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 Return to the Northwoods: part 1

A couple of years ago, Sue and Graham went on an exploratory canoe trip to
Knapdale (Into the Northwoods), a compact region of Argyll bordered by Loch Sween
on one side and Loch Fyne on the other. They found a land of spruce-clad ridges and
secluded lochs separated by un-obvious, and sometimes claustrophobic portages
through the forest. The short sharp hills and heavy tree cover isolate the place both
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geographically and psychologically; it feels like a different world. The trip was early in
the season and coincided with a period of unusual cold, and on that occasion they
were stopped by the ice; but had seen enough to arouse their curiosity. Ever since, a
return visit has been planned. Unfinished business.

Autumn 2014. Ex-hurricane Gonzalo put an end to the plans for our (Andy, Andrew
and Graham’s) annual October trip. The weather forecasts of the week before
showed the sinister coils of the huge depression relentlessly approaching the U.K. It
somehow seemed predestined to make landfall on October 20th, the very day of our
planned departure, which is exactly what happened. The trip was called off and we
set about the depressing job of unpacking all our gear, but it turned out to be a good
decision because the gales and rain were even worse than those forecast. We
allowed ourselves the consolation that, if there happened to be a quiet spell in early
December, we would try again, although secretly we thought this didn’t seem very
likely. Nonetheless, as December approached, the weather forecast did gradually
improve; a weather window opened. 

We were attracted to Knapdale because it looks such a classic canoe country of lakes
and portages in miniature, a beautiful scattering of lochs across the land. Physically
small-scale it may be, but we already knew that the actual experience of travelling
here is definitely full size. Knapdale is, as an estate agent would say, deceptively
spacious. We were looking forward to an exciting mix of paddle, portage, compass
and camp, and an attempt to push a route right the way across. Knapdale is secluded
and low-lying and so a good prospect for dubious, late-season weather. With only
small lochs to cross, we would be less at the mercy of the wind. Snug in the forest
during the long December nights, the elements outside could do as they pleased.

Monday December 1st. 56° 0'24.70”N; 5°37'52.02”W. We reached the shores of
Loch Sween around 3pm with just enough time to find a camping spot before it
became too dark. We rejected a couple of wet and windswept possibilities before
settling on a much more promising place at a picnic site south of Tayvallich on a level
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spot where a level spot shouldn't really be, clearly the site of an ancient homestead,
chiselled out of the hillside. It was raining, so the first job was to get the tarp up to
bring the situation under control. After eating, it became clear that sitting around camp
was not an option because you cool off so quickly, so we went for a night hike to keep
warm. Thus began our acclimatization to the long, dark evenings, with the slightly
surreal sensation of walking along a forest track that you could half see, half sense,
headtorch beams dancing through the trees.

The next day dawned fine; we started with a 400 yard portage past a ruined mill down
to the water of Loch Sween. The Peterborough was fitted with soft yokes which made
overhead carrying almost sinfully comfortable. The paddling was exquisite from the
outset; Loch Sween, was at its prettiest, filled to the brim by the tide, the squint and
sparkle of low, bright light lending an epic quality to the scene. 
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After paddling up the loch for three miles or so, we started looking out on the left bank
for the forest track which was our intended portage route over to Loch Coille-Bharr.
We made the mistake of paddling past the head of the track to a point nearer to the
next loch. The way up to the track looked okay from a distance but turned out to be a
newly logged area with a jungle of brash, not the portager’s best friend. We took the
sacks up this way but it cost us time, so when we returned for the canoes, we
paddled back to the start of the track, and so eased the crossing. A new dictum was
born: if there’s a track, use it.

Loch Sween from the Loch Coille-Bharr portage

Loch Coille-Bharr (the Lake in the Woods) is slim and beautiful. We started from
Crannog Bay and paddled about a mile to where a stream flows in from the next loch.
This might provide a portage route, as might the track on the left, but as darkness
was only about an hour away, we went for the quick option, the landing stage on the
right and a carry along the road.

A quick skim across a rapidly darkening Loch Barnluasgan brought us to the bottom
of the steep, but very well-made chipping path over the knap to Loch Linne. This late
in the year, when darkness comes a little after 4pm, you have to be very alert for
potential camping spots. A dense patch of spruces on the top of the ridge attracted
our attention; it should be well-drained and sheltered up there. We had an interesting
climb up the zig-zag path with the canoes over our heads, having at one point to
rotate ourselves under the canoe to change direction on a particularly sharp hairpin.
The campsite proved good and soon the tarp was up, slung between trees over a
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wall, which gave shelter and something to lean against. 

