
The Washow James Bay Wilderness Centre is an 
ambitious Ecolodge development project on the east 
shore of James Bay where a deep southerly dip in the 
coast line forms a bay called Hannah Bay. It is located 
75 km east of Moose Factory, Ontario and10 miles 
south of where the murky water of the Harricanaw 
River flows into James Bay. At ground level, brackish 
grey water nips away at the edges of muddy tidal 
flats and these give way to a ridge of dense conifers 
competiting for nutrients and sun. Above ground at 
this very spot about a half century ago, life was more 
apparent; it was much busier and a whole lot noisier. A 
flyway overhead was populated by seemingly endless 
streams of Snow geese and Canada geese on their 
way to their northern nesting grounds.  The Ontario 
Northland Railway, quite used to creating industry 
and profit from moving people and things, plugged 
a goose hunting camp into the pulsating underbelly 
of nature’s expressway. The facility functioned 
successfully for decades by attracting hunters from 
all over North America and Europe. 

 The journey, from being a successful goose hunting 
camp with an endless supply of hunters and game 
to a budding ecolodge in the early part of the 21st 
century is a fascinating one. This is a journey of 
courage, adaptability and resiliency. A journey that 
many First Nation peoples make as they build an 
industry segment referred to as 
ecotourism. A vacation of choice for 
many today, is one that permits an 
interaction with nature, exposes 
the lessons of history and culture 
and whose impact is beneficial 
to indigenous populations. The 
Washow project in Hannah Bay 
is all about the Cree knowledge 
of the land, nature, and their 
willingness to share habits and 
wisdom of their forefathers. It is 
the kind of experience this new 
breed of tourist is seeking when 
they post a vacation alert message 
on their answering machine. 

Hannah Bay, part of the Hudson 
Bay lowland, is a naturalist’s 

paradise. The landscape has biological affinities with 
the Boreal forest, the sub-Arctic, the Great Plains, 
and the Arctic Ocean. It supports 300 species of birds 
including about 150 nesting species. Beluga whales 
summer at the mouths of the Moose and Harricanaw 
Rivers and other resident mammals include bearded 
and ringed seals, walrus, pine marten, timber wolf, 
black bear, moose and caribou. The area‘s 400 
species of plants include exotic offerings such as 
the Calypso orchid, as well as asters, fireweed and 
numerous others. Ontario’s only marine saltwater 
habitat is found along the James Bay and Hudson 
Bay coasts. The slope of land here is so shallow that 
mudflats are exposed for hundreds of meters at low 
tide. These mudflats and tidal marshes are used as 
staging and feeding areas by thousands of migrating 
waterfowl and shorebirds each spring and fall.

While the Washow project has more than a dozen 
years of planning, program development and tour 
development behind it, it is still a work in progress. 
Washow’s main facility at present is a small 
ecolodge with a kitchen, a dining area, washrooms, 
a sauna and enough suites to accommodate up to 24 
guests. Design work on this facility was assisted by 
international award winning ecotourism architect, 
David Andersen. Community members constructed it 
using a traditional Cree vertical log building technique 
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with logs harvested locally and sustainably. 
Washow’s primary tourism product is based on 

the area’s exceptional resources including the Cree 
people themselves. A common element among the 
Cree peoples’ traditions was their ability to be great 
hosts. Their natural welcoming instincts and their 
willingness to share their special knowledge and 
experiences is what makes them perfect hosts for 
ecotourists. It is the human element, the transfer of 
experiences and knowledge that is at the core of a 
satisfying ecotourism experience.

Clarence Trapper represents this aspect of his Cree 
heritage very well. While he readily admits to being 30 
something chronologically, on a wisdom scale he could 
easily be a centurian. He says his eleven years as a tour 
guide in the Moosonee, Moose Factory and Hannah Bay 
area with people from all over the world has taught 
him to be understanding, patient and transparent. 
You are not in his company for very long before you 
develop a sense of confidence and trust in this man 
who assumes a role as a messenger of nature. When 
Trapper is conducting a tour for his Washow guests 
he wears many hats. He is a trapper, a fisherman, 
a craftsman, river captain, a musher, a builder, a 

