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No plane, 
no problem

A backcountry fishing adventure doesn’t  
always need wings to take off

A FLOATPLANE NEVER came. Instead, the trip 
began at a rough boat launch deep in the bush 
outside of Chapleau, Ontario, with a growing 
pile of gear—coolers, food bins, duffle bags, fish-
ing rods, tackleboxes and kayaks—the predict-
able outcome of removing weight limits from the 
planning process. From there, it was a run across 
Vezina Lake, a short portage, then another boat 
ride on Northwind Lake, where a single outpost 
cabin would serve as base camp for the week. No 
flight schedule. No baggage scale. No last-minute 
reshuffling of gear on a dock. For anglers accus-
tomed to equating remote adventure with wings 
and pontoons, it’s an adjustment. 

When it comes to value, few options in the 
Canadian outdoors match a backcountry outpost 
trip. The concept is simple enough. Drive north for 
eight, 10, 14 or even 24 hours. Board a floatplane. 
Get dropped off at a cabin on a remote lake or 
river. Fish hard. Then get picked up a week later. 

The cost of such a trip—including the cabin, use 
of a boat and motor, and the flight—is typically a 
fraction of what you’d pay at a full-service fishing 
lodge. The trade-off is you pack in your own food, 
cook and clean for yourself, and fish unfamiliar 

waters without a guide. It’s a deal I’ve 
been happy to make many times. What 
I hadn’t fully appreciated until recently, 
though, is that fly-in quality fishing 
doesn’t always require a fly-in.

BOAT-IN ADVANTAGES
ALWAYS ON THE hunt for new experiences, my 
fishing friends and I landed on a fresh spin 
three years ago: a boat-in outpost trip with 
Kanipahow Wilderness Resort & Outposts. We 
chose this particular outpost for a few reasons. 
Its location near Chapleau made for a man-
ageable 10-hour drive from southern Ontario. 
We’d have the only cabin on the entire lake. 
And the owners, Jamie Thibault and Josée Rob-
itaille, were patient with my many questions. 

More importantly, however, Jamie and Josée 
are clearly invested in conserving their fish-
ery.  That part matters more than some anglers 
realize. Not every operator is particularly con-
cerned with stewardship, and it doesn’t take 
long to notice. (A bit of side advice: If the out-
fitter’s website prominently features stringer 
shots or guests holding obviously dead trophy 
fish, don’t go.)

BY SCOTT GARDNER
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Don Willoughby with 
a Northwind pike; 
(below) approach-
ing the remote boat 
launch via an old 
industrial road
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AWESOME ANGLING
LIKE MOST LIGHTLY fished backcountry lakes in northern 
Ontario, Northwind held plenty of fish. Pike and walleye 
were the main attractions, with a few surprisingly chunky 
smallmouth bass mixed in. Vezina, which we traversed en 
route to Northwind, also holds lake trout and whitefish, 
along with bass, pike and walleye. We intended to fish it for 
a day, but there was so much else to explore we never got 
around to it.

Most of our fish went back into the lakes we fished, but 
we did keep enough for a feed one night of Steve Rudd-style 
pike tacos—crispy, shallow-fried fillets topped with cole-
slaw, chopped tomatoes and sliced green onions. Simple, 
but excellent.

In most backcountry lakes, there’s usually a great distri-
bution of fish sizes, especially with pike. Northerns in the 
24- to 28-inch range—two-footers, as I call them—are com-
mon, aggressive and a lot of fun between walleye sessions. 
Catching fish in the backcountry isn’t usually difficult. 
Catching big ones can be another matter—especially on 
unfamiliar water. It takes time, experimentation and a bit 
of luck. 

Before long on Northwind and one of the nearby portage 
lakes, we started to figure things out and eventually con-
nected with some very nice fish. It turned out one of the 
most effective tactics for both pike and walleye was trolling 
or casting crankbaits. 

One of our crew, Don Willoughby, landed a particularly 
fine pike on a trolled Mann’s Baby 1-Minus, a clear sign 
the lake was holding some impressive fish. It’s one thing to 
read about trophy pike in guidebooks, but quite another 
to figure out their routines on water you’ve never fished 
before. The effort—the paddling, portaging, tinkering with 
lures—makes the success feel truly earned.

(Another bit of side of advice: Big pike love smallish, 
bass-oriented crankbaits such as the classic Baby 1-Minus, 
but the standard hooks and split-rings are a little small 
for big gators. When heading into trophy territory, swap 
in sturdier hardware to avoid coming home with a tear-
stained, one-that-got-away story.)

BONUS LAKES
ONE OF THE special things about many outpost camps is  
the access to nearby portage lakes. At Northwind, there 
were four in total. If I’d had another week, I’d have fished 
them all. As it was, we only sampled two: McNally Lake and 
Half Hour Lake (it’s officially called Hourglass Lake, but 
everyone calls it Half Hour since a beaver dam split it into 
two basins).

If I have one regret about the Northwind trip, it’s that we 
didn’t try the portage lakes sooner, starting with Half Hour, 
an easy 10-minute hike from camp down a well-worn trail. 
Oval-shaped and roughly a half-kilometre long, it’s more 
of a pond than a lake. I’m a well-travelled angler, but that 
water held pike in a way I’ve rarely seen. There was a small 
aluminum boat stashed at the shore, and for a giddy 90 
minutes, crew member Wes Nelson and I caught splashing, 
writhing 18- to 24-inch pike on literally every or every-sec-

ond cast, on just about every lure we tried.
After that, our focus quickly shifted to McNally Lake. 

About a kilometre north of the cabin as the crow flies, 
McNally is only accessible via a challenging 45-minute hike 
through dense, hilly and buggy forest. We’d been told it was 
a trophy lake, but I’ve been told many things over the years, 
and experience has taught me to manage expectations. 
Turns out, the lake may have been undersold instead. 

