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Thoughts from the LSWC Executive Director  
By Joanie McGuffin

Diversity + Equity + Inclusion = Hope
Through the snow curtain sweeping across Goulais Bay, I can 
just make out the shape of a lake freighter on the far shore. Out 
beyond the point, a November wind tosses up whitecaps. I can 
hear local Elder, Miriam Agawa, telling us, “This is Chi Wehn Kwe 
Dohn”. Whereas most people think these words mean “big bay”, for 
Miriam, a fluent speaker of the local Anishnaabemowin dialect, the 
meaning is much more. It describes a feeling -- “the place that hugs 
you.” It’s a beautiful image that goes to the heart of her Indigenous 
culture -- a landscape wrapping us in its protective embrace.

The mission of LSWC is to sustain the health of Lake Superior 
through basin-wide initiatives because we are all connected to this 
freshwater. Indigenous circles and ceremonies teach us a simple 
truth that all of Earth’s gifts must be treated with love and respect. 
We are also connected to each other. Our shared humanity comes 
from an amazing variety of lived experiences. Our age, ethnicity, 
gender identity, and physical abilities provide perspectives ideas 
and solutions to our current challenges. In these uncertain times, 
we can find Hope where there is diversity, equity and inclusion. 
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In 2021, we re-ignited our passion for developing barrier-free access to water trails by working 
on a project with Trans Canada Trail, AccessNOW and Spinal Cord Injury Ontario. With Rainbow 
Online Community, we developed weekly programming for the LGBTQ2S youth. Many multi-
generation families experienced Bawaating and Lake Superior for the first time in our big canoe. 
We continue to believe in the immense value of trained interpretive guides leading people into 
the outdoors to impart meaningful and memorable cultural and ecological experiences. 

We hope you enjoy this newsletter and feel inclined to share it with family, friends and 
your communities. We hope it inspires you to support our work on Lake Superior.

Diane Morrell from Spinal Cord Injury Ontario worked with 
LSWC, Trans Canada Trail and AccessNOW’s app to evaluate 
barrier-free access to local water trail access points.

At the LSWC and Batchewana First Nation Coming 
Together for the Water event,  community health 
representative, Juliana Lesage-Corbiere, speaks of 
how the water ceremony begins conversations and 
shares knowledge about Great Lakes waters.

LSWC’s Canoes for Conservation Tours led by trained 
interpretive big canoe guides introduce people of all 
ages and abilities to the cultural and ecological stories 
at Bawaating (Sault Ste Marie) and Lake Superior.

Over cups of cedar tea at our new Francis Hilb 
Preserve tree platform, Josie Fiegehen and I 
listen as Elder Miriam Agawa shares traditional 
knowledge about this beautiful wetland.

https://www.superiorconservancy.org
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A Winter Walk highlight is discovering stories in the snow.  
A black bear has come out of hibernation. ©Joanie McGuffin

The holes made by pileated woodpeckers pursuing beetle 
larvae create nature’s apartment buildings. ©Gary McGuffin

Winter Walks: A Guide’s Perspective by Ryan Walker 

On a snowy December evening, tour guests follow single-file behind me. The excited voices and 
muffled laughter assure me spirits are high. Our snowshoes tread softly in the powder snow. I point 
out some tracks alongside our trail. Gathering around them like detectives, we speculate as to who 
created these tiny “toe-bean” footprints. The offset bounding gait is easy to follow straight up the hill 
where the tracks end at the base of a large spruce tree. Here we discover a thick pile of spruce cone 
scales covering the snow. By now everyone has guessed that this is the work of a red squirrel. And 
we can all picture the little fellow squatting here voraciously devouring this large coniferous-feast of 
spruce-cone seeds. “If you find a large midden like this in the forest”, I tell them, “you can think of it like 
a “Yelp” review to your favorite restaurant. The bigger the midden, the better the review, and this one gets 
five stars!” After our impromptu investigation, we carry on. Heart rates rise and conversation settles. 
The waning light sharpens our senses, and our imagination. “Think of yourself as a red squirrel. Where 
would you curl up for the night?” I ask. There are more planned and impromptu stops along the way. 
My “guide senses” are on high alert for every opportunity to share unusual signs of nature with 
my guests. Instilling a sense of wonder is what I love about guiding in every season of the year. 

