting up an activity of this nature, the outcome is undetermined, and the topics 

discussed can take different turns. It is the role of the teacher to keep the discussions moving 

should they stagnate, press delegates on points they are unclear about, keep the peace should 

things get out of hand, and keeping the event fun and informative. Remember, the topic of 

negotiation is: What to do with British North America? 

Delegates should be asking for the best deal to satisfy their interests. Debate should arise 

between the students as to which interests are more important than others, and who has the final 

say? Cases should be made based on the previous day’s research, not personal contemporary 

opinion.  
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Issues that are important for the students to discuss during the negotiations. 

• Trade tariffs with the USA • Border creation and disputes 

• Responsible, Representative 

Government 

• Loyalist, Acadian, First Nation 

resettlement  

• Commonwealth creation • Slavery 

• Western expansion, northern claims 

(Alaska, Russia) 

• Trade exporting to, and foreign 

ownership from Britain 

• Railroad construction • Industrialization 

• Immigration • Franchisement 

• Crown Treaties • Reserve Systems 

 

Canada 1774-1867 Quiz Show. 15 mins. 

Review and extension of content done in the form of an exciting ‘game show’ style quiz. 

See Appendix 4 for examples. 

Parting Words for Future Meetings. 5 mins.  

For next class – Voyageur’s Code. Students should bring their list of camping etiquette to 

class to have a discussion on conduct, canoe trip best practices, and a social contract we all can 

live with.  

Next class will be the last before the canoe trip, so final logistics and questions will be 

addressed. 
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Day 8, Canada 1774-1867 Unit, CHI4U 

Title/ Topic: Paddle Your Own Canoe    Time: ~60 minutes 

Section 1: Identify Desired Outcomes 

*This lesson is an introduction to basic paddling techniques. At the end of the lesson, students 

will have the entirety of the trip to practice and master the skills. This lesson is to be taught at the 

very beginning to the trip, prior to departure. 

Learning Outcomes/Objectives 

• Students will know the parts of a canoe and the paddle and their uses. 

• Students will understand how to move efficiently through the water in a canoe. 

• Students will understand how to right an overturned canoe, and aid paddlers back into the 

canoe. 

• Students will appreciate the historically efficient design and beautiful simplicity of the 

canoe and reflect on its importance to Canadian development. 

Essential Questions 

• How does your movement with a paddle in the water affect the movement of the canoe? 

• How can you maximize efficiency when paddling, while minimizing effort?  

• How do the bow and stern complement each other? 

Knowledge: As a result of this session participants will know: 

• The purpose of the parts of a paddle and canoe. 

• Basic wilderness travel paddling skills including tandem paddling strokes and technique 

for bow and stern. 

• How to rescue paddlers and an overturned canoe using a T-Rescue. 

Behaviour: As a result of this session, participants will be able to: 

• Name the parts of a paddle and canoe and their uses. 

• Stern and Bow the canoe with proper technique. 

• Paddle in convoy with the other canoes from Kingston to Ottawa.  

 

Section 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence  

Pre-Assessment:  

Ask how many know the parts of a canoe or paddle and see how many they can identify. 

Ask how many have canoed before and if they are comfortable teaching their peers. 

Formative Assessment: 

Explain. Parts of a canoe and paddle and what their purpose.  

Apply. Student can use technique to correctly paddle the canoe in an efficient manner.  

Apply, Perspective. Student can peer teach with their canoe partner how to master the strokes. 
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Interpret, Perspective. Students record their observations, reactions and reflections in their trip 

journal. 

ON TRIP: Apply, Empathy, Self-understanding. Successful travel on the Rideau Canal involves 

paddling in a convoy of canoes so that no canoe is too far ahead or behind.  

Differentiation: 

Students who do not grasp the stern position during the lesson, will be placed in the bow for the 

first day and given opportunity to practice sterning throughout the trip. With practice, students 

will be able to master techniques related to the stern and bow. 

 

Section 3: Plan Learning Experiences 

Intro: Why the Canoe? 5 mins. 

Briefly wax eloquent on the historical role of the canoe in Canada – its subtly perfect shape 

unchanged by time, the dual promise of adventure and excitement, the dual sensation of nostalgia 

and mindfulness. 

Parts and Labour 10 mins. 

