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A TALE OF TWO VERY DIFFERENT TREKS
INTO THE BACKCOUNTRY, BUT WITH SIMILAR
UNEXPECTED SETBACKS—AND SUCCESSES

WES NELSON AND
HIS 41-INCH
MCNALLY LAKE PIKE
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launch at the end of a series of ))

. DRENCHED WITH
SWEAT, clad head to
toe in anti-bug cloth-
ing and grimy from scrambling
up a steep slope on all fours, Wes
Nelson fixed me with a wry look,
and asked the question I'd been
dreading. “I probably should have
brought this up sooner;” he said,
“but just how sure are you about
this new lake?”

I was equally sweaty, and lavishly
perfumed in two kinds of insect
repellent. I was also noticeably
dirtier, thanks to a tumble in one
of the boggier sections of the rough
trail wed been following for close
to an hour. Wed just emerged from
the dense northern Ontario forest,
and were standing on top of a hill,
looking down a short, but alarm-
ingly steep path to a squishy, over-
grown launch point on McNally
Lake. Stalling for time, I lifted the
edge of my bug mask to take a sip
of water while I contemplated my
answer—as well as the ethics of
lying to a close friend of more than
30 years.

It was early in June, and we were
on the fifth day of a week-long
outpost fishing trip at Northwind
Lake, operated by Kanipahow
Wilderness Resort and Outposts,
near Chapleau, Ontario. Wes and I
are veterans of fly-in outpost trips,
where an outfitter supplies the
boats, motors and a remote cabin,
as well as transport in and out,
and you cook, clean and guide for
yourselves. This year, though, wed
opted for a boat-in trip instead.
Outposts are already great value,
but boating in is even less ex-
pensive than flying. And since we
didn’t have to stick to the strict
weight limits of a floatplane, plan-
ning and packing was also a lot
less stressful.

With the help of Jamie Thibault,
Kanipahow’s cheerful and well-
organized owner, wed loaded our
gear onto boats stashed at a rough



—lilR

THE AUTHOR AND
HIS 21-INCH GODS
RIVER BROOKIE

ever-narrowing industrial roads,
about 60 minutes outside of Chap-
leau. We then motored to the end
of that lake, where we used an ATV
and trailer to cross a short, bumpy
portage to Northwind Lake. Then
we loaded everything into another
set of boats, and travelled two more
clicks to our cozy cabin, which was
the only one on the lake.

The summer of 2023 started out
unseasonably hot in northern On-
tario, and we arrived at the tail end
of more than a week of tempera-
tures well above 30°C, with high hu-
midity. In fact, it was so hot the pre-
vious group at our cabin returned a
day earlier than planned to the cool,
comforting climes of their home—in
Florida. The heat wave seemed to
have slowed down the fishing, and
also the anglers, and it took us a few
days to figure out Northwind. Even
so, wed been doing all right, landing
respectable walleye and pike, plus
a few smallmouth. But we hadn’t
packed and travelled and portaged
all this way for “all right”

With only two full days remain-
ing in our annual trip, we were still
looking for some of those standout
moments you always hope for in
the backcountry. That’s why wed
decided to trek north of our cabin to
McNally Lake, following a faint trail

that traversed several steep hills,
and skirted an impressively bug-

infested bog, culminating in Wes’
ominous question.

“Well, the lake looks interesting;’

I finally replied. And it did. Back
home, I'd scouted McNally using
Google Earth. It was a small, oddly
shaped waterbody, only two kilo-
metres long with two basins, both
just a couple of hundred metres
wide, connected by a long, nar-
row channel. “Plus, Jamie told me
several times that they consider it a
trophy pike lake, and he seems like a
straight shooter”

“That’s good enough for me;’

Wes replied.

