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This guide provides recreational boaters with information
on accessing and using the lakes and rivers of the Columbia River headwaters.
It will also give you a sense of local history, historic characters and the natural
highlights of the lakes and rivers here. We have presented this information as
if you are starting a journey at the source of the Columbia near Canal Flats
and are then traveling by boat north across Columbia Lake and then continuing downstream along the Columbia River through Fairmont Hot Springs and
on to Windermere Lake and perhaps beyond. This guide ends at Invermere at
the north end of Windermere Lake. We plan to develop guides to the lower
portions of the river in the next few years.
This is a place of significant importance to many different people. First
Nations have inhabited this valley since the retreat of the glaciers. To David
Thompson, the first European to record passage along these waters, this area
was home for several years. To the communities today along this river and its
lakes, it is a very special place, both for residents to enjoy, but also as a place
and source of pride to share with visitors to our valley.
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David Thompson,

The Columbia is the largest river in the Pacific Northwest. At tidewater, where the river enters the Pacific
at Astoria, Oregon, the river’s mouth is over 3 km (2
miles) wide. Here at its source, nearly 2000 km upstream (1250 miles), it is a small spring fed creek that
you can jump across. The source of the river is located at the south end of Columbia Lake near Canal
Flats. These springs are considered by most people
as the ultimate source of the river. However, the
actual headwaters of the Columbia are up for debate. Some argue that the headwaters lie at the
furthest distance from the lake, which will puts the
source at the toe of a glacier feeding Dutch Creek in
the Purcell Mountains to the west. Or, if you define
headwaters as the greatest distance from river
mouth to it source, then we’re in the wrong place
altogether. That distinction lies at the head of the
Columbia’s longest tributary, the Snake River, in the
Teton Mountains of Wyoming, 2235 km (1400 miles)
from Astoria. However, most accept these springs as
the true origin of the main stem of the Columbia. It
whatever case, it is still a great place to visit.

whose statue with wife Charlotte Small is in Invermere, spent much time in this area
200 years ago. The first
European to travel the Columbia’s entire length (in
1811), he held the headwaters as a special place:
“I could never pass
this singular place
without admiring
its situation and
romantic bold
scenery . . . other
Rivers have their
sources so ramified in
Rills and Brooks that it
is not easy to determine
the parent stream, this is
not the case with the Columbia River, near the foot
of a steep secondary mountain, surrounded by a fine
grassy Plain, lies its source,
in a fine Lake of about eleven square miles of area,
from which issues its wild
rapid Stream; yet navigable to the sea, its
descent is great.”

Source of the Columbia Trail
You can view the source of the Columbia, by walking along a boardwalk trail developed by the community of Canal Flats. To reach the trailhead from
Canal Flats’ main street business area, head north
on Grainger Rd (the main street) as if heading to
Canal Flats Provincial Park. Turn left on Beatty Ave
and follow this to its end. Turn right on the old air
strip (unpaved) and park at the trailhead. Or just
ask anyone in town, Canal Flats is a very friendly
place.
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For the local Ktunaxa (pronounced ‘k-too-nah-ha’) people, Columbia Lake represents more than the beginning of
a large river. Their very creation as a people is centred
here. On this lake. From this water.
The Ktunaxa Creation Story recounts
a chase and adventure of animal
spirits throughout the Ktnuaxa territory ending with the creation of the
Ktunaxa people and many significant local landforms. The Dutch
Creek Hoodoos at the north end of
the lake are the ribs of a great monster slain in Columbia Lake by a giant
spirit who gives rise to the Ktunaxa
people.
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If you are a 21st century explorer following the old fur trade route and
seeking the portage from Columbia Lake to the Kootenay River, you’ll find
the old canal channel along the east side of the valley is still navigable by
canoe for about half of the distance. You then need to portage beside the
railway tracks to the Kootenay River, a distance of 2.5 km. Watch and
listen for trains which regularly use these tracks. Move well to the side
and wait for any moving trains
to pass. If you walk into the
bush east of the tracks you will
find the old canal, still in surprisingly good shape. The original
canoe portage is thought to
have led right down today’s
main street of Canal Flats,
which would be interesting if
you want to get some stares, or
stop for a quick refreshment at
the Columbia Inn.

South End Columbia Lake
There are a few public access points for Columbia Lake. At the south end, you’ll find a boat launch at Tilley
Memorial Park, (formerly Canal Flats Provincial Park, now operated by the Village of Canal Flats). The park is
accessed by following Grainger Rd north from the village of Canal Flats toward the lake. Another access point
is available from an unmaintained, gravel road at the southwest corner of the lake. Northbound traffic on
Highway 93/95 can pull off the highway north of Canal Flats at an unpaved pull-out just before the highway
climbs above lake level. There is no public access to the lake along the majority of both east and west shores,
including the Columere subdivision on the lake’s northwest shore, which has a private marina only.

