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he sky above is starry but
we’re getting drenched. Jolted awake, we fumble for the
tent zipper and scramble outside, knocking heads as we go.
That’s when we hear it: the
click-click-click of a massive sprinkler on
the golf course next door. We drag our tent
deeper into the bush, cursing as brambles
bite and tear, barely escaping the next
round of spray.
It’s our first night on Ontario’s Bruce Trail
and the midnight soaking foreshadows
what lies ahead as we attempt to backpack the 895-kilometre footpath, a fragile
ribbon of wilderness traversing one of
North America’s most densely populated
regions. To hike the trail is to experience
firsthand the conflicting priorities of land
use and the spreading stain of development on nature. The clash is everlasting
and sometimes disheartening, but for
now it’s time to celebrate. The Bruce Trail
is approaching its 50th birthday and we
intend to reach the terminus before the
official festivities begin.

My university friend Cindy Andrew,

inspired by Cheryl Strayed’s bestselling
memoir Wild, first imagined backpacking
as a life goal in 2014. Her inclination was
to explore the exotic and unfamiliar—the
Camino de Santiago or the Appalachian
Trail snaking up the eastern spine of the
U.S. She hadn’t considered the UNESCO
biosphere reserve in our backyard: Ontario’s Niagara Escarpment, the remnant
of an ancient seabed that runs west from
the U.S. border, wraps around Lake Ontario, then heads north, slicing through
Lake Huron.
There’s a reason. Although day hikes
are popular and the path is impeccably
maintained, almost nobody backpacks the
trail that follows the escarpment as far as
Tobermory. The Bruce Trail is too intertwined with private property, expressways
and even whole cities to make the journey
practical (except at the trail’s fingertip in
Bruce Peninsula National Park).
That was never really the point anyway,
explains Philip Gosling, the sole surviving
founder of the trail. Along with colleagues

Norman Pearson, Ray Lowes and Robert
MacLaren, Gosling was more interested
in preserving the escarpment as a natural
corridor in a rapidly developing region of
Canada than in making the trail convenient for backpackers. The four founders
understood that a significant but unrecognized piece of natural history would be
lost amid the encroaching industrial and
population growth of southern Ontario
if nothing was done to protect it. Their
mission resonated with landowners, 950
of whom continue to allow the trail to pass
through their property.
“When I took on the task of organizing
the trail, most of the landowners supported the initiative because they recognized
that the Niagara Escarpment was a unique
feature of the landscape that should be
preserved,” says the 89-year-old Gosling,
who spent seven years knocking on landowners’ doors and recruiting volunteers
for construction and maintenance before
the trail was officially opened in 1967, in
time for Canada’s centennial. “The hope
was for people to gain an appreciation for

the natural environment that was being
threatened by human activity and recognize the need to protect these delicate
ecosystems.”
Canada’s oldest and longest marked
hiking trail turns 50 this year. As Gosling
hoped, it remains an anomaly of wilderness
on the edge of an expanding metropolis of
6.4 million souls and a refuge for hundreds
of species of plants and animals, some of
them rare or endangered. The 400-millionyear-old limestone beds chemically altered
by magnesium-rich water to form a
dolostone cap at the top of the escarpment
are rich with fossils and erosion features
including caves, crevices and potholes.
One can imagine members of the Petun
Nation cultivating their tobacco on the
slopes of the escarpment 350 years ago,
before they were decimated by smallpox
and further diminished by war with the
Seneca Nation.
The Bruce Trail Conservancy (BTC), a
charitable organization dependent on
memberships, volunteers and donors,
is shepherding Gosling’s vision into the
21st century. As a result of land donations
and purchases by the BTC, 63 per cent of
the trail is now under public ownership
(up from 51 per cent in 2013), including
government conservation areas and parks.
Another 215 kilometres runs through
private property, while the rest—where
hikers are unwelcome—follows roads.
Partly because the trail is at the mercy of
landowners, its length has actually grown
by about 40 per cent since 1967 as real
estate has changed hands.
“Our mandate is conservation of the
escarpment, but land acquisition is our
method,” says BTC CEO Beth Gilhespy,
who acknowledges that it will take tens of
millions of dollars and possibly decades
to secure the remaining 325 kilometres of
trail.“The escarpment is too vulnerable to
rely on handshake agreements.”

