Murtle Lake July 28 – August 5, 2019
Trip Coordinator: Donna McKenzie
Murtle Lake is the largest canoe and kayak only lake in North America. It’s located in Wells Gray
Provincial Park about 30km west of Blue River, BC. It’s a very popular paddle destination even for
people as far away as Europe. It is the dream trip of many from Germany and Switzerland and we met
people from BC, Alberta, Washington and Oregon as well. The NWV had attempted to run a trip to
Murtle in 2017 but we decided the wild fires in BC were best avoided so we made plans to try again for
2018.
Murtle Lake is a large lake shaped like a reversed “L” with the north arm about 20 km long and 2-3 km
wide and the west arm 15 km long and about 1-3 km wide. The put-in is a lagoon connected to the
“elbow”.
On this trip were:
Canoes: Donna & Lisa and Eleanore and John
Kayak: Mike
Friday – Edmonton to Snaring Overflow
We all met at Snaring Overflow Campground east of Jasper Friday night to convoy out Saturday morning.
Saturday – Snaring Overflow to Murtle Lagoon West
After a gas and pastry/coffee stop in Jasper, we hit the road for Blue River.
After a quick lunch in Blue River, we headed off for Murtle. The road starts nice enough as a paved road
heading west from Blue River. Shortly it turns into a gravel road but no problem, we’re from Edmonton
where roads are made lumpy. Then it gets interesting.

The road becomes a one lane logging road where calling the rocks on the road gravel is like calling Mt.
Everest a little hill. One wonders what the road would be like after a steady rain. Going in the weather
was beautiful so we put that thought behind us and hoped for good weather on our return.
Once we reached the staging area parking lot, we were met with 50-60 cars. We weren’t sure what this
would bode for finding camping spots but we started to prepare for the portage in to the lake. The
portage trail is very well maintained and a gravel surface. It is 2.5 km long and we started thinking of
making it in one trip. Along the way, the heat of the afternoon got to some of us and we decided to
make it two trips. If you have ever done the Bowron Lakes Circuit, that 60lb limit makes some sense as
we had packed a bit heavy for this trip.
We reached the launch at Murtle Lagoon and started heading for a campsite. The park map shows 19
campsites on the lake with the number of tent pads indicated. We still haven’t figured out how they
count the pads as there were several more fire rings and tent sites than indicated. The first site we hit
was Murtle Lagoon West and since it was empty, we moved in for the night. Supper was spaghetti and
meat sauce with brownies, berries and whipped cream for dessert
A couple of surprising things were noted right away. Murtle Lake has lots of sandy beaches with shallow
sandy bottomed bays

and crystal clear water. Also we noticed that along the shore line in many places were lava rocks (Donna
our resident geological engineer said they were basalt).

This whole area of BC is actually volcanic and there is even an extinct cinder cone about 10 km from the
lake but not really reachable by hiking.
Distance paddled: 1.8 km
Distance walked: 7.5 km
Sunday – Murlte Lagoon West to Leo Island
We packed up camp and headed for our next destination, Leo Island in the west arm. Several people we
met that were on their way out suggested Leo as a nice site and not too buggy (this became a common
rating system from people we met). We headed north over glassy calm water.

The first camp site we passed was the aptly named Sandy Point. Turning west down the arm we passed
the Ranger Station and in the distance to the left, the Authur Group Site. Ahead was Fairy Slipper Island
which used to have a campsite but was closed sometime ago due to overuse. As we passed Fairy Slipper,
we could see Leo Island ahead. On landing on Leo Island, we could see why it was a favorite spot. There
were several sites on the beach plus more up on the hill near the pit toilet and bear cache. We set up
our base camp that would serve us for the next few days. We talked to a couple who had returned after
trying the Central Mountain hike. They said it was hot and steep and gave up about half way to the end.
That one started to move down our to-do list. Supper this night was beef jerky stew with tiramisu
squares for dessert. After supper we paddled around the island and talked with people camped at Birch
Beach and Cottonwood sites.
Distance paddled: 12.4 km
Distance walked: 0 km
Monday – Leo Island
Our goal was to paddle down to the end of the west arm where the Murtle River exits and do the easy
4.5 km hike to McDougall Falls. Along the way we saw Tropicana camp site where the sand runs out no
more than waist deep nearly half way across the lake.
It was a quick 6 km paddle to Diamond Lagoon and we decided to check out the Diamond Lagoon cabin.

