
64   explore  Fall 2012

Last summer, Daniel Trask fell in love with  
the Temagami wilderness in Northern Ontario.  
And late last fall, he vanished into it, leaving  
behind little more than a mystery

By Conor Mihell

Into the Light

Enjoying paradise: Daniel Trask on the shore 
of Temagami’s Obabika Lake last September.
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town of Temagami confirmed that Trask 
had purchased some fresh produce and 
said he’d be out in the bush for a month. 
That didn’t worry Don and Maureen; they 
knew their son was resourceful and compe-
tent in the backcountry, had local connec-
tions and was aware of the many unlocked 
trapper cabins and fishing camps pepper-
ing the region.

Their sense of reassurance evaporated 
when Don ventured north the day after Gei-
ler reported the car. Already, the grounds of 
the boarded-up summer camp were swarm-
ing with police officers and their German 
shepherd dogs in full-blown search mode. 
“I saw the police and I thought, ‘I don’t like 
this, this doesn’t feel good,’” Don says. It 
was the beginning of a weeks-long ground 
and aerial effort by search-and-rescue pro-
fessionals that revealed not a trace of the 
vanished young man. Trask remained miss-
ing through the winter, and in the spring 
of this year, Don and Maureen launched 
their own desperate search mission. It was 
only then that they understood the sheer 
scale of the 15,000 square kilometres of 
unforgiving wilderness that their son had 
wandered into nearly empty-handed and 
utterly alone.

Almost a year earlier, on the first day of 
summer in 2011, Dmitri Poukhlov awoke 
to the sound of footsteps on his deck in 
the Temagami wilderness. He rubbed the 
sleep from his eyes, glanced out the window 
and saw the silhouette of a stocky, broad-
shouldered man skulking into the forest. 
At his door, Poukhlov found a watermelon 
and a freshly filleted fish.

It wasn’t until evening that Poukhlov 
found the strange gift-giver camped on a 
beach adjacent to Camp Wanapitei, tak-

ing advantage of the excellent bass fishing 
at the mouth of the Red Squirrel River. 
Poukhlov and Daniel Trask became fast 
friends as they shared stories over a bot-
tomless pot of tea through the shortest night 
of the year. In many ways, they had paral-
lel histories. After immigrating to Toronto 
from Belarus to work as a computer pro-
grammer, Poukhlov had escaped the city a 
decade ago and carved out a simple, reclu-
sive life in a 180-square-foot geodesic dome 
that’s painted to blend into the deep for-
est. “Dan said he wanted to get away from 
all the noise of the city and to be alone, to 
have the freedom to do whatever he wanted 
to do, whenever he wanted to do it,” says 
Poukhlov. “I know that feeling.”

Trask had begun his first major trip into 
Temagami on May 27, 2011, offering little 
explanation to his parents and friends for 
his sudden change of lifestyle. At 5'9" and 
150 pounds, Trask was built like a spark-
plug, and had been a girl-magnet and par-
tier since his teenage years. He pinballed 
between bartending and construction jobs, 
rebelled against authority and ignored his 
parents’ suggestion that he develop his nat-
ural artistic talents through post-second-
ary education. The only written clue he 
left for his newfound fascination with the 
wilderness was a loose-leaf sheet of paper 
with the words, “So I go to Temagami not 
knowing where I’m going.”

In fact, however, his choice of Temagami 
was far from random. As a boy and teenager, 
Trask had spent a couple of weeks each year 
at a cottage the family rented on the region’s 
namesake lake, and it was there, say Don 
and Maureen, that their son developed his 
love of the outdoors and was first exposed to 
First Nations culture, attending powwows 
at the Ojibwa reserve on Bear Island. Trask 
revisited the area in the summers of 2009 

first, Jeff Geiler didn’t 
t h i n k much about 
finding a gold Chevy 
Impala in the parking 
lot at Camp Wanapitei, 
the Northern Ontario 
youth summer camp on 
Lake Temagami where 
he works as a year-round 

caretaker. It was early November—a lit-
tle late in the year for visitors—but Geiler 
immediately recognized the car as belong-
ing to Daniel Trask. Over the previous seven 
months, Trask, a 28-year-old from Water-
loo, Ontario, had become a regular pres-
ence in the area, often setting up his tent 
nearby and dropping in at Geiler’s log cabin 
to shoot the breeze and poach some time 
on the Internet. Geiler walked to one of 
Trask’s usual campsites, expecting to find 
his friend. There was no sign of him. “I 
just assumed that he was out and about,” 
says Geiler.

