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DEAR READER,
Welcome to the 7th issue of 

the MOCcasin! 

The MOCcasin is the 

McMaster Outdoor Club’s 

(MOC’s) biannual 

newsletter.  It is a forum for 

members and outdoor 

enthusiasts to share stories, 

pictures and more, all in 

celebration of enjoying the 

great outdoors. Thank you 

to everyone who 

contributed to this issue 

and breathing life into the 

MOCcasin.

 I hope these stories and 

images take you to faraway 

places and leaving you 

longing for adventure, as 

they have for me.

Thanks again, and happy 

exploring,

 

- Alisha

MOCcasin Editor 

cover photo: Katherine Ho

upper right: Mark Westernik

bottom: Marc Bishara
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TALES FROM THE POLAR EXPRESS
Story and Photos By: Jen Squibb

All through the month of July, I lived on a little 
island called Moose Factory near James Bay 
(I was working at a literacy camp for First 
Nations children although that fact isn't 
central to the story). I left the island 
exhausted, over-worked, and above all 
emotional at the prospect of leaving and 
probably never returning to a place that I had 
come to love. Luckily for me, the next 
experience would re-energize me and give me 
the strength to take on new adventures.

You see, I was leaving town in style. Yes, I was 
heading down South on the Polar Bear 
Express.   

The Polar Bear Express was unlike any other 
train that I had ever been on. The inside 
looked like a scene out of the Orient Express: 
cushy velvet seats, a large food car at the 
back with incredible food, and a dome car 
with massive windows extending to the ceiling 
that showcased the gorgeous landscape 
outside the tracks. 

Without exception, the staff had typical easy 
Northern friendliness and warmth. One 
worker, in particular, was what my  
grandmother might have called, "a character.” 
As we waited to board he joked outlandishly 
with my female co-worker and I and insisted 
on taking goofy photos with us. Once we were 
on board, he even took us and a few other 
passengers to the back of the train to gaze 
out at the tracks from the balcony of the 
caboose car.   

So, if you ever have the opportunity to travel 
on the Polar Bear Express, I'd encourage you 
to take it! Besides the charm of the train itself, 
the views from the window will remind you of 
the vastness, serenity and unspoiled beauty of 
Northern Ontario. As for me, I know that I'll be 
back some day.    



FALLING FOR FALL AT KILLARNEY PROVINCIAL PARK
photos by: Marc Bishara



BRIANNA’S BLOG POST

day 2: wild caving
NOVEMBER 18, 2012

We came, we saw, we caved. Such a wonderful 
day.

After a shaky start (getting up at 5:45…:S) we 
headed out to the Cracker Barrel (half  ’country 
store’ and half restaurant, one part white 
sausage gravy and a lot of parts charm) and ate 
way too much for breakfast. When we told our 
waitress Jan that we were going to Hidden River 
Cave, she told us that her father is buried in 
Mammoth Cave national park. Floyd Collins (an 
independent caver who discovered many routes 
in Kentucky before being killed in a rockslide – 
check out his story; it’s so interesting and also 
tragic) was friends with her grandfather. The 
caves mean a lot to a lot of the people here.

And they should! We took a ten minute drive to 
Horse Cave City, a beautiful but SMALL town. It 
reminded me of something you’d read about in 

an old-fashioned novel. But the cave is right in 
the middle of the town; almost like a park would 
be in the middle of some other, normal place. 
Instead, there’s a plaque and a huge pit, with 
stairs all the way down to the wide open 
entrance of Hidden River cave.

Our group split into two and each had a five 
hour “wild cave” (I’ll explain in a second, I 
promise) tour with an experienced guide. Ours 
was Peggy, who in the words of another cave 
guide “is such a badass. She’s been caving 
since the eighties”. She was tiny and spry, very 
competent and kind in her blue coveralls. She 
helped all of us get our helmets (which proved 
to be INVALUABLE. I would have concussed 
myself fifty times if not for this sturdy piece of 
blue plastic on my head) and headlamps (the 
LED light kind). We got a ‘before’ picture and 
then were off, walking down the series of stairs, 
away from the sunlight, into the huge cave 
below.

Hidden River, as Peggy would explain, is a 
‘young cave’, so rock slides happen and it is 
still changing a lot (but by changing a lot I think 
she meant over the course of decades, which, 
yes, is quick for a cave, but just not the time 
frame I am used to).  After a short introduction 
about what the cave has been to the town (a 
reservoir for drinking water, place for sewage, 
tourist attraction, place for bat rehabilitation…) 
we were caving. And REALLY caving.

