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WHAT A
TRIP!

Canada’s  
Wild Women  
Expeditions.
By Marnie 
Woodrow

QQueer women who vacation in Canada tend to visit Toronto, 
Montreal or Vancouver. But just as the Marais in Paris isn’t 
France, and San Francisco isn’t the US of A, the “big three” 
cities are only a part of what Canada is all about. If you 
dream of exploring the more rugged side of Canada, and 
you want to enjoy a women-only experience, Wild Women 
Expeditions makes it very easy for you. And the company 
reassures the would-be adventurer that “we don’t get fit for 
the trip, we get fit on the trip!” So there goes that excuse—
you don’t need to be an athlete, or super-outdoorsy, to join 
one of these expeditions, although a severe case of dendro-
phobia (fear of trees) might not work out so well. Women 
of all ages and sexual orientations can experience Mother 
Nature from coast to coast on one of WWE’s many trips. 
The adventure travel company’s les/bi following in Canada 
is massive for a reason: Inclusive means inclusive with Wild 
Women. No homophobes allowed—or intolerance of trans 
or bi women either.     

The first thing I smell upon arriving at the Wild Women 
base camp in Sudbury is some kind of amazing sauce or soup 
wafting toward me on a fresh northern Ontario breeze. The 
first sound I hear is laughter—easy female laughter, raucous 
with collective mischief. It’s the final night of an Ultimate 
Wild Women Weekend. After three days of canoe clinics and 
sunbathing and saunas, nicknames have been bestowed and 
the in-jokes flow freely. It’s very much like summer camp, 
but because the women who attend are typically between 35 
and 55 years old, there’s also a sense of lives lived, a celebra-
tion of survival and transcendence. 

After dinner there’s a talent show, a barn dance with 
kick-ass music, a starlit skinny-dip, a sauna. It’s not at all 
hard to fall fast asleep in a tent, or in one of the historic 
little orange cabins that dot the shoreline of the Spanish 
River. In the morning, a new group of us will set out for 
Temagami, a bucket-list destination for most of the nine 
women in our group. 

/// EXOTIC ESCAPES

Summer camp for lesbians who 
have earned their life skills
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in operation since 1991, Wild 
Women began with the vision 
of an avid Ontario outdoors-
woman, Beth Mairs. She 
wanted to create a women-
only adventure company. Did 
there really have to be a guy 
around for campfire building, 
portaging and orienteering—
the so-called manly aspects of 
camping? She thought not. Did 
lesbians and bisexual women 
have a tour company that was 
queer-positive and serious 
about wilderness camping, 
beyond pitching tents at music 
festivals? She couldn’t find 
any in Canada. Soon after 
Mairs launched Wild Women, 
the trips began to sell out. 
Her success continued as the 
list of destinations grew to 
cover both coasts and points in 
between. Known for being well-
organized, safety-conscious 
and well-guided, the trips 
featured delicious vegetarian 
cuisine and a diverse clien-
tele in terms of age, cultural 
background, and outdoor expe-
rience. Some repeat trippers 
became guides, spreading the 
word about just how addictive 
it was. these weren’t “push” 
trips, where a leader barks 
orders and women find them-
selves completely out of their 
comfort zone. instead, there 
was a sense of encouragement 
and camaraderie throughout 
every adventure, with women 
lending all their varied skills to 
the tasks at hand. 

in 2009, Mairs decided 
to pursue a career in film. 
Does This Canoe Make Me 
Look Fat?, her first foray into 
adventure filmmaking, is an 
hourlong documentary about 
a five-day Wild Women canoe 
trip on the Chiniguchi River. 
eventually, Mairs sold WWe 
to newfoundland-based Wild 
Women alum and veteran 
traveler Jennifer Haddow, 
but excursions to temagami, 
Killarney, and the north Shore 
Channel of Lake Huron still 
depart from Mairs’s cabin-
dotted riverfront property 
west of Sudbury. the late-
summer ultimate Wild Women 
Weekend—a base-camp fiesta 
of workshops, with wood-fired 
saunas, massage options, great 
meals, and lots of time for 
swimming—is an annual  
pilgrimage for many. Women 
who arrive as strangers leave 
as fast friends. Shy women find 
themselves coming out of their 
shell at the talent show, or dis-
cover a latent gift for sensual 
painting. Likewise, on canoe, 
kayak and multi-sport trips, 
women who may not have 
experienced their own physical 
strength outside the gym are 
surprised by their power and 
stamina. Jennifer Haddow is 
enthusiastic about the Wild 
Women legacy, as well as its  
future. “We are growing in 
some exciting new directions— 
expanding our trips in Canada 
and also moving into inter-

national destinations. We are 
also offering trips and retreats 
in every season now, and build-
ing on our roots by offering 
more trips especially for les-
bian and bi women, as well as 
doing more thematic adven-
tures, such as canoe trips for 
women and girls. i think there 
is a real need to support women 
to develop their skills and 
confidence in the outdoors, so 
WWe is offering a new series of 
wilderness skills weekends, 
to give hands-on training 
in camping, paddling and 
generally how to be a wilder 
woman in the bush. the great-
est fear of some women is not 
how to ride fierce whitewater 
rapids, or how to portage a 
canoe, but how to shit in the 
woods! We also bring a spiri-
tual perspective to wilderness 
traveling, and, for example, we 
are integrating yoga into many 
of our trips, to give space for 
meditation and rejuvenation on 
our trips, and a deeper com-
munion with nature.”

