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Foreword





Like moths drawn to the firelight from out of the shadows, Dorian and Bridget found themselves sitting around my campfire in Southern England attending a Woodlore Wilderness Bushcraft Course. Already the seed of an adventure had taken root inside of them, but at that time I had no idea of this. As with all of the others attending the course, they were introduced to the fundamental practicalities of outdoor living. I, as the instructor, emphasised the value of knowledge over equipment, the importance of perfecting the basic skills and encouraged the class to strive to walk in pace with the rhythms of the wild, rather than trying to over write nature’s symphony with our chaotic tempo. If I had known then what Dorian and Bridget had in mind, I would certainly have advised further tuition in bushcraft, pointed them at expert canoe coaches and a host of other instructors that would have eased their journey. When I received word of their venture I was cheered, but also concerned. Any true tutor wishes nothing more than for their alumni to go out and benefit from their tuition, but naturally, by dint of the experience necessary to instruct, the teacher perhaps appreciates more keenly the risk of such an undertaking.


Dorian and Bridget’s adventures have both horrified me and made me laugh, truly ignorance is bliss. It is gratifying to read of their confidence to start a fire in bad weather, and the warmth it provided to their morale which rises from these pages as though it glows in my hands. But above all else it is their utter determination to break with convention and strike out in search of their dream that warms me the most.


In over twenty years teaching bushcraft, I have met many who have come to the campfire late in life and regret not having discovered their interest in their youth, and I have taught this many times to those who have their youth, but not the courage to follow their dreams. It is only a rare handful who dream well and live bravely, they know better than most that, ‘Only dead salmon swim with the current’.
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Part I





January


I was living in Polperro, one of Cornwall’s prettiest little fishing villages and friendliest communities. It took me thirty minutes to walk 10 yards in the morning to the post office, because everybody wanted to say good morning or talk about fish or the weather. I had my own little business drawing cartoons and selling them in my shop, Amosart. I worked when I wanted, did what I wanted, said what I felt and spent what I liked. There was no struggling to get up in the morning, no commuting in traffic jams or crowded trains, no stress of an over zealous boss breathing down my neck, and definitely no sexual harassment. Life wasn’t ordinary or boring. Life was pretty good.


It had taken me five years to build up my business and create the happy, easy life I had. My wife Bridget had just finished 4 years of university to qualify as a psychiatric nurse. She was now working in a job she loved and we would have an extra £12,000 a year coming in. I was 32, Bridge was 29, and for the first time in our lives money would not be a real problem.


Somehow though, I had started to develop an ache for a little more adventure.


Ignoring the ache, and keeping it to myself, I knuckled down to draw more cartoons. Every morning I’d percolate a pot of coffee, turn up the stereo and draw – until about 3:00pm every day, when my thoughts would begin to wander the world seeking adventure. Soon, I was wandering the world at noon, then 11:00am, until after several months I was fighting crocodiles on the Nile as soon as I sat at the drawing board. My enthusiasm for my work and my business was gone, lost somewhere on the plains of Africa.


May


After 4 months of battling with my dreams I decided one night to talk to Bridge. I watched her as she unwrapped the chips from their soggy paper. She was telling me about her day; jabbing backsides with syringes, and pushing the panic button because someone had decided they were an aardvark and had started to dig up the carpet with their nose. I wasn’t really listening, just watching her gesticulating with the vinegar bottle. Then I heard her sigh, “I’m sick of this shit”, and I sat up with heart pounding. “Are you?” I said, “We can make a change you know.” Bridge looked at me in a way she had only started to do after qualifying as a psychiatric nurse. I took the plunge and told her about my now overwhelming urge for adventure.


When I’d finished and slumped back into my chair, she said, “If you think about something too much, you just talk yourself out of it and never do it. We’re only here once. Let’s go get some action! Can you pass the salt please?” And that was it, the decision that would dramatically change our lives.


Bridget returned home the following evening with carrier bags full of travel guides, and over the next few days we studied atlases and skimmed through endless books. There was a whole life of adventure to live right there in those pages, but we had no idea where to go – all I knew is that I didn’t want to go to the Nile, because during my day-dreaming a crocodile had rather rudely chewed off my feet.


June


One night my brother Julian phoned. As an officer in the Royal Marines, he’s seen action in Bosnia, Somalia and Northern Ireland, and I told him my need for adventure. He listened quietly, then said, “I’m on leave next week, which coincides with the running of the bulls in Pamplona – fancy a run?” I accepted immediately and it only occurred to me after I’d put the phone down that he was a lot, lot fitter than I was.


