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Hiking has always been popular in northwestern Ontario as more than a simple form of recreation. Here, people also rely on hiking (or portaging) as an opportunity for spiritual awakening and as an essential mode of transportation that fills in when other modes disappoint.
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Opportunities for spiritual awakening arise from pilgrimages to large rock formations that have inspired legends for generations. The most prominent of these varied rock formations is one that looks like Gulliver in the land of the Lilliputians at Sleeping Giant Provincial Park (Click here), near Thunder Bay. Hiking trails encircle and traverse the humongous rock formation to enable walkers to circle the giant, a feat that takes almost a week. There are also trails that enable you to climb his knees or chest in one day. The Sleeping Giant was of spiritual significance to the Ojibway, who tell stories about how the Sioux helped European miners discover the silver within its depths. 

The Ojibway, the Sioux, early explorers and fur traders all travelled by canoe along Lake Superior, as well as the other lakes and rivers in this region. They created pathways along the shores and portages from one shore to another to bypass rapids, rocks, beaver dams and other inconveniences. Today, hikers follow many of the old portage routes alongside rivers, although now the purpose is no longer to avoid waterfalls or beaver dams, but to get the best view of such features that were once only natural impediments. The trails and platforms at Rainbow Falls Provincial Park (Click here), for example, provide hikers with the best possible view of a cascading river from one point and Lake Superior’s shoreline from the top of a ridge at another. Hawk’s Ridge (Click here) trail, in Marathon, also leads to the top of a ridge that provides both a good view of Lake Superior, and a wonderful opportunity to get close to the hawks. To relive the experiences of these early explorers, hikers can visit a rare old growth forest at the Greenwood Lake Conservation Reserve (Click here), or they can take a a two- or three-day canoeing trip with multiple portages through the scenic wilderness at Quetico Provincial Park (Click here).

Many of these scenic areas inland only became evident when the Canadian Pacific Railway began laying track across the region in the 1880s. Huge gorges of solid granite and gneiss were found. The largest of these discovered landmarks was Ouimet Canyon (Click here), a gorge 150km (93mi) wide and 100m (90ft) deep that attracts thousands of visitors a year.

Perhaps not surprisingly, such discoveries gave northwestern Ontario a horrible reputation for difficult terrain. Blasting all the rocks required to lay this part of the track demanded more money, time and labour than any other section of the line. At the peak of construction, 12,000 men and 5,000 horses lived and worked at a regional base camp in Peninsula Harbour, now known as Marathon. The track was so difficult to lay that patches remained unfinished for years. People–including the federal soldiers sent to quash Louis Riel’s Red River Rebellion–had to rely on the old portage routes. Today, hikers can follow the same route those soldiers took on the Mountain Portage Trail at Kakabeka Falls Provincial Park (Click here). 

Once the rails were finished, however, they opened up possibilities for new hiking routes next to the tracks. Thankfully, views of towering cliffs and huge trestle bridges appear equally grand from outside the train as they do from inside. You’ll see a couple of these views from the Casque-Isles Hiking Trail (Click here).

You’ll also pass old tote roads made by lumber barons who opened up interior regions to gain access to strong stands of white and red pine. Many of today’s lookouts replace those old stands, while logging roads form convenient trails to and from good views. The Coastal Trail at Pukaskwa National Park (Click here) also leads hikers along and past old logging roads to a 30m-long (100ft) suspended bridge that is 23m (75ft) above the White River for an indescribable view that everyone should see at least once. The bridge has become such a popular destination that a boat transports hikers to and from it on summer Saturdays. Current loggers have also opened up some trails for hikers. Domtar, for example, has created the White River Community Trails (Click here) on its old logging property.

Roads have come in more recently, although they still cover less than an eighth of the territory. Those that do exist run from the Trans-Canada Highway like branches from a split trunk. Driving gets quite difficult in the north because there aren’t enough towns to keep drivers entertained. There are so few that even those with insignificant populations show up on the road map as comparatively giant dots. Ear Falls, for instance, has a population of only seven souls, yet on the map it appears just as large as Red Lake, a town with 4,873 inhabitants. And thank goodness it does. Drivers cheer these tiny towns’ presence on the map as joyous indicators of life ahead. After an hour or two of seeing nothing but trees and giant stone ridges, a gas station or campground makes a gratifying sight. Even billboards become welcome signs of civilization, especially as the sun sets. That’s when the ubiquitous yellow road signs depicting a giant moose with the words “night danger” become more and more ominous.

It’s more rewarding to see moose from the trails, something you’re very likely to do in this part of Ontario. There is also somewhat more “exotic” wildlife here too, such as white pelicans near Kenora and caribou near Pukaskwa. You’re also very likely to see bears, wolves and other dangerous predators here, as the giant bear-proof containers placed at many campsites indicate. The north’s reputation for black flies and mosquitoes seems a bit overblown, too, since insect repellent or netting is always necessary while hiking in Ontario. You may well encounter more mosquitoes in Ottawa than in Thunder Bay.

Since the roads have arrived, Ontario Hydro has created brand new paths for hikers to follow. Trail-blazing volunteers followed four Hydro poles for part of a trail, known as the Nipigon River Recreation Trail (Click here), which runs between the Red Rock and Nipigon marinas.

The Nipigon River Recreation Trail and all the other marked public trails in this region are extremely difficult to maintain. Beaver dams, fallen trees, and mini-avalanches frequently block the paths and volunteers must reblaze existing trails every spring. In some areas, hikers can expect to blaze parts of trails themselves.

The extra work is worth the effort, however. Every trail in the region highlights cliffs, outcrops, jagged terrain, lakes, rivers, waterfalls and lookouts in awe-inspiring scenery. Hiking the trails in Northern Ontario quickly becomes an obsession.

Tourist Information

North of Superior Tourism

920 Tungsten St., Suite 206A

Thunder Bay, ON P7B 5Z6

807-346-1130 or 800-265-3951

www.nosta.on.ca

www.lakesuperiorcircletour.info



Ontario’s Sunset Country Travel Association

PO Box 647 W

Kenora, ON P9N 3S6

807-468-5853 or 800-665-7567

www.sunsetcountry.ca

Casque-Isles Hiking Trail 

Location Links Terrace Bay, Schreiber and Rossport 

Number of trails 1

Total distance 52km (32mi) linear

Approx.
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