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Golden B.C. is surrounded by six of Canada’s 
most stunning national parks; Yoho, Glacier, 
Banff, Jasper, Kootenay and Mount Revelstoke.
Stay in Golden to enjoy an authentic mountain 
town and explore the abundance of picturesque 
hiking trails. Head to the nearby national parks 
to discover spectacular scenery, iconic hiking 
trails, waterfalls, lakes and heritage sites.

At the heart of your Parks adventure.

ALBERTA

BRITISH 
COLUMBIA

GOLDENGlacier 
National Park

Kootenay
National Park

Bugaboo 
Provincial Park

Mt. Revelstoke 
National Park

Banff 
National 

Park

Jasper Jasper 
National ParkNational Park

Jasper 
National Park

Yoho
National Park

Yoho
National Park

lovethenationalparks.com

tourismgolden.com
A heart of gold.

Golden Skybridge
Golden Skybridge offers something for 
everyone, and the excitement is easy to access. 
Our walking trails and sky-high suspension 
bridges are just minutes from Golden, B.C.  
The experience can also include a zipline 
ride and ropes course. There’s even a Treetop 
Village play area where the kids can unwind.   

1-800-270-1238  
www.goldenskybridge.com

Start planning:  lovethenationalparks.com
Remember to keep informed with public health advisories and abide by all protocols.  Safety is 
your responsibility. Be prepared and always respect the environment. Find more hints and tips 
on travelling safely and responsibly at www.tourismgolden.com/travel
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Golden B.C. is surrounded by six of Canada’s 
most stunning national parks; Yoho, Glacier, 
Banff, Jasper, Kootenay and Mount Revelstoke.
Stay in Golden to enjoy an authentic mountain 
town and explore the abundance of picturesque 
hiking trails. Head to the nearby national parks 
to discover spectacular scenery, iconic hiking 
trails, waterfalls, lakes and heritage sites.

At the heart of your Parks adventure.
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Golden Skybridge
Golden Skybridge offers something for 
everyone, and the excitement is easy to access. 
Our walking trails and sky-high suspension 
bridges are just minutes from Golden, B.C.  
The experience can also include a zipline 
ride and ropes course. There’s even a Treetop 
Village play area where the kids can unwind.   

1-800-270-1238  
www.goldenskybridge.com

Start planning:  lovethenationalparks.com
Remember to keep informed with public health advisories and abide by all protocols.  Safety is 
your responsibility. Be prepared and always respect the environment. Find more hints and tips 
on travelling safely and responsibly at www.tourismgolden.com/travel
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Every time I drive by the historic BC 
Sugar Refining Co., in Vancouver, I sing 
a line from that protest song, “Blue Sky 
Mine:” 

If the sugar refining company won’t 
come to my rescue / who’s gonna  
save me?

If you were born after 1980, you 
likely have no idea what I’m talking 
about. But if you are old enough to 
remember Midnight Oil’s ‘90s-era 
hits, you might remember something 
else: that band famously travelled 
from Australia to Canada in 1993 to 
perform acoustically at the “War in 
the Woods” protests of Clayoquot 
Sound. So it’s fair to say whenever I 
drive by the old sugar refinery—now 
home to Roger’s Sugar—I always end 
up thinking about British Columbia’s 
old-growth forests. 

(Train of thought is a funny thing.)
For many, Clayoquot Sound con-

jures images of dense old-growth and 
meaningful ecotourism. But when I 
was a teenager in the 1990s, “Clayoquot 
Sound” was synonymous with clear-
cut logging—and, perhaps most of all, 
protests. In fact, it was impossible to 
mention the place without discussing 
what had been, at the time, Canada’s 
largest-ever act of civil disobedience. 
This crown was recently snatched by 
the old-growth logging protests at 
Fairy Creek, also on Vancouver Island.

So forget about a certain, ahem, 
convoy—Canada’s number-one 
and number-two largest acts of civil 
disobedience were both in defence of 
old-growth trees. It’s also incredible to 
think that the protests at Fairy Creek 
and Clayoquot Sound are some 28 
years apart—many of today’s protest-
ers weren’t born in 1993—yet seem in 
so many ways exactly the same.

Forestry in BC is an emotional issue, on 
all sides. For the forestry workers who 
rely on logging to feed their families, 

and who have seen forestry shrink from 
historically one of BC’s largest economic 
drivers to a single-digit-percentage 
contributor to the province’s GDP. For 
the citizens who understand the need 
for lumber, but cannot bear to see 
another 800-year-old evergreen felled, 
milled and sent overseas. (Remember 
the international social media outrage 
in 2021 when someone posted a picture 
of an Old Giant on a logging truck?) 
Or for those entrenched in the fight to 
save old-growth forests—protesters at 
Fairy Creek to Indigenous stewards and 
others for whom the value is deep and 
immeasurable. 

From afar, it might seem like a 
forest is a forest is a forest. But if you 
haven’t walked through a stand of old-
growth, you likely can’t understand 
its significance. And if you have, you 
likely can’t understate its significance. 
For some, the act of placing a hand 
against a tree that sprouted before the 
Aztec Empire came to life and was a 
towering brute before Europeans laid 
eyes on it can be life-changing.

That’s why, no doubt, between 
Clayoquot and Fairy Creek, more than 
1,700 people have allowed themselves 
to be arrested in defence of silent 
evergreens. (Not to mention the other, 
smaller protests that pop up from time 
to time.) And it’s not even specific 
to BC—an old-growth blockade in 
Ontario’s Temagami region in 1989 
resulted in 344 arrests. It’s become 
simple and clear—right across the 
country, old-growth matters.

So ahead of the 30-year anniversary 
of BC’s War in the Woods, and with 
eyes on Fairy Creek and an ear to the 
government’s plans—we’re taking 
another look at Clayoquot Sound, old-
growth logging and why this battle to 
save our ancient forests is just as red-
hot today as it was three decades ago. 
Flip to page 44 to engage.  
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Keeping the Dinosaur?
As with every article that Ryan Stuart 
writes, his story “Ditching the Dinosaur” 
(Winter 2021, page 42) was excellent. He 
is a terrific writer. However, he failed to 
mention two issues. 

1) If even 20 per cent of the population 
of this country had electric cars there 
wouldn’t be enough electricity in the 
grid to charge them all.

2) All these lithium batteries that peo-
ple want so badly are made from trace 
minerals, and many of those mines are in 
developing nations and we’re putting all 
the environmental damage in their laps 
instead of in ours. 

Interestingly enough, about two-thirds 
of all the trace mineral mines in the 
world are owned by China. And then 
what happens to all the solar panels and 
the dead lithium batteries? They end up 
in landfills. Go figure...

—Dr. S.R. Watkins

Thanks for reading—we always appreciate 
when people who may not share the views 
explored in certain articles still take the time 
to read and engage with them. —Ed

Golden Location
Golden is a nice town—but it’s 3.5 hours 
to Jasper, not two. And Kootenay National 
Park is southeast of Golden, not north-
west. I do want to add that the article 
(Winter 2021, page 10) motivated me to 
spend more time in Golden, so thanks for 
an informative piece.

—Darren Hedley

In reference to the “two hours,” we meant 
the drive from Golden to one’s entry into the 
park, not the townsite of Jasper. As for the 
northwest/southeast correction—you’re abso-
lutely right. I must have had the map upside 
down. —Ed  

LETTERS
SE N D YOUR L ET T ERS  TO:
E XP LORE@EXP L ORE-M AG.COM
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Cheh che ha thech (I welcome you), 
sings Randy Louie as he beats his 
drum—the sounds echoing across 

the mirror-like, deep waters of Homfray 
Channel. Klahoose Wilderness Resort juts 
out behind him from a scenic tapestry of 
towering cedars, Douglas-firs and western 
hemlocks.

Six of us have arrived at the remote eco-
lodge in Desolation Sound, British Columbia, 
for three days of cultural immersion and 
wildlife viewing. Owned by the Klahoose 
First Nation and newly opened in 2021, the 
100 per cent Indigenous owned-and-operat-
ed resort aims to connect visitors to the land, 
its people and wildlife. 

AFTER THE WARM WELCOME, we are off 
to freshen up and check out our oceanside 
rooms. My cabin boasts an expansive view 
and generous deck.

Dinner is hearty and the conversation rich 
with everyone getting to know each other 
and exchanging excitement at the prospect 
of seeing grizzlies. According to Louie, we 
should be in luck. August is the perfect time 
to witness grizzlies feasting on salmon. “As 
soon as the first salmon spawn, the bears are 
there,” explains Louie.

Later, it’s time for storytelling. It’s been less 
than a decade since Louie, a Klahoose Nation 

member, learned of his background. Prior 
to her passing in 2008, Louie’s mother, of 
Malahat descent, encouraged Louie to find his 
dad’s side of the family. In 2012, Louie made a 
lucky connection to his dad’s second cousin, 
Jessie Louie, a Klahoose First Nation Coun-
cillor. After one visit to meet his cousins on 
Cortes Island, Louie knew he was destined to 
stay and embrace his Klahoose heritage.