The following Saturday I found myself in the bar on the upper deck of the six o’clock evening ferry to Spain, with a tanned, fit and excited Julian. I, on the other hand, was white, far from fit and coughing on the cigarette I nervously smoked as I contemplated being run over by ten very large and horny bulls.


My brother had been pretty busy having adventures every day, most of which involved escaping jealous lovers. When he was telling me about his bungy jump in Africa, I cut him short with a question.


“Does anybody die in the running of the bulls?”


He looked at me and laughed, “Are you nervous about this?”


“Am I hell!” I snapped in my manly voice. “I just like to know what I’m getting myself into.”


Julian, knowing I was scared and loving every minute, calmly recited everything he had read about the running of the bulls, including the average number of deaths that occur each year.


The Pamplona festival was like nothing I’d seen before. Music filled the air, and everywhere people were dressed in white and scarlet from head to foot, singing, dancing and drinking shoulder to shoulder. Feeling very welcome we joined them and partied through till 3:00am, when we decided on a short sleep in the Town Square. At 5:30am Julian woke me with a Spanish beer. The bars were still rocking, people were still singing and fire-eaters were lighting up the square. Julian jumped to his feet and ordered us to the old town hall for the start of the run.


We climbed over the eight-foot barriers and jumped into the crowded square to stand with masses of drunken men. A chap behind us, who had run yesterday, talked about his experiences, which made several people around us leave with parting words like, “My life is not worth this” and “I’d rather be playing golf.” After an hour a loud speaker crackled into life and advised us to run safely, not to hide in doorways and not to stop and help the injured runners. The laughter and singing had stopped as we began to walk up the mile long course. Ahead was a long, extremely narrow street bordered by eight-foot high, heavy wooden barriers. Spectators were piled high around us, clinging to sign posts and drainpipes, cheering from balconies and waving excitedly from windows.


A rocket exploded in the sky behind us, the signal that the first four bulls were out and charging. People started to run, but my brother shouted, “Wait till we see the bulls!” so we stood side by side in the middle of the road as hundreds of people ran around us, pushing to get in front. All I wanted to do was run with the others as fast as I could. Why did I have to be here with a hero?


Chaos erupted at the corner fifty feet from us as the bulls charged around it, bulldozing runners out of the way. People were literally being hurled into the air as the first four bulls ploughed a path through the runners. Julian turned and shouted every conceivable obscenity loosely linked to ‘run’. The crowd was ecstatic as the bulls mowed down the runners behind us. Cries of “Toro! Toro!” filled the air as I turned and fled, the ground vibrating with the force of the bull’s charge.


Before I knew it the first bulls were upon me. I dodged the first one as it pushed and ran over several people. The second bull tripped on the fallen runners and fell right on top of them. I looked for an escape as the bull clambered to its feet, turned and charged back towards me. All I could see were the long sharp horns. My legs felt like lead as I lunged through the runners in a desperate attempt to escape the bull’s path. At the last minute it changed track to follow two more bulls as they thundered past. I continued on the run, jumping and scrambling over mounds of fallen runners, before the rest of the bulls caught up with me.


Moments later the stadium was in view. As the course narrowed at the ancient gates, runners were tumbling over each other. I managed to avoid the mess and enter the arena just as the remaining bulls stormed around the corner and through the gates, flattening the fallen men without breaking stride. The crowd roared as the runners spilled into the circular arena followed by the bulls. I’d made it! Everywhere runners hugged each other and danced. The feeling was incredible.


I looked around for my brother and remembered the last time I’d seen him was in the heap of people on the ground in front, dragging a poor Spaniard on top of himself for protection. I headed back down the course to the closest bar. People were lying all over the road, unconscious, limping, being cared for by the paramedics, all of them bleeding from their battered bodies. I pushed through the crowds and ordered the largest beer I could through gesticulation. Twenty minutes later Julian entered the bar, bleeding badly from the elbow, but just as high as I was. It was 8.30 in the morning, but the night was still young and we had some celebrating to do. This was living!