What I didn't mention, as we
readied the 16-foot aluminum
canoe and three-horse outboard
stashed at the lake, is that while I've
landed my share of big pike over the
years, I'd never caught one on such
a tiny lake. That said, I've also fished
long enough to know that if you put
in the effort, surprising things can
happen, even in unlikely places. As
the little motor coughed to life, and
we finally putted away from shore,
I'had a thought: Apparently, going
deep into the backcountry doesn’t
mean the fishing will be easy. It was
alesson that would be driven home
again, just a month later.
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KAY GUYS, THERE’'S
always a big brook trout
9 below these rocks,” said
¥ Kyle Fountain, the most
experienced Gods River
guide at northern Manitoba’s Elk
Island Lodge. Of course, the fishing
fates delight in humbling anglers
who use words like “always”

We were on the water with Lynn
Henning, a good friend and com-
panion of mine on many angling ad-
ventures. It was the final afternoon
of a four-day trip to Gods Lake,
renowned for its trophy pike and
lake trout fishing. A Manitoba
institution, Elk Island Lodge also
has access to Gods River, a half-
hour flight north, which is even
more famous because of its big and
plentiful brook trout. Wed been
fishing hard, taking full advantage
of Kyle’s knowledge of the river, and
his exceptional boat-handling skills.
But not much was happening.

It was exactly four weeks after my
northern Ontario outpost adventure
with Wes, and this highly antici-
pated Manitoba trip was developing
some parallels, including catch-
ing the tail end of another hellish
heat wave. The trip did start on
an implausibly high note, though.
On our first day, we began fishing
behind a long, low point on Gods,
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practically within shouting distance
of the lodge. I was still applying
sunscreen as Lynn made a couple
of short warm-up casts with his
beloved Dardevle Five of Diamonds.
He then heaved it further away and,
on literally his third cast of the trip,
connected with a 42-inch northern
pike. It seemed like an omen of
great things to come. But omens
can be tricky things.

The next day, we flew out to Gods
River in search of brook trout. It’s
a magnificent wilderness river,
surrounded by low vegetation and
muskeg, rarely wider than 100
metres, and moving enough water
to create Class II and III rapids.

It’s peppered with so many rocks,
that the boats here carry not one,
but two spare propellers. There’s
almost nowhere to wade, and the
river is much too fast to drift. In
some places, you can nudge your
boat against rocks to make a few
casts, or even hop out for a better
angle. In others, the only option is
to use the motor to balance the boat
against the main flow, holding it
steady enough to flip casts toward
structure or into the current seams.
It’s not an easy river to fish, but the
brookies are there, and persistent
anglers are very often rewarded
with 20-inch-plus fish. On this day,
after hundreds of casts, Lynn and I
took a skunk.

The next morning, we awoke to
some of the most appalling July
weather wed ever seen, with a 20°C
plunge in temperature, driving rain
and shrieking wind. Naturally, we
still went fishing. With gloved hands
and water dripping off our hoods,
we trolled sheltered spots near the
lodge. We hauled in a handful of
modest lake trout and walleye, but
not what youd hope to experience
at the same latitude as Hudson Bay.

We caught a break on our final
day, which dawned calm and clear
enough to fly back to the river. Obvi-
ously, any day you're climbing into
a floatplane to go fishing is a good
day. But after travelling so far, then
blanking on the river and sloshing
and shivering on the lake, we were
feeling a little discouraged. Still,
I'had recent evidence that if you
hang in there, and fish hard and fish
smart, things can turn your way.

LYNN HENNING'S
EARLY 42-INCH
PIKE ON GODS LAKE

NCE WES AND I got out
on McNally Lake, we rec-
i1 ognized it as the kind of

' classic Canadian Shield
water wed fished many
times before. The peculiar shape,
combined with a noticeable current,
also suggested some obvious tac-
tics: cast into the bays and around
the flowing water, and run deeper
baits along the drop-offs ringing
both basins. The brisk wind made
manoeuvring tricky, especially
without a reverse gear on our little
motor, but after a few unplanned
groundings and ill-judged turns, I
got the hang of it.

On busy water, angler pressure
can drive the fish out of the most
obvious spots. One of the pleasures
of ararely fished lake is that the fish
are often exactly where youd expect.
Our plan paid off, and almost im-
mediately we were landing plenty
of surprisingly chunky mid-sized
pike. Wes then upped the ante with
a 32-inch northern, followed quickly
by a 34-incher, and I started to really
wonder about the potential of this
secluded little lake.