When Trask still had not appeared after 
several days, Geiler decided to mention the 
parked vehicle to the Ontario Provincial 
Police. It was November 13. Several days 
earlier, Don and Maureen, Trask’s parents, 
had called to report their son as missing. 
Sometime before sunrise on the morning 
of November 3, they told police, Trask had 
left the family home unannounced, pack-
ing his baggy, lime-green snowpants, a blue 
Columbia Sportswear jacket and, as far as 
they could tell, not much else. An investi-
gation in Waterloo turned up no leads on 
the young man’s whereabouts.

Don and Maureen were relieved to hear 
that their son’s sedan had turned up at Camp 
Wanapitei, and assumed that he had ven-
tured back to his favourite place one last 
time before winter. A grocery clerk in the 

At

Kindred spirits: Trask and fellow urban escapee Dmitri 
Poukhlov at Poukhlov’s home in the Temagami woods.

“dan said he 
wanted to get away 
from all the noise 
of the city and to 
be alone, to have 
the freedom to do 
whatever he want-
ed to do, whenever 
he wanted to do 
it,” says dmitri 
poukhlov. “I know 
that feeling.”
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and 2010, when his parents again rented a 
cottage on Lake Temagami. But when he 
returned to the region on his own a year 
later, he obviously planned to steer clear of 
the cottage-country experience. He piled 
three backpacks’ worth of camping kit into 
his car, strapped his father’s red Old Town 
canoe to the roof, and drove the six hours 
to northeastern Ontario. His food supplies 
were spartan, including carrots, potatoes 
and onions, some peanuts and noodles; 
he trusted his fishing rod and a dog-eared 
book on wild edibles to keep himself nour-
ished. Trask had been a first-rate Scout as 
a youngster, was a skilled angler and knew 
his way around a canoe. Still, he was inex-
perienced enough that he packed a jerry 
can of gas, apparently to help in starting 
campfires. This would be his first stab at 
canoe tripping, the quintessential activ-
ity on Lake Temagami, which serves as a 
multi-lobed gateway to thousands of kilo-
metres of paddling routes.

“His intention was to brave the elements 
and have the sort of experience that broke 
him or made him different,” says Poukhlov. 
“He wanted to bring some justification to 
his life—something different from working 
as a roofer or hanging out in bars.”

Trask didn’t return to Waterloo until 
July 29. He spent 10 weeks crisscrossing the 
backcountry, finding profound solace amid 
the nastawgan, the aboriginal name for the 
ancient network of water routes that radiate 
through stands of old-growth pine across 
the rooftop of Ontario. He maintained con-
tact with his parents throughout, sending 
text messages when he had cell service or 
e-mailing updates from summer establish-
ments such as Camp Wanapitei. Along the 
way, he befriended Ojibwa elders and local 
characters like Geiler and Poukhlov, and 
made a pilgrimage to Maple Mountain, a 
remote, 650-metre peak that is known as 
Chee-bay-jing—“the place where the spir-
its go”—by local First Nations, for whom 
it is an ancient burial site. He survived the 
notoriously rough portages of the Lady 
Evelyn River, and ultimately chucked his 
cell phone into a waterfall in a ritual of dis-
connection from society. He was thrilled, 
he confessed to Poukhlov, to be no longer 
a part of a “civilization that makes you a 
worker bee.”

Don and Maureen say their son was 
a changed man when he returned from 
Temagami that summer: more reserved 
and inward, more sceptical about modern 
society and life. “The north changed him, 
and not in a bad way. He was gentler, he 
was kinder,” says Don. Trask told his father 

that his city life was a “waste of time,” and 
that he couldn’t wait to get back to where he 
felt he belonged. After restocking his bank 
account with a month’s work as a roofer, he 
returned north in September for another 
three weeks of canoeing.