It was a troubled, Northwoods night; firstly there was a scream — one of the team
had a bad dream and awoke in a fright; perhaps because of the long dark nights, or
the influence of the forest, we found we were all dreaming vividly. Then there were
gunshots in the small hours, natives out in the woods we thought. Next morning, we
were all eager to put forward our interpretations of the nightmare, boring ones being
rejected out of hand. The nightmare had been of a giant rat. In this case the analysis
was straightforward; the large rodent in the dream was not a rat at all, we concluded,
but a creature from folk memory resurfacing from long ago — we had come under the
spell of beaver country. After eating, we continued the new tradition of the after-dinner
walk in the embrace of the forest, to keep warm and to work out the rest of the next
portage.

The knap gave a fine carry next morning along a sharp ridge (The Knap Ridge
Portage, 750 yards) overlooking Loch Linne. Paddling over this and through a
channel to Loch Fidlhle led to a steep carry (Steep Bank Portage, 200 yards.) up to a
small unnamed loch adorned with many chewed and chomped stumps and branches
— beavers! The next portage through to Loch Creagmhor was a classic, following a
corridor of beaver-felled birches (Beaver Portage, 60 yards); archetypal canoe
country.

Arriving at the Beaver Pond at the end of Steep Bank Portage
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Beaver Portage
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Beavers!

____________The Portages_________________
Loch Coille-Bharr Portage: 1240 yds
Loch Coille-Bharr to Loch Barnluasgan: 595yds
The Knap Ridge Portage: 750 yds 
Steep Bank Portage: 200yds
Beaver Portage: 60yds
Creagmhor Loch to Loch na Bric: 1.5 miles
Loch na Bric to Loch an Add: 72yds
S&G Portage 1: 980 yds
Loch na Faoilinn to Gleann Loch: 150 yds
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Gleann Loch to Loch Clachaig: 190 yds
S&G Portage 2: 980 yds
Loch nam Breac Buidhe to Still Loch: 150 yds
Still Loch to Kilduskland: 780 yds
Kilduskland to canal: 2.2miles (downhill)
_______________________________________

We were now faced with a longish carry through to the next loch. Two forest tracks
were going in vaguely the right direction, but the challenge was to link them up.
Armed with map, compass and some Google Earth print-outs, we eventually achieved
this via a logged area which gave an awkward uphill carry through a brash-field. At
the point where we passed closest to Lochan Duin, we were faced with an
impenetrable wall of young spruces on a 45 degree upward slope, so we decided to
continue on the track to Loch na Bric (Trout Lake). 

The way up to Lochan Duin. Walk on by.

There was time for one more loch before stopping for the night, so we crossed this
and set up camp by the black void of a fenced-off chasm. The chasm cast a bit of a
sinister aura over the place (Graham added chasms to his growing list of outdoor
phobias) especially when lit up by the horror-movie moon which cast a surreal silvery
sheen on everything. But we all agreed that this was the place to stop because the
ground was flat and there was a good place for the tarp. In the night, in an attempt to
stop thinking about the dark void inches from his head, Graham kept trying to
visualise the complex portage up to Loch na Faoilinn (S&G portage 1) that we would
meet tomorrow. He hoped that he could spot the landmarks because it took a full day
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to work out the route last time, and we could now really do with gaining some ground
as we felt we were paddling on borrowed time before “freeze up”.

It was only a very short carry from Chasm Camp through to Loch an Add, where there
were some convenient steps to the water’s edge, and then a short but pretty paddle
led up to the dam to join Susan and Graham’s 2013 route. While Graham had a hunt
around to get orientated, the ominous whine of chainsaws came echoing through the
forest and we had the vision of the portage being transformed into a hideous
wasteland of stumps and brushwood. Graham found the route, but things had
changed a little since last time because of recent windfalls, making it different enough
from memory to cause some concern. All went well at first, but eventually it became
clear that we had strayed off route. Fortunately, we heard, then came to, a waterfall
that Graham recognised from his previous exploration and then it was a simple matter
to push through the trees and get back where we should be. Emerging from the forest
in front of a familiar rock, we were suddenly confronted by the source of the chainsaw
noise — a group of forest workers. They proved very friendly, but gave us odd looks
when we told them we were on a canoe trip through Knapdale (we had no canoe with
us at this point) and probably thought we were suffering from some bizarre delusion
(probably true). “That's different!”, they observed and surmising that we needed
professional counselling, gave us a forester’s map of the new and proposed logging
tracks to help us on our way. They were working at the end of a brand new and
massive logging road that had been bulldozed through the woods, obliterating a key
portage landmark (The Corner Tree) where Susan and Graham had camped last
time. Sad.