Making to my way to the lodge the next 
morning, I hear snorting, huffing, puffing 
and splashes—then I see it. A bob of seals is 
spread across the floating dock; they dive in 
as I approach. I later learn the seals use the 
dock as refuge from orcas. 

After breakfast, it’s adventure time. We hop 
aboard the Klahoose I, a 24-foot aluminum boat 
captained by bear guide, Leon Timothy, from 
the Tla’amin Nation. I sit in the open back 
platform as we zip towards Toba Inlet. Thanks 
to glacial silt, the water’s green brilliance is mir-
rored by an even richer green forest panorama 
and perfectly contrasted against a bluebird sky.

The boat slows as we stop to view picto-
graphs. “They are created from a paste of cedar 
and alders mixed with berries, some 300 to 500 
years old,” says Timothy. Guest Norm Viner 
points out an arbutus tree, noting its signature 
red trunk, just above the pictographs.

Minutes later, he spots a whale’s blow. 
We all hear the unmistakable sound and 

KLAHOOSE WILDERNESS RESORT,  
BRITISH COLUMBIA

Getting to know the locals in BC’s scenic Desolation Sound 
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It’s moody and still the next 
morning. Before venturing out 
for bear-watching, we hike to 
the Point, a trail impressively 
bushwhacked by Timothy. 
Sword ferns blanket the 
soft and spongy temperate 
rainforest floor and moss-
covered stumps, remnants 
of giants with markings of 
loggers come and gone, are 
spotted throughout. We learn 
about the process behind 
culturally modified trees and 
how cedar strips are taken 
and transformed into items 
such as hats and roses. 

It’s time to head to the inlet 
again. 

Starting at the same tower 
as yesterday, we immediately 
see a bear on each side—one 
fishing and the other hunkered 
on a log, chowing down. After 
getting warnings to be quiet, 
Timothy’s phone unexpectedly 
falls out of his pocket making 
a racket and triggering a 
simultaneous “SHHHHH!” 
from the group who try to 
contain their laughter.

This causes a move to an-
other platform where a mas-

sive bear is smack-dab in the 
turquoise-coloured water in 
front of the tower. A collective 
gasp ensues causing the bear 
to shift his gaze to us while 
raising its snout surveying 
our scent. Seemingly unboth-
ered, it peacefully snorkels for 
fish and after a few minutes, 
heads further down the river. 
We follow on foot.

My heart races as we quietly 
creep alongside the 350-ki-
logram-plus bear to the next 
tower to observe it dazzle and 
delight by pouncing, catch-
ing, peeling and devouring 
numerous salmon for at least 
45 minutes. With six or so 
bear sightings over two days, 
we finally settle in, relax and 
enjoy the viewing opportu-
nity of a lifetime. A swap of 
silent satisfied smiles exposes 
our full hearts.

Before leaving the next 
morning, Anita Noble offers a 
cedar weaving lesson. Entwin-
ing the soaked cedar pieces 
and learning how to weave 
them into roses is the perfect 
way to wrap the incredibly 
holistic experience.  

catch sight of the humpback as mist from its breath fades into 
the mountainside. A few minutes later it gracefully resurfaces, 
partly rising above the waves for a few breaths. 

We see a few more before meeting bear guide, Cheyanne 
Hackett, back on land. A member of the Homalco First Nation, 
her traditional name is Clunn Clunn Clawthumb, or “shy wolf.”

Soon proving she’s anything but, the enthusiastic 28-year-old 
exudes confidence, welcoming us with songs and stories before 

the 10-minute drive to one of six fixed bear view-
ing platforms placed along the Klite River. Hackett 
shares bear facts and an orientation as we head 
to the first platform. To everyone’s surprise, a bear 
awaits. Buzzing with excitement, we quietly exit 
the small bus and climb up to the platform to view 
it safely from above. 

Bear paradise smells of rotting salmon and bits 
of expired fish are strewn around the river’s edges. Peering 
through mossy hemlocks dipping over the river, we see the 
small bear enjoying lunch. Timothy cautions us to be quiet just 
as it quickly ducks around a corner. “We’re too loud,” Hackett 
proclaims, and we move onto another platform. 

Taking note of a “tippy-toes” sign, I do my best to oblige. In 
the distance, fish are flopping, hurling themselves upstream 
between rocks. “Chum or dog salmon,” Timothy explains, is the 
bear’s preference, though there is also pink and coho salmon.

Another bear is spotted hulking and stalking salmon to our 
right. Though it’s further away, it’s a treat to watch it fish just as 
another bear comes into our left-view. It begins to feel like a tennis 
match. Our heads swivel to-and-fro not wanting to miss any 
action. Eventually, one meanders into the bush while the other 
struts through the river, posing for our concerto of camera clicks. 

We return to the lodge in great spirits and in time for further 
excitement. Klahoose Chief Kevin Peacey has arrived for the 
blessing of the lodge’s swanky new boat, the Goat I, featuring a 
mountain goat emblem—symbol of the Klahoose. 

Louie sings and uses cedar to cleanse the captain and boat. 
After, Chief Peacey speaks to the diversity of Khlahoose Na-
tion’s enterprises. “Being a Chief, my goal was to create work 
for my people,” shares Peacey. 

Reclaiming the lodge is the nation’s most recent accomplish-
ment, one which provides opportunity for their community 
and sister nations, Homalco and Tla’amin, to participate in the 
tourism economy. 

Peacey is passionate about learning and imparts how tourism 
can be an act of reconciliation. He encourages visitors to simply 
“listen.”

Klahoose Wilderness Resort offers 
all-inclusive wildlife and cultural tours. 
Guests can choose between a three- 
or four-night stay. Accommodations 
are private cabins (up to six guests) 
or lodge rooms (two guests).

Two different packages are 
available: Discover Klahoose (May 
13 to August 24) and Grizzly Bears 
of Toba Inlet Packages (August 25 
to October 13). Rates from $2,395 
per person. klahooseresort.com

Klahoose Wilderness 
Resort is reached via 
water taxi from Lund, 
on BC’s Sunshine 
Coast—28 kilometres 
northwest of Powell River. Transport to and from 
Lund is included.

Fly from Vancouver International Airport (YVR) 
to Powell River Airport (YPW) via Pacific Coastal 
Airlines. pacificcoastal.com 

Drive to Lund via BC Ferries sailings from either 
Comox (Vancouver Island) to Powell River; or 
Horseshoe Bay, near Vancouver, followed by the 
mid-coast ferry at Earls Cove. bcferries.com

Klahoose 
Wilderness 

Resort

T H E  
L O W 

D O W N

TRAVEL INFO

Klahoose Wilderness Resort 
is 100 per cent Indigenous-

owned, offering a rich cultural 
and natural guest experience.
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sive bear is smack-dab in the 
turquoise-coloured water in 
front of the tower. A collective 
gasp ensues causing the bear 
to shift his gaze to us while 
raising its snout surveying 
our scent. Seemingly unboth-
ered, it peacefully snorkels for 
fish and after a few minutes, 
heads further down the river. 
We follow on foot.

My heart races as we quietly 
creep alongside the 350-ki-
logram-plus bear to the next 
tower to observe it dazzle and 
delight by pouncing, catch-
ing, peeling and devouring 
numerous salmon for at least 
45 minutes. With six or so 
bear sightings over two days, 
we finally settle in, relax and 
enjoy the viewing opportu-
nity of a lifetime. A swap of 
silent satisfied smiles exposes 
our full hearts.

Before leaving the next 
morning, Anita Noble offers a 
cedar weaving lesson. Entwin-
ing the soaked cedar pieces 
and learning how to weave 
them into roses is the perfect 
way to wrap the incredibly 
holistic experience.  

Klahoose Wilderness 
Resort is reached via 
water taxi from Lund, 
on BC’s Sunshine 
Coast—28 kilometres 
northwest of Powell River. Transport to and from 
Lund is included.

Fly from Vancouver International Airport (YVR) 
to Powell River Airport (YPW) via Pacific Coastal 
Airlines. pacificcoastal.com 

Drive to Lund via BC Ferries sailings from either 
Comox (Vancouver Island) to Powell River; or 
Horseshoe Bay, near Vancouver, followed by the 
mid-coast ferry at Earls Cove. bcferries.com
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M ike Adolph doesn’t wonder if climate change is 
happening. He sees it almost every time he laces up 
his boots as a mountain guide. 

Take the Skyladder, the classic snow-and-ice route on Mount 
Andromeda, in the Canadian Rockies. Fifteen years ago, when 
clients wanted Adolph to guide them up it, he was confident 
it would be in good shape on just about every weekend in the 
summer.

No longer.
“Now, it’s melted to rock by May. There’s no permanent ice 

left,” says the Red Deer, Alberta-based mountain guide and 
technical director for the Association of Canadian Mountain 
Guides. “Things have definitely changed.”

And it’s making Adolph nervous.
Warmer summers, shorter winters and more intense pre-

cipitation and droughts destabilize moraines, rock faces and 
glaciers—increasing the number of landslides, debris flows and 
ice falls. In short, climate change’s extremes are making the 
mountains more dangerous.