What I meant by “wild caving” is that there are 
no footpaths or boardwalks. You alternate 
between walking, crawling, rolling, climbing, 
jumping, sliding, swearing, laughing and being 
awestruck as you move through the cave. One 
of our safety rules was to ‘maintain three points 
of contact’ – to make sure you have a handhold 
and footholds before you plan your next move. 
Rocks were sometimes very pointy and the 
‘ceilings’ were low. We travelled in a line and 
always maintained light contact with the people 
behind us – we had to be able to see their 
headlamps. We passed messages back and 
forth along the line (like a game of broken 
telephone, but the message usually stayed 

http://downwithvowels.wordpress.com/2012/11/18/day-2-wild-caving/
http://downwithvowels.wordpress.com/2012/11/18/day-2-wild-caving/


intact) and watched out for each other, giving 
boosts when necessary.

I’m trying to figure out how to best tell you what 
it felt like down there. It may just sound like 
glorified hiking, but it really did feel entirely 
different. Maybe it was the extra sense of danger 
– that if something went wrong we were much 
farther from help, or maybe it was the monotone, 
otherworldly look of 
the caves (it 
sometimes felt like I 
was walking on Mars) 
or maybe it was the 
thick (in Peggy’s 
words) “peanut butter 
mud” that was 
everywhere and 
eventually covered my 
white shirt and orange 
pants. I don’t know. 
Probably a little bit of 
everything. The caves 
are cold, you could 
see your breath, in 
some places hear 
water running, see 
water dripping from 
the roof down, look at 
stalactites and other limestone features, see 
others forming, feel the cave winds, see eyeless 
crayfish and eyeless fish too. We came across 
hibernating bats and dead bats (they drowned, 
I’ll explain that soon) and had to wrap our heads 
around the fact that we were walking on a 
riverbed, where the Hidden River still does run 
when it rains enough.

It seemed like the cave had been made for 
people to go through it, but as my friend Lexi 
commented, it was just due to this river and 
erosion and the properties of different rocks. 

Trying to summarize five hours of cave 
exploration into a few paragraphs is as hard as 

you’d think. I’ll take you through a few highlights, 
though:

1. TOTAL BLACKNESS: Once we got to a wider 
opening (the cave ranged from subway tunnel 
size to microwave oven size in terms of diameter) 
Peggy had us turn off our headlamps and just 
listen to the soft trickle of water. Black as pitch, 
seriously. But also such a neat experience. It 

reminded me I was underground and 
made me appreciate how hard it must 
have been for people to explore the 
caves with torches, especially if they 
made a mistake and dropped it!

2. MINI CANYON: We got to a section 
of the cave where we were literally 
walking in a small valley between two 
faces of rock. At some points we had to 
turn sideways to be able to get through. 
The canyon walls were fluted and 
covered in soft clay. It was beautiful 
and dry (some places were pretty wet 
and muddy).

3. THE CAR WASH: We wriggled 
through a small, gravelly region – not 
much bigger across than a doorway is 
wide- and moved through a trickle of 

water (that soaked you because it was hard to 
get through the passageway fast!). We were 
rewarded by the passageway opening up into a 
beautiful dome of rock. But then we had to go 
back the same way we came.

Long post short, it was a WONDERFUL day. I 
experienced a lot and I learned so much. 
Tomorrow will be very different – less wild and 
more majestic/museum-y. I’m glad we had today 
– I’m very glad it happened.

This is an excerpt from Brianna’s blog: http://
downwithvowels.wordpress.com/, check it out to 
learn more about her adventures caving and 
elsewhere.

http://downwithvowels.wordpress.com
http://downwithvowels.wordpress.com
http://downwithvowels.wordpress.com
http://downwithvowels.wordpress.com


THE VIEW FROM THE TOP

Mt. Kilimanjaro: 7 days, 5 microclimates, 5,895m above sea level, full moon summit on 
August 3rd, 2012 @ 6:25am.
Photos by: Jenny Ridge
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HAMILTON’S 
WATERFALLS