The logging team present Andy with a commemorative map of the forest
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“You can’t stop progress.” Knapdale, 2013 ….
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…. and the same spot in 2014
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Flagging tape shows the way on S&G (Susan and Graham’s) Portage #1

Back on track, we followed the portage trail discreetly cut through the willows and
spruces up to Tom’s Cabin (no trip in the Northwoods would be complete without
cabins) at Loch na Faoillin, where another surprise laid in wait — an absence of water
because the dam was being repaired. We were beginning to think that the fates were
against us. But there was enough water to make paddling worthwhile, and the dry
parts of the loch bed were rock not silt.

http://s206.photobucket.com/user/Moosehead_Canoes/media/Knapdale%202014/DSC00046_zpsb020e2e5.jpg.html


http://s206.photobucket.com/user/Moosehead_Canoes/media/Knapdale%202014/TomsCabin_edited-1_zpseb856ab1.jpg.html
http://s206.photobucket.com/user/Moosehead_Canoes/media/Knapdale%202014/DSC00047_zps63039feb.jpg.html


The underwater world of Loch na Faoilinn

Gliding through this blasted “underwater” rocky landscape gave us a strange, post-
apocalyptic feeling. The water in the bottom of the loch basin was actually divided into
two by a little wall of rocks, the water on the far side being at a slightly higher level.
Andrew’s eyes lit up as he jumped out of his canoe next to the rocks with civil
engineering in mind. Water gushed through when the two Andrews rolled aside the
rocks giving us a chute to pull the canoes through and so continue on our way.

Engineering a channel to allow progress on Loch na Faoilinn
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A rhododendron about to be terminated under AISI (Andrew’s Invasive Species
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Initiative)

Lunch by the dam at Gleann Loch
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Gleann Loch

Gleann Loch was next, another beautiful mile-long paddle leading round the corner to
a short carry up to Loch Clachaig. It was already starting to go a bit dim as we pulled
the canoes out on the far side. Time for another complex bit of route-finding although,
again, Graham had already been this far and knew not to take the impossible wall of
trees at face value; there was a hidden way through following the general line of a
watercourse on a heading of due south. The water here shows only weak allegiance
to the stream; it seems just as happy anywhere in the general area. In other words, it
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is a bog.

There is a trick to portaging through a bog. Of course, you can simply wallow through
the mud, but there is another way: you can elevate it in your mind to a muskeg; the
kind of terrain that populates authentic northern adventures. How much more
interesting and exciting it is travelling through a muskeg than a bog. For the record,
muskeg is a Cree word meaning …… bog!

We reached a point halfway across the portage where an old forest road crosses. It
was near sunset, with the darkness beneath the trees gathering fast, hailing on and
off, and was decision time. There were some marginal camping places here that were
not very appealing, but Graham didn’t remember seeing any obvious campsites up at
the next loch, but hadn’t had a really good look. Should we camp here or continue?
We didn’t want to be hunting for campsites in the dark, and the weather was clearly
worsening. After a brief discussion, we decided to take a gamble and continue.

We tagged key “decision points” along the portage with orange flagging tape (thanks
to Wayne from Ontario for the idea) and we were thankful for these when we came
back in the heavy dusk. We climbed up with the packs to the high point of the route,
Loch nam Breac Buidhe, which marks the watershed, for the land beyond now drains
into Loch Fyne. It was altogether wilder up here, and it was true that the loch side was
not well supplied with places to pitch the tents! The top of the dam looked like the only
flat area around, but the tent pegs would be poor, just pressed into the moss on top of
the stones. The place was a wind tunnel, not a good situation if a storm got up, so we
continued to look elsewhere. This turned out to be a good call because it got quite
wild in the night.