The lock in Baillie-Grohman’s canal, 1890
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Another fascinating story from this area is around the Baillie-Grohman canal, for which the town
is named. In the 1800s, rivers and lakes of the Kootenays were the highways of the day. There
were no railways or highways, just horse trails, wagon trails and river canoe routes. People
noticed very early that the upper Columbia River and upper Kootenay River were separated by only a few miles of dry land. David Thompson first dragged his canoes across this
portage in 1806 and it became a regular part of the fur trade routes down into the US and
the West Kootenays. Most of these routes were by water. The only hitch was a short gap
between the Columbia and Kootenay Rivers at Canal Flats. Enter adventurer and
William Baillie-Grohman
businessman William Baillie-Grohman. Seeking a generous land deal near Creston in the late 1880’s, the BC Government asked, in return, that he build a canal
linking the Columbia and Kootenay Rivers. A lock was required to raise boats from Columbia Lake to the
slightly higher Kootenay River. A historical sign marks the canal’s remains along Highway 95, just north
of Canal Flats. Only two boats went through the canal, both guided
by Frank Armstrong. The railway built up the valley in 1912 put an
end to the paddle-wheel era in 1912. The canal connecting the
Columbia to the Kootenay has become a historical footnote. The
south end of the canal is still very much intact and is worth a visit.
However, it is not easy to find. If you are interested, you can
inquire at the town office in Canal Flats.
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Surrounded by mountains, Columbia Lake is a large body of water with views
of mountains on either side of the valley. It is open to watercraft of all sizes.
Operators of smaller boats and particularly canoeists and kayakers should be
cautious of wind and waves. Columbia Lake is over 13 km (8.5 miles) long and
2 km ( 1 ¼ mile) across at its widest. The mountains lining the Rocky Mountain
Trench often create a strong wind-tunnel effect, especially in the summer. A
shallow lake (maximum depth of 6 metres or 20 ft), the winds quickly raise
waves and heavy chop and can easily catch unaware boaters by surprise. With
few bays and inlets, there is little shelter to be found. Be careful and always be
aware of changing weather conditions.

One of the more intriguing areas of
Columbia Lake is Armstrong Bay along
Frank Armstrong guides the Duchess
the east shore. It is the only real bay
along either the east or west side of
the lake. It is named for Frank Armstrong, who homesteaded on the east shore
of Columbia Lake and ran the Upper Columbia Navigation and Tramway Company, a collection paddle-wheeler boats that plied the Columbia and Kootenay
Rivers in the late 1800s. Armstrong Bay may be cut off from the main lake at
low water by a gravel bar and is a place of particular ecological interest. Many
waterfowl often seek refuge from north-south winds in the bay and it’s steep,
shaded banks and spring-fed waters create a cooler microclimate that supports plant species that are not found elsewhere around Columbia Lake.
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Armstrong Bay

The lands on either side of Columbia Lake are very important wildlife areas.
The rocky cliffs on the east side of the lake are the winter home of bighorn
sheep. If you are skating on the lake in winter you may be able to see them, in
summer they are high in the peaks above. The east side of the lake is also the
home of a large herd of elk, again, in the winter. An even larger elk herd
winters on the benches above the lake to the west then moves higher to spend
the summer in the Purcell Wilderness Conservancy. Wolves and cougar are
also found in these areas in winter and grizzly bears are common in the high

country on either side of the lake.
The importance of this area for wildlife was recognized many years ago. With the
support of the Canal Flats Wilderness Club, the BC Wildlife Federation and many
others, the east side of the lake was established as the East Side Columbia Lake
Wildlife Management Area (WMA). Wildlife conservation is a priority in this area.
Within this WMA there are some private lands that were bought by conservation
interests and the Mt Sabine Ecological Reserve and Columbia Lake Ecological Reserve. On the west side of the valley there is a large property that was bought by The
Nature Trust of BC many years ago. More recently, the Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC) purchased a portion of the Thunderhill
Ranch that straddles Highway 93/95. They also acquired conservation easements on much of the remainder of the ranch so it
can continue to be operated as a working ranch by the
owners. In 2011, the NCC acquired the Marion Creek property nearby. The wetlands at the south and north ends of
Columbia Lake are part of the East Side Columbia
Lake WMA.
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Rocky Mountain Bighorn Sheep

Columbia Lake is a good fishery for trout and
some warm water fish such as Large-mouthed
bass. In the past it was famous for its Ling
fishing (freshwater ling cod, or burbot), but this
fish population has declined in recent decades
for reasons we do not understand.