“Many of these hazards are increasing in both frequency and 
severity as the climate warms and alpine permafrost melts,” 
writes Brent Ward, a professor and chair of the Department 
of Earth Sciences at Simon Fraser University, and co-director 
of the Centre for Natural Hazards Research. “These risks are 

CHANGING THE RISK
Climate change is making mountaineering  

even more dangerous

B Y  R Y A N  S T U A R T

increasing [because] the more 
people and infrastructure in 
warming mountains means 
an increased likelihood 
of being affected by these 
hazards.”

One study noted two-thirds 
of large rock slides in north-
ern BC originated on steep 
mountain faces where perma-
frost was likely present. An-
other in the southern part of 
the province noted that land-
slides were most common in 
areas that had recently lost a 
glacier. Severe drought, re-
cord heat and large wildfires 
in southern BC last summer 
contributed to the extensive 
landslides, debris flows and 
flooding caused by heavy rain 
in November, says Ward.

Smaller-scale hazards are 
increasing as well. Falling 
rock was always the main 
danger in mountaineering, 
but as snow and ice melts 
sooner, exposing loose rocks, 
it has noticeably increased, 
says Adolph. To mitigate 
the hazard, climbers tackle 
routes earlier in the spring, 
when avalanche danger is 

higher. Hotter summers melt 
snow bridges on glaciers. The 
bigger crevasses can make 
summer routes impassable 
and take longer to fill with 
snow during the winter, 
impacting skiing. With more 
people climbing and skiing, 
the deteriorating conditions 
are funnelling more and more 
people towards fewer and 
fewer safe routes. Adolph 
worries the number of 
accidents is going to climb.

“Every summer there are 
one or two near misses on 
established routes,” he says.

So far, the number of 
accidents hasn’t climbed 
enough to be statistically 
significant. But mountain 
guides, like Adolph, are 
dropping old rules of thumb, 
adjusting their scheduling 
and worrying.

“I have two kids I want to 
get on a glacier and climb a 
classic summit with,” he says. 
“I don’t know if it’s going 
to happen. It might be too 
dangerous. When I think 
about that, I get a bad feeling 
in my stomach.”  

T H E  
L O W 

D O W N

N E W S

Classic routes on 
Mount Andromeda 
are becoming less 
consistent, due to 

climate change.
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Omorpho G-Top  
Long Sleeve

($225 US; omorpho.fit)
Faster, further and 

the third way to push 
adaptation in muscles is 
by adding weight. Too 
much in one place—like 
a heavy pack—changes 
how the body moves. 

So Omorpho built 
clothing with micro 

weights evenly spread 
out, so they don’t 
impact movement. 
Without adjusting a 

workout, they increase 
calorie burn by eight 

per cent and workload 
by six per cent.

Polar Vantage M2
($450; polar.com)

Think of the M2 as a coach on your wrist. The GPS-equipped, 
smartwatch has optical heart-rate tracking. It not only 

helps target workout intensity, but it also monitors sleep 
and recovery and uses the data, along with the FitSpark 

app, to feed on-demand workouts to your wrist. It also plays 
music, tells the weather and even displays the time.

12

TRAIN, RACE, RECOVER & REPEAT
Our prediction: 2022 is going to be the year of the race. Threats of cancellation 

should ease, allowing race organizers to commit to events and athletes to invest in 
training with confidence. We expect more races and racers than ever before. Here’s 

the gear you need to get yourself to the start line and back again

B Y  R Y A N  S T U A R T

G E A R  G U I D E

T H E  
L O W 

D O W N

Haelo
($2,840 US; haelo.com)

Symphonic Pulsed Electromagnetic 
Frequency may sound like something from 

Arrakis, but it’s actually a proven way to 
boost cell function. The Haelo is one of the 

first devices to bring the technology into the 
home. It’s expensive, and imperceptible during 

use, but we think the silent sound waves 
improve performance, reduce soreness and 

speed up recovery.
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Nathan Adjustable Fit Zipster
($35; unitedsportsbrands.ca)

A better option than keys, gels and other essentials 
jumping around in your pockets is the Zipster, a micro-

fanny pack that’s easy to use and ignore. With four pockets 
and a zip closure, it weighs less than a pack of gum, is 

more secure than a pocket and easily hides under a shirt.

Gnarly Sports Nutrition Fuel2O
(from $12; gognarly.com)

Instead of packing electrolytes and a snack, just add 
Fuel2O to your water. One package of powder delivers key 

electrolytes, 100 calories of easy-to-absorb sucrose and 
dextrose and hydroxymethylbutyrate, a natural substance 
that prevents muscle breakdown and improves recovery.  

It comes in three flavours, including cherry cola with  
a hit of caffeine.

Roll R8 Plus
($225; blacktoerunning.com)

Rolling on cylinders and balls soothes sore muscles, but 
feels like exercise, not recovery. The R8 delivers similar 

results with a whole lot less effort. Springs provide 
pressure to two sets of four small rollers so they can 

massage all manner of arms or legs. A dial changes the 
tension for a customized treatment. 

Topeak Pakgo Gearpack
($220; topeak.com)

The Gearpack is the balm to race day nerves, keeping all 
your gear organized and easy to find. Designed for biking, 

the cube-shaped bag has dedicated pockets for shoes, 
helmet, apparel, essentials and all the accessories. We 

found it works just as well for any sport, the grab handles 
carry easy and it packs flat for storage. 

Stoko Design K1 Tempo 
Knee Support Tight

($500; stokodesign.com)
These are the prescription 

for poor biodynamics 
and stubborn injuries 

that keep a lot of people 
from running. Woven 

into the three-quarter-
length compression tights 

are nearly 30 metres 
of high-strength cable 
designed to mimic the 
ligaments of the lower 

body. Two dials adjust the 
tension, supporting weak 

joints, aligning muscle 
movement and improving 

endurance.

Dahlgren Flow Compression
($45; dahlgrensocks.ca)

Compression socks improve 
blood flow, which speeds 
recovery, reduces swelling 

and improves the connection 
between mind and body. At 
the same time these socks 

wick moisture, dry quickly and 
absorb impact and friction with 

a variable knit that combines 
alpaca and merino wool with a 

synthetic fibre.
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HARVESTING  
WILD TEAS

This spring, let Mother 
Nature brew the tea  

for you

B Y  K E V I N  C A L L A N

T H E  
H A P P Y  

C A M P E R

Springtime is harvest time for a wide 
assortment of wild teas. So forget 
your bag of Tetley and try one of these 

exceptional alternatives that abound in the 
outdoors. They’re bursting with vitamins, are 
caffeine-free—and free of charge. 

T H E  
L O W 

D O W N

Wild Blueberry
The berries may not be ripe 
until later in the season but 
the leaves of the blueberry 
bush make an exceptional 
tea. The tea makes a fragrant 
and delicious beverage, and 
provides a number of unique 
health benefits. High levels 
of potassium work to prevent 
heart disease and anthocy-
anins may strengthen your 
body’s immune system. There 
are also claims it helps ease 
cognitive brain disorders. The 
leaves actually have more 
antioxidants than the berries. 

Stinging Nettle
Touching the plant is painful. 
It injects histamine and other 
chemicals into your skin and 
feels like a bee sting. But 
when boiled and made into 
a tea—its stinging abilities 
are neutralized. The tea has a 
soft floral-cucumber-spinach 
flavour; kind of like an earthy 

version of seaweed. The plant 
boasts high levels of vitamins 
A and C, iron, potassium, 
manganese and calcium.

Staghorn Sumac
The plant resembles a tall 
bush and grows in disturbed 
areas like roadsides or the 
edge of farmer’s field. The 
leaf is compound, made up 
of several leaflets. The berries 
grow in clusters and are red 
and fuzzy to touch. It’s the 
berry that makes a good tea, 

Labrador Tea
This is the tea of the North. It’s found in sphagnum 
swamps across the northern U.S. and Canada. The 
leaves are dried and boiled. To cut the strong acidic 
taste, try adding a spoon of brown sugar or a shot of 
liqueur. The plant is said to relieve cold symptoms and 
helps control glucose levels in your blood, acting like 
insulin. Don’t drink too much, however. It can cause 
inflammation of the lining in the stomach and the 
intestines (gastroenteritis). IS
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and has a lemony/vinegar 
taste. The berries are crushed, 
strained and placed in hot 
water to soak. Make sure not 
to ingest the fuzzy berries 
directly. They’re unpleasant to 
ingest. And don’t confuse this 
sumac with poisonous sumac, 
which has white berries and 
grows in wetlands.

Wintergreen
The range of this ground-
hugging plant is more 
northerly, in boreal forests. 
The leaves and berries, 
which remain on the plant 
throughout the winter 
months, make a soothing 
and refreshing tea that has a 
minty taste. Just make sure to 

crush, or bruise and soak the 
leaves before making your 
tea. The plant contains methyl 
salicylate, an aspirin-like 
chemical. It may help soothe 
headaches, muscle cramps 
and joint pain. It’s also said 
to relieve digestive issues. 
(If you are allergic to aspirin, 
I would suggest avoiding 
wintergreen tea.)

