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Casting a line in the Rupert River, Quebec. 
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'It is difficult to find in life any event 
which so effectually condenses intense 
nervous sensation into the shortest 
possible space of time as does the 
work of shooting, or running an im­
mense rapid. There is no to i l , no heart 
breaking labour about it, but as much 
coolness, dexterity, and skill as man 
can throw into the work of hand, eye 
and head; knowledge of when to strike 
and how to do it; knowledge of water 
and rock, and of the one hundred com­
binations which rock and water can 
assume — for these two things, rock 
and water, taken in the abstract, fail as 
completely to convey any idea of their 
fierce embracings in the throes of a 
rapid as the fire burning quietly in a 
drawing-room fireplace fails to convey 
the idea of a house wrapped and 
sheeted in f lames." 

Sir Wi l l iam Francis Butler (1872) 
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Foreword 

Wild rivers are a priceless part of our 
natural heritage. Untouched by the 
march of man's technological progress, 
these waterways are the arteries of 
our land, and one of the main elements 
in its growth to nationhood. 

Long before Europeans laid eyes on 
them, these rivers served the native 
peoples as sources of food and means 
of transportation. Later, the rivers 
were to carry the Europeans on voy­
ages of exploration and exploitation 

throughout the vast interior of the 
continent. The settlers who fol lowed 
travelled the same routes. 

The waterways were the mainstay 
of the fur trade; they were the highways 
to the gold rushes. They did much 
to provide the economic nourishment 
through which Canada grew to its 
present stature. 

With the advent of modern technol­
ogy, some of our rivers were harnessed 
to serve our newfound needs. But 
thousands of kilometres of waterways, 
and the land they pass through, remain 
essentially untouched. 
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Today, Canadians are gradually 
rediscovering these fascinating wi ld 
rivers. They are recreating the 
adventures of the explorers; struggling 
over the same portages as the heavily-
burdened "coureurs de bo is" ; 
running rapids which once hurtled 
"voyageurs" and their precious cargoes 
toward the markets of Montreal; 
gently floating down majestic rivers 
which once carried thousands of 

anxious prospectors toward the prom­
ise of gold. 

Parks Canada is promoting these 
challenging voyages of discovery, 
which embrace both the past and the 
present. 

However, a good deal of down-to-
earth information about the rivers and 
their characteristics is needed before 
anyone attempts to navigate them. It is 
for this reason that Parks Canada 
decided to carry out surveys of w i ld 
rivers all across the country. The result 
is this series of booklets, designed to 
provide a practical guide for the 
modern "voyageur". 

Although " w i l d " is used to describe 
rivers not yet harnessed to industry, 
it is an apt adjective, for many of the 
rivers should be challenged only by 
experienced and well-equipped 
canoeists. 
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The Wild Rivers of 
James Bay and 
Hudson Bay 

Climate 

The rivers f lowing into James Bay and 
Hudson Bay are of two different kinds. 
The west shore rivers descend from 
the Precambrian Shield in a series of 
rapids becoming wide shallow rivers as 
they wind their way across the marine 
clay of the Hudson Bay Lowlands. 
For the final 160 km these rivers flow 
through extensive mud banks and 
flat terrain. The east shore rivers, in 
contrast, f low in a disorganized and 
complex pattern through lakes and 
bogs lying on top of the very old granite 
of northern Quebec. 

The lakes and rivers in this area are 
ice-free from May until December. 
The average annual rainfall is above 
500 mm, most of it fall ing in the sum­
mer. Therefore quality rain gear and 
waterproofing are essential on canoe 
trips. The average July temperature is 
14°C and summer temperatures in the 
mid-twenties can be expected. 
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Planning the Trip 

In planning a canoe tr ip, allow 25 to 
30 km a day paddling. Al low extra 
time and food for such unforeseen 
events as being windbound or delayed 
by rain. 

If egress is to be by plane, make 
sure arrangements are taken care of 
before the trip begins. Be sure to check 
out with some responsible agency, 
(the R.C.M.P. or the Ministry of Natural 
Resources), giving them a route and 
expected time of arrival. And don't 
forget to check in wi th them at the end 
of the tr ip! 

Permits for fires and fishing may 
be required. Extreme caution should 
be exercised in the use of fire. Camp-
fires should be built only on rock or 
sand and extinguished completely. Al l 
garbage should be packed out with 
you. 