“…by borrowing ever so little the aid of the imagination, we behold rising before our astonished
eyes, castles of by-gone chivalry, with their
many-embattled towers.”
Jesuit missionary Pierre-Jean de Smet in 1845 on
the Dutch Creek Hoodoos. The peak northeast of
Canal Flats is named for Fr. de Smet.

Larry Halverson

The only major creek entering Columbia Lake is
Dutch Creek at the north end. The creek’s main
channel historically flowed into the north end
of the lake, but now flows along a channel that
flows into the Columbia River near the mouth
of the lake.

Dutch Creek below the Hoodoos

Over the centuries the river has moved across the alluvial fan,
perhaps at some point in the future it will return to flowing into the
lake. Rising from glaciers in the Purcell Mountains, Dutch Creek is
quite cold and the altered channel means its waters no longer cool
Columbia Lake. The implications of this shift on aquatic invertebrate
and fish communities in the lake are not well understood, but
thought to affect spawning of ling cod and other fish.

Columbia Lake is located in the Rocky Mountain Trench, a broad and very straight north-to-south valley between the Rocky
Mountains to the east and the Purcell Mountains to the west. Extending for some 3500 km (2175 mi) from Montana north
to the Yukon, it is one of the longest valley systems in the world. The Purcells are the older mountains here. Originating
some 170 million years ago, they are the result of a tectonic shoving match along what was then the Pacific coast. Plates of
the Earth’s crust under the eastern Pacific Ocean relentlessly pushed east against North America, buckling the surface and
creating the accordion-like landscape of valley and mountain ranges that we know in British Columbia today.
The Rocky Mountains are relative newcomers, by comparison. They began to rise some 120 million years ago, during the
height of the dinosaur era, also the result of up-thrust from the collisions of the Earth’s plates. Over the next 50 million years
or so most of the action moved west. New plate collisions resulted in volcanoes and the rise of the Coast Mountains. Then
about 2 million years ago a new force arrived: ice. Until the end of the last glaciation some 10 to 13 thousand years ago,
massive ice sheets came and went, at times burying this land under kilometres of ice. Their movement scoured the valleys,
altering them from steep V’s to rounded U’s.
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After the big ice came the big melt. The Trench, once a river of
ice, became a large lake of meltwater, held back by glacier
dams. Watch closely as you travel downstream and you’ll see
the tops of clay banks that form an almost flat line along
either side of the main valley, including the top of the Hoodoos near Fairmont. The top of these banks was the bottom
of the former glacial lake that occupied this valley. The clay
banks that now line the lakeshore were sediments sifting out
over time at the bottom of that lake. The Hoodoos are the
most striking example of this sediment layer, having been
scoured out by water and wind over the eons since that time.

The Hoodoos in autumn
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North End Columbia Lake
There is public access at Columbia Lake Provincial Park, on the
lake’s east side. To reach the park and this access point, take
Fairmont Creek Rd east from Highway 93/95, then turn south
onto Columbia River Rd. Follow this road to the park. An unmaintained gravel road to the west will take you to the lakeshore near
Columbia Lake’s outlet. There is no public access to the lake at
Columere subdivision on the lake’s northwest shore, which has a
private marina only.
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Entrance to Columbia Lake Provincial Park

Two passengers aboard Armstrong’s Duchess paddle-wheeler in 1887 were
James Lees and Walter Clutterbuck. No different in many ways from many
other well-off, young British gentlemen-adventurers of the day, they travelled the world in search of adventure, opportunity and fishing. What set
them apart from the various other “tourist, miner, hunter and intending
settler” was that they wrote a book about their adventures. B.C., 1887: A
Ramble in British Columbia is a remarkable read for anyone interested in
what this area was like in the early stages of European settlement. To those
familiar with East Kootenay locales, their accounts and descriptions are
particularly recognizable. Lees and Clutterbuck, were also captivated by the
stream and springs at the source of the Columbia:
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“More than a mile we followed this delusive stream, remarkable for
the numerous springs which everywhere gushed up from crater-like
basins at the bottom, while round them grew the most beautiful and
luxuriant water-weeds ever seen, their delicate filigree-work of manyhues leaves and tendrils all clearly defined in the limpid water.”

