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Feeding the Fugitive

Plunging my paddle into the glassy water of Brent Lake, I pulled as hard as I could giving canoe the speed necessary to beach it on the shore of the island. Hopping out from the stern into the knee deep lake I felt the cold water rushing over the tops of my hiking boots filling my shoes. I grabbed the Duluth pack(Canoeing’s version of a hiking pack) that held our lunch, and made sure the canoe was stable. (Trust me there’s nothing worse than a frantic race to save a dislodged canoe before it is swept halfway across the lake.) From my hunched over vantage point—necessitated by the awkwardly large and heavy backpack—I spotted a few blueberry bushes and stoped to pick a handful. (If you have never tasted wild blueberries, there truly aren’t many things better… especially when you are deep enough into a camping trip that all of your fresh fruit has either gone bad or has been eaten!) After a brief blueberry eating hiatus, I continued to our lunch spot, waterlogged socks squelching the whole way. 
	I opened up the Duluth pack and pulled out the lunch food that had been left on top for easy access, cucumber, pita, and dehydrated hummus. 
	“Charlie, you want to rehydrate the hummus while I chop the cucumbers?”
 	“Wooow Josh always taking the easy job.” He replied sarcastically knowing he could always get to me at least a little by triggering my hyperactive guilt response.
	As we made lunch our two trip leaders got out our map of the Quetico Provential Parks to plan out the rest of our day while our four other cabin mates played a quick game of Euchre.(Which, if you haven’t ever played, is the greatest card game known to man.) Finishing with our chopping and rehydrating duties we called everyone over to make their pita sandwiches. Midway through eating, one of our cabinmates, John, got up and said he needed to go take a wilde.(The outdoor version of going to the bathroom except you substitute a toilet for a freshly dug hole in the ground and privacy for a swarm of hungry mosquitoes)
#
	“What the hell could possibly be taking him so long?” Charlie asked. 
	“I guess thats what he gets for holding it in for 7 days” I responded partially in admiration for the impressive feat. 
	A minute or so later we heard some twigs snapping in the distance and looked up hoping to spot a deer—or if we were really lucky, a moose. Instead, a tall gangly man seemingly popped out of a bush and began walking directly towards us. He must have been about six feet tall, with long matted red hair and a matching beard both indicating he hadn’t had a shower in weeks. Even stranger, he had no shoes. (This is a massive no-no in the camping community as theres nothing more trip wrecking than a bad cut or infection on your foot.) Then, approximately 50 yards away from us, he abruptly took a left and walked straight through a bush disappearing once again into the woods. 
	We looked around at one another a perplexed. Sure we hadn’t seen another person in a few days and we were at least 4 days in any direction from an entry point, but there were other people in the Quetico. Maybe his canoe was just parked around a corner where we couldn’t see it. (And if I'm being honest, a niche national park in Canada probably tends to draw unique types of individuals)
	However, we immediately knew something was off once we saw John returning from his wilde without his usual unbridled enthusiasm eyes darting around suspiciously seeming generally unsettled.  
	“What took you so long?” Charlie asked.
	“Just give me a second” replied John still a bit white in the face. 
	“Alright, so I was taking a wilde and just as I was finishing wiping I heard some leaves rustling behind me. Assuming it was just a squirrel or something I finished up and then turned around, just to see this man standing probably 10 feet away staring at me. He then said ‘Oh, you scared me’ as though I was the one doing the scaring. Then he told me he had been out here for a while and didn’t have any food and was wondering if I had anything to spare. I said no, and then took a long route back to avoid running into him again.” Josh said in a hushed voice as if worried of being overheard by our strange new friend coinhabiting our island. 
	“So what should we do” Charlie asked after a moments pause. 
	“We do have some extra pizza squeeze and candy, he seems like he could use it” our trip leader Eli replied. 
	“And its less weight for us to carry which is always nice. But who is going to go and talk to that guy?” I added on.
	After a bit of discussion, we decided to donate our extra food as ultimately our strange co-inhabitor of our island did not seem to be dangerous just a bit ‘off’. We sent our 6’4” tree trunk of a man—and one of the two adults on the trip—Eli to go search the island.
	After a few minutes of waiting we saw Eli and the same grizzled man we had seen earlier. His name was Aaron we learned and we all greeted him while Charlie went down to the canoes to find our pizza squeeze and our bag of candy. We gave Aaron the food and asked if he really wanted the plain pizza sauce with nothing to put it on.
	“I will for sure consume these, they will help the cuts on my feet heal.” Replied Aaron, lifting up his feet to show crisscrossing lines of shallow cuts and blisters. 
	He then tried a few pieces of candy savoring them and remarking how long it had been since having anything like that. This was our first hint of how long he’d really been out there. Then he wandered back into the woods, and once he left heard Eli’s story of their interaction. 
	“So I had been wandering the island for a while and was about to give up when Aaron popped out from behind a tree a bit in front of me,” Eli began. 
	Eli told us he asked him what he was doing out here and Aaron claimed he had been on a hiking trip up to Hudson Bay with some friends when he decided to go do his own thing so he ditched them, accidentally forgetting his shoes in the process. He had been in the Quetico for about a week and was just hiking around without a canoe, shoes, food, with only a thin sleeping bag liner. In order to avoid the wrath of mosquitoes he would cover himself with moss at night. He’d also managed to catch a fish with a homemade fishing pole and proceeded to show Eli the carcass but, other than that, he had just been foraging for berries. 
	Now there were a lot of parts of this story that didn’t add up… we were on an island and Aaron had no canoe. Hudson Bay is on opposite side of Canada from the Quetico. Additionally, he certainly looked like he’d been out for more than a week. But, what did it matter to us? He was clearly a bit crazy but never acted in an overtly threatening way. We packed up our lunch and pushed our canoes back out into the lake, continuing our journey. 
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	A few days later, we ran into some park rangers who checked our camping permits. We told them about Aaron, saying that they might want to check on him to ensure he was ok. Throughout the rest of our trip Aaron was a common conversation topic, but we did not see him again. After finishing our 14 day trip we returned to camp and participated in the traditional run into the camp lake upon returning. After having our moment splashing around on in our home lake, hugging each other, and appreciating the journey we had just been on together, we walked out to go find our friends. The first person to approach was Charlie’s dad—who happened to work at the camp—and he handed us a newspaper. 
	On the front of the page was a familiar face with the accompanying title ‘Several Quetico Lakes Closed as Police Search for Survivalist’. Apparently, a man under house arrest in Ely, Minnesota, after previously being arrested for ‘destroying evidence’ and ‘being a disguised person’, had wandered off shoeless into the Quetico. Then, a ‘concerned group of campers’ had tipped off some rangers to his whereabouts.
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