A sturdy canoe capable of handling 
well in rapids, and equipment for its 
repair are essential. Aluminum canoes 
were used throughout the surveys 
and proved most practical. Since lining 
and hauling are often necessary, 
several pairs of high-cut running shoes 
or other sturdy footwear, which can 
take the abuse of rocks and being 
constantly wet, are needed. 

In the more isolated regions carry­
ing an emergency survival kit is 
advised. The kit should contain high 
energy food rations, waterproofed 

matches, fishhooks and line, and emer­
gency rescue flares for signalling 
aircraft. These items should be well 
waterproofed; if the kit is small it could 
be worn on your belt. 

Firearms are never necessary. Insect 
repellent and headnets are necessary 
in these areas and mosquito coils are 
useful. Tucking in pant cuffs and tying 
shirt cuffs closed can be very helpful. 

The National Topographic Series 
of maps is available f rom: 
Canada Map Office, 
615 Booth Street, 
Ottawa, Ontario, 
K1A0E9 
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1 Fawn and Severn Rivers 
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Fawn and Severn Rivers Maps required 

Angling Lake to Fort Severn 

Length 
7 to 14 d * (400 km) 
6 portages 

Date of survey 
August, 1973 

Angling Lake may be reached by a 
chartered float plane from Pickle Lake 
on Highway 599. Big Trout Lake, 
south of Angling Lake serves as an 
alternate starting point. A nursing 
station, a Hudson's Bay Company 
store and radio communications are 
available at Big Trout Lake. The 
only transport out of Fort Severn is 
chartered float plane. Flights from 
Big Trout Lake wi l l l ift canoeists to 
Moosonee where the Polar Bear 
Express train offers transportation to 
major settlements. Alternatively, one 
may fly to Pickle Lake and use high­
way 599 for a route home. 

(N.T.S. 1:250 000 scale) 
53 H Ashewely River 
53 I Fawn River 
43 L Clendenning River 
53 P Dickey River 
43 M Fort Severn 
54 A Black Duck River 
44 D Black Duck River 

* d is the metric symbol for day(s). 

Access and egress 



About the river 
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Geography 
The clear waters of the Fawn River 
flow 110 km from Angling Lake over 
Precambrian rock, dropping 10 m 
in elevation in this distance. The 
landscape is flat and poorly drained 
with only a few rocky knobs rising 
above the moss. 

Beyond the Canadian Shield the 
river cuts banks up to 30 m deep 
through deep marine clays left by the 
recession of Hudson Bay. Shortly 
before entering the Severn River, the 
river cuts to the limestone bedrock. 
Beyond the river banks, one can see 
the vast expanses of muskeg that are 
typical of the Hudson Bay Lowlands. 
The rivers are quite shallow, with 
boulder and gravel fields occurring 
regularly. In the Severn River the 
shorelines vary from steep newly-
formed cutbanks to gently sloping 
floodbanks with occasional boulder 
and cobble beaches. 

Flora 
The swamp is covered with moss and 
supports a small growth of black 
spruce and tamarack. The better timber 
is found growing on and around the 
hillsides. Alder and wi l low cover the 
river banks, Jackpine, balsam, white 
spruce, trembling aspen, and birch are 
present in the upper reaches but 
species change to stunted black 
spruce, balsam, poplar and tamarack, 
as one approaches the river's mouth. 

Fauna 
Fishing is not highly rewarding in 
these areas — speckled trout are the 
prime species in the upland areas. 
Pike and pickerel are available in the 

Severn. Moose, caribou, and wolves 
seem to be quite common as are lynx, 
bear, beaver and otter. Waterfowl, 
especially ducks and Canada geese, 
are commonly sighted. In the bay 
beyond Fort Severn polar bears and 
beluga whales are often seen. 

History 
Historically, the Fawn River is of no 
more than local interest but the Severn 
had some importance as a fur trade 
route. Its shallowness and the avail­
ability of better routes in the area have 
kept it from being a vital link. 

The Hudson's Bay Company post 
at Fort Severn was established in 1680 
and changed hands at least four 
times between the French and English 
traders. 



The Canoe Trip 
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Big Trout Lake to Lit t le Otter River 
(85 km) 
From Big Trout Lake the Fawn River 
flows northeast along the Hudson Bay 
watershed. For the first 100 km the 
Fawn River traverses terrain charac­
teristic of the Canadian Shield and 
most of central Northern Ontario. At 
Big Trout Lake Precambrian bedrock 
is exposed at the surface in large flat 
shelves at the side of the river, while 
below Angling Lake it lies below 
a thin moss and muskeg cover only a 
metre thick. Because of the thinness 
of this cover, the river, having cut 
down to the bedrock, has banks only 
one metre high. In this first 100 km 
there are 24 rapids and falls caused 
by ridges of gneiss crossing the river. 