The Columbia River flows in a northerly direction from Columbia Lake. Although the entrance to the river is relatively
wide, it becomes quite narrow and shallow by the time it arrives at Fairmont Hot Springs. The slopes to the east are
part of Columbia Lake Provincial Park (no facilities). As you float downstream, you pass through the Fairmont Riverside
golf course. In this section both banks of the river are private land. At the north end of the golf course there is a small
takeout for small boats. This takeout is being improved by the Fairmont and Area Trails Society. This section of the river
is open to all boats but is dangerous for outboard motor boats because it is very shallow and narrow in places. There
is a speed restriction through this section. The portion of the river is used almost entirely by canoeists, kayakers, and
on hot summer weekends, lots of inflatable tubes and mattresses.
This reach of the river is also important for wildlife. In the summer, watch for Lewis’
Woodpeckers, often nesting in, birch, Western Larch and Cottonwood trees close to
the water’s edge as you float through Fairmont. The Columbia Wetlands Stewardship
Partners are working with Fairmont Hot Springs Resort to restore riparian areas
through this section of the river. The young cottonwood trees you see growing along
the river’s edge are thanks to the kids of Windermere Elementary School, who planted
them in 2009.

Ian Adams

Bald Eagles are common, as are Osprey. Watch for the
Osprey’s spectacular dives into the water in pursuit of a fish
dinner. Great Blue Herons are colonial tree nesters; there is
a colony on private land on the Dutch Creek fan. Watch for
them fishing in the shallows along the shore. Painted
Turtles are also found here, often seen basking on logs or
rocks in wetland ponds and sloughs.
Various mammals may be seen as well. Watch for River Otters and Beaver in the
Columbia River or in nearby wetland sloughs. Deer are common year round.
Cam Gillies

The best times to view wildlife are early mornings and late evenings. Being still
and quiet helps. Please do not harass wildlife or attempt to get close to them,
for your safety and theirs. In particular, parents with young are susceptible to the stress of disturbance and pushing animals too hard
can lead to parents abandoning their young.

Lewis’ Woodpecker

To learn more of the valley’s wildlife, especially birds, in a wonderful first-hand experience, visit in
early May and take in our Wings Over the Rockies Festival, an annual celebration since 1997.

Columbia Lake to Fairmont Hot Springs
People floating through this section of the river generally put in at Columbia Lake.
There is public access at Columbia Lake Provincial Park, on the lake’s east side - see
Access: North End Columbia Lake. To take out there is informal access to the
Columbia River in Fairmont near the corner of Wills Rd and River Drive, at the lower
end of the resort. While paddling through Fairmont, keep an eye open for golfers
and errant balls. NOTE. This site is the last opportunity to take out from the river
without paddling or boating some distance down Windermere Lake. If embarking
downstream from this point, you are committed to paddling to at least the Lakeshore Resort and Campground 5 km down the lake.
Ian Adams
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Prior to dams on the Columbia River that blocked their passage
starting in 1938, Chinook Salmon spawned at Athalmer and in
the Fairmont area. Historical reports from local First Nations
and others note vast congregations of salmon which were an
important food source. Returning salmon to these waters is an
important goal for First Nations and others in this area. A
Salmon Festival each September now celebrates this important
connection.
Kokanee spawning in the Columbia River

Bob Jamieson
Kokanee, a smaller, land-locked version of Sockeye Salmon are common in the Columbia system and can be easily seen spawning in the Columbia
River between Fairmont and Columbia Lake in September. Kokanee numbers are estimated to be 3.5 million in the
Upper Columbia River above Mica Dam, including some 250,000 to 300,000 near Fairmont alone!

“Forty years ago the number of fish who reach these beds was so great that
the receding waters would leave millions of dead salmon along the banks,
emitting a stench that could be smelt miles off, and which never failed to
attract a great number of bears.”
William Baillie-Grohman in 1907 on salmon spawning near Columbia Lake
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Near Fairmont ca. 1940
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Columbia Wetlands south of Fairmont
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“This Brook or Rivulet between the Lakes has many large Ponds & Plashes
of Water on each side of it and runs thro’ a low, marshy woody vale.“
David Thompson journal entry. Oct. 2, 1807.

The Columbia Wetlands Wildlife Management Area was established in
1996. This WMA includes all provincial land on the floodplain, starting
near Fairmont and extending for almost 150 km (90 mi) to Donald,
downstream of Golden. In all, it conserves almost 17,000 ha (65 sq miles)
of world-class wetlands. It is one of the longest stretches of undeveloped
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Below Fairmont the river meanders slowly across the floodplain, with
wetlands and small channels on either side. These wetland areas are a
significant staging ground for migrating waterfowl today, as they were in
the days of David Thompson and Lees and Clutterbuck. Watch for swans
in March and April, ducks and grebes in April and May and migrating
shorebirds in April, May and August. In this reach you are within the
Columbia Wetlands Wildlife Management Area.