“Everything about Daniel,” Maureen 
says, “was intense.”

I was fascinated by the case of Daniel Trask 
from the moment Maureen posted an alert 
about his disappearance on a regional out-
doors web forum last November. An ideal-
istic young man who vanishes in the wil-
derness—echoes of Into the Wild. Like 
Christopher McCandless in John Krakauer’s 

classic book, Trask embodied the fantasy 
of leaving behind the nine-to-five grind 
to live off the land in wild nature. Yet his 
story was also different in important ways. 
I interpreted Trask’s summer in Temag-
ami as an apprenticeship of sorts: He had 
taken the time to forge friendships, gain a 
better understanding of Temagami’s cul-
tural history and learn the skills of wilder-
ness survival. In many ways, he’d done the 
groundwork to make the region his adop-
tive home.

Canoe trippers on Ottertooth.com sent 
in a flurry of messages about their summer 
encounters with Trask, describing him as 
“amazing,” “great” and “a Daniel Boone-
type guy.” One, named Marina, remembered 
his resourcefulness—he carried a selection 
of the latest camping and survival gear, but 
also stone arrowheads fitted onto dowel-
like shafts, both of which he patiently made 
by hand. “I don’t believe for a minute this 
seasoned, smart, adventurous guy went out 
there with nothing,” concluded Marina. 
“He is fully stocked, making arrowheads, 
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Left behind (clockwise from left): Trask’s parents Don and 
Maureen; Camp Wanapitei caretaker Jeff Geiler; Ojibwa 
elder Alex Mathias holds the arrow Trask gave him. 
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Continued on page 78

hunting, etc., and looking up at the sky 
daily with the thought, ‘Wonder what the 
helicopters are looking for?’”

Maureen created a web gallery of photo-
graphs her son had taken that summer: a 
shirtless self-portrait in the canoe, several 
staged shots of carefully organized camp-
sites, an image of a stylized chalk rendering 
of the Masonic Eye of Providence, similar 
to the insignia that appears on the backside 
of a U.S. $1 bill. But as the weeks went on, 
Trask’s whereabouts remained an enigma. 
His e-mail and bank accounts were mon-
itored; no activity was detected. Missing 
person reports were filed in registries across 
Canada. “The beauty, tranquility and spir-
ituality within Temagami and its people 
captured the hearts of many, including 
our son’s,” Maureen’s wrote in one of her 
almost daily online updates. “We need to 
remind ourselves this is Daniel’s journey. 
He is learning as well as teaching us a les-
son in life, be strong.”

My own correspondence with Maureen 
began in January this year, when I gath-
ered the nerve to contact her about writing 
a profile of her son. She politely declined, 
explaining that the family wasn’t ready 
for a story. I followed up several times as 
the months passed, offering to help with 
the search, but she remained reluctant. In 

May, while Don, his oldest son Adam and 
a group of friends were in the middle of 
an exhausting three-week stint of cruis-
ing backroads, climbing rocky peaks and 
bushwhacking through swamps and forests 
from their search headquarters at Camp 
Wanapitei, I received a surprising e-mail. 
“I was wondering if you were still on for 
Maple Mountain long weekend canoe/search 
and if you could lead it,” wrote Maureen. 
That was all I needed to start gearing up 
for a seven-day trip.

Maureen wasn’t naïve enough to see the 
Maple Mountain expedition as anything 
more than a body-recovery mission, but 
after six months on an emotional roller-
coaster she needed closure and confirma-
tion that her own impressions of her son 
were correct—that Trask hadn’t ditched his 
car and hitchhiked to Mexico, been kid-
napped or worse. Maple Mountain seemed 
like an improbable destination for someone 
trekking overland with minimal food and 
gear—the peak is about 40 kilometres as the 
crow flies from Trask’s abandoned car—but 
Maureen knew her son had made a special 
effort to reach the summit in the summer, 
and believed such an ambitious journey fit 
with his character. She also had some clues 
to go on. Poukhlov had gone to Belarus 
for the winter on October 25, but when 