Spruce Tips, White Pine  
& Balsam
The new needle growth at 
the tip of a black spruce tree 
makes an exceptional tea 
when boiled, with a light 
lemony flavour. Pine and 
balsam fir needles also make 
an excellent vitamin C-en-
riched tea. As the needles 
mature, however, they lose 
their citrus taste and gain a 
strong resin tang. White pine 
needles contain vitamins 
A, B1, B2, B3, calcium, iron, 
phosphorus, potassium and 
sodium. They also contain 
polyphenols, phytosterols 
and carotenoids—making a 
mighty antioxidant brew.

Raspberry
The early leaves are just as 
appealing as the summer 
berries. The tea has a mild fla-
vour, similar to green tea. The 
plant contains polyphenols 
like tannins and flavonoids, 
and acts as an antioxidant. It’s 
also known to soothe certain 

symptoms relating to PMS, 
endometriosis, pregnancy 
and menopause. 

Chaga Tea
Chaga is a fungal growth 
that grows on mature birch 
trees and is an amazing find 
if you spot it. There have been 
claims made that it fights 
cancer, helps the immune 
system, aids the digestion 
system, acts as a longevity 
tonic, a DNA-shielding agent 
and reduces stress. It defi-
nitely makes a nice, strong 
earthy-flavoured tea. Best 
when dried first and chopped 
up into a powder.  

Yellow Birch Tea
My all-time favourite. Small twigs boiled up have a 
strong wintergreen taste. It also contains vitamins B1, 
B2, calcium, iron, magnesium, manganese and zinc. 
As an alternative, white birch also contains botulinal, 
glycosides, flavonoids, saponins, sesquiterpenes and 
tannins, but has a very bland taste. Research shows that 
birch contains xylitol, which kills bacteria and may even 
help fight cavities. 

Eastern White Cedar
One cup of this this tea holds as much vitamin C as five 
oranges. Canadian explorer, Jacques Cartier, cured his 
entire crew of scurvy by drinking cedar tea. Indigenous 
peoples often called it “Tree of Life.” It’s a strong tea 
and has an acquired taste. Make sure to pour off the oily 
scum on the surface—it can cause stomach issues.

Wild Rose
The petals, buds, young 
leaves and stalks are edible 
but the fruit (rosehip) of the 
plant is the best part from 
which to make tea. It can be 
soaked raw or dried for later 
use. Only use the outer shell 
of the rosehip and not the 
hairy seed cluster. Those will 
cause digestive issues.
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M ost of the climb-
ers I know aren’t 
strongly religious, 
and, speaking 
from personal 
experience, often 

have bleakly non-spiritual minds. When 
we see Jesus on a cross, our minds often 
fall far below the deep spiritual meaning 
of suffering and instead wonder how long 
he could hold his weight in that position, 
or how we’d train for that tough move. This 
makes our prayers—when we take long 
falls—all the more hypocritical and ridic-
ulous: “Please hold, please, God, please 
let the gear hold! Really sorry about the 
Jesus stuff!” 

On really long falls you have time to 
ponder the decisions that led to the fall, 
the possible outcomes and get some final 
prayers in (apparently there are no atheists 
when it comes to long falls). 

My decision making about the route I 
last took a big fall on had been roughly 
equivalent to an average toddler’s reaction 
to fresh cookie (Mine! Want it! Must have 
it NOW!); and all that was going to deter-
mine the outcome was a piece of metal I’d 
wedged into a crack while thinking happy 
thoughts about how great the climb had 
been going. I remember how that metal 
“nut” felt: Pretty good, rock decent, prob-
ably could have placed it slightly better, 
wish I had, but pretty good, but for a fall 
this long? Why didn’t I set it a little bet-
ter? And this was on sandstone, is it good 
enough to hold? Oh, God…

There’s a variable, but always memora-
ble, series of events that occurs around 
long falls, and it happens in weirdly 
warped time. Sometimes, right before the 
fall you know it’s not going well—your 
muscles scream, you desperately fight 
for continued progress while your vision 
narrows into tiny circles. Each second is a 
minute and less than an instant, each cen-
timetre of progress a heroic gold medal, 
each downward movement a direct curse 
for that Jesus gag from earlier. If there 
were a soundtrack, it would your heartbeat 

accelerating until finally the hand of God 
grabs the back of your harness (guess 
that Crucifix bit didn’t go over well) and 
you’re outta of there. Other times you’re 
climbing like the second coming of Adam 
Ondra (this Czech climber is a saint in 
the rock-climbing world) and then that 
foothold was a tad sandy and, whoa, where 
did I place my last piece of gear again? 
Shit, that far down. And I’m going to fall 
the same distance past it as I was above it, 
plus rope stretch and the extra rope my 
hung-over belayer has out? Oh no…

But first you hang sus-
pended in the aerial void for 
a split-second of time like 
one of those Roadrunner 
cartoons where no thought 
bubble is necessary because 
it’s obvious the Coyote is 
going to punch a hole in the 
dirt far below.  

Then things happen fast. 
First, your hair lifts up 
(especially in the old days 
when we didn’t wear hel-
mets but did have big hair); 
then the wind noise in your 
ears begins. After about five 
metres, the wind is really 
loud, but on a truly long 
fall it goes away after about 
10 metres as you notice the 
straps on your gear start-
ing to flap in the wind like 
they want off the ride. Odd 
thoughts may come into 
your mind, mixed the practical: “Hmmm, 
wonder if I’m going to miss that ledge,” 
and, “did I leave enough food out for the 
cat if I hit it and go to the hospital?” You’re 
now going about 50 km/h, and accelerating 
at some Newtonian constant you wish 
you’d memorized. After about 20 metres, 
you’re going 70 km/h and you realize you 
don’t have a cat and you’ve missed the 
ledge. The air starts to push on your hands 
as they make circular motions to keep you 
upright. It’s kinda cool emotionally, but it’s 
brainstem-level-wrong.

GADD’S TRUTH
B Y  W I L L  G A D D

PRIDE COMES BEFORE…
What do atheist climbers say when they fall?

It’s easy to go through all five stages 
of the Kübler Ross grief cycle in a few 
seconds of falling. Denial: “No!” Anger: 
“Damn sand!” Bargaining: “Please God, if 
I live through this I’ll always place more 
gear in the future, promise!” Depression: 
“I’m an idiot, and I always will be for 
climbing in the first place, I should have 
listened to my priest…” Acceptance: “OK, 
this could be bad, better brace for impact.”  

And then the rope slowly goes tight until 
it’s like a guitar string, and you feel your in-
ternal organs compress like a really violent 
elevator ride coming to an end. The vertical 
energy is translated into horizontal, and 
for some reason my mind does weird 
things like offering me the appropriate, if 
useless, Miley Cyrus lyric, “I came in like a 
wrecking ball!” 

And if that nut way, way above you is 
good, and if you don’t hit the wall too hard 
and break your ankles and if your belayer 
holds the rope—then your prayers are an-
swered, the wind stops and usually I laugh 
hysterically in relief while hanging there 
like an adrenaline-soaked Muppet. Or, it 
gets worse. I don’t know what happens 

then personally, but from 
the wrecks I’ve seen—it 
doesn’t look fun.

And this is why, across 
wilderness sports, our gear 
is sacred—even if most of 
us are atheists (outside of 
the fall). Catholics hang 
their crucifixes on the walls 
of their shrines with great 
care, and we do the same 
with our life-saving bits on 
our pegboard (more par-
allels there, which I’ll ig-
nore) gear racks and our 
gear shrines. Even if you’re 
splitting a room you’ve still 
got gear space in there; 
even if it’s half the closet 
and your roommate hates 
you because your climbing/
kayaking/hiking/ski gear 
smells like Moses after he 
walked across the desert. 

And you might not have cleaned the bath-
room since move-in day, but the camping 
gear is sparking clean, dry and ready to 
rock. Or maybe you’ve survived a few long 
falls and actually bought a house, but you 
don’t park in your garage because, well, 
garages are for gear and the older you get 
the more you need. 

Now, it’s time to go clean my garage 
while drinking my holy drink (Red Bull, 
not wine) and eating my sacred chocolate 
chip cookies. There’s a route I’d like to do 
tomorrow, Inshallah.  

ON REALLY 
LONG FALLS 

YOU HAVE TIME 
TO PONDER THE 
DECISIONS THAT 
LED TO THE FALL, 

THE POSSIBLE 
OUTCOMES, 

AND GET SOME 
FINAL PRAYERS 

IN (APPARENTLY 
THERE ARE NO 

ATHEISTS WHEN IT 
COMES TO LONG 

FALLS)
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THE GULF
OR

THE BAY?

I mean, there’s no wrong answer. 

I can troll for trophies onboard a charter, or 
find a guide to help me pole for bonefish in the 
shallows. Both are fun. Both are exciting. And 
both end with me back on shore, cold beverage 
in hand, watching the sun set over the water. 

Maybe I’ll flip a coin and let lady luck decide. 