Owing to the extreme flatness of the 
surrounding country (heights of more 
than five metres are rare) the river 
spreads at a bedrock ridge and flows 
in several shallow channels. In sections 
like this the width of the river increases 
from an average of 35 m to as much 
as 135 m. 

A very dense wi l low and alder 
undergrowth along the river banks 
makes campsites difficult to find. Along 
the river, there is a series of cleared 
campsites made by Indians for winter 
trapline camps. There are the best 
campsites in terms of size and level-
ness but they harbour incredible 
numbers of black flies and mosquitoes. 

At Angling Lake low banks and a 
dense coniferous covering dominate 
the topography. Angling Lake Village 
on the north side of the 13 km long 
lake is inhabited by 150 Indians. Here 
the Fawn River continues through a 
narrow channel. 

For the next 85 km the Fawn River 
runs through dense, low lying muskeg 
territory. There are two campsites, 
indicated by granite outcroppings, on 
the left shore 10 km below Angling 
Lake. Al l the rapids of the Fawn River 
are in the first 85 km. One must navi­
gate with caution here because the 
topographical maps do not present the 
rapids accurately. 

Sixteen kilometres from Angling 
Lake is the first set of rapids. These are 
not marked on the topographical map. 
This set is easily run on the left. 
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From these rapids to the first rapids 
marked on the topographic maps, 
two campsites are available on the 
right shore. The first is 22 km below 
Angling Lake and is marked by a 
granite outcropping. The next is 8 km 
downstream from the first camp­
site and is indicated by a 1 50 cm sand 
bank on the right shore. Here one 
passes through a set of unmarked 
rapids. 

The first marked rapid is actually a 
ledge which drops five metres. The 
120 m portage is on the right and 
is in good condition. A grassy opening 
at two rock outcroppings marks the 
trai l . 

Three kilometres below the first 
marked rapids one encounters a ledge 
of 2.5 m which is also marked by a bar 
on the map. This ledge may be lined 
on the right or avoided by two trails 
on the left marked by grassy openings. 
The first trai l , 490 m long, ends at the 
bottom of the rapids. The other trail 
is a 20 m carry which avoids the 
main ledge. After the carry one may 
shoot through the high standing waves. 

Thirteen kilometres downstream 
from this ledge are the falls and rapids 
marked on the map. The portage 
around the falls begins at a grass 
opening on an island in the middle of 
the river channel. It extends for 20 m 
over broken ground. The 2.5 m drop is 
quite spectacular. 

The rapids, 1.5 km below the fal ls, 
end in a wider section of river marked 
by a sand bank on the left. 

The river between here and the 
rapids marked just above Ashaway 
Falls is wide with low dense banks of 
muskeg. The rapids above Ashaway 
Falls are formed by exposed rock and 
may be lined on the right. 

Ashaway Falls is a four-metre drop. 
The trail begins on the right at a grass 
clearing. It stretches for 180 m over 
rock outcroppings and so is difficult to 
fol low. It terminates in a small cove. 

One point five kilometres below the 
falls there are two sets of unmarked 
rapids. The first of these may be run on 
the left, but the second is a 125 m 
ledge, and should be lined or portaged. 
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Three kilometres below these rapids 
the river widens and a campsite is 
located on the left shore among a 
stand of tall black spruce. 

Unmarked fast water continues for 
13 km below Ashaway Falls to a drop 
marked as a falls on the map. The 
falls is actually a series of small ledges 
cutting the river into islands. They 
present a kilometre of challenging 
paddling. No trail was found. 

Crandall Falls is avoided by a port­
age of 70 m on the left. 

The marked sets of rapids below 
Crandall Falls are small ledges and 
boulder fields. Proceed with caution 
here because the rapids are not notice­
able and navigation may become con­
fused. There are no points of reference 
to aid in the navigation and identifi­
cation of the area. 

Above Ashaway Falls, upper Fawn River, 
Ontario. 
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The rapid marked on the map just 
downstream of the 500 foot (152.4 m) 
contour is a ledge which may be run 
or lined on the left side. The channel 
winds around a corner to the left. Trails 
were not found in this area. 

The last set of rapids in this section 
of the Fawn River is marked on the 
maps and is a 75 cm drop over a ledge. 
It may be lined through the middle or 
walked around on a 20 m trail marked 
by a grass clearing on the left. 