he returned to Temag-
ami in late March, he 
noticed he was missing 
about a week’s worth 
of firewood and a few 
knives. Perhaps Trask 
had gathered his wits 
at his friend’s place, 

then launched a survivalist epic.
Simon Donato, a Calgary-based adven-

ture athlete who has revolutionized search 
and rescue over the past decade, agreed 
that Maureen could be on the right track. 
Donato cuts against the grain of, as he puts 
it, “typical search and rescue where every-
one holds hands and walks through the 
forest.” He’s convinced that cases involv-
ing adept backcountry travellers like Trask 
require a different approach than the usual 
grid-search methodology that focuses on 
a missing person’s last known position. 
Donato applied his unique, go-far-fast-
and-light technique to help resolve two 
cold cases involving downed aircraft in 
the American Southwest. His best-known 
success came in March 2012, when he was 
part of a maverick team of long-distance 
runners who discovered the body of ultra-
running legend Micah True, the protag-
onist of Christopher McDougall’s best-
seller Born to Run, in New Mexico’s Gila 
National Forest.

During the True search, Donato spent a 
day walking police-established grid lines. 
“We thought, ‘What the hell are we doing 
out here? There’s no way he’d be running 
this stuff,’” says Donato, a PhD geologist 
and director of Adventure Science, a con-
sulting group that studies the physiological 
effects of extreme outdoor activities. When 
the rest of the searchers called it quits for the 
day, Donato and a few other long-distance 
runners dashed out to a remote and scenic 
area they thought would be more inspiring 
to a world-class adventure athlete like True. 
They promptly found his body.

For the Trask case, Donato suggested a 
similar approach. “I’d search what hasn’t 
been searched. Going back and redoing 

Mysterious message: Six photos from the disposable
camera found in Trask’s car after his disappearance. 
Bottom: Trask’s snowpants on the shore of Diamond Lake.

along the infrequently paddled east side, a 
tinge of faded green atop the sloping shore 
cayches my eye. it looks inconspicuous, like 
a discarded shopping bag. but kim is adamant 
that we stop for a closer look
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something is a waste of time.” Still, he 
underlined the fact that the chances of find-
ing the young man were slim. “With some-
body missing in Temagami, there’s so much 
water, extremely dense bush and a healthy 
wildlife population,” he said. “Remem-
ber, you’re looking for something about 
six foot tall by two feet wide that’s hiding 
in that huge area.”

The Temagami wilderness has had a mag-
netic appeal for wayward souls and adven-
ture-seekers since it was first promoted by 
fledgling tourist camps over a century ago. 
In 1906, an enigmatic Brit named Archie 
Belaney immigrated to Toronto and quickly 
found his way north to Temagami, which 
was then a bustling railway town. Bela-
ney turned his back on a charmed child-
hood in southern England and took up 
with the Ojibwa on Bear Island, learning 
to hunt, trap and paddle canoes. He mar-
ried a local girl and was adopted into the 
band under the name Koh-kom-see, “Little 
Owl.” It wasn’t long before his promiscuous 
ways and weakness for alcohol forced him 
to flee Temagami, but later, writing under 
the name Grey Owl, he would describe the 
region in glorious detail and become one 
of Canada’s best-known writers and con-
servationists.

Grey Owl’s stories played an integral role 
in inspiring Toronto native Hap Wilson to 
escape overbearing parents and venture 
north in the first years of the 1970s. Early 
on, Wilson barely survived a long, cold win-
ter shacked up with a friend in a derelict 
logging camp on Diamond Lake. Desiring 
a sanctuary of his own, Wilson then built 
a squatter’s shack on a more remote lake at 
age 22. He scored a government job main-
taining backcountry canoe routes, which 
eventually led him to publish Temagami 
Canoe Routes, a guidebook that remains a 
trip-planning staple today. Later he became 
the caretaker of the 1930s-era cabin on the 
Lady Evelyn River that he owns today.