By mid-afternoon, the skies were
grey, and there was a slight tang in
the air from distant wildfires. I was
casting a big, deep-diving Flicker
Shad crank around submerged cab-
bage weeds, near the outflow of the
north basin. Annoyingly, it snagged
tight, but then to my complete
surprise, the snag started to fight
me. Five minutes later, I was care-
fully balancing my weight to slide a

+/BUG GEAR WAS A
7 MUST HIKING INTO
\- MCNALLY LAKE

silvery-green, 39-inch pike into our
canoe. As it started to drizzle, we
decided to head for the launch, then
back to camp. We needed to con-
serve our energy, because we knew
exactly what wed be doing on our
final day: trekking back to McNally.
It’s amazing how much easier a
rugged hike gets when you know
there’s good fishing waiting for you. )
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We began our final day by drifting
the length of the south basin, stick-
ing decent fish all along the weedy
west shoreline. Aiming big, Wes was
tossing a blue-and-silver C70 Wil-
liams Whitefish dressed with a soft-
plastic grub on a 3/0 siwash hook,
making the whole thing almost six
inches long.

It was about 10 A.M. as we
finished the first drift, and I was
just thinking about my Thermos of
coffee when Wes plonked his giant
spoon into a clump of pencil weeds.
In the shin-deep water, a pike’s
back broke the surface as it acceler-
ated toward the lure, and we knew
instantly it was a monster. For a
moment, there was an absurd three-
way tug of war, with the fish towing
us toward a nasty deadfall while
Wes tried to turn its head and I
furiously paddled us backward into
deeper water. A lot of things could
have gone wrong then, but none of
them did. And under the cloudless,
deep-blue sky, we landed that fish as
smoothly as you can land a gator-
headed, 41-inch pike in a canoe.

Improbably, during two days on
an unfamiliar lake, wed caught two
trophy pike, a number of 30-inchers
and dozens of two-footers. It didn’t
make for the greatest campfire
story, but the fishing at that odd
little lake was, honestly, pretty easy.
It only got that way, though, after
hours of planning, scouting, portag-
ing, hiking, hauling and pushing
harder and harder for the adventure
we wanted. That was fresh in my
mind a month later, as Lynn and
I struggled during our final day in
northern Manitoba.

ARLY IN THE morning
of our second session
on Gods River, Lynn
was perched on a rocky
ledge above a plunge
pool, where he quickly landed
two pretty foot-long trout on a #3
Mepps. Almost anywhere else in
the world, most anglers—including
us—would deliriously toast a 12-
inch brookie, but this was Gods, and
we were after bigger game. Morning
stretched into afternoon as, one af-
ter another, we visited Kyle's never-
fail spots. For almost every run, pool

A 39-INCH GATOR
FROM MCNALLY

(BELOW) AND ONE
OF MANY SMALLER
PIKE (TOP RIGHT)
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and boulder, many of which had co-
lourful names, he had a story about
huge trout landed, some within the
last week. But on this day, there was
no sign of anything, let alone the big
ones that Gods is famous for.

“Ireally can’t explain it;” Kyle said.
We were doing everything right, he
continued, but the fish were simply
turned off or had, for some reason,
abandoned their usual haunts for
other places. Trout fishing isn’t
exactly breaking rocks in the hot
sun. Still, I'd now gone more than a
day and a half on the river without a
hit. By mid-afternoon, it was getting
hard to maintain the kind of focus
required to fish such technically
challenging water.

Eventually, we pulled ashore at the
farthest downstream section of fish-
able water, where the river becomes
broad and slick before plunging over
an impassable falls. Standing on the
bank, I was swinging an -ounce
red-and-gold Little Cleo down
and across the tailout when it was
inhaled by what felt like a record-
book trout. It was heavy, though less
peppy than I expected. As I hauled
the fish into the slow water near
shore, my epic trout was revealed to
be a fat, gold-tinted walleye.