Have the students gather around a canoe on land, and the teacher should have a paddle in 

hand. Name the key parts of the canoe: bow, stern, gunwales, thwart, yoke, ribs, seats, plates, 

tumblehome, freeboard. Describe how each is important to the paddler and proper care of the 

canoe. Name the key parts of the paddle: grip, shaft, throat, blade and tip. Describe how each is 

important to the paddler and proper care of the paddle. 

Diff’rent Strokes 10 mins. 

 This is best done in a circle formation. That way the teacher can most adequately observe 

the students’ technique. First, teach the students how to hold a paddle. Second, go through the 

basic paddling strokes: forward, back, pry, draw, J-stroke, C-stroke, cross-bow draw. Have the 

students practice the strokes in the circle, “paddling the air”. This allows for all of the basic 

strokes and information to be conveyed, and a basic correction of hands and technique without 

the students drifting apart. 

Messing About in Boats 15 mins. 

 Have the students select their canoe partner, a canoe and a paddle. Stress that this is to be 

their canoe and paddle for the duration of the trip and should be treated with the proper care and 

respect. Students should then wear a lifejacket for the remainder of the lesson, and anytime 

during the trip they are on the water. 

Student are to place their own canoe in the water, and with their pair, paddle around the 

bay practicing the basic strokes. After several minutes of experimentation, the teacher should get 

into their own canoe and have the students play follow the leader. After 10 mins have the 

students switch places in the canoe.  
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The Tipping Point 20 mins. 

Have the students “raft-up” (align their canoes and hold to each other’s boat). The teacher 

then discusses how to rescue the participants from a tipped canoe, and right that canoe. The 

method taught on this trip will be a T-rescue. 

The teacher then tips their own canoe, and has one student canoe rescue them. While this 

is happening, the teacher talks out the rescue for the class and further directs the student rescuers. 

Having students preform the demonstration rescue shows them that they are capable of 

performing a T-rescue.  

Once the teacher is back in the boat, have the students discuss the rescue, led by the 

students who did the rescue. What were things that were done well? Are there any potential 

complications? Is there anything you nervous about? Have the student canoes pair off, and 

rescue each other.  

Load ‘Em Up! 5 mins...until its done. 

Have the students paddle the canoes back to the shore and load up their boats with the trip gear. 

Ideally, everything is already packed and organized per boat, but this activity can take 

surprisingly longer than necessary.  

Once loaded, the canoe trip can begin, and paddling mastery can continue. 
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Day 9, Canada 1774-1867 Unit, CHI4U 

Title/ Topic: You Mean I Have to Carry it? Portage Skills  Time: 40 minutes 

Section 1: Identify Desired Outcomes 

*This lesson is an introduction to basic portaging techniques. At the end of the lesson, students 

will have the entirety of the trip to practice and master the skills. This lesson is to be taught on 

the 2nd morning of the trip, prior to departure from the Kingston Mills Lockstation. Start your 

day off with a portage! 

Learning Outcomes/Objectives 

• Students will know how to properly portage a canoe using a variety of techniques. 

• Students will learn how to assist someone who is portaging – lifting, unloading, trail 

support. 

• Students will learn efficiency techniques for portaging.  

• Students will appreciate the historic effort to portage canoes through the Canadian 

backcountry in comparison to portaging across the lockstations. 

Essential Questions 

• How can you support your team when portaging does your movement with a paddle in 

the water affect the movement of the canoe? 

• How can you maximize efficiency when portaging?  

Knowledge: As a result of this session participants will know: 

• How to support the team when portaging. 

• Several techniques for lifting and lowering a canoe. 

• How to rescue someone who has fallen while carrying a canoe.  

Behaviour: As a result of this session, participants will be able to: 

• Efficiently and safely portage all gear and canoes. 

• Lift, carry and lower a canoe with proper technique.  

• Paddle in convoy with the other canoes from Kingston to Ottawa.  

 

Section 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence  

Pre-Assessment:  

Ask how why people must portage in the first place.   

Ask how many have portaged a canoe before and if they are comfortable teaching their peers. 

Formative Assessment: 

Apply. Student can use technique to correctly portage the canoe in an efficient manner.  

Apply, Perspective. Student can peer teach with their canoe partner how to flip and lift a canoe. 
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Interpret, Perspective. Students record their observations, reactions and reflections in their trip 

journal. 

ON TRIP: Apply, Empathy, Self-understanding. Successful portaging on the Rideau Canal 

involves constant peer support and proper technique.  