July


Three days later I was back at my drawing board. It was surprising how quickly I set back into my routine, and it began to worry me. Running the bulls was exciting but short-lived, and I was again craving adventure. Bridget and I would talk long into the night about what we wanted out of life. In the words of Henry David Thoreau, we wanted to ‘live deliberately’. We also knew we didn’t want to work all our lives or have our children (when we had them) grow up thinking money was all there was to life. We wanted to do our best to be happy – and we toasted that thought with the last of our Somerset Scrumpy.


We finally decided on Northern Canada as our destination. It was one of the few untamed wildernesses left in the world, a place full of the adventure and challenges we craved and the freedom to ‘live deliberately’. Our great life-changing plan was to emigrate at the end of the summer, buy land in the middle of nowhere, build a log cabin and live as naturally and freely as we wanted. And that was it. Straightforward and simple, just the way we like it.


August


I put a ‘closing down sale’ on in the shop, and word spread quickly. Some people were happy to hear we were leaving, others not. They all told us we were really brave to do such a big thing, and how much planning it must have taken. But we didn’t feel brave, and we didn’t believe in planning. If we were going to do this, we had to do it our way or not at all.



November


I gave up trying to finish my work and just booked a ticket for as soon as I could to anywhere north of the USA. We’d decided that Bridge would join me the following March, when her contract finished. I’d just put the phone down when a client came in and wanted me to design and print 2,000 brochures for him. “I’d love to,” I said, “but I’m emigrating to the Canadian wilderness the day after tomorrow and I still haven’t packed.”


The following day I threw a sleeping bag, a couple pairs of jeans, two clean shirts, a weeks supply of underwear, my toothbrush and some money into a rucksack. I spent my last night with Bridge in the pub saying goodbye to the village, and the next day found myself high above the Canadian prairies on a plane to Edmonton with “Leaving on a Jetplane” going round and round in my thumping head.


December


I stayed in Edmonton with Bridge’s sister Pam and her husband Glenn, a true Canadian redneck who welcomed me into his house with open arms. I was to live with them for the next few months while I prepared for our big adventure. Bridge and I were going to go into the Northern Canadian wilderness to pit our wits against the harsh winters, Mother Nature and grizzly bears, but first we had to find the right area and get some gear. I bought detailed maps in Edmonton’s Map World and spent weeks studying them in detail, trying to decide whether to dog sleigh through the North West Territories, canoe up the West Coast of BC or hike through the bush in the Yukon.


When I started to tell people about our plans to go into the wilderness they just laughed, and without Bridget to back me up I started to lose confidence. Bridge and I can take on the world and win, as long as we’re united, but at this point I was alone. “What are you going to live on?” people cried. “There’s no work up north! What happens if you’re ill? People die up there regularly!”


“You don’t know our winters!”


“Things eat you in the woods!”


“There’s no toilet paper you know!”


“You’re too old to do this sort of thing.”


But a stubborn voice deep in my soul would swell and give me strength like nothing anybody else can give you, a strength that can defeat logic. It rose from my heart and yelled “Bollocks! Bollocks! Bollocks!” and from then on I decided to keep our aspirations to myself, at least until I had an ally in Bridge.


Bridget and I are just ordinary people with no background in travelling, adventure or survival. We’ve been on the breadline most of our lives, so we aren’t scared of hardship or doing without, which was hard for these affluent Canadians to understand. We knew absolutely nothing about the wilderness, but in a way that was our greatest strength, because it meant we weren’t going to underestimate it or let other people’s fears put us off. We would probably fail daily and eventually have to give up, but true failing, for us, would have been to not even try.


January


I was slowly building up a stock of camping equipment that covered the garage floor, but what we really needed was a solid waterproof tent. I found a pioneer tent at Tent World which was heavy duty, warm and weather proof, but quite how I was going to set it up without the arm and a leg I would have to pay for it, I had no idea. I went to Canvas World instead and bought twenty yards of 10-ounce canvas, and a needle that looked more like a spear for killing buffalo in the rain forests of South America.


I had a rough tent design in my head and set about transforming the roll of canvas into the desired shape. It very quickly dawned on me why the tents were so expensive. As I tried to sew the pieces together by hand, my spear pushed far more easily through the palm of my hand than through the canvas, and soon there was enough of my blood on the tent to attract all the bears in the Northwest Territories. I might as well have hung a sign on top saying ‘Bear Food World – tight fisted pommies a speciality!’ But I persevered and eventually had a tent-shaped canvas lying frozen on the garage floor. After rummaging through the woods for two days I had cut enough straight poles to erect my first Canadian home. I dragged the canvas and poles onto the front paddock, and started to put up my masterpiece. Four hours later I was back at the drawing board, and contemplating whether I could do without an arm and a leg.