To book a Winter Walk Snowshoe Tour, visit 
superiorconservancy.org/snowshoe-tours

https://www.superiorconservancy.org
https://www.superiorconservancy.org/snowshoe-tours


Discovering the ancient architecture 
of sandstone cliffs in the traditional 
territory of Red Cliff Band of Lake 
Superior Chippewa. ©Troy Gordon

This arch, one of 7 in the Apostle 
Islands, is located in the heart 
of Red Cliff. ©Troy Gordon

Troy Gordon guiding a trip through 
the north-facing, ever-changing 
Mawikwe Bay caves, known also 
as Meyers Beach. ©Troy Gordon
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Indigenous Connections by Joanie McGuffin

A few years ago, LSWC was developing North Shore water trail access points with the Trans 
Canada Trail. The outcome was a 1000 km (600 mile) link in the Canada-wide trail. Equally 
important to our organization’s watershed-wide mission was the prospect of stitching all of the 
Lake Superior trails into one. Water trails are first and foremost rivers and shorelines where 
people have lived and travelled for thousands of years. For Indigenous communities, modern 
recreational water trails have complicated overlays of colonial park systems, ignorance around 
protecting sacred sites, and negative human effects on wildlife. One might wonder how a surging 
interest in kayaking at places like the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore may be translated 
into positive economic, social and cultural impact for local Indigenous communities.

And so, I reached out to talk with Troy Gordon who owns an outfitting business, RusticMakwaDen, 
in his community of the Red Cliff Band of Lake Superior Chippewa. He shared how the past 5 
years of leading kayak tours along this spectacular sandstone shoreline has deepened his own 
cultural awareness. He is committed to training and employing Red Cliff community members 
who are passionate about learning and sharing the true history of their people. Visitors driving 
in are greeted by a new community sign honoring tribal sovereignty. Gaa-Miskwaabikaang is the 
traditional Ojibwemowin name for Red Cliff which means “the place where there is red rock cliffs.”

https://www.superiorconservancy.org
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Troy shared with me that “visitors are surprised to learn that long before a park, we were here. And we are 
still here! Back then we all made our living fishing, harvesting wild rice, and hunting bison and elk. My people 
were healthy and independent.” He describes guiding as “a different kind of livelihood today” but it’s clearly 
one he finds rewarding. “It is great to see how much people truly enjoy this place where I grew up. But I also 
share the true dark histories.” Troy is referring to Wisconsin’s Trail of Tears when the 1830 Indian Removal 
Act resulted in hundreds of deaths and took an enormous toll on displaced Indigenous Peoples. 

While out on the water kayaking, Troy knows their clients become their ambassadors as soon as they share 
their experiences with friends especially on social media. “We want them to have a great time”, he tells me. “But 
we want them to remember important stories like Chief Buffalo’s trip to Washington DC. He changed the course of 
history for our people.” Troy recounts how the trip resulted in the President rescinding the removal order, and 
how the treaty negotiations began for the Lake Superior Ojibwe. Troy’s pride for his community is obvious, 
as is his love for his supportive family. “Whether my son is interested in a future of guiding I don’t know, but I am 
grateful he is learning a lot of valuable things about where he comes from and important skills he can apply in life.”

After talking with Troy, I felt excited about the possibility that one day a designated water trail, 
a kind of Appalachian Trail of water trails, might circumnavigate the whole lake as an Indigenous-
led initiative. In the meantime, people like Troy, his guides and his patrons are helping to lead 
the way where truthful histories are shared, and traditional ways of knowing are honored.

https://www.superiorconservancy.org


Grass Pink (Calopogon tuberosus) is among June’s 
flowering plants in the wetland. ©Gary McGuffin
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A Peatland Paradise by Joanie McGuffin

Rob Routledge describes himself as an 
educator and naturalist. For as long as he 
can remember, he has loved being outdoors 
walking in the woods, observing birds, and 
studying plants. A boundless curiosity later led 
him into a life of wildlife and botany, research, 
and teaching. His passion is infectious and, as 
with any great teacher, his students in Sault 
College’s School of Natural Environment are 
the beneficiaries.   Rob has spent considerable 
time at the Francis Hilb Preserve since LSWC’s 
acquisition and protection of the area, so 
I wanted to know what he, as an expert in 
outdoor observation and curiosity, thought 
of the recent boardwalk installation.