campfire cook and most of all a teacher. When you 
are in his care on a Moose River, moon lit snow shoe 
trail at -25 degrees Fahrenheit, or bucking the swells 
on the Haricanaw river in his freighter canoe heading 
to the feeding grounds of a migrating flock of Canada 
geese, his easy going, competent persona makes you 
feel confident and safe. He is the conduit to a rare 
experience that eco-guests remember for the rest of 
their lives. He is very attentive and thorough during 
the demonstrations and activities he shares with his 
tour groups. “Taught from the bush”, is how Trapper 
likes to explain his exceptional skills. “I still like to live 
with my 80-year-old parents in the bush. We practice 
our traditional bush way of life and when the tourists 
come over, we tell them about what we live on and 
what customs we hold. We show them how to be safe 
and survive with what they can do for themselves and 
not what others can give them” said Trapper.

The programming available at the Wilderness 
Centre is not just a show-and-tell exercise. For 
example, Trapper’s visitors may find themselves on 
a canoe trip to Moosonee where they will learn about 
the traditional crafts of the Cree people. “We don’t 
just show them pictures,” Trapper said. “We take 



them outside where we trace bunny tracks, catch 
crayfish under rocks, make jam from high bush 
cranberries snatched from under the noses of bears 
and build a tepee in the forest.” One of Trapper’s 
visitors wrote to his friends, “After throwing pine 
branches on a log fire that sent shivers of sparks 
flying into the night sky, we settled down to a meal 
of moose stew, roast geese and bannock cakes. We 
ate quietly while Clarence told the Cree version of 
how light and dark came to the world.”

Trapper isn’t the only Cree voice heard by visitors. 
Cree Elders will tell visitors stories and legends of 
their peoples’ timeless traditions of governance and 
land stewardship, and about harvesting their food 
from the bush, rivers and bays. Cree Elders also 
discuss how they prepare their meals and how they 
share their gifts given to them by the Creator.

The Washow James Bay Wilderness Centre offers 
a range of packages to suit most schedules, and to 
suit customers’ physical and financial abilities. For 

example, a five night/
six day schedule 
would have you 
arriving at Moosonee 
or Moose Factory on 
day one. You would 
spend your first 
night at the award 
winning Cree Village 
Ecolodge where 
you would receive a 
package orientation 
and have the option 
of eating a traditional 
Cree dinner. The real 
fun begins on day two when you are loaded into a 
freighter canoe for a four hour trip to the Washow 
James Bay Wilderness Centre at Hannah Bay. 
There are lots of ways to describe what happens to 
you here for the next four days but it is best summed 
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up this way; you become a Cree. You travel by canoe 
to a traditional Cree hunting camp where you learn 
how to prepare food and shelter for surviving in a 
sub-Arctic environment. You will be making and 
eating shore lunches and you will be learning how 
the tides affect the daily calendar of all living things 
in this part of the world. You will see and learn first 
hand how skillful the Cree are at navigating safely 
in this fluxuating water based environment. You 
will learn about native birds and how important 
they were to sustaining life when food had to be 
taken from the air, the water, the ground or from the 
bush if life were to continue.  Your learning curve 
will include everything from making bannock cakes, 
tamarack geese, to making teepees. Perhaps more 
than anything, you will enjoy the time spent around 
crackling campfires, the usual venue for Cree story 
telling and for the transfer of knowledge from one 
generation to the next. At night, when the learning 
is over and you are tucked into a cozy bed at the 
Washow base camp, all will be silent and still. In 
these contemplative moments you will realize how 
fortunate you are to have spent time with the Cree. 

You will note how exceptionally appropriate and 
qualified they are to be the conduit from which your 
knowledge of history, yourself, and nature has grown. 
Who better to speak for nature than a population 
whose footprint on the land was so soft it vanished 
with the next rain. Indeed, who better to educate us 
about our impact on the land (and vice versa) than 
those whose alteration to our air was merely what 
was exhaled and whose mark on water was simply 
the temporary wake from the silent stroke of a 
paddle in the cool waters of the north.  

Packages at the Washow James Bay Wilderness 
Centre start as low as $479 per person per day 
depending upon length of stay and programming 
options selected. 
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For mare information about the 
Washow James Bay Wilderness 
Centre, visit:

www.washow.ca