February


I spent the next few weeks collecting the final equipment for our adventure. I bought an old 1983 Nissan and nicknamed her Pricey, because she kept breaking down and costing a lot of money to repair. I also bought a canoe, finally finished my tent and decided to get a dog, one that would provide companionship in hard times, protect us from wild animals and help us pioneer our New World. At a rescue centre in Edmonton, Boris Lock stood out amongst Siberian Huskies, Rottweilers, Great Danes and hundreds of cross breeds. He looked at me through the cage as if to say, “Come on, Dorian, let’s go party.” I took him home and as he ran around peeing on everything in sight, I proudly introduced him to Pam and Glenn. “What the hell is it?” Glenn asked, trying to sound calm but not succeeding.”It’s a Basset Hound cross German Shepherd, his name is Mr. Boris Lock and he’s my mate,” I said. Finally we were ready.


March


I spent the next few days washing and shaving, very nervous about meeting Bridge again after five months, even though we had spoken almost daily on the telephone. It’s funny how you can be married but still feel apprehensive about a date, I felt 16 again. When the day finally arrived to pick Bridge up from the airport, I was spraying my mouth with breath fresh, smelling strongly of “Brut” and had several clumps of bloodstained toilet paper stuck to my chin. When the arrival doors opened and the flow of passengers spewed into the terminal I watched nervously for Bridge. After what seemed like six planeloads of people she struggled through the doors under the weight of a huge rucksack and wearing a smile that said “take me to the mountains”.


It was such a relief to see her at last. We were both shaking with nerves, but after the initial clumsy hug we clicked back into place and strolled hand in hand confidently into Canada.


Now we were together, adventure called. After a teary goodbye at Pam and Glenns’ we kicked Pricey into life, threw Boris in the back and headed west into the mountains. With the long straight road in front of us stretching as far as the eye could see, we really felt we were on an adventure. We weren’t quite driving a Harley across the desert accompanied by an Eagles track, but we were driving out of the confines of our civilised world. We’d left our watches behind, having exchanged them for sheaf knives Rambo would have been proud of, and I’d ceremoniously burnt my work suit and tie. I was dressed in old jeans, big rugged boots and a shirt that said ‘Adventure West’ in gold writing on the breast pocket. I’d not had a shave for three days for the first time in my life. All I needed now was a tan and the odd firm muscle. Bridge had her shades on, her long black hair flowing free, her arm out the window and her size five Doc Martens on the dash. Her baggy lumberjack shirt clashed with the upholstery but she didn’t care, she looked happy, but above all she looked free.


Within a couple of hours we could see the Rocky Mountains, where we’d decided to camp for a night. Their white tops glimmered like a pile of rough-cut diamonds on a satin cloth. As we climbed into their shadows, sleet began to fall from the contorted clouds. A dull lonely feeling crept over us as the windscreen wipers worked hard to clear the sleet from our view of the wet road. There was no view, no warmth, and our space had shrunk to the size of Pricey’s cab.


All the adventure books I’d read never said anything about feeling like this. Both of us pretended to look for a suitable campsite, but we were really both thinking about the warmth and security of Bridget’s Dad’s house, five hours drive away on Vancouver Island. Great! Our first night and we were already failing ourselves. Eventually we both admitted we were too scared to camp in the mountains at night. We weren’t heroes, why should we have to be? No-one was watching, so with relief we made a joint decision to drive through the night to the island, and 3:00am saw us pulling into the Vancouver ferry terminal. The night was illuminated by floodlights and the noise of huge diesel engines pumped out across the bay.


The sounds and lights felt like home, but we were embarrassed. We had been too scared of the mountains to make camp and enjoy their natural beauty. Instead, we waited in the truck for five hours in the noise and bustle of the ferry port, that had no beauty and was considerably more dangerous than a good camp in the mountains. As we climbed into our sleeping bags and reclined our seats, we laughed with each other about the first night of our adventure. The ferry terminal car park wasn’t exactly the untamed Canadian wilderness we had dreamed about in Polperro.


When we arrived, the island was in the middle of spring, and quite a contrast from the winter-worn landscape of the Alberta prairie. Blossom petals floated with the bees on the warm wind. The sweet scent of hundreds of flowers filled the air, and songbirds were scuttling through the undergrowth in search of insects to feed their broods.