What is the impact of this wetland on the 
health of the Great Lakes? 
First Rob explained that this wetland, already 
rare as you navigate up the eastern shore 
of Lake Superior, is an ambassador for 
the essential work of peatlands anywhere 
on the planet. “This is an extremely rich fen 
with a broad variety of species. Some refer 
to it as a coastal fen due to the influence of 
Lake Superior just beyond the low forested 
dune. It can teach people how wetlands like 
this act as a sponge to hold water, or act like 
kidneys to clean water. And most amazingly, 
this place can teach people how peatlands 
accumulate carbon like no other place on 
Earth. Even more than tropical rainforests!” 

I felt a renewed sense of wonder 
and gratitude listening to Rob, and I 
enjoyed learning an expert’s perspective 
on this small 9-acre wetland.

The most important processes going on at the 
Francis Hilb Preserve are hiding in plain sight 
right under our feet: the formation of peat 
and the flow of water. These processes are 
damaged easily by human impact. A decade 
ago, this fragile wetland was a place where 

https://www.superiorconservancy.org


Robert Routledge hugging an ancient 
white cedar. ©Robert Routledge

Insect-eating spatulate-leaf sundews (Drosera intermedia) trap their prey on sticky hairs.
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people drove their ATVs. Then it became 
an LSWC preserve where the occasional 
visitors, mostly naturalists, wore rubber 
boots. Now the boardwalk building project 
has turned the Preserve into a place where 
people of all ages are dropping by daily to 
enjoy its seasonal wonders. Soon it will be a 
place of regular educational programming.

How are the new pathways, boardwalk, and 
seating benefiting people and the wetland?  
Rob explained that although peatlands play 
a critical role to mitigate the effects of global 
warming by storing carbon, most people 
have never been to a peatland. “The expansive 
peatlands of the Hudson Bay Lowlands in 
Northern Ontario are important in so many 
ways, but they are far away from people’s daily 
lives. On such a large scale, it can be difficult 
to show people what’s happening. Here at the 
Hilb Preserve, I can do an interpretive walk 
with my class and share the same important 
lessons. The boardwalk allows students to get 
in close to a variety of unique plants without 
damaging them. The platform in the trees is a 
great place to sit and observe birds, whether 
residents, migrating through, or those that 
call the area home for a short period during 

the breeding season. Overall, the Francis 
Hilb Preserve is the perfect classroom!”

I am reminded of the famous words of the 
Senegalese forestry engineer Baba Dioum, ‘In 
the end, we will conserve only what we love; 
we will love only what we understand; and 
we will understand only what we are taught.’

Next time you are in the neighborhood 
of Lake Superior’s eastern shore, 
be sure to stop by and visit 
LSWC’s Francis Hilb Preserve.

https://www.superiorconservancy.org
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Connecting the Dots: A Superior Journey By Peter Greve

Peter paddled the cedarstrip kayak that he and 
his Dad built over the winter. ©Peter Greve

Paddling Superior is a geology journey 
like no other. ©Peter Greve

Spending ten days on the lake from sun-
up to sun-down kayaking from Bawaating 
(Sault Ste Marie) to Michipicoten with my 
Dad this summer refreshed my perspective 
of both the vastness and the connectedness 
of all this freshwater. Each point we 
rounded and every shoreline we paddled 
by felt as distinct as chapters in a book. 
Themes of rocky outcrops, towering pines, 
secluded cobble beaches and vibrant river 
mouths created a continuous narrative 
which hold specific memories for me. 