A little bay around the corner looked unpromising, but hidden amongst the tussocks
were three surprisingly level and comfortable pitches in a much more sheltered
situation. This would do. After marking the best places for the tents, we decided there
was just enough light to race back to get one of the boats. We just made it, the three
of us dragging Andrew’s canoe at full speed, the orange flags just about still visible in
the gathering gloom. We got the tents up quickly and stretched the tarp over the
paddles to create a cooking space.



The weather takes a turn for the worse at Loch nam Breac Buidhe
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This seemed a dark, austere and treeless place, and beyond our little encampment,
in the snow and hail flurries, it felt rather inhospitable, hostile even. In December, with
the shortest of days and a temperature near zero, a fire becomes a necessity to keep
warm. Our camp was very poorly supplied with timber, so we hiked back over the
knap to where the forest began and once inside the welcoming wall of trees found
instant shelter. In just a couple of steps we went from grimly fighting the elements to
being cozily protected from them. Happiness. There was plenty of wood, but it was
oozing water; this was going to be an exercise in extreme wet firelighting. We
wondered if Ray Mears had an advice hotline, but reasoned that there would probably
be an extreme conditions surcharge, and no doubt a Christmas premium rate. We
pooled our firelighting skills to ignite the dripping materials. We had previously hunted
around for what we would need, ignoring inferior species like birch until we happened
across a magic bark tree - a fire should now be ensured. It was. With the flames
dancing merrily, we sat back and swapped stories, trying to put off the moment when
we would have to depart again across the moor to the tents. 

After a colder night, we awoke to the drumming of rather hard sounding rain on our
frost-stiffened tents. Outside, we were treated to a Christmassy, hail-whitened scene.
Winter was nearly here. None of us was really relishing putting our wet socks and wet
boots back on, but were already anticipating getting back into our sleeping bags that
evening. But at the same time, we were glowing at the thought of the wonderful mix of
all those lochs and portages we had come across, and looking forward to dealing with
the challenges of the day.

In the occasional flash of sunshine, between wintery flurries, the loch looked much
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prettier now, set amidst miniature hills with a light scattering of young spruces. There
was a pleasant short carry at the far side to The Still Loch. 

The pleasant short carry through to The Still Loch

Here the weather closed in again and Andrew disappeared out onto the water through
a curtain of snow. 
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Scotland in December; fine one minute …..
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….. snowing the next

Meeting up again at the other side we were upset to find the hillside gashed with a
new forest road that had been cut through to the loch side, apparently to service a
recent hydro scheme. A conspicuous blue pipeline followed the road. The Still Loch
had lost its stillness. Readers of Grey Owl and similar tales from the Canadian North
of the 1930’s will be familiar with the general “end of an era” feeling portrayed in these
books because the destruction of the wildness of the northwoods resulting from
encroachment by loggers, railways and “civilisation” in general, was becoming plain
for all to see. Our experience in Knapdale with chainsaws, new logging roads and the
pipeline could have been lifted right out of these books, a warning of the tentative
nature of our wilderness areas. 

We portaged along the road for a while then, tiring of the devastation, went across
country to link up with the serpentine river channel leading into Kilduskland reservoir.
This gave a fun paddle to the reservoir proper and so to the dam which marks the end
of the Knapdale Lochs.

The start of the beautiful river leading into Kilduskland Reservoir
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It was a long downhill portage now, all the way to the Crinan Canal, although we
would not reach there today. Our way followed yet another logging road, which for
people with campsites on their minds was particularly unwelcoming because of the
pools of standing water and dripping trees and undergrowth. But again, we ducked
into the forest and found a flat, homely spot and instantly felt secluded, sheltered and
safe. It was our traditional fondue night, seasonally enhanced on this occasion by
Andy who slung his pot over the fire and steamed a Christmas pudding for afters. 
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Snug in the forest—steaming our Christmas pudding

Dawn comes much later inside the forest, and it was with some difficulty that Andrew
(always first up) convinced the others that it was actually time to move. We continued
down the track, past a farm and so to the canal, which has easy access at the new
sea kayak trail pontoon by the swing bridge. Our route now had everything; we had
paddled on sea, loch, reservoir and river, to which we now added canal.
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A wet and windy Crinan Canal