Differentiation: 

Students who do not grasp the portaging technique during the lesson, will be encouraged to 

continue to try over the course of the canoe trip. With practice, students will be able to master at 

least one of the lifting and carrying techniques. 

 

Section 3: Plan Learning Experiences 

Intro: Why Portage? 5 mins. 

Briefly wax eloquent on the delightful mental and physical challenge known as portaging.  

Up and At ‘Em 10 mins. 

 Students are shown a several techniques at how to place a canoe atop their heads. Safety 

procedures such as spotting, canoe/body placement and clearing space will be taken.  

Lunchbox – two students carry the canoe with the handles at each end of the boat, much like 

carrying a large lunchbox. 

Tandem Flip – two students flip the canoe from the ground onto their shoulders from either end 

of the canoe. They can then carry it with both of their shoulders on the bow and stern seat 

respectively.  This is the only technique where the canoe is carried with two people. 

Teepee Flip – two students flip the canoe at one end, rotating the other end in the ground. One 

student extends their arms, so the canoe is supported at a 45ᵒ angle. The other student positions 

themselves in the centre, ready to carry the canoe. 

Solo Flip – one student flips the canoe over at one end, rotating the other end in the ground. Then 

slide into carrying position with arms extended. 

Centre Flip – one student stands in the centre of the canoe and extends their arm over the centre 

thwart. Using momentum, they rock the canoe up and onto their shoulders in one motion.  

Students are encouraged to try out the techniques, but not to carry the boat anywhere yet. It is 

important that they practice the lift and lower to reduce the potential of injury. The teacher must 

watch and correct the lifts from students as improper technique is hard on the back. After several 

attempts by each student, introduce lowering techniques. 
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Atlas Shrugged 10 mins. 

 Students are shown several techniques at how to unload a canoe from atop their heads 

once they have reached the end of the portage or need a break along the trail. 

Tree Rest – carrier finds a horizontal tree branch and rests the nose of the canoe on it. The cane 

will remain at a 45ᵒ angle, and the carrier may step out from underneath. Tree branch can be 

substituted for anything horizontal, steady and at height. 

Teepee Rest – A student who is not carrying a canoe extends their arms, so the canoe is resting 

on the ground at one end and held up by the student at the other.  

Lowering – Ideally done with a partner, this is the opposite movements of loading, with 

particular attention to making sure the canoe clears the head of the carrier before lowering. 

Tripper in a Supporting Role 5 mins. 

 Students are shown portaging best practices. How to support a team member who is 

carrying a canoe. How to be efficient in what and how things are carried across.  

Just do it. 10 mins. 

 Students will have practiced in teams lifting and lowering the canoe. Now is the time to 

move in partner teams and actually portage the canoe and gear across the other side of the lock. 

This is 210m at Kingston Mills and should take 10 minutes to complete. Students will be 

instructed to wait until the entire team is across before loading and boarding their canoes. 
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Day 10, Canada 1774-1867 Unit, CHI4U 

Title/ Topic: Canal Construction: A Tour of Jones Falls Lockstation Time: 80 minutes 

Section 1: Identify Desired Outcomes 

 

Learning Outcomes/Objectives 

• Students will understand logistics behind building a lockstation and the Rideau Canal. 

• Students will understand 19th century building techniques.  

• Students will know who Colonel John By was and his contribution to Canadian history. 

• Students will understand why the Rideau Canal was built and how its purpose has 

changed over time.  

• Understand why the Rideau Canal system is designated a UNESCO World Heritage site. 

Essential Questions 

• Why was there a lock system placed at Jones Falls? 

• Who built the canal and how did that affect immigration in the Kingston and Ottawa 

region? 

• What materials were used in the construction of the Rideau Canal and where did they 

come from? 

• What does the Rideau Canal have to do with international politics? 

• Who was the Rideau Canal built for? Who uses it today? 

• Why is the Rideau Canal system a UNESCO World Heritage site? 

• Considering the human and Environmental toll the construction of the canal took, was 

this a worth while construction project? 

Knowledge: As a result of this session participants will know: 

• How 19th century construction methods were used to construct the Rideau Canal. 

• How Colonel John By influenced the Canadian landscape. 

• Why the Rideau was built and why was it built where it was? 

Behaviour: As a result of this session, participants will be able to: 

• Identify patterns of canal construction. 

• Understand the necessity of the canal. 