Ten kilometres downriver one 
reaches the confluence of the Fawn 
and Little Otter Rivers. A large clearing 
on the right side upstream from the 
Little Otter River provides excellent 
camping. 

Litt le Otter River to confluence 
w i t h Severn River (234 km) 
Below the last rapid, 8 km upstream 
from the Little Otter River, the geo­
logical and physiographic features 
change rapidly. The last rapid marks 
the final step from Canadian Shield 
and its Precambrian bedrock into the 
Hudson Bay Lowlands. Once off the 
Shield one finds sedimentary lime­
stone covered with deep marine clays. 
The same glacial activity that levelled 
and scoured the shield left vast areas 
of t i l ls and boulder pavement. This, 
along with the marine clays, form an 
overburden of over 30 m through 
which the river has cut, exposing wide 
flood banks and high steep cliffs which 
are constantly being eroded. 

The river flows 5 to 6 k m / h over 
a cobble bed. With the exception of 
shallow shoals, there are no rapids until 
Caribou Rapids near the confluence 

with the Severn River. Here the river 
has cut right down to the limestone 
floor, leaving the impression that the 
river bed has been paved. Because 
of the muskeg terrain and vegetation, 
campsites are few and far between. 
It is important to note that while every­
where in this region, the mosquitoes 
and black flies were bothersome, on 
this section of the Fawn River they 
were particularly bad. Head nets were 
necessary even while canoeing and 
once on shore it was impossible to sit 
outside the tents. 

It is recommended that anyone with 
any reaction to insect bites avoid this 
river. 
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Confluence of Fawn and 
Severn Rivers to Fort Severn 
(100 km) 
From the junction of the Fawn and 
Severn Rivers to Fort Severn the char­
acter of the river does not change 
except for the magnitude. While the 
Fawn River was a uniform 50 m wide, 
the Severn widened to 500 m increas­
ing to 8 km at Fort Severn. 

In this last section there are two sets 
of rapids. What is marked 'Limestone 
Rapids' on the map was a fast stretch 
of very deep water near the right bank. 
The last set (not marked on the maps) 
is 56 km from the mouth of the Fawn 
River, and is marked by spectacular 
limestone islands. Large fossils were 
found imbedded in the flat rock. The 

rapids are about 1.5 km long and very 
difficult because of their size. Very 
fast water, six-metre ledges, waves 
over two metres high and the 1 km 
wide river made this a dangerous 
rapid. 

In the last 80 km, weather is a 
noticeable factor. At high tide a heavy 
fog, caused by cold air from the ice 
pack meeting the relatively warm 
water of the river, moves in along the 
coastal area. This results in very chil ly 
and uncomfortable canoeing condi­
tions and also plays an important 
factor in flying arrangements at Fort 
Severn. 

After the limestone sections the 
Severn reverts to sand banks as far as 
Fort Severn. Here radio communica­
tions are available at the Hudson's Bay 
Company store. 185 Indians make up 
the population of Fort Severn. 
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2 Attawapiskat River 



Attawapiskat River 
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Access and egress Maps required 

Missisa River to Attawapiskat Village 

Length 
4 t o 8 d (205 km) 
2 portages 

Date of survey 
Late August, 1973, at low water level 

The access point on the river is the 
site of three abandoned buildings at 
the confluence of the Attawapiskat and 
Missisa Rivers. The only way one can 
reach this point is by chartered aircraft 
from Moosonee, or Nakina. From 
Attawapiskat there are twice weekly 
scheduled flights back to Moosonee. 

(N.T.S. 1:250 000 scale) 
43 F Matateto River 
43 C Missisa Lake 
43 B Kapikau River 
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The Attawapiskat has been documented 
by Doctor Robert Bell of the Geolog­
ical Survey of Canada in 1886 and in 
an unpublished report written for the 
Water Resources Division, Ontario 
Water Resources Commission in 1966. 
These reports are quite complete 
and useful. 

Geography 
The Attawapiskat River begins in the 
Precambrian Shield and then flows 
through the James Bay Lowland, 
a poorly drained area of extensive 
muskeg and bog. 

In the Lowlands the banks are gen­
erally composed of boulder clay, and 
slope gently down to the water level. 
The topography of the country is low 
and level. 