It was definitely rustic but I imagine if you had been rained on for several days, it could be a welcome
relief. We paddled over to the trailhead to find there wasn’t much for a landing. We had heard some
shouting on the trail and as we changed our footwear, we met a couple from the camp site who had

headed out ahead of us to do the same thing. The shouting was them escaping the bugs. They said they
gave up because it was too buggy. We figured we had come this far so we set out. While the path is
maintained and deadfall is managed, I mentioned that call a hike “easy” is rather subjective. Not that it
was difficult but it wasn’t a paved or gravelled path and there was some overgrowth. So here’s a
descriptive rating:
Width – single foot path
Footing – mostly dirt
Rooty – yes it spots
Rocky – yes in spots
Elevation change – Minimal
Overgrown – yes with grasses in spots
Boggy – yes in spots but with plank walks
Deadfall – no
While we did find some mosquitoes, a good dosing of bug spray kept them off. We began to notice a
pattern where the bugs are pretty thick first thing in the morning than by about 10AM they tapered off
only to return at about 9PM for about an hour. Our hike took us along the river for good portion but not
close enough to get a real good look at the rapids that we could hear. After about 1-1/2 hours, we
reached McDougall Falls.

It is a pretty good size falls even this late in the year. At run-off, it must be amazing.
For a short video of the group on the trail as well as the falls, check out the NWV YouTube channel.
After looking around, we stopped for lunch and then made the return hike. On the paddle back there
was only one minor challenge which was the short paddling upstream on the river to the lake. We
hugged the shore and made it back into the lake easily. From there it was back to camp to clean off and
get ready for supper. Before supper the ranger stopped by the site to look for people who hadn’t paid
(yes they check kind of). We asked him about the Anderson Lake trail and he said there was a big
windstorm a couple of years before and there are 102 downed trees on the trail that haven’t been
cleared yet. Yet another hike off the list for us. We enjoyed a supper of corn beef hash, scallop potatoes
and veggies. Dessert was chocolate fondue with fruit.
Distance paddled: 12 km
Distance walked: 9 km
Tuesday – Leo Island
With the trail reports received, all that was left was to try the File Creek trail. This trail is reported as
being a portage past an un-navigable section of File Creek after which you can launch your boat and
paddle a bit further up File Creek and then hike to the Kostal Volcano and Kostal Lake. Checking out the
portage trail was our plan of the day. We paddled along the north shore of the west arm and as we
reached the west end found that much of that end of the lake is sandy bottom and very shallow (1-2
feet deep). We could even see what looked to be moose tracks on the lake bottom. We started to look
for the trailhead which was supposed to be beside Kostal campsite. We found File Creek and Mike
paddled up 300 m to see what it was like. Definitely paddleable that far at least. Looking at the topo
maps, we weren’t sure if the part you needed to portage was a riffle or some ledges. Whatever the
case, it didn’t seem that it could be a water fall. Carrying on we finally found the trail at the File Creek
campsite. We guessed that the sign pointing to the trail head had fallen over. This was another
interesting trail again rated “easy” but much the same as McDougall Falls trail except there were long
sections of rotting planks over the soft areas and some deadfall across the path. It was apparent on this
trail the force of the wind that had moved through. Trees a hundred feet tall had been blown over with
their root system ripped out of the ground. John noted that there wasn’t much for tap roots so these
trees relied on a wide stance for stability.

We reached File Creek which was unremarkable. Our consensus was that we don’t know anyone who
would want to portage a boat in over that trail. We had lunch at File Creek site then headed back to our
base at Leo Island. Supper tonight was taco beef with rice, cheese and avocado. Dessert was a nice fruit
compote with biscuit topping.
Distance paddled: 13.5 km
Distance walked: 3 km
Wednesday – Leo Island to Strait Creek
Today was moving day. We had noticed the pattern that the lake was calm in the morning and then the
wind picked up at around 2 or 3PM and blew until 6 or 7 pm. Armed with this knowledge and a 15 –
18km paddle that included a crossing of the lake, we started fairly early. Our destination was Strait
Creek campsite from which we would push further up the north arm. We retraced our route in past
Fairy Slipper and Sandy Point over calm waters. When the lake was about 1 km across we shot across
and started north up the east shore of the north arm. And then it got WINDY. We could hear the roar of
the wind like a freight train coming out of the west arm, then started to see the small wavelets approach
us followed by the swell. We trudged on through a 1-2 foot swell staying close to shore until we found a
nice sandy beach to pull out, have lunch and plan our next move. While we were having lunch we
noticed a canoe out in the middle of the lake. They turned and headed for our same beach. When they
landed it was a family with two children. They had tried to make the crossing from Strait Creek to Sandy
point (a distance of 5km in the widest part of the lake). The realized they needed to change their plan
and headed for safety. A reminder to all that this is a big lake with big water conditions and swamping a
canoe or flipping a kayak is a real possibility unless you take precautions. We hiked along the shore and
scouted the route we had to take. We could see the wind line just around a point and noticed the wind