Marine Ledoux

Exploring the outdoors 
doesn’t have to involve 
a long car ride or lots 
of planning. It can 
happen on a sunny 
Sunday, when you are 
fed up with work, and 
decide to take a small 
hike around Hamilton 
to discover some of the 
many waterfalls of the 
city. During, the 
summer, or fall, 
especially with the 
wonderful autumn 
colours colors, the 
outdoor club embarks 
on unpretentious 
Hamilton hikes.  Just in 
walking around,and 
meeting new people, 
one can see the beauty 
in a simple thing. All in 
one afternoon you can: 
see a male deer, meet 
a girl who will teach 
you the basics of 
photography, and talk 
with a masters student 
about the 60’s 
revolution era, all while 
seeing  beautiful 
waterfalls. A small 
afternoon adventure 
like this one makes you 
realize how simple 
things can become 
wonderful memories!

Waterfall : Mark Westernik, Above: Marine Ledoux
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TO THE MOUNTAINS!
Cody Dey

	
Fall is my favourite time of year. I’m not 
entirely sure if it is the cooler weather, the fall 
colours, or the fact that steelhead start their 
upstream migration (yes, I’m a fish bum), but 
something about fall gets me pretty pumped 
up to get out there and engage with the 
world. And what better way is there to enjoy 
fall then heading to one of the most beautiful 
parts of our country, the Rocky Mountains, 
for an 8-day trip. Just after Labour Day this 
past year, I loaded up my backpack and 
headed west with my always-keen traveling 
partner Connie.

Banff National Park is the crown jewel of 
Canada’s national park system and for good 
reason. Banff and the adjacent mountain 
parks (Yoho, Kootenay and Jasper) provide 
some of the most epic scenery, wildlife and 
recreational opportunities in the nation, and 
yet, Banff is also super accessible. Connie 
and I flew direct from Hamilton’s John C. 
Munro airport to Calgary, hopped on the 
Banff airporter bus, and were in Banff within 
7 hours of locking our front door. And while 
the early fall is technically ‘shoulder season’ 
in Banff, the weather is usually warm and 
stable enough for most traditional summer 
activities. So, if you were cut loose in 
Canada’s Rocky Mountain playground for 8 
days, what would you do? of course, was to 
fish, climb, bike, hike, and generally enjoy the 
outdoors! We spent most of our time in Banff 
fishing and climbing, not only because those 
are our two favourite outdoor activities, but 
also because we were staying with a friend 
who is big angler and climber. 

 Of the two of us, Connie is the more 
experienced climber, but I have been 

dragged along on enough outings that I have 
developed an appreciation and enjoyment for 
the sport. Our climbing was limited to two 
days (to make more time for fishing); first, we 
spent a day sport climbing at the ‘Back of 
the Lake’, an awe-inspiring quartzite crag 
just off the tourist track around Lake Louise. 
This day served as an excellent warm-up for 
our second day of climbing, a 12-pitch route 
up the Northeast face of Ha Ling peak 
outside of Canmore. While the technical 
climbing on this route is not challenging (the 
hardest pitch is 5.6), the height and exposure 
made for an exhilarating experience. 
Needless to say, I had a fair bit of ‘Elvis leg’ 
when traversing over gaps with hundreds of 
meters of open air beneath me.
 
But what I really went to Banff for was the 
fishing. In my mind, there is no greater joy 
than tossing a fly to a rising trout in a cold, 
clear, freestone mountain stream.

Our primary quarry was the Cutthroat trout, 
but when fishing in these parts there is 
always the opportunity of tying into a large 
Bull trout, which lurk in deeper pools. We 
fished two rivers, each with very different 
characters. I promised the locals that I would 
not divulge their location, so let’s call them 
river X and Y. River X was a medium sized 
river that gently snaked its way down the 
valley.

We caught and released several small 
Cutthroat, but we really needed more time 
and different gear (i.e., sink-tip lines) to 
exploit the many deep, slow pools. 
Undoubtedly there were Bull trout there that 
we were unable to reach. We then fished 
River Y for two days; this river was much 
steeper, narrower and faster than River X, 
and had well-defined riffles and pools with 
additional sections of pocketwater. 
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Watching a big trout emerge 
from the murky depths of a pool 
to engulf your mayfly imitation 
can instantly make up for all the 
fishless days, tangled lines, 
bugs, bears and early mornings 
that anglers have to endure.