Whilst staying with Bridget’s father we were safe and warm and fed, exactly the right circumstances to rouse the spirit of adventure. We decided to take the opportunity to try our canoe.


“Which end is the front?” Bridge asked with a confused look creeping across her face.


“How the hell should I know?” I said, after studying the two pointy ends. We slowly worked it out by getting in and pretending to paddle, then changing positions, until we were pretty certain we knew which was the front. Then very nervously we paddled out into the sun-kissed sea.


We’d never been in a canoe before and the only knowledge we had, we’d gleaned from the film Deliverance. The bottom of the sea gradually gave way to hundreds of feet of deep water, as we found that even the slightest movements caused the canoe to rock and roll like a drunk at the opera. After a couple of miles we were doing pretty well, and the feeling of being so close to the water was magical. We watched eagles fly above us, seals bob out of the water next to us and otters play and roll in the shallows. We glided along the sprucecovered shores, only hearing the song of the paddles in the water and the lapping of the sea. Rocks covered in seaweed would well up out of the depth and then disappear back below as we glided over them. We were hooked! Canoeing was excellent.


The next morning we tried dog biscuits, praise and blaspheming to get Boris into the canoe with us, until finally we just picked him up and dumped him in. It wasn’t long before he was curled up on the floor snoozing.


Growing in confidence and singing the theme tune to Hawaii Five-O, we ventured a little further than we should have and rounded a rocky island straight into the path of a huge ferry. Panicking, we swung the canoe for shore and as the swell from the ferry began to catch us, I’m sure I heard the ship intercom say, “And on the starboard bough you can see two stupid pommies and a mutt, in a very small canoe, too close to a ferry.”


April


We were getting reports that the mysterious North was still in the grips of winter with many of the roads impassable, so in the comforts of Bridge’s fathers’ home, where whisky flowed freely and fuelled our dreams, we decided to go ‘up island’, as the locals say, at least until the mainland north was free of ice. We packed up Pricey, said our good-byes, and headed north through valleys carpeted in elegant firtrees and mountain streams bouncing their way down the rocky slopes. This time there was no turning back. This was why I’d burnt my suit, this was why I had a sheaf knife hanging from my belt, this is what my shirt said – ‘Adventure West’.


To find a camp, we turned off the highway onto the maze of logging tracks that wind their way through most of the inaccessible parts of British Columbia. Some roads turned out to be dead-ends, others were inaccessible, but eventually one opened out onto a marvelous lake. We sat in awe at the almost-turquoise lake that stretched before us, a perfect spot for an early evening canoe and a camp. This was it. This was how we’d pictured ourselves in the wilderness many months ago from our armchairs in Polperro. As if a warning from the gods, a cold wind invaded the valley, whipping up the lake and pushing black clouds along the troubled sky. Moments later rain and sleet beat through the trees onto us. Boris ran for the truck as Bridge and I struggled with the tent, which was acting more like a kite. After we were soaking and our fingers totally numb, we dived for the tent and huddled together, shocked at how quickly the weather could change. The tent was up, but by no means properly. I felt like an officer in the Charge of the Light Brigade, pushing his troops into certain danger. I wished I’d bought a tent from Tent World and not been so arrogant. We were struggling and there was no real need for it.


Our spirits were low, it was getting dark and we needed a fire, so we split up to scour the damp woods for firewood. Pushing through the trees made us wetter, but we persevered and found enough twigs to make a small smoke signal. Sometime later we were sitting down to a luke-warm meal and I voiced my concerns to Bridge.


“I’m arrogant, I’m a know it all, why do you trust in what I say?” Bridge looked at me with big doey eyes as the rain rolled down her face.


“I believe in you”, she said. How can you compete with that? Here we were, huddled in dark woods miles from anywhere, cold and scared, having given up everything we’d spent 10 years working for. The rain was beating down and the wind was bitter, we had a small soggy meal of mashed potato and cheese to eat and even the dog had deserted us. Yet this tiny lady, whom I’d known for 11 years and whose lovely, long black hair was now clinging like melted plastic to her head, was beaming a smile that said I was Father Christmas.


Later the wind stopped punishing the valley and as quickly as it had gone, calm returned. In the twilight we went for a walk along the lakeshore with Boris. A chorus of frogs was in full song and the conversation of owls drifted across the lake. Feeling more relaxed, we sat by the water, talking about our ambitions and reality, a conversation we were to have many times around our campfires.