was dying down so we moved on. The conditions indeed had eased for the most part and we made
good time until the last 500 m when the wind really picked up again. We landed at Strait Creek just as 2
ft swells started to roll in. We unpacked and set up camp. Characteristically, the wind died in the
evening and we had a supper of gnocchi pan fried in butter with sage with field berry cheesecake for
dessert.
Distance paddled: 17.7 km
Distance walked: 0 km
Thursday – Strait Creek
We woke up Thursday to more wind and good sized swells. We started to realize our plan to head up the
north arm was likely not going to happen given the next site was a 3 hour paddle. We had discussed the
night before that if the wind kept up, we paddle the short trip over to the trail head for the Wavy Crest
and Strait Lakes hikes. Lisa decided on a camp day, Donna and Eleanore decided to do the Strait Lakes
trip which is about 5 km and a 130m elevation gain while John and Mike headed for the Wavy Crest trail
which is 7.5 km to the summit and about 1050m elevation gain. It was very interesting to watch the tree
cover change from mixed forest to mixed conifers to giant cedars to shrubs to alpine.

The sign at the trail head had suggested hikers bring a tent due to the distance and camp but we made
within 1 km of the end of the trail in just 3 hours. We would have continued on but we could hear
thunder and see a system moving in. We both concurred that being above the tree line in a
thunderstorm was not a good idea so we turned around and started back over Wavy Crest.

We saw a few different birds and some ground squirrels that darted back and forth across the alpine
meadows. The most numerous creatures were the flies and they were very happy to see us. Although
there were only a few horseflies, there were hundreds of non-biting flies that swarmed us likely looking
for some moisture from our sweat. We hiked back down and reached the bottom with a round trip time
of 6 hours. The swell had picked up again as we paddled back to the camp along the shore. Donna and
Eleanore had made it back to camp about 20 minutes before us. We were all quite hungry for a supper
of beef chop suey with mint pea pods. Dessert was fortune cookies and pineapple cakes.
Distance paddled: 2 km
Distance walked: 13.3 km
Friday – Strait Creek to Murtle Lagoon
We had decided that the weather was starting to be our enemy and we needed to make a plan to get
back to the south end of the lake to be within reach of the take-out before we got wind bound for
longer. The plan was to pack up the boats in the afternoon and have supper then be ready to go if the
wind died in the early evening. During the day we walked around the Strait Creek delta. Along the
shore there was a band of pink sand. Donna thought it was garnet that had been pulverized and
because of its differential weight to the other sands was washed up to particular height. It looked the
start of a sand sculpture.

We had an earlier supper and lo and behold, just as we finished the dishes, the wind stopped. We got in
the boats and launched. The trip to the south end was calm and peaceful. The sun shone and some of
us who had their rain gear on had to remove it as it warmed up. We landed at Murtle Lagoon West
again and set up camp. Eleanore baked a fabulous chocolate cake and combined with blueberries and
huckleberries John had picked and a can of frosting, we had a wonderful late night snack before going to
bed.
Distance paddled: 7.1 km
Distance walked: 4 km
Saturday – Murtle Lagoon
We had a day to spare before we had to leave so we decided to paddle to the Henrietta Lake trail and go
for a hike. We returned to camp and some of us had baths in the lake while others rested. We started
organizing our gear for the trip out in the morning. Our final supper was shepherd’s pie with chocolate
fudge and berries for dessert. There was also some binging on food as anything left had to be carried
out.
Distance paddled: 7 km
Distance walked: 2 km
Sunday – Murtle Lagoon to Edmonton
All good things must come to an end. After breakfast, we packed up and paddled to the takeout. It was
very busy with some tours starting. On all our time on the lake, we saw a few people and a few camps
set up but nothing that was crowded. As the ranger said when we were taking out, it’s a big lake and

people can hide all over. We did the portage out in two stages this time and arrived back at our cars safe
and sound. We loaded up and headed to Blue River for lunch. Surprisingly ever restaurant was closed on
the mid afternoon of a long weekend. We then decided to all head our ways back home.
It was a fabulous trip and worth the wait. We were disappointed that we didn’t get into the north arm
so who knows, there may be another trip to Murtle in the future.
Distance paddled: 1.8 km
Distance walked: 7.5 km
Trip Tale of the Tape
Distance paddled: 75.3 km
Distance walked: 46.3 km