• Be familiar with the mechanics of the lock system.  

• Understand how the past influences present activity.  

Section 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence  

Pre-Assessment:  

Review the political climate between British North America and the United States in the years 

after the American Revolution, with emphasis on the war of 1812.   

Review B.N.A. concerns with trade, and transportation.  
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Formative Assessment: 

Explain. Students can engage the Parks Canada guide and each other with thoughtful questions.  

Interpret, Perspective. Students record their observations, reactions and reflections in their trip 

journal. 

ON TRIP: Apply, Perspective. As students pass through the canal and lock systems, connections 

are made between the reason for the route, construction needs, and the local geography. 

Differentiation: 

Students may read the history of the Jones Falls lockstation prior to the trip and give the tour 

themselves. 

 

Section 3: Plan Learning Experiences 

Parks Canada Tour 45 mins. 

Arrange for a Parks Canada employee to give a tour of the Jones Falls Lockstation with 

emphasis on the reason for construction, and the 19th century techniques used. The tour will 

incorporate the mechanics of the individual locks, reasons the Jones Falls is unique and typical of 

the Rideau lockstations, the ‘Whispering Dam’, construction techniques used, Colonel By’s role 

in the creation of the locksystem. 

Please see Appendix 5: Lesson Extras for more detail on the Jones Falls lockstation from 

Watson’s Rideau Canal Guide. 

Explore! 25 mins. 

Students are encouraged to explore the Jones Falls lockstation site, keeping off the road 

at the north end past the stone dam and the east end and the site of Hotel Killarney. They will be 

reminded to keep themselves aware of signs of the past (besides the lockstation!), and what has 

changed over the years. 

Lockside Chats. 10 mins. 

A chance to call the group back together, to get a sense of their impressions of the tour, 

the site and attempt to start to answer the questions, “what did the Rideau Canal do the natural 

ecosystem?”, “what did it do for the local populations?”, “was this a worthwhile building 

project?”. Students will be reminded to journal the day’s events, especially the tour and 

explanation they just had. 
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Appendix 1: Summative Evaluation Rubric 

Presentation Rubric 

Criteria Score 

Presentation Skills      

Were the main ideas presented in an orderly and clear manner? 1 2 3 4 5 

Did the presentation fill the time allotted? 1 2 3 4 5 

Were the audiovisuals appropriate and helpful to the audience? 1 2 3 4 5 

Did the talk engage and maintain the interest of the audience? 1 2 3 4 5 

Was the presenter well spoken and professional? 1 2 3 4 5 

Was the presenter responsive to audience questions? 1 2 3 4 5 

      

Content & Context      

Was proper background information on the topic given? 1 2 3 4 5 

Was the content representative of the experience and interpretations of the 

presenter? 

1 2 3 4 5 

Was enough essential information given to allow the audience to effectively 

engage with the topic? 

1 2 3 4 5 

Was the information complete and historically accurate? Was it a fair 

representation of the canoe trip experience? 

1 2 3 4 5 

Did the presenter have a clear understanding of the content presented? 1 2 3 4 5 

      

Critical Thinking      

Was there a connection between place, history and identity? 1 2 3 4 5 

Were both experiential and historical evidence presented? 1 2 3 4 5 

Was a connection made between the historical and present community? 1 2 3 4 5 

Did the presenter make connections between themselves and the content? 1 2 3 4 5 

Did the presenter draw conclusions about history, culture, identity in the 

context of their community? 

1 2 3 4 5 

Were connections made to the audience? Was it relevant to the audience? 1 2 3 4 5 

Overall Impression    ____ / 15 

Comments: 

 

   Total Score _______ / 100 
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Reflection Paper Rubric 

Criteria Peddler 

 

Level 1 

(50-60%) 

Trader 

 

Level 2 

(60-70%) 

Coureur des 

Bois 

Level 3  

(70-80%) 

Voyageur 

 

Level 4 

(80-90%) 

Explorer 

 

Level 4+ 

(90-100%) 

Depth of 

Reflection 

Demonstrate 

little or no 

understanding of 

the experience 

and subject 

matter. Needs 

revision. 

Demonstrate 

a limited 

understanding 

of the 

experience 

and subject 

matter. Needs 

revision. 

Demonstrate 

a basic 

understanding 

of the 

experience 

and subject 

matter. 

Demonstrate 

a thoughtful 

understanding 

of the 

experience 

and subject 

matter. 