The weather continued to deteriorate with the rain becoming persistent and the wind
steadily rising. The canal was pleasant enough and the eight or so locks were
conveniently grouped in two sets, but there was little protection from the wind so the
prospects for a comfortable lunch seemed slight. It was then that Andy spotted the
bus shelter. English bus shelters are specifically designed to dissuade you from
spending too much time in them. Not so the Scottish ones, which are much more like
shelters ought to be: fully glazed and virtually draught free. We revelled in an
unexpectedly civilised, sit-down lunch, with a debt of gratitude to Andy’s great piece
of buscraft.
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Lunch stop; no need to hurry, there are no buses until Monday

...........................to be continued (+video)

Andrew (Borgwitha)
Andy
Graham (Moosehead)

Graham

Moosehead Canoes and Paddles

www.scottishcanoeroutes.info

         Reply Reply With Quote   

5th-January-2015, 11:27 AM

Join Date:
Posts:

Mar 2007
94

 Return to the Northwoods Part 2.

#2

Established member
Moosehead 

http://s206.photobucket.com/user/Moosehead_Canoes/media/Knapdale%202014/DSC00113_zpsfc736791.jpg.html
http://www.mooseheadcanoes.co.uk/
http://www.scottishcanoeroutes.info/
http://www.songofthepaddle.co.uk/forum/newreply.php?do=newreply&p=565111&noquote=1
http://www.songofthepaddle.co.uk/forum/newreply.php?do=newreply&p=565111
http://www.songofthepaddle.co.uk/forum/newreply.php?do=newreply&p=565111
http://www.songofthepaddle.co.uk/forum/report.php?p=565111
http://www.songofthepaddle.co.uk/forum/showthread.php/47723-Return-to-the-Northwoods-part-1?p=565112#post565112
http://www.songofthepaddle.co.uk/forum/member.php/1009-Moosehead


The prospects for a campsite near the canal’s end were not much better, the fringing
forest rose steeply and other shelter from the rain and wind was scarce. 

A reminder that it’s nearly Christmas

Andy again had the answer; he had visited this area several times in the past and
knew of a birdwatching hide close-by, which checked out to be a well-appointed dry
cabin, eminently suitable for the team’s overnight accommodation. In fact, it gave
comfort beyond our wildest dreams, and a kind of reverse Cabin Fever — the feeling
that we didn’t want to go outside again, ever. 

http://s206.photobucket.com/user/Moosehead_Canoes/media/Knapdale%202014/DSC00112_zps790df2c6.jpg.html


Last night: our cabin in the Northwoods

With the gear stashed in our cabin, we began the eight mile walk back to retrieve the
car, in darkness now, along a lonely road past walls of trees straining in the wind.
Every set of passing car headlights lit up the rain slanting down. About halfway, a car
pulled up and a very pleasant lady offered us a lift to Tayvallich, the little cluster of
lights in the distance. The lady asked that question so common in these situations,
“Are you doing this for fun?” Easy answer: yes. She also said, that despite present
appearances, we had actually been lucky with the weather because last year it had
started raining in September and had rained every day all through the winter!

Back at the cabin we had a meal followed by after-dinner entertainment — a session
of knot-tying, and Cree string figures. The cabin, although comparatively luxurious,
had one flaw; there was a loose bit of tin on the roof that kept flapping in the wind so
that we slept only fitfully. Maybe this was an intentional device by the owners to
discourage people from taking up residence. Our sleep was also interrupted by an
urgent hammering on the door in the middle of the night that had us starting up in
alarm. It turned out to be Andrew who had gone out for a pee, but the door handle
had come off in his hand so he couldn't get back in again.

Sunday December 7th. 56° 4'31.05”N; 5°32'5.69”W. An evil sky streaked with
lightning flashes dominated the wide panorama over the Add estuary. Time to be
getting out of here. On the way home we met heavy snow on the M74 south of
Glasgow; our weather window had now well and truly closed.

This is a classic canoe route of its type, crossing very varied terrain with interesting

http://s206.photobucket.com/user/Moosehead_Canoes/media/Knapdale%202014/DSC00115_zps14d3ee89.jpg.html


navigation. The broad sweep of lochs right across Knapdale is a delight to follow and
gives a unique journey for lovers of traditional canoe travel, especially appealing
because a shuttle is not needed. 