This was not the fish I'd travelled
2,000 kilometres to catch, so I
probably should have been disap-
pointed. Instead, I was absolutely
tickled to land what turned out to
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be my biggest walleye of 2023, in a
racing tailout over a falls on Gods
River. It was a reminder that part of
the mystery and joy of fishing is you
truly never know what’s going to
happen. It also got my head back in
the game.

We were now far downstream
from our rendezvous with the plane,
and had little time to spare before
the flight back to the lodge, then
home to civilization. We could only
stop for a few casts here and there.
Kyle shook things up by hitting the
oddball and third-string places hed
usually overlook, but we still went
two more hours without a sniff.
Finally, with only 15 minutes left
in our trip, it was down to one last
hope: a small standing wave mark-
ing a barely submerged boulder in
the heavy flow, just a rod’s length
from shore. I've got a pretty good
eye for river structure, but on this
crashing river, I'd have never spot-
ted something so subtle myself.

While Kyle skillfully held the
boat in the current, Lynn graciously
ceded the spot to me. With a knee
on the bench, and one hand on the
gunnel, I lobbed my red-and-gold
spoon up and across stream, almost
into the overhanging bushes. I was
trying to time the sink and retrieve
so the spoon would wobble right
through the prime lie in front of
the boulder. Once, twice, then three
times I tossed it, not getting it quite

GODS RIVER
SERVED UP THE
AUTHOR’S BIGGEST
WALLEYE OF 2023

right. Out of the corer of my eye, I
saw Lynn peeking at his watch. I
tried once more, and this time it
was perfect. Watching the spoon
the whole way, I saw—then felt—
the hit.

After too many years of landing
dopey hatchery fish back home, I'd
forgotten how strong a trout can
be. In fact, I couldn’t recall the last
time a river trout felt like it was
putting up a genuine fight. The
brookie was a real tiger, shaking,
rolling and bulldogging back and
forth in the current. I know nature
made the fish powerful so it could
live in such a wild and perilous
place. What I'll never understand,
though, is how and why nature
made that 21-inch brook trout so
beautiful, with its bright orange
belly and fins, red-on-blue spots,
and impossibly intricate green and
gold squiggles across its back. For
the briefest moment, I never want-
ed to let it go. But then, more than
anything in the world, I wanted it

back in the water, to survive and
thrive in that very special place. ))

WES NELSON (GARDNER AND FISH); SCOTT GARDNER (NELSON AND PIKE)




HESE WERE TWO very dif-
ferent Canadian fishing
adventures. One was at

a picturesque lodge that,
despite its remote loca-
tion deep in the roadless wilderness,
offered all the modern comforts

and conveniences of home, not to
mention meals and guides, along
with the promise of trophy fish. The
other was a two-room cabin less
than 20 kilometres from a provincial
highway, but totally off the grid, with
no electricity or running water, and
only propane appliances. There, we
packed in and cooked our own grub,
and it was up to us to find the fish.

Both places were beautiful and
charming in their own way. And
at both, things didn’t go quite as
expected. The fishing wasn’t easy,
although giving up on it would
have been. But with teamwork and
smarts, and by just sticking to it, we
had surprising and unforgettable
fishing adventures, with high points
that eclipsed—and even left us
laughing about—the low ones.

Looking back now, I wouldn’t
have had it any other way. @

ALSO SEE PAGE 25 FOR ASSOCIATE
EDITOR SCOTT GARDNER'S REGULAR
FLY FISHING COLUMN.

A NIPPY FINAL DAY
ON GODS LAKE STILL
PRODUCED WALLEYE

BACKCOUNTRY RETREATS

Manitoba’s Elk Island Lodge (above, left) features trophy brook trout, laker and pike
fishing on Gods Lake and Gods River. Trips include food, lodging, guided fishing and
a return charter flight from Winnipeg. Full details are at www.godslake.ca. You can

also find out more about Manitoba’s myriad other fishing (and hunting) adventures

at www.huntfishmanitoba.ca.

Meanwhile, Ontario’s Kanipahow Wilderness Resort and Outposts offers two boat-
in outposts (above, right), and six full-service waterfront cabins with multispecies
fishing on Chapleau Lake and adjoining waters. Learn more at www.kanipahow.com.
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