Portaging in Style!
The reach between Windermere and Columbia Lakes proved a challenge to the large, historic paddle wheelers that plied these waters
in the late 1800s. The ever- industrious Frank
Armstrong built a narrow-gauge railway along
here to facilitate passage between Mud Lake
to just south of Fairmont near Columbia Lake.

wetlands in North America. In the reach below
Fairmont, the land and wetlands immediately east
of the WMA belongs to the Akisqnuk First Nation.
On the benches to the west there is a large conservation property that includes large areas of ungulate winter range and the benches above the
famous Dutch Creek Hoodoos. This land is managed by The Nature Trust of BC.

Larry Halverson

The main channel in this area is open to boats of
all sizes at present. A regulation is being considered that would limit motor size to less than 20
HP. This proposed regulation will be decided on in
the fall of 2012.

Columbia River Wetlands near Mud Lake

Fairmont Hot Springs to Lake Windermere
If paddling from Fairmont north, be aware that there is no public access at the south end of Lake Windermere. You will be committed to paddling at least one third of the lake, which is prone to wind and waves.
The furthest south option is at Lakeshore Resort and Campground operated by the Akisqnuk First Nation, on
the lake’s eastern shore, where you can access the lake for a small fee. Public access is available at the north
end near Invermere (see below).
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Lake Windermere is 13 km (8.5 miles) long and about 1
km (just over ½ mile) wide in its southern reach. Between Windermere and Invermere, it stretches to 2 km
(1 ¼ mile) wide. It is open to motorized watercraft of all
sizes; this lake can be very busy on summer afternoons.
Like Columbia Lake, it is prone to strong winds and rapid
wave build-up so paddlers should stay close to shore.
There are few bays and inlets to provide shelter from
prevailing southerly winds.

Elaine Sell Prefontaine

Extensive development along Lake Windermere’s shorelines has led to concern over the lake’s water quality.
The ground-breaking Lake Windermere Ambassadors have brought together a diverse group of individuals with
“a vision of an ecologically healthy Lake Windermere with balanced management approaches that support
recreation and traditional uses, high fish and wildlife values, and economic prosperity in he region.”
This group has also worked with government to develop shoreline management guidelines for the lake. The
Columbia Wetland Stewardship Partners, the Ambassadors and local communities are also looking at monitoring water flows into the lake to ensure that the lake is maintained in good condition for future generations.
The lake is now mostly a warm water fishery, for bass and perch. In the winter you will see lots of fishing
shanties on the lake. Please be careful if you are out on the ice in winter, we had a couple of close calls recently
with people falling through the ice.
The waters around Athalmer (now part of Invermere), including both the lake and Columbia River are very
important ecologically. Waters here remain open during the winter and provide winter habitat for otter and
beaver. Most winters Canada geese and ducks stay over in this open water. Not so obvious are the extensive
underwater beds of freshwater mussels that provide food for otters and others, including endangered White
Sturgeon. As far as we know, no sturgeon live in the river above Mica dam. The Columbia Kootenay Intertribal
Fisheries Commission recently completed a survey of the river and Kinbasket Reservoir, looking for sturgeon;
unfortunately without success. This area is also an important kokanee spawning area in the fall and was the
site of a major salmon fisheries in the old days. Athalmer’s original name was “Salmon Beds”.

Larry Halverson
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Lake Windermere
Access to Lake Windermere’s south end is limited to
Lakeshore Resort and Campground operated by the
Akisqnuk First Nation on the lake’s southeastern
shore. There is no boat access to the lake at Windermere Lake Provincial Park, on the lake’s southwest
corner. Small boat access is available in the village of
Windermere. Turn west off Hwy 93/95 on The Bench
Road and follow it onto Fairmont St., then to the lakeshore.
At Invermere, there is small boat access at James Chabot Provincial Park and Kinsmen Beach. A developed access site is at
the lake’s outlet. Watch for it below the bridge as you cross
over the Columbia River on your way into Invermere. Take the
first right after the bridge on First Ave.

So, there you are. A guide to a portion of our river. We hope you enjoy
your time here and wish you safe travels.
Please let us know if this guide was helpful.
http://www.cwsp.ca/contact
Ian Adams

This guide is provided by Columbia Wetlands Stewardship Partners, in cooperation with Parks Canada,
the McLean Foundation, The Columbia Basin Trust and RBCBlue Water Project.
It was produced by Vast Resource Solutions, Cranbrook, BC.
Text by Ian Adams and Bob Jamieson
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