Demonstrate a 

conscious and 

thorough 

understanding of 

the experience 

and subject 

matter. Can be 

used as an 

example for other 

students. 

Use of 

experiential 

evidence and 

historical 

context 

No examples 

from experience 

and historical 

context are used 

and conclusions 

are unsupported 

and irrelevant to 

the topic at hand. 

Use vaguely 

developed or 

incomplete 

examples to 

only partially 

support 

conclusions 

with no 

connections 

made to 

historical 

context. 

Use examples 

from the 

experience to 

support most 

conclusions 

with some 

connections 

made to 

historical 

context. 

Use relevant 

examples 

from the 

experience to 

support 

conclusions, 

making 

applicable 

connections 

to historical 

context. 

Use specific, 

convincing 

examples from 

experience to 

support 

conclusions, 

making insightful 

and applicable 

connections to 

historical context. 

Language use Use language 

that is unsuitable 

for the audience 

and purpose, 

with little or no 

awareness of 

sentence 

structure. 

Use language 

that is vague 

or imprecise 

for the 

audience, 

with little 

sense of voice 

or purpose, 

and a limited 

awareness of 

how to vary 

sentence 

structure. 

Use basic but 

appropriate 

language, 

with a basic 

sense of voice 

and purpose, 

some 

authenticity, 

awareness of 

audience and 

some attempt 

to vary 

sentence 

structure. 

Use language 

that is fluent 

and original, 

with evident a 

sense of 

voice, 

purpose, 

authenticity, 

awareness of 

audience, and 

the ability to 

vary sentence 

structure. 

Use stylistically 

sophisticated 

language that is 

precise and 

engaging, with 

notable sense of 

voice, purpose, 

authenticity, 

awareness of 

audience, and 

varied sentence 

structure. 

Comments: 

          

Overall Level: _____________/Explorer 
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Appendix 2: Culminating Project Example 

The following link is to a website based on the lived experience of a canoe expedition. The 

site is designed to give a personal account of the travels and also provide information on the 

logistics of the trip and the historical and geographical context of the trip. Portions of this 

website were put together to create presentations that were delivered to organizations and 

community groups around Ontario. Powerpoint slideshow examples will be shown to the class. 

They are available on request from 2013pact@gmail.com. 

Paddle Across Canada Tour at: www.paddleacrosscanadatour.org 

 

 

Appendix 3: Rideau Canal Trip Logistics 

 

Section A: Watson’s Paddling Guide 

Teachers should familiarize themselves with the website: http://www.rideau-info.com, 

run by volunteer and Rideau Canal enthusiast, Ken Watson. This is an incredible resource and 

should not be missed. In particular, Watson has created an absolutely thorough173 page guide to 

paddling the Rideau Canal. In the document, Watson has broken down the Rideau Canal 

paddling route into small sections with lots of information including route information, geology, 

geography, human history, wildlife and more.  In addition, he discusses safety, weather patterns 

and accessibility of the whole of the canal. This resource is an invaluable tool for the teacher and 

should be read thoroughly before attempting the unit.  

  It is found here: http://www.rideau-info.com/canal/paddling/guides.html 

A note on Watson’s safety procedures and protocols: the teacher may find them useful 

and informative, but should not be adapted wholesale without a thorough review to match with 

school board and insurance policies, and the comfort and skill level of the teacher and 

chaperones. 
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Section B: Schedule and Distances 

Departure: Olympic Harbour, Kingston, Ontario.   

Arrival is set for 7:30am. Paddle departure is scheduled for 8:30am. 

Trip

Day # 

Distance

/day 

Destination 

(Overnight Location) 

Notes 

1 12 km Kingston Mills Lockstation Depart from Olympic Harbour, 

8:30am 

2 18.6 km Upper Brewers Lockstation  

3 17.4 km Jones Falls Lockstation  

4 18.3 km Newboro Lockstation  

5 18.8 km Murphy’s Point Provincial Park www.ontarioparks.com/park/m

urphyspoint 

6 21km Poonamalie Lockstation  

7 27 km Merrickville Lockstation  

8 23.7 Rideau River Provincial Park www.ontarioparks.com/park/ri

deauriver 

9 27 km Long Island Lockstation  

10 25.4 km Victoria Island, Ottawa River  

11 2.5 km Jacques Cartier Park Meet the parents. Activities, 

storytelling, and pick-up 

 

Section C: Cooking 

Students will be in divided into groups of four students and are responsible for planning 2 days 

of meals that will feed the entire class while on canoe trip. Meals are to be divided between 

being as historically accurate as possible and delicious gourmet campfire cooking. A brainstorm 

of both historical and gourmet meals occurred in a previous class.  