That’s as hard as it gets.
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LET’S TALK 
TOPOGRAPHY
A mountain-climber discusses  

flat Earth

WILD SIDE
B Y  A N D R E W  F I N D L A Y

F ew things get me running in 
the opposite direction fast-
er than hearing the words 
“flat” and “Earth” uttered 
in the same sentence. Even 
worse, side-by-side in the 

same sentence. I am, at heart, a mountain 
person. Landscape with vertical relief is 
my happy place. I like topography—lots of 
it. I’m at my best standing on a mountain 
and looking down at a valley; or walking 
through a valley and looking up at moun-
tains. For many people over the past cou-
ple pandemic years, mountains have been 
more-than-ever a place to nourish the soul. 
The upsurge in people taking up hiking, 
biking, backcountry skiing, climbing, pad-
dling and other outdoor pursuits for the 
first time has been one of the more unex-
pected pandemic silver linings, along with 
more flexible work schedules. Beyond the 
obvious physical, emotional and spiritual 
(in the nondenominational sense of the 
word) benefits of getting outside, it’s been 
a chance to hit airplane mode and check-
out of the daily Covid briefings and climate 
change bad news. But just as important for 
me have been much needed wilderness 
escapes from the unrelenting and sadly 
increasing volume of conspiracies being 
puked into the infosphere.

Let’s face it. Conspiracy theorists are en-
joying a renaissance during the pandemic. 
Yup, these are challenging times. Take the 
existential crisis of climate change then 
pile on a pandemic that seems to be no 
nearer the finish line than it was in the 
spring of 2020 and it doesn’t exactly make 
for light dinner table conversation with 
kids. I know—I have a couple of them, 
nine- and 12-year-old-daughters growing 
up in a world that seems a lot more com-
plicated than the one I grew up in—the 
biggest decision I faced as a teenager was 
what bush party to attend.

It seems that reason, rationality and re-
spect are being sacrificed at the temple of 
idiocy, misinformation and conspiracy. Take 

your pick of conspiracies. The selection is 
vast and entertaining. Like for example, 
the theory touted by a few anti-science 
Canadian nurses—the ones protesting 
and disrupting health care at hospitals 
across Canada last fall—that polio was not 
caused by a virus, but by poor nutrition. 
Then there’s the one that Covid-19 was 
spread by Maine lobsters shipped to China. 
And one of my favourites is that a Machi-
avellian tech billionaire named Bill Gates 
is conspiring with big pharma to implant 
humanity with microchips and connect us 
all unknowingly to a grand 5G network. 

An acquaintance who, let’s say, trends 
toward the vaccine-hesitant, sent me an 
article written by an RCMP member who 
quit the force over the vaccine mandate. 
There was nothing particularly shocking or 
surprising about the letter itself. But when 
I Googled the source it led me to a website 
full of other fascinating articles, like an 
impassioned defence of flat Earth theory 
that leaned heavily on Christian scripture.

Of all conspiracy theories, I love flat 
Earth the most. Belief in it requires the 
ultimate suspension of reason and reality. 
And for someone who disregards science 

and reason, the theory that Earth is flat 
is that much easier to believe: it is true 
simply because they say it is. Nevermind 
that Aristotle, clever fellow that he was, 
suggested to his Greek compatriots more 
than 2,500 years ago that Earth is sphere-
shaped. He had some compelling physical 
evidence to back this idea—like the fact 
that ships disappear hull-first over the 
horizon, that Earth casts a round shadow 
on the moon during a lunar eclipse and 
different constellations of stars are visible 
at different latitudes. You know, evidence. 
But, of course, evidence is the enemy of 
conspiracy theorists

Don’t get me wrong. There are many 
reasons to ask hard questions; to be skep-
tical about the pharmaceutical industry, 
for example. There are also important 
discussions to be had around balancing 
civil liberties and social responsibility. Un-
fortunately, this channel is getting clogged 
by flat Earthers and their extremist alike. 
So, to those who believe Earth is flat, I say, 
open your front door, start walking and 
don’t stop until you fall off the edge.

I’ll go to the mountains and watch this 
comedy.  

The view from here: atop 
mountains like Bugaboo 
Spire, the Earth doesn’t 
appear very flat.
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Near the top of Tomb-
stone Pass on the trail to 
Divide Lake, our group 
of three hikers and two 
guides pauses to shed 
layers after the sun fi-

nally peeks through the clouds, rocketing 
the temperature and illuminating the 
sub-Arctic landscape. 

Behind us, Tombstone Mountain and 
its surrounding rocky spires tower mag-
nificently above a tundra carpet of green 
dwarf birch and yellow caribou lichen. In 
front of us lies a tricky section of talus rock-
fall—we’ll have to use our hands, watch 
our footing and look for inukshuks as we 
navigate over slabs and around boulders of 
dark gray syenite (an igneous rock similar 
to granite) speckled with orange and green 
lichen. These rocks have sloughed off from 

the jagged ridges high above, thanks to 
Yukon’s freeze-thaw cycle.

An hour earlier we’d clambered out of a 
helicopter that flew us into Tombstone Ter-
ritorial Park from Dawson City during an 
agreeable weather window, landing near a 
backcountry campground at Talus Lake. The 
30-minute lift from the whirlybird shaved 
off an hour-and-a-half of travel time to the 
park, and saved us a gruelling 24-kilometre 
hike from the Grizzly Lake trailhead located 
on the Dempster Highway. 

Opting to heli-hike also dropped us 
right at the foot of the magnificent Tomb-
stone Ranges. We’ll be able to admire the 
eye-candy peaks over one long day-hike 
to Divide Lake and back (the sun doesn’t 
set here until well past 10:00 p.m.—even in 
August), a total distance of 12 kilometres 
over an undulating, at times hard-to-dis-

JOURNAL
B Y  L I S A  K A D A N E

Heli-hiking allows visitors to Dawson City 
to experience this landscape as a day-trip. 
BELOW: The signature peaks of “Ragged 
Mountain Land” are the cooled plugs of 
volcanoes that never erupted, revealed by 
erosion over millions of years.

ON THE TOMBSTONE EXPRESS
Heli-hiking in Yukon’s Tombstone Territorial Park takes you from the  

wild west to wilderness in one exhilarating day 

LOCATED ON THE 
TRADITIONAL TERRITORY 

OF THE TR’ONDËK 
HWËCH’IN PEOPLES.

cern, trail. Still, our guides have come pre-
pared if low clouds prevent the helicopter 
from picking us up in the evening—along 
with hiking poles and day packs, they’ve 
flown in camping gear and food to stay 
overnight, just in case.

I take in the sweep of this glacier-carved 
valley and its imposing vertical pinnacles 
and think there could be worse places to 
spend the night.

OFTEN REFERRED TO as 
Canada’s Torres del Paine, Tomb-
stone Territorial Park straddles 
the Continental Divide about 
a 90-minute drive from Daw-
son City, Yukon. Its name in the 
Hän language, spoken by the 
Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in First Na-
tion, means “Ragged Mountain 
Land.” It’s an apt moniker for a 
landscape punctuated by verti-
cal rock walls that rise up to 350 
metres above the valley floor. 

Like Chile’s famous towers, 
as well as British Columbia’s 
Bugaboos’ granite spires that 
were popularized by early 
rock climbers, these peaks that 
look like grave markers were 
once volcanic plugs that never 
erupted; instead, they cooled 
underground and were grad-
ually revealed over millions of 
years as overlying sedimentary 
rock eroded due to rain, wind 
and glaciation. Here, some 300 
kilometres shy of the Arctic 
Circle, is a protected natural 
landscape like no other.
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“This is all part of the traditional territory 
of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in,” says George 
McConkey, a guide with The Klondike 
Experience, as he indicates the mountains 
and valley with a sweep of his hand. 

First peoples used and migrated through 
the area for at least 8,000 years, hunting 
moose and caribou, trapping, fishing and 
harvesting traditional plants and ber-
ries—before settlers arrived and mistook 
‘Tr’ondëk’ for “Klondike.”

When the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in began 
land claims negotiations in the 1980s, First 
Nation citizens and elders wanted to en-
sure the landscape of their traditional 
territory remained intact. Tombstone Ter-
ritorial Park became a reality through the 
final treaty agreement, and it protects the 
region’s wildlife, fragile ecosystem and 
cultural heritage—there are numerous 
archaeological sites within the park. 

It’s unlikely visitors to the park will come 
across these locations, or even see tradition-
al harvesting taking place. What they will 
see, in addition to the spectacular spires, are 
some of the unusual permafrost features 
that buckle the land once the boreal forest 
of spruce, aspen and poplar—which we 
observed flying in—gives way to tundra. 

AS WE CARRY ON toward Divide Lake, 
what looks from a distance like a perfectly 
flat meadow of dwarf birch, bearberry 
bushes and patches of caribou lichen be-
comes hummocky and boggy upon closer 
inspection. Here and there lie hollows 
filled with water that appear to be alpine 
tarns, but with no discernible water source. 
McConkey explains the pools of water are 
thermokarsts, or thaw lakes.

“For whatever reason, some of the per-
mafrost gets exposed and melts, and then 
the water has nowhere to go,” he says.