Before we returned to Hamilton, 
we also spent some time 
mountain biking on rented bikes 
around Banff and took a drive up 
the Ice Fields parkway toward 
Jasper to do a few short hikes 
off the highway. Looking back, 
we managed to squeeze a lot of 
action into our 8-day trip. 
Hopefully it won’t be long before 
I find my way back to Banff 
because, as John Muir said, 
“going to the mountains is going 
home … wilderness is a 
necessity.
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BRUCE PENINSULA BLISS
Story and photos by: Marine Ledoux

Bruce Peninsula was my first trip with the outdoor club. Even though I’ve only been here 
for a month, it’s the most beautiful place that I’ve seen during all of my exchange!

I met a lot of international students who are still currently really good friends. I didn’t 
want to see pictures before visiting, so I didn’t have any expectations. Once I arrived, I 
was so surprised by the beauty of the park.

The beach was gorgeous, the color was amazing. We hiked, swam, and explored the 
grotto. Everybody was really nice, we all wanted to have fun and meet people who also 
enjoy being outdoors. After watching an amazing sunset, we all played werewolf on 
some white rocks by the beach, under the shooting stars! We slept on a platform that 
was so close to the beach we were able to see the water in morning from our tent. The 
second day, we continued hiking, swimming and enjoying the park.

We came home, full of wonderful memories. After a trip like that, my only question was: 
when is the next one!



ALGONQUIN WINTER
PHOTO BY ELLIE DOUGHTY

HIKING UTAH

PHOTO BY RENEE V.
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EXPLORING CANADA : MOC 
STYLE
Marie-Helene Clopin

HEY !
I’m a French student who arrived in Canada last 
May. I had the chance to do several trips with 
MOC, including the Bruce Peninsula trip in June.

I liked the trip so much that I decided to have 
another experience with MOC and go to the 
French River (Some Canadians had never heard 
about this before but yes it’s in Canada…). 
Surprisingly enough, people actually spoke 
French there!

We were a group of 6 and spent 3 amazing days 
canoeing and portaging. It was the first time that 
many of us had ever canoed, but thankfully we 
had experts with us! 

Our first camp site was amazing! It was like we 
were alone in the middle of nowhere, and there 
were rapids just next to our site. We swam in 
them and got a little banged up, but it was still a 
lot of fun, and the water was so warm. 
Unfortunately, we were not allowed to have a 
campfire. Nevertheless, the sun set was the 
most beautiful thing ever…a gorgeous sight just 
before getting attacked by bugs as soon as it 
got darker. The next day, on the way to reach 
our second campsite, Jeff, one of our leaders, 
caught a pretty big fish during a break. The 
fishhook was deep in its throat but he 
succeeded to getting rid of it and putting the 
fish back in the water. 

Our second campsite was pretty luxurious with 
toilets and a kitchen (in reality it was two boards 
of wood between trees, which very useful by the 
way!) The landscape was entirely made up of 
rocks. But, on the third day, on the way back we  
saw a beach with sand…so we took a break to 
swim!!

This trip was a very special birthday for me, 
filled with all these wonderful landscapes and 
for sure I will keep in mind all these memories!

But, it’s not the end of my adventures…Canada 
is very well-known for its amazing colors during 
the fall. So when you want to combine a second 
canoe trip, share memories with the 
international students who arrived in September 
with this unique season in Canada, you end up 
going to … Algonquin!

It was a bit chilly in comparison with the French 
River canoe trip, but the beautiful colours made 
it worth it!! We filled an entire bus with more than 
50 people. So we were divided in smaller groups 
of 8-9 people and met some groups on the way 
during the weekend. Some crazy people jumped 
off a cliff…I said crazy because the water was 
so cold…We took a break to climb to a peek 
from which the view was wonderful.

In our group we were 9. So one of us had to be 
the princess in the canoe (sit in the middle)…it’s 
more unstable and I didn’t feel confident, 
especially when we were precariously balanced 
for 5 minutes on a tree trunk which was under 
water and that we didn’t see…I really thought 
that we would have flipped over. This time we 
were allowed to make a bonfire, so we drank hot 
chocolate and ate melted marshmallows…
simple things are definitely the best!

I’m very grateful for all these adventures I did 
with MOC and its awesome leaders! THANKS A 
LOT!! ;-)

photo: Marie-Helen Clopin
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MOC WINNERS

Best Photo of nature/outdoors: Katherine Ho (front and back cover)

Best Photo taken on a MOC Trip: Ellie Doughty Algonquin Winter

Best overall story: Cody Dey’s To the Mountains!