Cindy and I confront this vulnerability

Spanning nearly 900 kilometres
across Southern Ontario, the
Bruce Trail links together Crown
land, private property, parks
and urbanized landscapes.

almost as soon as we step foot on the
trail. Starting at the southern terminus at
Queenston in late September 2014, our
goal is to walk 275 kilometres to Caledon
in 13 days. Locals returning from their
morning stroll warn us to take care fording
the stream ahead with our heavy packs.
What they don’t tell us is that the stream
is one of the last natural water sources we
will encounter for the next 150 kilometres,
when we abruptly abort the first leg of our
journey.
The one-two punch of climate change
and development has desiccated the

Completing an end-to-end
trek of the Bruce requires
creativity—sometimes even
taxi rides—so most hikers
tackle this iconic trail in daytrips or overnights.

south side of Lake Ontario’s massive watershed, making it inhospitable to wildlife
and backpackers alike. We experience a
kind of primal anxiety as we cross brooks
that don’t babble and waterfalls that don’t
fall, even though a minor detour would
land us in the watery abundance of civilization.
We could depend on the kindness of
strangers for drinking water: the cyclist
who gave us her own supply; the hiker
who offered to meet us at the next road
junction with his pickup full of bottles; the
homeowner who filled our Nalgenes at
her kitchen tap, wincing sympathetically
as we emptied the one still half-full of
single malt. But without a natural water
source, we couldn’t cook. And when you
can’t cook, you eat an unhealthy quantity
of protein bars.
And imagine quenching your thirst at
the very wineries that tap the groundwater
for irrigation. The southern portion of
Ontario’s Niagara Escarpment is known
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not just for hiking but—because of the
microclimate the bluff creates—for
grape growing. In 1975, Ontario issued
the first winery licence in the province
since prohibition. Now, the appellation
that abuts the trail hosts a couple dozen
vineyards known for varietals such as
Chardonnay, Riesling, Pinot Noir and
Cabernet Franc.
Cindy and I take shelter from the rain at
the gorgeously renovated Mike Weir Estate
Winery tasting bar. The staff beckons us in
as we stand with runny noses pressed
against the glass, trying to stamp the mud
off our boots. We could have lounged all
day, sipping chilled whites and resting our
weary bodies on plush couches. Instead we
forge on, driven by the rush that any test
of personal limits provides. Despite the
dehydration, the dolostones jutting out of
the ground at ankle-spraining angles, and
a last determined gasp of mosquitos, there
is contentment to be had in carrying all
you need to survive on your back.

And just as women forget the agony of
childbirth to have more babies, we forget the
physical torment of packing this life—plus
the DSLR camera swinging from Cindy’s
neck—along a deceptively technical trail
that zigzags up and down the escarpment
as it skirts development, quarries and
unwelcoming property. Having caught up
to our original distance goal with a series of
day hikes from Toronto in the spring of 2015,
we eagerly set out for our second leg that fall.

Knowing we can’t depend on natural
sources, we spend a day stashing two
four-litre water bottles at each intended
camping spot, hiding them behind trees
under a camouflage of sticks and dried
leaves. Planning ahead makes all the
difference: we can cook, make coffee and
fill our day bottles. Even though our diet
of canned fish and noodles is still far from
satisfying, we have a spring in our step
every morning as we traverse through the
rolling hills of the midlands.

This section of the trail—from Caledon
to Collingwood—turns out to be our favourite, not only because of its relative
ease. There is time to enjoy the cheering
squads of monarch and viceroy butterflies
that congregate around the orange cap I’m
wearing to deter hunters.The meadows are
brimming with goldenrod, asters and the
main monarch attraction: milkweed. We
pluck a variety of delicious apples from the
gnarled trees of long-abandoned orchards.
And we’re starting to see more wildlife: a
customarily shy salamander relaxing on a
rock; flocks of turkeys prancing skittishly
across our path; white-tailed deer still as
statues; and a large, lumbering porcupine
we initially mistake for a bear cub.
We sense Ontario’s history most acutely
here. We walk past ghost towns where
only a church building, or sometimes just
a crumbled foundation, remains. Place
names such as Mono Mills and Walter’s
Falls hearken to the sawmill, gristmill and
hydroelectric prowess of the late 19th

century. We regularly encounter memorials to loved ones, including a bench with
the simple message: “Wendy loved the
trail. And I loved her.”