Many—although not all—of 
the women who head out on 
Wild Women expeditions are 
at some form of a crossroads 
in their lives. Work stress, 
signature birthdays, recent 
breakups and other losses 
inform the decision to strike 
out on a quest unlike anything 
ever undertaken before. Mairs 
once joked that since its incep-
tion Wild Women has been 
the number one (unofficial) 

lesbian match-making service 
in Canada. Couples go for their 
honeymoon or anniversary, 
and sometimes new couples 
result from group expeditions. 
this isn’t necessarily why 
single women head out on the 
various paddling, hiking, and 
retreat-based experiences, 
but if you want to see what 
a woman is really like in the 
morning, just meet her when 
she’s camping. and there’s 
also the option of trips not 
organized by sexual orienta-
tion, trips that would best be 
described as “mixed,” because 
everyone is welcome. these 
are perfect for lesbians who 
want to adventure together 
with their straight pals in a truly 
inclusive environment, and for 
women who simply want to get 
away into the wilderness with 
other women. 

awe-inspiring destinations 
have always been part of the 
Wild Women philosophy. the 
whole point is to get out of the 
office, away from your daily 
routines, and just rendezvous 
with Mother nature. Hawaii and 
the queen Charlotte islands 
in British Columbia have been 
added to the WWe roster 
for 2013, as well as a range 
of retreat-style getaways for 
women who are not quite as 
keen to haul equipment, pitch 
tents, and squat in the woods. 
Yoga and arts-based retreats in 
exquisite lodge or cabin  
settings are equally popular.  

Wild Women: A History
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After breakfast, we are driven deep into the woods north-
east of the camp, our canoes in a trailer behind us. We put 
in and paddle in the direction of our guide canoe. In the 
distance, clouds promise rain, but we are all too excited to 
worry—much. Our guide, Karen, is a mellow woman with 
years of experience. The water is smooth and the paddling 
is pretty easy. At lunch, on a rocky island nicknamed Labia, 
Karen studies the sky and suggests that we move as quickly 
as we can to the portage phase of the journey. There will be 
two portages, one flat expanse of land and one much steeper, 
a narrow path referred to as Billy Goat’s Trail. After a dem-
onstration of portage techniques, a number of women opt to 
carry a canoe solo. The tandem method looks downright an-
noying, not unlike two people playing the ass end of the same 
horse costume. We take the packs and paddles across first, 
to familiarize ourselves with the ground, then return for the 
boats. Unlike some others, I think this portage business is 
strangely empowering, in a graceless sort of way. Before we 
know it, we’ve moved gear and canoes and we’re on our way to 
the next portage, mere yards across the water. Unload and 
repeat, this time up a much lumpier incline with a decent drop, 
to avoid a sequence of small rapids to the left of the path.

Our reward is a sudden passionate downpour, which 
quickly turns to rain-with-hail. It’s all part of becoming a 
wild woman. Later, peeling wet clothes off and changing into 

a dry, warm T-shirt and dry jeans and shoes, my awareness of 
simple pleasures and small victories is immense. A roaring 
fire, a delicious veggie Pad Thai dinner cooked outdoors—
every biting hailstone was worth it. Besides, not every 
expedition has such weather. We all feel weirdly privileged to 
get through our small taste of the wild weather Temagami is 
famous for. Luckily for us, the sun returns warm and bright 
the next morning. The cowgirl coffee is on and a fantastic 
day lies ahead.  

In the shuttle back to base camp, we are a weary group. 
The smiles on the faces of my trip mates say it all: “Some-
thing has changed for me. In spirit, I am 12 years old again!” 
A delicious warm lunch awaits us. Those of us who’ve never 
done such a trip before feel proud as we eat and laugh together. 
Plans for future trips are batted around. There’s a last swim 
and sauna before we climb into our cars and head for home-
towns, ferries, and airports, sad to go but fired with the 
personal inspiration that WWE has been giving women for 
22 years. For this born-and-bred Canadian, the Wild Women 
Les/Bi Canoe Trip to Temagami awakened a powerful desire to 
see more of my own country and more of my own province—
up close, where I can literally be part of it, surrounded by 
fantastic women who (whether or not they share the reasons 
why) have a deep need to recapture the wildness that lives in 
each of us. (wildwomenexp.com) 

RCFE Pending

Opening Summer
of 2013

For more information or to schedule a tour call (707) 576-1101 
or visit our website at fountaingrovelodge.com

The community you’ve imagined...at last.

4210 Thomas Lake Harris Dr.
Santa Rosa, CA 95403

707-576-1101
fountaingrovelodge.com

LGBT Retirement Community

Entrance Fees ranging from: $189,500 - $925,500
Monthly Fees starting at $3,395

Gourmet Dining
Cocktail Lounge
Outdoor Pool

Movie Theatre
Concierge Service
Pet Park

Wine Cave and Cellar
Onsite Care/Wellness Center
Fitness Center

Reserve your new home on our gorgeous ten acre campus with 
golf course, oak grove and mountain views in the heart of 

Sonoma County. From gourmet dining and concierge services
to spa treatments and housekeeping, our attentive staff will

cater to your every need. 
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