It’s the kind of landscape in want of a 
moose—or a herd of caribou. Both wood-
land and barren-ground caribou travel 
through the park and rely on that ground 
lichen as a wintertime food source. It’s a 
reminder of just how fragile the land is 
this far north. There’s hardly any soil so 
a careless boot scrape can easily damage 
the ground cover. We stick to the trail, and 
when we need to move off the route for 
lunch, we take different paths and try to 
step on bare rocks.

After a satisfying spread of charcuterie, 
cheese, carrots and chocolate beneath 

Monolith Mountain, with a view of Divide 
Lake, we turn around. I keep hoping we’ll 
see more wildlife—grizzly bears and Dall’s 
sheep also live in the park’s Tombstone 
Ranges—but all we encounter are a hu-
man couple packing up their tent at the 
Talus Lake campground, a group of hikers 
and their dog and a few birds. 

PRIOR TO THE PANDEMIC, Tombstone 
Territorial Park received about 25,000 visi-
tors per year, most of them stopping in at 
the interpretive centre along the Demp-
ster Highway in the summer (in contrast, 
Banff National Park, which is three times 
Tombstone’s size, receives over 160 times 
the number of visitors annually). It’s no 
wonder we feel like we have the trail to 
ourselves.

In fact, I get the feeling that Yukoners 
want to keep Tombstone a secret, and I’m 
not wrong. Jesse Cooke, founder of The 
Klondike Experience, has mixed feelings 
about flying guests into the park via heli-
copter (the company also organizes Tomb-
stone backpacking trips to Talus Lake that 
begin at the Grizzly Lake trailhead). With 
the custom heli-hikes his company coordi-
nates, he wants people to understand and 
respect the park even though their time 
there is short—which is where his guides’ 
excellent interpretation comes in.

“It’s a very special landscape,” he says. 
Seven hours after we set out, we arrive 

back at Talus Lake. Cresting Tombstone 
Pass for a second time an hour prior, in 
fact, the monolith of Tombstone Mountain 
had been completely obscured behind a 
curtain of dark grey clouds, prompting 
McConkey to joke about setting up the 
tents for a park slumber party. But now the 
cloudline has risen and we’re confident the 
pilot will be able to land.

While we wait, McConkey pulls out his 
harmonica and begins to play, his jaun-
ty notes reflecting our group’s euphoria 
over a day well spent. The impromptu 
jam session soon gets drowned out by the 
thwack-thwack-thwack of the helicopter that 
will spirit us back to Dawson City.

Later that night I watch can-can dancers 
inside Diamond Tooth Gertie’s gambling 
hall while sipping Yukon whisky with my 
fellow hikers, and I try to reconcile our 
surreal day. We’ve gone from Canada’s 
frontier to its historic wild west—from the 
back of beyond to happy hour, basically—
in the space of just a few hours. 

I toast Canada’s oldest casino, and the 
trailblazers who discovered gold and put 
this boggy outpost on the map. But most 
of all I toast those who had the foresight to 
protect the “Ragged Mountain Land” that 
rendered us speechless for a day.  

Dawson City-based The Klondike 
Experience organizes custom 
backpacking or heli-hiking trips 
into Tombstone Territorial Park. 
klondikeexperience.com
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FAR LEFT: Durston Gear designs and tests 
backpacking tents in Golden, British Columbia. 
LEFT: West Coast Kitchen uses chef know-how 
to craft camping meals on Vancouver Island, 
BC. TOP: Northern Ultralight makes and sells 
backpacks in Nelson, BC. ABOVE: Little Shop 
of Hammocks has carved out its niche market 
from Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.

By
Marissa Tiel

CANADA’S COTTAGE INDUSTRY 

ENTREPRENEURS ARE JUMPING INTO 

THE OUTDOOR MARKETPLACE—BUT 

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO SUCCEED IN 

THIS SPHERE? CAN A SMALL SHOP 

REALLY COMPETE WITH THE  

BIG BRANDS?
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ARA FREY DURSTON was tired. The day 
was cold and wet. Her feet were soaked 
from following her husband, Dan Durston, 
through the dark swamps that line the bot-
tom of Jackpine Valley. They’d been fighting 
their way through thick willows following 
a trail that was no longer there.

In four days, when they hit the northern 
terminus of the Great Divide Trail (GDT), 
they’d take a day off, grab their waiting 
resupply, then turn around and hike every 
step they’d already covered to complete 
what would become the trail’s first known 
yo-yo.

Dan didn’t mind. Hours into the chal-
lenging conditions, he was distracting 
himself from the physical torment by liv-
ing in his head where his thoughts were 
occupied with designing an ultralight tent. 
The base of the design, its shape, had taken 
seed years earlier when the Durstons were 
on the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT). It had to be 
a rectangle.

Later, once they were settled back in 
their van, feet no longer throbbing with 
the demands of hiking every day, Durston 
got an inquiry. Drop (formerly MassDrop), 
an e-commerce company that developed 
and sold outdoor gear, asked if he had 
any ideas.

“Well yeah,” he said. “Actually, there’s 
something I’ve been thinking about.” 

And then he described his tent. Now, 
you’ve got to understand something. The 
backcountry tent—not one you’d fit five 

people into at a drive-in site—well, their 
shape really hasn’t changed all that much. 
Hexagons are pretty standard. Rectangles, 
not so much, but they were around. What 
Durston was proposing, using trekking 
poles in the set-up, was different. The 
result, Durston Gear’s X-MID 1, is widely 
regarded as one of the top ultralight tents 
on the market today. “It was kind of a 
bigger project than they were picturing, 
like they were talking about a cookpot or 
something,” he says. “I don’t know how you 
make a pot better, but this tent seems cool.”

While the tents are produced at a factory 
in Vietnam—one of two that specialize in 
tents—Durston runs the company from 
his unfinished basement in Golden, British 
Columbia, with the help of Tara.

THE DURSTONS ARE part of a small 
growing cohort of Canadian brands in 
the outdoor gear cottage industry. While 
they’re each as diverse as the products 
they create, what binds them together is 
a collective desire to create something of 
quality, to solve a problem and to make 
recreationists’ time more enjoyable on 
their adventures.

The concept of a cottage company isn’t 
new; but it’s only in the last 10 years that 
cottage companies making outdoor gear 
have begun to pop up in earnest. The gear 
offered by big box stores is good for the 
majority of people heading outdoors, but 
as they get further into their pursuits, they 

T

Dan Durston in his 
workspace—the 
basement of his 

Golden, BC, home.
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find the gear they actually need doesn’t ex-
ist in the mainstream. For years, Canadians 
had to look south of the border for cottage 
companies selling gear they wanted to 
use. But within the last five years, many 
Canadian brands have entered the market. 

The definition of a cottage company gets 
a little loose when it comes to gear-makers. 
Working solo, or having few employees, 
seems to be part of it; where the man-
ufacturing takes place is a little more 
complicated. Kitchens, living room coffee 
tables and basements are all accepted as 
locations for cottage companies. But what 
about stepping outside of the home and 
into a store? Does having a brick-and-
mortar presence preclude you from being 
a cottage company? Well, no. Not exactly. 
What about designing the thing, but hav-
ing it made elsewhere? That’s where the 
line gets blurry.

More often than not, the maker is also 
genuinely an outdoor lover, so they’re us-
ing the gear, testing the gear and refining 
the features before it even gets to market. 
Durston’s tent, for example, sets up fly-
first, so you’re not getting wet while you 
make camp. “Everything is functional,” 
Durston says. “In a lot of mainstream tents, 
it’s designed for a mainstream audience 
who are just going out when it’s sunny and 
it doesn’t really matter.” 

WHEN JAMES JACKSON first got into 
hammocks, he was intrigued. How could 
he make one better? He made a hammock, 
then an under-quilt and an over-quilt. 
He’d messed around on his wife’s sewing 
machine before, making gear for paintball, 
but never in a serious way. It’s a special set 
of skills required to sew gear, completely 
different from tailoring suits or designing 
wedding gowns. The fabrics, like ripstop 
nylon and Silpoly, behave so much differ-
ently than cotton. Plus, if you make a mis-
take—poke a hole where there shouldn’t 
be—the piece is garbage. He learned on 
the fly, discovering better techniques for 
accomplishing the same task and mas-
tered—as much as one can—how to work 
with down. 

He was a little intimidated by the mate-
rials at first, especially after hearing horror 
stories from other makers. Jackson, who 
owns Little Shop of Hammocks, approach-
es everything pragmatically. With down, 
he cleans up the workspace and then 
shuts off the furnace to stop airflow around 
the house. Jackson works in a contained 
space doing what he calls “conservation 
of movement.” It requires patience. He 
has a vacuum dedicated solely to down 
and when he’s done, he’ll suck up any 
errant feathers to re-use, much like a 

Northern Ultralight Sundown
($365; northernultralight.com)
This ultralight backpack excels on long 
trails and day-hikes alike. With an aluminum 
frame and removable help belt, it weighs in 
at around 770 grams. This pack has a total 
volume of 48 litres and is customizable. You 
pick the colour of your pack, if it has any ad-
ditional storage—like hip belt pockets ($54) 
and shoulder strap pocket($26); whether it 
has a bottom shock cord attachment ($12) 
and whether the pack has a single top com-
pression strap, or a “Y” strap ($12).

