Canoeing with Dad in the BWCA


I learned to camp before I was even born, safely protected from the chilly evening air by my mother’s womb and the three layers of flannel she wore. One childhood photo shows me crouched beside the wheel of our car, my face and hands covered in mud. “Parents today are too paranoid,” my mom likes to say, “Look at all the dirt you ate as a kid and you never got sick.” Another favorite photo of mine shows my dad roasting a rabbit over the campfire. They had brought the cat camping with them that time, and after Brandy caught a rabbit, my dad entertained himself for hours preparing and roasting the thing for the cat to dine on. I’m pretty sure that was long before my time, but none-the-less, I know the story as if I were there. 


Even after my parents divorced, camping remained the mainstay of our vacations. My mom and I traveled together to the Grand Canyon, where I broke down in hysterical tears after the last people still behind us on the trail passed us coming out of the canyon. Taking pity on my mom and I, they graciously returned and accompanied us the rest of the way up the trail. Another year, she and I rafted down the Rogue River in Oregon, camping along the river’s edge each night with a half-dozen other rafters, not a road or building in sight. At the time, our adventures seemed perfectly natural to me, but in retrospect, I’m am somewhat amazed at my mom’s boldness to take on such challenges alone with an eight year old child. 


My dad and I continued to camp as well. Less inclined toward planning, he prefers to drive down winding forest roads until we happen to stumble across a camping area and set up for the night. After my mom and I moved to Wisconsin, he and I made at least two meandering journeys through northern Wisconsin and Minnesota, camping in state and national forests along the way. Sometimes today I will find myself at a remote lake in the Superior National Forest and think, “Hey - I’ve been here before!”


I suppose it is inevitable that as I’ve grown from a child into an adult, I’ve also transitioned from camping with my parents to camping with my husband or my friends. With my friends, I’ve experienced the thrill of winter camping for the first time as well as backpack and canoe trips away from cars. I’ve also enjoyed the opportunity to introduce my husband to the world of camping. Roasting marshmallows at the campfire, staring intently at the dancing embers and dressing in layers to stay warm; all of these experiences have been new to him after a childhood of vacations aboard cruise ships.  


This summer, though, when I invited my dad to fly out to Minnesota and visit for a week, I knew just how to seal the deal. “It’s deathly hot out in Palm Springs,” I said, “Why don’t you come here for a bit and we’ll go up to the Boundary Waters and camp and fish?” 

A month later, my dad and I strapped the canoe to the car, called for the dog and headed north towards the cool pines and sparkling waters of the BWCA. I soon realized that while my dad had taught me to camp, I now played a new role as the trip planner and canoe-camping expert. As we drove, I explained to him the significance of the wilderness designation for the BWCA; there would be no roads, no motorboats and no phone service. The area is renowned for its clear, deep-water lakes, the wolves and moose and the opportunity it creates for a person to sit in peaceful silence without a human influence in sight or sound.  I had a topographic map of the canoe route in my dry bag, marked with potential campsites along the way, in addition to water purification tabs, fishing gear, a small camp stove and other assorted gear to keep us comfortable, dry, well-fed, bug-free and un-lost. 

In all of the camping trips my dad had made over the years, he had never spent a night out of reach of the car, and he was eager to have a true wilderness experience. After living in the desert for more than twenty years, he was also so, so excited to spend three days on a lake. For my part, I couldn’t wait to show him a side of Minnesota he’d never yet seen. 

As BWCA trips go, it was a fairly uneventful journey. We chose an easy route with a put-in off a boat launch and no portaging required. The weather was hot and the wind was only strong enough to frustrate, not defeat us. We were eaten alive by mosquitoes and caught no fish. The dog alternated between swimming and patrolling the campsite for turtles and squirrels until she was mangy and covered in twigs. My dad drank in the scenery and sighed in contentment. 

At Christmas time, I open a package from him and found inside a black and white photo of a rock and a branch jutting out of rippling water, arranged like a Japanese Zen garden. “I’ve been playing with the perfect contrast and cropping for this photo over the past few months,” he wrote. I smiled, knowing that this photo, like the ones of my mud-covered face and his make-shift rabbit-roasting pole, would remind us of the trip for years to come. 
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