Before we knew it, the night was thick and we could not see more than 10 yards ahead. Boris was in the bushes peeing on anything he could reach, until he suddenly started barking. Our thoughts switched to bears, to big mean bears and of all the horror stories and blood curdling attacks we had read about before our departure. We called Boris and he came running back looking a bit ruffled, but otherwise all right.


“Time to turn in”, I said to Bridge, trying to sound not the least bit nervous. She agreed in a similar manner and we walked up through the woods to our campsite. Boris growled at something behind us and again barked fiercely. Our pace quickened until we were running up through the woods to the camp, like two scared children clambering up the stairs, each not wanting to be last, in case the monster from below caught them.


At camp, paranoia really took hold as I realised how vulnerable we were, miles from anywhere in the middle of bear country and sleeping in a tent covered in my blood. We loaded all the food in the truck and locked the doors, but panic began to set in. The stubble on my chin looked the part, but I actually felt like I was back at school, waiting outside the headmaster’s office after setting light to a classroom heater. I told myself to get a grip.


Bridge reluctantly joined Boris and I in marking out our territory, peeing on anything we could that was above ground level. This was easy for us boys, but not for Bridge. Every time I’d yell “Change!” Boris and I would run eagerly with tongues hanging out to the next position, but Bridge would get tangled in her lacey Marks and Sparks underwear and fall flat in the mud, which was highly entertaining. Once we could pee no more, we climbed into the tent and battened it down, like cowboys, digging in for the inevitable attack by hostile Indians.


From inside the tent things got a lot worse. Every noise was amplified. A twig snapping sounded like a tree being pushed over. At one point I was convinced a bear was snorting just outside the tent, until I realised the noise, above my beating heart, was in fact Boris Lock snoring contentedly at the bottom of our sleeping bag. I tried to sleep, but between “What was that?” and “Did you hear something?” I found it rather difficult. Eventually Bridge, obviously worn out by the day, was competing with Boris for the snoring champion of the west. I looked at her face in the dull tent light. Her mouth was open and she was dribbling, but it was beautiful to see, she felt safe. I, on the other hand, felt very inadequate as I lay there with my family sound asleep and completely trusting me. I was scared, and I’d hold my breath at every sound and pray for daylight and safety. Sometime during the night I drifted off to sleep, but entered a world full of 40-foot bears on the rampage, dressed and looking exactly like the big boys at school who bullied people.


Then, I heard angels singing. That worried me, was I dead? I awoke and sat upright. To my relief the singing I could hear was not angels, but birds. The horrible contorted shadows on the tent wall faded into glorious daylight. We’d made it through the night. We arose sharply, washed, then cooked breakfast. With the sun rising and the coffee percolating on the crackling fire, we relaxed and finally enjoyed our first camp.


With our first night over, we were a little ruffled, but had learnt our biggest fear was bears. There was not a lot you could do about them really apart from buy a huge recreational vehicle to camp in or keep an AK47 in your trousers. We were vulnerable in a tent, and heading north up Vancouver Island was leading us straight into the biggest black bear population in North America. It was becoming more evident on every logging road we drove. A bear bottom would disappear into the bush or trundle along in front of the truck. Wherever we stopped there were damaged trees that looked as if they were straight from Freddie Crougers’ log pile, together with bear turds that had an alarming number of crushed bones sticking out of them.


The second afternoon we pitched the tent beneath a huge forest of old firtrees beside a perfect lake and went fishing in our canoe. We did not have a lot of food with us so the thought of fresh trout flame-grilled on an open fire was very appealing. Although I had little fishing experience, I felt like a professional as I cast our shiny, new tackle into the water with all the grace of a toddlers’ first steps.


Three hours later we were back at camp and Bridge and I were not talking to each other. Apparently the fishing in this lake was awesome, but the only thing I caught was a bad temper and all our shinny new tackle now lay at the bottom of the lake. I had struggled with tangled lines, snagging the bottom, hooking my leg, fingers, shoulder, nose and clothes while Bridge had tried hard to keep the canoe in a straight line and pull the hooks from her hair.