These places change naturally with every 
season, and in different weather. But there 
are also other changes, big and small, brought 

about by people that are challenging to 
reconcile. The leftover plastic from a balloon 
caught on shore reminds me of our long-
distance impacts, and a faded candy bar 
wrapper way offshore reminds me of the 
lasting legacy of our carelessness. I talked with 
people I met along the way about our human 
impact on the lake and what conservation of 
this freshwater means to them. What are the 
benefits? Who benefits and for how long? I 
learned that conserved areas hold incredible 
value in people’s hearts. Major life events--
spirituality, family, and mental health--are all 
explicitly tied to protected places and, as an 
extension, to the whole Lake. Furthermore, 
each person I spoke with was eager to share 

https://www.superiorconservancy.org
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their passion and connectedness to the Lake 
with others. They see conserved places as 
a legacy that moves the spirit of the lake 
perpetually forward into the next generation.

As I recall memories from the journey, 
one particular place stands out for me. 
Kayaking through the Gargantua Islands at 
Nanabozhung felt like gliding into a timeless 
world. When the islands were close to the 
mainland, it felt like paddling on an inland 
lake. The water caught the light differently 
throughout the day, and in changing weather. 
As clouds moved by, the deep blue, almost 
black lake turned turquoise. In places near 
shore, brown tannins seeping from the forest 
soil reddened the waters to a plum shade. 
And the remarkable geology created some of 
the most beautiful sights of all. Kayak-width 
quartz veins formed pathways into the deep. 
Pale-colored cobblestones reflected light 
creating steely blues. Married with the dark 
volcanic rock all around us, these colors spoke 
of the powerful nature and spirit of the Lake. 

In shallow inlets hemmed by cedar, I waited 
expectantly for moose to wade out to munch 
on aquatic plants. Mosses and lichens growing 
thick near shore, combined with overcast 
weather and fog, created a scene reminiscent 
of the west coast of Vancouver Island. I tried 
to generate other comparators of this place. 
As hard as I tried to classify, define, rank, 
and understand Lake Superior, I know of no 
other place on Earth like it. The vastness of 
it makes it difficult for anyone to wrap their 
head around. It may as well be an ocean.

As I floated along filling my canteen, I felt 
indivisible from the water. Paddling this 
shoreline with my Dad and meeting all the 
people who share my love for the Lake makes 
me grateful to understand the place I call 
Home a little bit more. I am thankful to know 
that there are many people who care for this 
lake, and grateful there are organizations like 
LSWC that conserve and protect spectacular 
places like the Gargantua Islands.

A ruddy turnstone among the sandpipers on 
North Sandy Island. ©Gary McGuffin

Peter and Rob get a warm welcome at the 
end of their journey. ©Gary McGuffin

https://www.superiorconservancy.org
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      @LSWConservancy

Rising to the Occasion
If you are considering giving to support our efforts this holiday 
season, here are ways that you can help us.

PHOTO CREDITS

Page 1. Winter magic 
on the frozen water 
trail. ©Gary McGuffin

Page 3. Ryan Walker 
leading a Winter Walk. 
©Gary McGuffin

Page 4. Autumn at Red 
Cliff. ©Troy Gordon

Page 6. A birds-eye view 
of the new boardwalk at 
the Preserve on Goulais 
Bay. ©Bruce Clement

Page 8. Setting up camp 
just ahead of the rain and 
nightfall. ©Peter Greve

Page 10. Big skies over 
the Apostle Islands. 
©Troy Gordon

Gifted by Nature,
Protected by People

1 On November 30, make a donation to the Conservancy online or by mail. 

Make your gift at superiorconservancy.org/donate

Join us on our Winter Walks, interpretive guided snowshoe 
tours designed to be an enjoyable and informative outdoor 
activity. Snowshoe guides will take you on a journey through 
one of our local destinations while sharing their knowledge 
about the local history, culture, and environment. 

Book a tour at superiorconservancy.org/snowshoe-tours

Enjoy LSWC’s Freshwater Fusion coffee blend. 100% of net 
proceeds are donated to LSWC to support ongoing programs. 

Purchase coffee at superiorcoffeeroasting.com/
product-page/freshwater-fusion-blend 

Purchase an autographed copy of Joanne Robinson’s 
children’s book The Water Walker, and LSWC gift cards 
and caps. Net proceeds are donated to LSWC. 

Contact us at info@superiorconservancy.org  
to order these products. 
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