West Coast Kitchen Butter 
Chicken with Rice
($21; westcoastkitchen.ca)
This family recipe comes 
straight from the kitchen 
of Persian chef Shani 
Farboud. Rich spices 
accompany this soul-warming 
dish. Rehydrates like a charm 
and with ingredients you 
can actually pronounce, it 
makes a fine dinner on any 
backcountry adventure 
(serves four).

Little Shop of Hammocks  
Serratus Down TopQuilt
($390; littleshopofhammocks.com)
This is a choose-your-
own-adventure 
top quilt with 
many options for 
customization 
from temperature 
rating to down-
fill quality, even 
the colours. 
Choose from 
zero-, -7-, -12- 
or -17-degree 
Celsius ratings 
and a variety 
of fabric 
thicknesses. 
You can even 
get the bags 
over-stuffed 
with down (we 
all know how 
feathers leak).

Durston Gear X-Mid 1
($275; durstongear.com)
You can tell this tent was designed by someone who spends 
a lot of time in the backcountry. It’s a simple pitch, using just 
two trekking poles and four stakes and goes up fly first so even 
on the worst of rainy days, the inner stays protected. The fly 
is made from polyester and it doesn’t sag when 
it gets wet. The vestibules are 
large enough to house gear 
and with the trekking poles 
off to the side, there’s 
plenty of room to 
move around.

BEST IN CLASS
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goldsmith conserves flakes of gold. But all 
this learning has been on his own. There’s 
no user manual for makers getting into the 
gear industry. 

Penny de Waal was excited to introduce 
her family to backcountry hiking, an ac-
tivity she’d come to love. On BC’s Nootka 
Island Trail, their backpacks were fully 
loaded; they had packed thoroughly for 
the trip and because her husband, Shani 
Farboud, was a professional chef, they ate 
well—but it was heavy. 

On the second day, the group made it to 
Calvin Falls Beach, its namesake a wide 
curtain tumbling into a pool that floods with 
the high tide and by day three, de Waal could 
see the tension leave Farboud. “He started to 
go ‘Oh my God, this is beautiful. This is love-
ly,’” she recalls. “‘It’s worth it. I see why you 
hike.’” He also realized that prepared food, 
while delicious, just wasn’t practical fuel for 
a multi-day backcountry hike. 

Farboud has always cooked for large 
groups of people. “Food is a big thing in 
our family,” de Waal says. “It’s how we 
show love.”

They’d talked about how to make his food 
backpacking-friendly before and knew de-
hydrating was off the table. They’d exper-
imented with the process, on their family 
chili farm in BC’s Cowichan Valley. From 
the experience, they knew dehydrating 
wouldn’t work for meals; it left chilis hard 
and misshapen. Plus, they never rehydrate 
the same. The answer, they discovered, was 
freeze-drying. They could keep a lot of the 
food’s nutrients and it plumped-up easily. 

It wasn’t until a few years later that their 
plans for West Coast Kitchen came to fru-
ition. They experimented in their home 
kitchen first, trying out some of the family’s 

favourites like hummus and butter chicken 
with rice. Using their farm’s industrial kitch-
en, they make batches, which are sold in 
small stores across BC communities, online 
and at local farmers’ markets.

There is so much demand now for their 
products that the family is having trouble 
keeping up. They’re considering purchas-
ing another freeze-drying unit, but it’s 
a significant capital investment. They’re 
stuck at a crossroads: do they get bigger 
with a little risk, or stay the course?

HAVING AN ONLINE presence is neces-
sary to doing business. Jackson is quite ac-
tive on Reddit, where he accepts both praise 
and criticism for Little Shop of Hammocks. 
“I don’t know if I could do this without the 
Internet,” he says. He’ll post infrequent 
updates about lead times for top quilts, his 
most popular item by a mile. Jackson is a 
one-man brand and takes quality serious-
ly—it’s what has allowed his business to 
flourish among dozens of others who sell 
hammocks, quilts and sleeping bags. He 
operates out of his basement in Saskatoon 
to keep overhead costs low and even though 
lead times are high—if you ordered a top-
quilt at the beginning of December last year, 
you wouldn’t get it until mid-March—it’s 
unlikely to change anytime soon. 

He’s also a husband and a father, so fam-
ily time is important to him. “We kind of 
like being able to go fishing, we kind of like 
being able to go hiking and canoeing,” he 
says. “You own a business and it’s hard to 
walk away. I’ve seen people just burn out. 
I’m not prepared to be like that just yet.” 
So, Jackson makes sure to prioritize getting 
outside. It’s what his business was founded 
on and he isn’t one to forget his roots.

This year, there was no lull at Little Shop 
of Hammocks. People continue to place 
orders faster than he can keep up. At least 
for now, he has no plans of hiring extra 
help. The long lead times are here to stay. 
But it means that every baffle, every hem, 
every stitch is overseen by his eyes. “If I put 
something out there, it’s quality. It works,” 
he says. Compared to bigger manufactur-
ers, he says the quality control isn’t the 
same. “Top-quilts are still sort-of an area 
the big guys don’t quite get yet,” he says. 
“Now, they will. I’m not so naive to say that 
they aren’t going to be there. But at least 
I know what I’m putting out right now 
is better than what they have and what 
you’re getting has been tested and there 
are people out there using it.”

FROM LEFT: James Jackson tests his 
wares in his home province’s boreal 
forest. Penny de Waal and Shani 
Farboud of West Coast Kitchen. 
Northern Ultralight’s store (and 
factory) in Nelson, BC.
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WHEN SCOTT MATSON began making 
packs, it wasn’t with the intention to sell 
them. He’d just finished hiking the PCT 
where he met a woman, and then followed 
her north. Originally from Nebraska, Mat-
son was unable to work in Canada, so he 
found other ways to stay busy. He bought 
a cheap thrift store sewing machine and 
got to designing his ideal pack. He’d had 
plenty of time to think about ways to make 
the bag he used on the PCT better. Four 
iterations later, he unveiled the packs that 
they would use on their 2017 hike along 
the Continental Divide Trail (CDT). The 
versions are close to what would eventu-
ally become Northern Ultralight’s flagship 
product: the 48-litre Sundown pack. 

About halfway through that CDT hike, 
Matson realized he wanted to sell his cre-
ation. Northern Ultralight was founded in 
2018. By mid-2020, demand picked up and 
Matson hired two more people to help out 
with the business. They all worked out 
of his second-storey apartment in Nel-
son, nestled into BC’s Selkirk Mountains. 
Quarters soon became cramped and with 
orders coming in, Matson decided it was 
time for a change. So the story goes:

Nadine Prémont shows up at 10:00 a.m., 
wearing a spring puffy and carting along 
her climbing gear. It was a perfect bluebird 
day in May. Prémont, Matson and anoth-
er Northern Ultralight employee, Marty 
Macháček, were planning to move a trio of 
industrial sewing machines from Matson’s 
second-storey apartment into the new 
Northern Ultralight space he’d acquired 
in downtown Nelson.

Prémont steps into her climbing har-
ness and on the uppermost outdoor land-
ing, loops her rope around one of the 

The new space for Northern Ultralight 
is on Nelson’s main drag, neighbouring 
Main Street Diner and a few doors down 
from outfitter Valhalla Pure. When Matson 
first took over the space, the walls were 
bright green and red and littered with 
holes, like someone had repeatedly fired 
a shotgun into them.

By the time they opened their doors later 
that summer, the space was transformed 
into a combination showroom and produc-
tion area. Gone were the colourful walls, 
replaced by white and calming blue. The 
first third of the store features the show-
room with space for people to try products 
on, to touch them and interact with them.

In the summer, the gentle tinkling of 
cutlery on plates and patio chatter floats 
in through the door from the parklet out 
front. In winter, as snow begins to insulate 
the ski town, they keep the front door closed. 
With the sun spending less time warming 
the community, Northern Ultralight’s pro-
duction team can still be seen in the back of 
the store, busy with cuts and stitches to make 
bags for the upcoming season.

WITH GLOBAL SUPPLY chains still re-
covering—Durston Gear’s factory only 
reopened in late October—and with Drop 
furthering its exit from making outdoor 
gear, Dan Durston and his wife did a dry 
run earlier last year in preparation for 
bigger tent runs. They imported some 600 
groundsheets, having a landing zone for 
them in that basement office, Durston 
Gear HQ, where Durston was able to look 
over each of them before packing them, 
slapping a shipping label on each and 
sending it to its future home. He likes it 
because he’s able to have close oversight 
and examine each product with a trained 
eye before it goes out.

Durston predicts there’s going to be even 
more cottage-made gear moving forward. 
“I see the public in general getting more 
stoked on the outdoors,” he says. “A natural 
extension of that is cottage gear compa-
nies. People love that kind of stuff.”   