On the appointed first morning of our early-
June trip, my crew and I met Jamie and another 
staff member outside of Chapleau, then followed 
them down a series of ever-narrowing industrial 
roads to a rough-and-ready launch. From there, 
we loaded our gear onto boats, ran the length of 
Vezina, completed a short portage using an ATV 
and trailer, then continued on to Northwind Lake. 
No plane, but still plenty of separation from the 
rest of the world.

One of the first differences between fly-in and 
boat-in trips shows up before you even leave 
home. Floatplanes have strict weight limits. Go 
over the limit, and you must either leave gear 
behind or pay extra (sometimes a lot extra), to 
fly it in. I’ve been known to weigh all my gear at 
home—and insist everyone else in my group does 
the same—then enter weights into a spreadsheet 
to see how we’re doing.

Boats do, of course, also have weight limits. But 
if you show up with a large stack of tackle, food 
and accessories—especially heavy items such as, 
say, liquid refreshments—you simply make more 
trips. And removing the scale from the equation 
takes a lot of the stress out of packing.

On the Northwind adventure, the four of us 
were all dedicated kayak anglers. We planned to 
fish from our own boats—highly customized rigs 
with sonar, rod holders and comfortable seats—
as much as possible. I’ve flown kayaks into out-
posts before. It’s doable, but it’s also a headache 
for everyone involved, especially the aircrew. This 
time, we just towed them in. That freedom, of 
course, does have a few consequences. 

SWEAT EQUITY
WHILE BOAT-IN TRIPS cost considerably less 
than fly-ins, the trade-off is you may have to 
work a little harder. The Kanipahow team 
are pros at moving their guests into the 
Northwind outpost, though naturally we 
helped with the hauling. There was more lug-
ging of gear than on a fly-in, where every-
thing gets unloaded directly from the plane onto the dock.

Standing at the launch, looking at our impressive mound 
of stuff, I briefly wondered if we’d taken our packing free-
dom a little too far. I apologized to Jamie for the volume. 
He shrugged and grinned. 

“If you show up with a Sherman tank, we’ll get it in here,” 
he said. “We want to make sure you’ve got what you need 
to enjoy your trip.” (A few days later, while hiking into a 
portage lake through dense bush and enthusiastic mosqui-
toes, I started to think a tank might not be such a bad idea.)

At least our group knew the trip would involve some 
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effort, so we came prepared with work clothes, bug nets 
and sturdy boots. It’s a reminder that part of the savings 
comes from doing some of the work yourself. Still, there 
were moments—lugging gear up to the cabin, swatting 
bugs—when I thought, This better be worth it. A couple of 
days later, I had my answer.

SELF-RELIANCE
WHEN A FLOATPLANE drops you off, you’d better be happy 
where you are. If something goes sideways mid-trip, you’re 
calling the airbase on a satellite phone and hoping they can 
come to get you. And you’ll pay big bucks for the privilege. 

On a boat-in trip, however, the door isn’t locked behind 
you. During our Northwind trip, for example, our vehicles 
were still accessible, just two boat rides and a short hike 
away. Forgot your fishing licence, pancake mix or landing 
net in the car? You can go back and get it. If someone needs 
medical help or a family emergency pops up, you can get 
out on your own. You hope you never need that option, but 
it’s comforting to know it exists.

Reaching the  
outpost camp 

meant traversing 
one lake (top),  

followed by a 
short, ATV- 

aided portage 

Fresh fish (top to 
bottom): Steve 

Rudd and Scott 
Gardner with 

lunch-sized  
Northwind Lake  
walleye; Steve’s 

resulting tacos
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It was another small body of water—
about 1½ kilometres long and no more 
than 300 metres wide—yet it held a 
remarkable number of large pike. We fished 
McNally for two days, using a square-stern 
aluminum canoe and three-horse out-
board stashed there. And we landed 
pike of astonishing quality, including 
many in the mid-30-inch range and three 
40-inch-plus trophies. I know anglers 
who travelled to famous lodges in Sas-
katchewan or Manitoba at considerable 
expense, but didn’t land fish like those. 
Yet it was only a 10-hour drive, two boat 
rides, a portage and a hike from south-
ern Ontario. Many outposts have portage 
lakes, and it’s a reminder that travelling 
an extra kilometre or so—as tough as it 
can be—is often worth the effort. 

VALUE ADDED
BACKCOUNTRY FISHING HAS a way of sort-
ing things out. After a few days of cook-
ing, swatting bugs and figuring out new 
water, it becomes clear what matters, 
what doesn’t and what you can live with-
out. You also develop a healthy skepti-
cism for anyone claiming there’s only 
one right way to do things.

That week in camp also reinforced 
something I’d suspected for a while: the 
floatplane, while undeniably cool, isn’t 
the point. It’s about access, stewardship 
and time on lightly fished water. Boat-
in outposts offer a quieter, more flexible 
path into the backcountry—again, often 
at a fraction of the cost. You may sweat 
a bit on arrival, but you also get to move 
on your own terms and sleep a little easier knowing the 
door isn’t slammed behind you.

By the end of the week at a boat-in outpost, it all feels 
worth it—quiet lakes, plenty of fish and memories you can’t 
buy. Which, when you think about it, is kind of the point.   OC

ASSOCIATE EDITOR SCOTT GARDNER AND HIS BUDDIES ARE 
LOOKING FORWARD TO EVEN MORE BOAT-IN ADVENTURES. 
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Wes Nelson (in yellow)
and Scott Gardner with                         
McNally Lake pike; the 

crew’s kayaks in front of 
their lake-front cabin 
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