Wilson recalls that Temagami appealed 
to him because it was raw and untamed—
utterly unlike Algonquin Provincial Park, 
where he had paddled with his family as a 
boy. “I was pretty strong and pretty deter-
mined, a lot like Daniel,” says Wilson, now 
61. “I too was searching for something and 
I did some pretty crazy things that you 
can say were Daniel Trask-esque. When 

they operate Voyages of Rediscovery, an 
outdoor education non-profit based on 
Washington’s Columbia River, but continue 
to visit Temagami to work and explore. In 
2008, they portaged into a pond off Lake 
Temagami, set up a base camp and built 
their first birchbark canoe; a year later, 
they constructed the hulking 24-footer they 
will paddle on our journey. Cassell, 29, a 
Chicago native and naturalist, is visiting 
Temagami for the first time.

By our second day we’ve reached Chee-
skon Lake and search Spirit Rock, a spire 
of f laking, bone-coloured stone rising 15 
metres above a jagged jumble of ankle-twist-
ing talus. It feels like sacrilege to walk at 
this site that’s been revered as a spiritual 
nexus by generations of Ojibwa. But after 
leaving a healthy offering of tobacco, we 
justify our trespass with Maureen’s request 
to comb “power places” like this one. We 
tiptoe on loose rocks and search for signs of 
Trask in caves and crevasses that still radi-
ate chill winter air, but find no evidence of 
the missing man’s passing.

We visit Mathias’ homestead on Obabika 
Lake, then continue to the Wakimika River, 
which luckily is devoid of blowdown and 
beaver dams so even the big birchbark canoe 
can negotiate its narrow oxbows. On Waki-
mika Lake, we discover Ojibwa petroglyphs 
of moose and spirit forms etched into the 
carapace of a smooth granite island; at the 
north end of the lake, we pass the long sand 
beach where the Red Squirrel Road protest-
ers camped in 1989, and where Trask and 
Poukhlov stayed last September en route 
to Mathias’s equinox gathering.

Travelling light, Kim and I have no prob-
lem with the two portages separating Waki-
mika and Diamond lakes. Lugging the levi-
athan birchbark canoe is a different story. 
The others ask me to help carry the 250-
pound beast over the second portage, a 
500-metre tap dance through refrigerator-
sized rocks. Like latter-day voyageurs, we 
grunt, curse and manhandle the fragile 
vessel over seriously rugged terrain. Zin-
ser gladly accepts nearly half of the canoe’s 
weight, and incredibly cranks out a set of 
pushups when we stop to rest at the half-
way point. Wicks-Arshack raves about how 
this is probably the first birchbark canoe to 
pass here in a century, but I’m more acutely 
aware that one slip could result in a bro-
ken leg and shattered boat. Thanks to luck 
and Zinser, a beast of burden who clearly 
defines himself by the level of hardship he 
can endure on the trail, we make it to Dia-

I look back on it, I realize that you either 
die or get stronger for it.” But Wilson also 
alludes to a dangerous paradox in Trask: 
For someone so captivated by the restor-
ative powers of nature, he appears to have 
approached it like an adversary.

As canoe season wrapped up last year, 
Trask revealed to several friends his desire 
to experience the Temagami winter. He 
was interested in “doing the Survivorman 
thing,” says Geiler—a reference to former 
MuchMusic producer, rock-and-roll musi-
cian and outdoors neophyte Les Stroud, who 
had his own life redefined by a Temagami 
canoe trip at the age of 25. Poukhlov heard 
the same story. “I know he wanted to go 
into the bush carrying nothing with him 
and come out a year later,” Poukhlov says. 
“He wanted to just survive and live.”

These days, those grasping for knowledge 
of age-old Temagami traditions have an ally 
in Alex Mathias, a 64-year-old Bear Island 
Ojibwa who has been living off-reserve on 
his family’s traditional land on Obabika 
Lake since 1993. Mathias is a gatekeeper 
of sorts, welcoming canoeists all summer 
and organizing an annual “Changing of the 
Seasons” gathering each September to cel-
ebrate the fall equinox and the anniversary 
of the 1989 Red Squirrel Road blockade, a 
mass demonstration of civil disobedience 
that resulted in 344 arrests and front-page 
coverage of Temagami’s imperiled forests. 
Trask attended the 2011 event, and gave 
Mathias a hand-made arrow as a gift. “I felt 
that there were things he wanted to ask me 
and I wish I would’ve sat down with him 
and invited him to ask more questions,” 
Mathias says. “Maybe I could’ve helped 
him figure things out.”