Honorable mentions:

- Jenny Ridge (Kilimanjaro spread)

- Mark Westernik

- Marc Bishara

- Marine Ledoux

- Brianna Smrke

Thank you to all of those who submitted to the MOCcasin!

Photos: (Above) Cody Dey
Top Right: Marie Helen Clopin
Middle: Marine Ledoux
Bottom: Ellie Doughty
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MEET THE MOC TEAM!
The backbone of the MOC, this group of outdoor enthusiasts is dedicated to linking you to the outdoors. 
Feel free to talk to any of us about planning a trip, the local environment, or anything related to the 
outdoors! 

Name: Renee 
Hometown: the amazon, I kid you not 
Role in the Club: Prez
Interest: Hiking, biking, climbing, photography, culture, music, 
fooood…
Dream Trip/Adventure: Cycling around the world
Advocacies: supporting the local economy  
Moto: I’ll sleep when I’m dead

Name: Reilly 
Hometown: Kingston, ON
Role in the Club: Social Coordinator
Program: Chem & Bioengineering
Interests: Paddling, hiking, slacklining, reading, adventures in general 
and trying new things. 
Dream Trip: Paddling on the Amazon
Best Thing About the Outdoors: Escaping from media and social 
norms, sleeping under the stars

Name: Nel Vandemeer
Hometown: North Bay, ON
Role in the Club: Environmental Coordinator
Program:4th year Kinesiology
Interests: camping, running, canoeing, cross-country skiing, triathlons
Dream Trip/Adventure: South America!
Best Thing About the Outdoors: clean air, sore muscles, amazing 
people
	 	 	 	 	 	    

Name/Nickname: Marky Mark (Mark Westerink)
Hometown: Newmarket On
Role in the Club: Leader Co-ordinator
Program: Chemical Engineering and Society IV Minor in 
Environmental Science
Interests: Rockclimbing, Hiking, Iceclimbing, canoeing, Kayaking, 
camping, and everything else outdoors and exciting
Dream Trip/Adventure: Mountaineering trip up Mt. Baker
Best Thing About the Outdoors: Peaceful and exciting at the same 
time
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Name/Nickname: Hilary Lum
Hometown: Toronto, ON
Role in the Club:  Social Coordinator
Program: Accelerated Nursing
Interests: hilary probably has lots of cool hobbies.
Dream Trip/Adventure: hilary probably has really cool ideas about this
Best Thing About the Outdoors: just like the outdoors, hilary is amazing.

Name/Nickname: Krupesh
Hometown: Markham, ON
Role in the Club:  Secretary / trip leader
Program: Biology (physiology) III  
Interests: outdoors...duh! + science...that's cool too + going on random 
spontaneous trips
Dream Trip/Adventure: backpacking across east Asia! 
Best Thing About the Outdoors: the pristine refreshingly soothing crisp air along 
with the deep silence of nature that permeates through every bit of your existence 
and clams the body, mind and soul.   

Name/Nickname: Henry Ajzenberg/ The Byzen Burger 
Hometown:  Earth 
Role in the Club: First Aid & Gear Coordinator 
Program: Bachelor of Health Sciences IV 
Interests: Canoeing, hiking, backcountry camping, cycling
Dream Trip/Adventure: Thru-hike the Appalachian trail while riding a bear. 
Best Thing About the Outdoors:  Open skies, natural beauty, exploration, the 
capacity to challenge you, solitude,  the option to poop wherever you like. 

Name/Nickname: Andrew Lapchinsky
Hometown: Big Smoke (aka Toronto)
Role in the Club: Outdoor Resources Coordinator
Program:Engineering
Interests: Hiking, camping, basketball, soccer, sports, reading, electronics
Advocasies:“Use what talents you possess, the woods would be silent if no birds 
sang except those that sang best” – Henry Van Dyke
                                                   

Name/Nickname: Alisha/Leesh
Hometown: T.Dot sprawl
Role in the Club: Promo/MOCcasing/wannabe hipster 
Program:Arts and Science III
Interests: being outside! playing guitar badly, doodling
Dream Trip: Cycling the Silk Route
Best Thing About the Outdoors: The new perspectives it offers on people, places, 
life.
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