In a number of places, the river 
crosses large exposures of limestone. 
This material has been deposited in 
strata under an ancient sea which now 

remains as Hudson Bay. The banks 
and bed of the river at these points 
consist of limestone debris. The river 
has cut through the strata carving 
sheer cliffs and overhangs. The result 
is probably the most beguiling scenery 
in the James Bay Lowland for the river 
drops over limestone ledges and 
rushes between myriads of islands. At 
places the river is often over a kilo­
metre wide and only 25 to 50 cm deep. 

Flora 
On the well drained soils, black spruce, 
tamarack, balsam, aspen, and white 
birch are common, but on wet level 
tracts it is principally black spruce. 
Poplar occurs near the streams but is 
seldom seen inland. Alders and 
wi l lows line the bank in most areas, 

but grasses and reeds occur in the 
shallows. 

Fauna 
This area is generally uninhabited by 
man and canoeing through it provides 
an excellent opportunity to see many 
undisturbed animals at close range. 
Bears wander among flowers and ber­
ries on the banks all along the route. 
Beavers also find good feeding along 
the banks. White fish, suckers, pike 
and others are found here and sturgeon 
is abundant further up the river. 

History 
Because of the difficulty involved in 
navigating this river, it never became 
an important artery of trade. The 
village of Attawapiskat, with a popu­
lation of 500, is not historically 
significant. 
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The Canoe Trip 

Missisa River to 5 2 ° 5 5 ' N lat. 
8 3 ° 5 6 ' W long. 
At the confluence of the Missisa and 
Attawapiskat Rivers lies an abandoned 
Hudson's Bay Company post. Three 
buildings stil l stand. From the Missisa 
to 52°55'N 83°56'W only one section 
of limestone rock was observed. This 
limestone area stretched for 6.5 km 
from 84°31'W 53°05'N. The river is 
bounded by six-metre walls of lime­
stone. The current passes swift ly over 
a shallow rock channel dotted by 
limestone islands. Numerous fossils 
lie in the limestone. 

The geography of the remainder of 
this section of the river is uniform. 
The banks of alluvial t i l l are consis­
tently low. The river flows through 
a wide shallow channel over numerous 
gravel bars. Campsites are not abun­
dant. The openess of the river coupled 
with a strong head wind may make 
paddling laborious. 

Limestone cliffs along the Attawapiskat 
River, Ontario. 
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52°55'N 83°56'W to 52°56 N 
83°09'W 
At 83°56 'W one encounters the first 
substantial section of limestone, 
stretching 6.5 km. The current here 
although swift, does not create any 
rapids. The left channel of the river has 
the more interesting geological for­
mations. A number of caverns may 
be explored which could yield discov­
eries of fossils or perhaps animal 
dens. Below the limestone area the 
river flows for 13 km through regions 
of islands and banks made up of 
alluvial material. The vegetation of the 
banks exhibits signs of ice scarring. 

At 83°49'W lies the next area of 
limestone, stretching for 8 km and 
forming another labyrinth of channels 
and rapids. Rock faces rise 20 m 
vertically, and the scenery is unique 
and magnificent. The rapids in this 
section are not difficult. 

For 10 km below the limestone area, 
the river resumes a sluggish pace 
characteristic of rivers of the James 
Bay Lowlands. At 83°36 'W, limestone 
outcrops again form a ledge rapid. 
This rapid, which is marked on the 
topographic maps may be run in the 
centre, or be lined along the right 
shore. 

Five kilometres downstream there is 
another area of limestone and fast 
water. Campsites are readily available. 

Three kilometres downstream, be 
careful to avoid the Lawashi Channel, 
and stay in the main channel of the 
Attawapiskat. By running the three sets 
of rapids on the left side one wi l l be 
assured of the correct channel. The 
first of these rapids is shallow and not 
diff icult to run. The final rapid in the 
left channel is a three-metre drop over 
a series of ledges, and it may be ne­
cessary to line if the water level is low. 
The middle seems to be best for 
running these drops. The river quickly 
approaches James Bay after the last 
set of rapids. 
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5 2 ° 5 6 ' N 8 5 ° 0 9 ' W to At tawapiskat 
V i l lage 
In this section of the river, the channel 
widens and becomes shallower. Gravel 
shoals under the water result in a fast 
current and produce many opportuni­
ties for running aground. The banks 
of alluvial t i l l are about six metres high, 
and in places there has been severe 
bank slumping. Campsites are not 
abundant in this area. 

At the village of Attawapiskat 
scheduled flights are available twice 
a week to Moosonee. Canoes may be 
shipped through the Hudson's Bay 
Company by barge to Moosonee and 
from there via Ontario Northland 
Railroad to southern destinations. 