Trask told Mathias not to be surprised to 
see him later in the year. Mathias cringed. 
“Anyone can camp up here in the sum-
mer,” he says. “But in the fall and winter 
it’s a totally different country.”

Don and Maureen Trask have trusted me to 
assemble my own canoe party for the Maple 
Mountain search on the May long weekend. 
My wife, Kim, is an easy recruit, and I find a 
second boat in Adam Wicks-Arshack, John 
Zinser and Dan Cassell, three Americans 
who are volunteering on a summerlong 
canoeing and canoe-building project on 
Bear Island for First Nations youth. Wicks-
Arshack, 23, and Zinser, 24, have been com-
ing to Lake Temagami from New York City 
since they were boys attending American-
owned Camp Wabun every summer. Today 

into the light
Continued from page 68
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incapacitated by a deadly combination of 
wet and cold. Don mentions “paradoxi-
cal undressing,” a phenomenon in which 
severely hypothermic people sometimes peel 
off their layers, possibly due to a burning 
sensation caused by constricted blood ves-
sels at the skin or a cold-related malfunc-
tion of the brain’s thermostat. According 
to a Swedish study, this irrational behav-
iour “is followed almost immediately by 
unconsciousness and death.”

Maureen continues to post Ottertooth 
updates and remains resolved to piece 
together what happened to her son. She 
and Don are certain that Trask left behind 
a trail of cryptic messages, such as a crude 
signpost searchers found atop a peak near 
Camp Wanapitei that points northwest 
to Maple Mountain, and that these mes-
sages may ultimately explain his strange 
journey. Perhaps the clothing at Diamond 
Lake is one more piece in the puzzle. “I 
think he is trying to tell us something,” 
says Maureen. “We just haven’t figured out 
the message.”

Before I leave, Don shows me a sequence 
of photographs taken by Trask with a dis-
posable camera found in his car and devel-
oped after his disappearance last Novem-
ber. To me, the prints spread out on the 
table represent the classic snapshots of a 
Temagami canoe trip. Don insists there’s 
something more. “It was the little things 
we didn’t notice right away,” he says. Four 
images are particularly compelling: a self-
portrait of Trask making a fist and flexing 
his bicep; a shot of his bare legs resting on 
packs in the canoe, his hand flashing a peace 
sign in front of the lens; a picture of Trask’s 
shadow framing a smiling face of rocks; and 
the image of a directional arrow made of 
stones on the ground. “We think he’s saying, 
‘I am strong, I go in peace, and I’m happy 
and I know where I’m going…” says Don. 
Through tears, he gazes penetratingly into 
my eyes, and points to two more prints, the 
first depicting a portage trail, the second a 
sun-splashed lake. His voice falters. “‘Into 
the woods, into the light.’”  

The Trask family requests the public’s assis-
tance in solving the mystery of Daniel Trask. 
For more information or to report a discov-
ery, e-mail find.dan@rogers.com or call the 
Ontario Provincial Police at 888-310-1122.

Conor Mihell wrote about kayak-
ing to Lake Superior’s most remote 
island in our Spring 2012 issue.  

of the Temagami wilderness—isn’t coming 
back. Zinser blinks away tears. I crumple to 
the ground and Kim holds me tight.

During the long winter months following 
her son’s disappearance, Maureen Trask 
joined a support group for the families and 
friends of missing persons. Early on, she met 
a woman whose sister had disappeared more 
than 40 years ago. Suddenly, the thought of 
wondering what happened to her son for the 
rest of her life was crushing. “I just broke 
down,” says Maureen. “I can’t imagine one 
year, never mind that many.”