We play catch up again in November,

heading out on long day trips from a base
near Collingwood, wrapped in orange
flagging tape and singing 1980s pop tunes
to deter—or more likely piss off—the
hunters we hear shooting in the distance.
Our last leg, roughly 230 kilometres from
Owen Sound to Tobermory, is the toughest.
Had this section not been so outlandishly
beautiful and welcoming to campers, we
might have given up. Here, the trail follows
the spine of the Bruce Peninsula separating Georgian Bay from Lake Huron.
Breathtaking vistas over the Mediterranean blues of the bay are occasionally
obscured by twisted ancient cedars up
to 1,000 years old, or giant pillars of rock
jutting out of the bay like defiant old men.
The peninsula, named after 1850s Governor General James Bruce, is Philip Gosling’s
favourite section because it’s as close to a
wilderness as southern Ontario gets. We
see bear scat, rattlesnakes and water birds
diving for fish. The variety of mushrooms,
including clusters of giant puffballs, is extraordinary. But this is the most difficult
stretch to backpack—some say as challenging as the West Coast Trail in British
Columbia—a rocky obstacle course of slippery ropes and deep crevasses threatening
to swallow inattentive hikers whole.
Two years or 36 hiking days after Cindy
invited me to join her in the quest to
discover this unique sliver of Ontario,
we have an inkling of what Gosling is
getting at when he says preservation took
precedence over hiking as the trail’s main
purpose. We’ve tackled the entire length
in three trips averaging 200 kilometres
each, hitchhiking the longer stretches of
road and using day hikes to fill in the gaps
between trips. Camping is possible—
though hardly encouraged—where the trail
passes through public land, but to avoid
trespassing we’ve had to crash at friends’
houses, motels and B&Bs en route.
Ironically, it’s a landowner’s wrath that
forces us into a motel on Highway 6 on our
last night out, rather than finishing the trail
in Tobermory as we’d intended. Alarmed
by Bill 100, the Ontario government’s
attempt to protect trails in the province,
she’s just booted the footpath off her
property, which also happens to host one
of the last sections before hikers hit the
northern terminus. The bill was never
intended to force landowners to cooperate,

Tips for the Trail
à Make sure you have
the latest version
of the trail guide
and read the back
of the maps. There
you’ll find detailed
descriptions of
the terrain you
can use to confirm
your location.
Alternatively, you
can download the
maps via an app
(brucetrail.org).
à Check the latest
trail configurations
online before you
go. Routes change
depending on human
or natural activity.

à Pay attention to the
blazes on the trees.
It’s easy to veer off
onto old logging
or access roads
otherwise.
à Take a compass,
even on day hikes. If
you take one of the
side trail loops it can
be difficult to know
which direction to
turn when you get
back to the main trail.
à Avoid Niagara in summer and autumn. The
“bangers” vineyards
use to deter birds disturb the peace from
7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.

but the use of the term “easement” in the
language of the act, now law, had triggered
an outcry.
Consequently, we’ve been rerouted
through a golf course to the conveniently
located Coach House Inn. “Should I put
you in the disabled room?” the proprietor
asks as we lean heavily on the check in
counter, legs buckling under the 50-pound
packs we’ve carried for nine hours along
the rugged terrain that hugs the Georgian
Bay shoreline. We laugh, but she’s dead
serious. The shower seat and handrail
actually come in handy as we recover
from our finale: a 10-day odyssey featuring
frequent rain, poison ivy, inflamed Achilles
tendons, blisters and broken hiking poles.
We’re a limping mess of oozing sores and
crooked anatomy. Though we rally enough
the next day to reach the terminus, it seems
time for this madness to stop.

While many backpackers seek just

the type of wilderness challenge the Bruce

à Stay on the trail,
especially in the
northern half.
Crevasses can be
deadly and are often
hidden by a thin
layer of dried leaves.
à Avoid hiking during
hunting season.
Ontario has a spring
and fall season,
but times vary
depending on the
county and quarry.
à Carry phone
numbers of regional
taxi services. They
can save you in a
pinch.

Peninsula provides, what I loved most
about the trail is its diversity: from the
urban entanglement and vineyards of the
southern stretch to the pastoral setting
and history of the midsection to the deep
woods of the north. Boredom is never
a danger when almost every kilometre
yields a new surprise.
Considering how the trail perseveres,
even thrives, despite fickle landowners
and encroaching development, her 50th
birthday bash should be the best party
in town. When I reach him at his home
in Guelph, Gosling is looking forward to
making the journey to Tobermory where
he will relive the celebration held at the
northern terminus cairn in 1967.
“We dreamt that the trail would be included on the map of Ontario one day,
and now it is,” says Gosling. “And who
could have imagined that it would be
recognized as a world biosphere reserve?
The satisfaction of building that trail has
changed people’s lives.”
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feATuriNg:

The Backpack Workout
Finally, a surefire way to gain confidence
in your body’s hiking ability—even if you
are out of shape, hate going to the gym
and have no exercise equipment at home!
Get instant access to the Backpack Workout:
»
»
»
»

Eliminate the physical weaknesses that prevent you from hiking
Dramatically improve your cardiovascular endurance
Make it easier to tackle longer and more exciting trails
Avoid common muscle and joint pain experienced during and
after hikes
» Train and stretch the exact muscles you need for hiking
Find out more:
explore-mag.com/
Purchase-Backpackworkout

AlsO AvAilAble:

Dangerous
animal
masterclass
A top wildlife survival training
expert reveals his secrets for
exploring the backcountry
without the anxiety of
running into potentially
dangerous animals.

Click today and get instant
access to the Dangerous
Animal Masterclass.
» Overcome anxiety
associated with animal
encounters in the wild
» Effortlessly neutralize
the risk in a potentially
dangerous animal encounter
» Learn specific steps to
prevent wildlife encounters

Find out more: explore-mag.com/Dangerous-Animal-LP
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