Section D: Tenting 

Tent groups will ideally consist of four students to each tent, but this is conditional on the gender 

breakdown of the class. Teachers and chaperones will not be in the same tent as a student, but 

will each have their own. 

Section E: Navigation 

Each day a new canoe will be selected as “cartographers for the day”. They will be 

responsible for navigating the class through the waterways, will know approximately when and 

how long it will take to reach certain check points (lockstations, lunch spot etc.). They will also 

be responsible for stopping for points of geo-bio-historical interest. This will be accomplished 

without the use of GPS or Google Maps. Map and compass are all that are taken…maybe a 

sextant. 

 

 

 

http://www.ontarioparks.com/park/murphyspoint
http://www.ontarioparks.com/park/murphyspoint
http://www.ontarioparks.com/park/rideauriver
http://www.ontarioparks.com/park/rideauriver
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Section F: Participant Packing List Handout 

Canoe Trip Gear List 
 

Below is a list of recommended gear for our Rideau Canal Canoe Trip. Keep in mind - Most people bring 

WAY too much gear! Try to pack as light as possible, what YOU bring, the COMMUNITY carries. 
Don’t forget to consider what you will be wearing on the day that we head out. That counts as an outfit. 

We pack personally for the community! 

Each participant will pack all of their trip gear – including sleeping bag, into a 35L dry bag. Each 

personal pack will then be put into large canoe packs with 1 -2 others. 
It is recommended that each participant purchase said 35L Dry Bag (available at Mountain Equipment 

Coop or any local outdoor gear store). If you choose not to purchase your own, the teacher will have some 

available on a first come first serve basis - get in touch! Also consider purchasing a small carabiner/gear 
clip to attach your extra shoes to the outside of packs. 

 

Camp Clothing 

• Long sleeve shirts (1) 

• Long pants (1 pair, quick-dry or synthetic fiber) 

• T-shirt  
• Light-weight fleece/Wool sweater (optional) 

• Shorts (1 pair, quick-dry) 

• Bathing suit 

• Small towel (optional) 
• Rain Gear (top and bottom) 

• Brimmed Hat 

• Underwear 
• 3-4 pairs wool socks 

 

Toiletries 

• Biodegradable soap 

• Toothbrush/paste 

 
Camping Equipment 

• Sleeping bag (as small as possible, considering 

borrowing if yours is large) 

• Sleeping pad (foam pad or Therm-a-Rest, 
optional) 

• PFD (will be supplied if without) 

• Paddle (will be supplied if without) 

Shoes/Footwear 

• Sturdy footwear (Hikers /runners) Must be good 
for rugged portaging. 

• Teva-type sandals or water shoes. 

 
Optional Extras 

• Light-weight long underwear 

• Bandana 
• Earplugs 
Voyageur style clothing 

Other 

• Camera 

• Notebook & pen 

• Head lamp/flashlight – check BATTERIES! 

• Water bottle (Nalgene) 
• Sunglasses 

• Sunscreen 

Meds 

• Any meds you need must be labelled and 

will be kept safe with the teacher. 

Eyeglasses and contact lenses (if needed) 

 
Remember - camping is about living with less. You’ll be surprised about how little you’ll need.  

If you have any questions about your gear needs or would like to borrow, email 3pjv@queensu.ca. 
 

Paddle On! 

 

 

 

http://www.mec.ca/product/5030-655/mec-brooks-dry-bag/?f=10+50619
http://www.mec.ca/product/5030-655/mec-brooks-dry-bag/?f=10+50619
http://www.mec.ca/shop/?q=carabiner
http://www.mec.ca/shop/?q=carabiner


 

162 
 

Appendix 4: Unit Quiz Show Example 

At the end of each class, students will participate in a game show style quiz. The class 

will be divided into two teams for the duration of in class sessions (ex. Hudson’s Bay Company 

vs. North West Company). Questions will be designed to cover the breadth of content for the 

unit: access prior knowledge, forecast future topics and contribute concepts towards the Big Idea 

of the unit. Topics for the Canada 1774-1867 unit quiz show could include: Fur Trade Logistics, 

Wilderness Travel, Foreign Influence, Treaties, Economy, and Immigration. Answers will 

demand content knowledge, and application or transfer skills. Students choose a point 

value/difficulty level and answer questions relating to the unit. The harder the question, the more 

points awarded for a correct answer. The board is designed to be hung on a wall in the 

classroom, and could be constructed out of bristol board, including pockets to hold the recipe 

card questions. The points will be tallied for the unit, and quiz participation will be counted 

toward the student’s final grade. 