So when I called Don and Maureen 
from Camp Wanapitei the day after we 
made our find on Diamond Lake, they 
were dumbfounded. “I thought, ‘Is this 
for real or is this a dream?’” says Mau-
reen. “Of course it was emotional for us, 
but we were totally relieved.”

A few days later, the couple welcomed 
me to their split-level home in Waterloo. 
Insect repellent, GPS units and assorted 
camping gear cluttered the dining room, 
and maps covered the kitchen table. Don 
and Maureen had returned from nearly a 
month of searching out of Camp Wanapitei 
less than a week previously, and their 
friendly smiles and chattiness belied the 
harsh reality of lives on hold. Don, a retired 
firefighter, quickly explained that he’d 
be prepared to spend the entire summer 
camping out, if that’s what it would take 
to find his son’s body.

We spend hours pondering what could’ve 
gone wrong. I describe the dozen or so cut 
or partially cut standing trees we found in 
the vicinity of Trask’s clothing. It seems 
likely the deadwood would have been used 
to build a shelter or fires. Yet subsequent 
ground searches by police officers and a 
cadaver dog within an 800-metre radius 
of the site revealed no evidence of lean-tos 
or campfires. However, they did turn up a 
sleeping bag, toiletries and a pair of under-
wear and socks. In June, divers and police 
in side-scanner-equipped boats searched 
the waters of Diamond Lake and found no 
sign of Trask’s body.

It goes unsaid that Trask was grossly 
under-equipped and, despite his sum-
mer of adventures in Temagami, ill-pre-
pared for a lengthy stay in the wilderness 
in the fall. Our best guess is that he fell 
victim to cool, damp November weather 
or broke through thin December lake ice. 
Hypothermia looms large in the shoulder 
seasons, when it is all too easy to end up 

mond Lake unscathed.
 The birchbark canoe f lies across Dia-

mond’s big water, and Kim and I struggle 
to keep up in our 17-foot tandem. The lake 
is a short portage from Lake Temagami 
and is part of a popular canoe route, so I 
assume it has been examined in previous 
searches. Our paddles flash and we charge 
absent-mindedly in pursuit of our friends 
toward Lady Evelyn Lake and the gateway 
to Maple Mountain.

At last, hoping to maximize our exposure 
to a tailwind, I steer for the east shore of 
Diamond Lake’s north inlet. Later, we’ll esti-
mate that nine out of 10 canoe parties would 
hug the west shore, where a slab of granite 
acts as a canvas for native pictographs—the 
blood-red, centuries-old images of people, 
canoes and birds are among the most vibrant 
in Temagami. Now, along the infrequently 
paddled east side, a tinge of faded green atop 
the sloping shore catches my eye. It looks 
inconspicuous, like a discarded shopping 
bag. But Kim is adamant that we stop for a 
closer look. We come about, fight the wind 
and sideslip ashore. Above the water and 
almost directly across the channel from the 
pictographs, I unroll an inside-out pair of 
lime-green snowpants.

Men’s large.
Trask’s.
There isn’t time to ponder the discov-

ery. Kim and I hop back in the canoe and 
paddle like hell, hoping to catch up with 
our trip partners before they complete the 
carry-over to Lady Evelyn Lake. Fuelled 
by adrenalin, we make it just in time, and 
the five of us turn back to set up camp 
just up the shore from where I found the 
snowpants. Then we fan into the bush not 
knowing what to expect.

Soon afterward, Wicks-Arshack waves us 
over to look at the blue Columbia Sports-
wear jacket he’s found on mossy ground 
just inland from the lake. Gathering around 
the find, we agree to leave the site as uncon-
taminated as possible for search-and-res-
cue professionals—a noble guise for what 
really amounts to a profound fear of what 
we might discover next. Then we realize 
that our own teammate, Dan Cassell, has 
wandered off alone. Without noticing the 
dark irony, Wicks-Arshack calls for Cas-
sell to come join us. “Daaannn!” he shouts. 
“Daaannnielll!”

His words shatter the forest, and the grav-
ity of the moment suddenly sinks in. Cassell 
will return in a moment, but Daniel Trask—
a young kindred spirit who shared our love 