Andrew (Borgwitha)
Andy
Graham (Moosehead)

Graham

Moosehead Canoes and Paddles

www.scottishcanoeroutes.info
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Awesome. That's a proper trip, and an entertaining blog as always.

I've walked the fringes of this area, and can't imagine trying to get a canoe through
it. A great achievement.
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I'll enjoy the video properly later.

Covering as many malmiles as possible before being distracted by the pub!  

Paddle Points - where to paddle
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Brilliant trip and typically well crafted blog reminding us that adventure can be found
in initially unpromising looking places. Another trip to consider and a reminder of the
fast pace of 'progress'.

Enjoyed the movie too 

my canoe movies
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Davy 90 
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great blog of a wonderful trip. enjoyed the video too.
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Fantastic blog, I really enjoyed that.

Although when you look at it objectively. Would 60 years ago have seen concerns
about gangs of tree planters draining the bogs and digging up the heather to plant
spruce? 100 years ago we'd have been lamenting the damning of small rivers and
streams flooding good sheep country. 1000 years ago we'd have been cursing the
progressive loss of the great tracts of good hunting forest in the name of farming.

Scotland seems wild and natural, but it isn't. Not in the true sense. There are few
places that haven't been engineered to be that way by man. It's a dynamic
landscape. I think the harvesting of the coniferous monoculture of the post-war era
isn't necessarily a bad thing. If anything, the densely packed sitka woods we
associate with modern Scotland are as much an act of ecological vandalism as the
clearing of the great Caledonian forest. A much more ecologically diverse and less
intensive form of arboculture will hopefully replace it allowing us to see the wood for
the trees.

Maybe our kids will be able to more easily portage their
canoes/packrafts/hoverboards through open, mixed woodland with pleasant grassy
clearings to pitch their tents on between new lochs or following the bones of old
forestry trails?

We can however rely on the midges to keep our "wild places" at least reasonably
wild.

"I'm not getting in a boat which is DESIGNED to go upside down."

 Originally Posted by Moosehead 

Readers of Grey Owl and similar tales from the Canadian North of the 1930’s will be
familiar with the general “end of an era” feeling portrayed in these books because the
destruction of the wildness of the northwoods resulting from encroachment by loggers,
railways and “civilisation” in general, was becoming plain for all to see. Our experience in
Knapdale with chainsaws, new logging roads and the pipeline could have been lifted right
out of these books, a warning of the tentative nature of our wilderness areas.
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Briefly exciting.
Administrator
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Superb blogg. Brightened my first day back at work. Will need to come back and
watch the video once I have time.

John

I started at the bottom and I like it here 
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Great trip and I enjoyed the video. Thanks for letting us share your experience.

It's a fascinating area, especially with the beavers now at home there. I've also seen
osprey, otters and pretty sure that I heard wild cats calling/fighting (it definitely
wasn't a normal kitty).

Thank you,

Doug.

When there's trouble on shore, there's peace on the wave,
Afloat in the White Canoe.
Alan Sullivan
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Beyond established member
dougoutcanoe 
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Well done guys. An imaginative trip if ever there was one, and well told too. I
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remember the previous journ ey up there and I've still got it on my tick list.

http://www.davidwperry.blogspot.co.uk/
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Excellent stuff, a "proper" trip indeed.
It was your earlier "Into the Northwoods" bloggage (along with matin jordan's) which
put the area on my ever increasing to do list and this easter it will become a reality!
This has certainly whetted the appetite (although we will definitely not be seeing so
much of the forest up close and personal as you guys did!) 

Respect ! 

There's a Bluebird in my heart
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More posts than a more established member
Ninja Pirate 
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Great trip, great blog and great video.

thanks

MarkL
and I am here ...
and you are there ...
and a thousand miles between.
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Trying my best
MarkL 
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I've really enjoyed reading your story chaps. What a cracker. This is professional
standard journalism and filming. And what an imaginative trip. We have all poured
over maps and seen / dreamed (maybe even done) trips like the Lock Sheil circuit,
Rannock Moor etc, but who would have thought this was possible and nearer to us
English paddlers. 
Great to see you found a solution to the bane of most summer trips. The Midge. Well
done and I'm looking forward to reading more of your travels. 
Very best wishes and a Happy New Year.
Dick
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Quiet member
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