Canada 1774-1867 Quiz 

Fur Trade Wilderness 

Travel 

Foreign 

Influence 

Immigration Treaties Economy 

100 100 100 100 100 100 

200 200 200 200 200 200 

300 300 300 300 300 300 

400 400 400 400 400 400 

 

Example questions for Fur Trade Logistics 

100 – How did David Thompson settle issues in the Treaty of Ghent? 

200 – Explain the difference and use between a York boat, canot du nord, and canot du maître. 

300 – Locate and explain the significance of Point de Chapeau and Les Petits Écrits?  

400 – Give the names of five Canadian Rivers, and explain how their names are associated with 

pre-Confederation Canada. 

 

Appendix 5: Lesson Extras Examples 

 

Day 3: David Thompson 

• Additional David Thompson Biography: http://www.northwestjournal.ca/V1.htm 

• Thompson Map:  

https://s-media-cache-

ak0.pinimg.com/originals/78/c6/a8/78c6a892fa63434ea1c27e8084561836.jpg 

• Thompson’s travel diary found online here: 

https://archive.org/stream/davidthompsonsna00thom/davidthompsonsna00thom_djvu.tx 



 

163 
 

Day 9: Jones Falls Lockstation Information 

“This is one of the prettiest lockstations on the entire Rideau. It consists of an upper lock, a 

turning basin and a flight of three locks (total lift of 17.3 m / 56.9 ft). At the foot of the locks is 

the historic Hotel Kenney (also a snack bar – offering tasty treats). The link from the hotel to the 

locks is over a wooden bridge, originally built in 1883. This was part of a roadway that led to a 

swing bridge over the middle lock. Today only the abutments for that swing bridge remain, it 

was removed in the late 1970s when a fixed high level bridge was built upstream of the locks. 

You’ll find a small visitor centre (with washrooms) near the top of the combined locks. 

The road leads from there to the upper lock. As you walk up that road and look down, you’ll see 

an old road angling down to Jones Falls Bay. This is part of the original haul road for the stones 

(sandstone) used in the building of the locks, which were brought by wagon from a quarry near 

Elgin, 10 km (6 mi) away. 

Just below and to the west of the upper lock is a blacksmith’s shop built in the 1840s. It 

sometimes has a blacksmith in attendance. [closed by Parks Canada in 2012] 

Above the upper lock is a defensible lockmaster’s house (a stone building with gun slits, built in 

the 1840s), usually open during the summer with an interpreter [closed by Parks Canada in 

2012]. It is known as Sweeney House, after the first lockmaster, Peter Sweeney (a diary that he 

kept while living there with his family is available in book form as The Sweeney Diary). 

Between Sweeney House and the dam you’ll find the waste water weir, blasted (using black 

powder) through a bedrock ridge (you can still see the remains of some of the hand-drilled blast 

holes). The present weir was rebuilt in 2011. The water flows through this weir to form Redpath 

Falls, named after the contractor who built the locks and dam, John Redpath. 

A walking trail runs around the west side of the basin (from the Lockstation House to the 

Blacksmith’s Shop). At the time of the building of the Rideau Canal, the locks at Jones Falls 

featured the greatest lift (15 ft / 4.6 m each) and consequently the tallest lock gates of any 

lockstation. There was some worry about the size of the gates, whether they could stand up to the 

water pressure. They served well, being replaced with new gates on a regular basis (every 20 

years or so). However, in 1869, the gates between Lock 40 and 41 apparently failed, allowing 

one barge to crash into another. Two men were killed. As it turns out, the failure of the gates was 

a result of the accident, they were not the cause, and that full story is related in Tales of the 

Rideau.” 

 

Watson, K. (2016). Watson’s Paddling Guide to the Rideau Canal. Ken W. Watson, Elgin, 

Ontario. Retrieved online: http://www.rideau-info.com/canal/paddling/guides.html 

 

 