The night drifted across the lake as we sat by the fire boiling up the last of our Campbell’s chicken noodle soup. Our world shrunk quickly to the small circle of light emanating from the flames. The cold caressed our backs and the fire warmed our fronts and once again anxiety was running rampant through our veins. The only noise was that of the huge fish catching flies on the lake with a splash that suggested Moby Dick. We felt very alone as we turned into our sleeping bags. Another long night of little sleep was inevitable. When we finally dozed the bears took the form of ugly, fat, giants, singing, “Fee… Fy… Fo… Fum, I smell the blood of an Englishman.”


We were up before the sun the next morning and feeling very low. Bridge was trying hard not to show how much she was hating things, and I too tried a few bad jokes to pretend I was having fun. The daunting thought was that this was it. This was the way we had chosen to live and there was no end in the foreseeable future.


We tried fishing again, this time with worms as our bait. The lake was so quiet, the slightest sound the canoe made echoed and bounced round the mountaintops mockingly. How the hell we were going to kill fish was beyond me. We were having real trouble fighting guilt as we put the wriggling worms on the hooks.


That night we lit the fire, but had nothing to cook. Boris was quickly getting down hearted too. He hung around us for a while, hoping food would be served shortly, but eventually trundled off into the bushes for the night. We thought about eating our worms, then our boots, then the dog, but when sleet began to fall from the black sky we gave up and retired to bed. We were very disappointed in ourselves. Here we were alone in the most beautiful place we had ever been and hating every minute.


In the morning we awoke to a terrific downpour driven hard by an icy wind. We had to get out of this place and fast, if only just to see somebody else. We ran around loading up Pricey while Boris hid in the cab. Our clothes became heavier as the rain soaked them on our backs. This is how naive we were. In our so-called planning we had not thought to go to Rain Gear World and buy waterproofs.


Desperate to get out, we did not bother with morning coffee, but with no food last night and nothing this morning we were weak. As we pulled out to leave I saw, through the rain, a bag we had missed. Bridge fought hard to stop the tears rolling down her face as we unpacked everything to repack with the missed bag.


“Are we having fun yet?” she whispered.


The rain was playing havoc with the track. Pricey chugged through thick mud, over washed-out sections and around fallen trees. We put the heater on in the cab to try to dry our wet clothes but all the windows fogged up and we could see nothing. Forty miles later we hit tarmac and the relief was amazing, especially when we found a roadside petrol station and cafe with real people, and food. Photographs of grinning fishermen holding up fish bigger than themselves adorned the walls. Some photos even showed two and three-year-old children struggling to hold up huge fat fish that would have fed us for a month. I felt a complex coming on.


To get badly needed supplies we headed for Port McNeill, one of the major logging towns on Vancouver Island and a small harbour town of 3000 people. Boris was letting out some noxious fumes after his greasy bacon and eggs from the cafe that morning, so some proper dog food was a priority. We found the ‘supermarket’ and toured the four inch wide isles, halted only by a shopper coming the other way pushing a screaming child in a cart full of coke and cheerios.


Leaving behind the music floating on the air-conditioned air, we headed west on mud tracks through the appalling mess that the logging companies had created. We’d seen the huge, bald scars of clear cuts stretching thousands of acres on an otherwise tree-covered mountain on the way north, but up close it looked like a nuclear holocaust, packed with burnt stumps and the tangled debris of unwanted trees.


We reached Port Alice in the rain, a very small and neatly kept town on the shores of an inlet from the Pacific Ocean. The road west was closed, so, with the fog as low as our morale, we went to the local logging office for some advice.


“Are you guyth’s camping?” asked a rather jazzy sort of chap whose nose suggested that he had, with reckless abandon, jumped head first into something with absolutely no give in it.


“But of course,” Bridge replied sternly.


“Well”, he continued, “this is here the coldestht damb Spring in 20 yearsth. Them there bearsth are fresh out of hibernation and there ain’t no food growing yet, so they’sth real hungry!”


With our path to the west blocked, heavy rain in the east and hungry bears everywhere, we drove to the ferry terminal at Nanaimo to catch a boat to the mainland. We had just spent a wet and relatively sleepless 14 days, 7 hours and 31 minutes huddled under the tent that was proving not the least bit waterproof. Boris was, I’m sure, making secret plans to escape back to the kennels and cursing the day I picked him up. Bridge was dying for a hot bath, threatening mutiny and desperately missing simple, everyday things like a table or a mirror. I was just too tired to care about much except a badly needed cup of coffee in a Styrofoam cup.
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