I see the public in general getting 
more stoked on the outdoors. 
A natural extension of that is 
cottage gear companies. People 
love that kind of stuff ”

machine’s legs, attaching herself to the 
landing. They lower the machines down a 
jerry-rigged ramp, flight by flight, one by 
one, the moving parts carefully secured for 
the journey. The day is clear and bright and 
soon all three machines—Bart, Gertrude 
and Turbo—are safely on the ground. They 
think the worst is behind them.

Following alleys to stay off the main 
streets, they each take a machine. Every 
time they cross a road, they angle their 
push to keep the machines from rolling 
downhill towards Highway 3A and the 
West Arm of Kootenay Lake just beyond.

Partway down one of the alleys, Prémont 
starts to hear pings. When Matson realizes 
their source, he yells at Prémont to stop. 
Turbo is losing parts. The rattling from 
travel has caused the computer beneath 
the table to loosen. It’s being held up by a 
thread. They stick to the sidewalks for the 
remainder of the journey. It sounds like 
running over train tracks each time they 
hit a crack all the way to the store. 

And that’s what operating a small shop 
is like.
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ROADWAYS,
WATERWAYS

A ROAD-TRIP INTO SOUTHEASTERN 

BRITISH COLUMBIA UNVEILS A 

DEEP CONNECTION BETWEEN 

WATERSHEDS, INDUSTRY AND  

TWO-WHEELED RECREATION

By Andrew Findlay

&TRAILWAYS
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T
he air is thick, hot and 
humid as we pull into 
an RV campground 
in Revelstoke, Brit-
ish Columbia. Forest 
fire smoke—it’s been 
called the “new reality” 
of a BC summer. Ear-
lier in the day we had 
coaxed and cajoled our 
kids, Sabine, 8, and 
Zola, 11, up the Stoke 
Climb that ascends 

from the gondola top station to the start of 
Fifty-Six Twenty. This is Revelstoke Moun-
tain Resort’s (RMR) signature 15-kilometre, 
top-to-bottom, machine-built, brake-burn-
er of a gravity mountain bike trail.

The carrot at this end of this outing was 
the comfort of our air-conditioned rental 
RV. I’m a dirtbag tenter at heart, a form of 
travel austerity that I inherited from my fa-
ther and had in-turn imposed on my family. 
Last summer, we planned a road-trip along 
a portion of the Columbia River to explore 
the mountain bike communities along the 
way that have tapped Columbia Basin Trust 
funding to build some tasty trail networks. 
Except this time, we were doing it in style. 
So, in late July we loaded up our Midi Motor-
home in Delta, a suburb of Vancouver, with a 
week’s worth of provisions, mountain bikes, 
climbing gear and whatever else we could fit 
in our car for the trip over from Vancouver 
Island. My long-suffering children looked 
forward to this rare, luxurious road-trip treat.

JUST TWO DAYS into RV life and I had 
already learned a lot. For example, how 
the size of an RV owner’s pet dog seems 
inversely proportionate to the size of their 
RV (in other words, the bigger the RV the 
smaller the dog).

This immutable law of RV’ing once again 
proves to be ironclad when, after a long 
afternoon of biking at RMR, I back into 
our site at the Pinnacle Lifestyles Revel-
stoke Campground, just east of town. In 
the site next to us, a couple sits in lawn 
chairs, enjoying evening cocktails while 
watching a movie on a 40-inch screen that 
magically appeared when a panel scrolled 
down from the side of their bus-sized 
RV—an ocean liner next to our pocket 
cruiser. Difficult to ignore is the sparkling 
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back into affected towns for economic 
development, community projects and 
among many other initiatives, mountain 
biking infrastructure to the tune of mil-
lions of dollars over the years.

IF REVELSTOKE’S NETWORK is ma-
turing into middle age, then Nakusp is a 
youthful upstart. South of Revelstoke, tree 
stumps are like tombstones on the shore-
line of the Arrow Lake reservoir which is 
fed by the Columbia. We’re rolling south 
to the Shelter Bay Ferry terminal. The kids 
are buried in their books while Lisa and I 
ogle the Monashee and Selkirk mountains 
flanking the Columbia. That afternoon I 
meet Nakusp locals Tristan Sinclair and 
Brent Wanstall at the Mt. Abriel Recreation 
Area parking lot. Lisa and the kids decide 
to have a lazy lunch before practising 
manuals at the skills park. I sling my bike 
over the tailgate of Sinclair’s truck for the 
shuttle up the Mt. Abriel forest service 
road. Ten minutes later, we’re poised at the  
entrance to Ride On, a marquee trail that 
descends for more than 900 vertical metres 
of blue-square fun.

With a nod, Wanstall drops in, then 
Sinclair. I take up the caboose position. 
We snake in a train of three riders along 
bench-cut single track. The forested moun-
tainside is steep. The switchbacks are tight 
and tenuous. Four turns in, I grab the brake 
levers on a corner where a gap in the trees 
opens up to a view of Arrow Lake, shining 
teal blue in the late afternoon sun. 

When they say water will be the oil of the 
future in its ability to shape relationships 
and power dynamics between countries, 

metallic blue Mini Cooper hitched to the 
back of their monster home-on-wheels. An 
annoying Shih Tzu yaps nearby, thankfully 
contained within a portable pen.

The next morning, after a pit stop at 
a Revelstoke favourite, La Baguette, for 
pastries and espressos, we’re bumping up 
the washboard gravel road to the Mount 
McPherson trailhead parking lot. It’s filled 
with other riders trying to beat the heat 
but the thermometer is already hitting 
the mid-20s.

Fuelled and watered, we set off on Eager 
Beaver, a mellow single-track climbing 
trail bound for a Revelstoke classic—Flow 
Down. An hour of pedalling brings us to 
a rocky knob where Flow Down branches 
off Eager Beaver.

Life in Columbia Valley communities 
is inextricably tied to the river that flows 
through them. The Columbia is shared 
by Canada and the U.S., in a sort-of joint 
custody arrangement called the Columbia 
River Treaty. And like any joint custody 
situation, it’s messy at times. From its 
namesake lake and headwaters near Canal 
Flats in southeastern BC, the Columbia 
meanders northward past Golden, gather-
ing force. By the time it swings back south 
near Mica Creek it is a glacier-fed power-
house—literally. Between Canada and the 
U.S., there are more than 60 dams within 
the Columbia River watershed, including 
18 on the Columbia itself. In the name of 
electricity and irrigation, the Columbia 
River’s salmon system was decimated, and 
lives and communities were altered forev-
er. For the longest time, it was considered 
a cost of doing business.

But here’s the rub. In the early 1990s, 
communities impacted by the treaty start-
ed lobbying for compensation. It led to the 
formation of the Columbia Basin Trust 
(CBT), aimed at channelling a portion of 
the proceeds from electricity generation 

LIFE IN COLUMBIA 
VALLEY COMMUNITIES 
IS INEXTRICABLY TIED 

TO THE RIVER THAT 
FLOWS THROUGH IT. 

THE COLUMBIA IS 
SHARED BY CANADA 

AND THE U.S., IN A SORT 
OF JOINT CUSTODY 

ARRANGEMENT CALLED 
THE COLUMBIA  
RIVER TREATY

LEFT: Overlooking Kootenay Lake and 
the town of Nelson, BC. TOP: The author 
brought his family on this mountain-bike 
road-trip; BC’s Kootenay-Rockies Region 
offers trails from green to double-black. 
ABOVE: A selling point for the whole 
family was the luxury of a motorhome 
rental over a tent.
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you don’t have to convince people in Na-
kusp. In 1968, the Hugh Keenlyeside Dam 
near Castlegar was built. It was part of 
Canada’s obligation under the Columbia 
River Treaty—to contain water for down-
stream electricity production and agricul-
ture use in the U.S. But upstream, north 
of the 49th parallel, people got screwed.

Some Nakusp locals are only a few gen-
erations removed from relatives whose 
farms and livelihoods were expropriat-
ed in the fertile narrows between upper 
and lower Arrow Lakes to make way for 
water as it rose behind the Hugh Keen-
leyside. It was a case of, here’s a cheque 
for a non-negotiable amount, now start 
packing your stuff. Sixty years later, it still 
burns for some.

But the silver lining to this historical 
wrong is the genesis of a mountain biking 
scene that both Sinclair and Wanstall vi-
brate with excitement to share. For good 
reason. What this tight-knit group of riders 
and community-builders has achieved in 
a mere half-dozen years is nothing short 
of remarkable.

Since forming six years ago, the Nakusp 
Area Biking Society (NABS) has gone from 
zero to hero. The club has raised roughly 
$2 million, more than $600,000 from CBT 
alone. In that time, they secured a rec-
reation tenure for Mt. Abriel just north 
of town and built a lakefront campsite 
at the base of a 50-kilometre network of 

machine-built trails. And now the club 
is turning its attention to building more 
black-diamond offerings. It’s been a stra-
tegic, and thoughtful approach. Build ac-
cessible blue-square trails first, then focus 
on the spicier builds, like the one Sinclair 
was sculpting recently, a double-black, 
jump-intensive line on Mt. Abriel that he 
has unofficially named “Wo Jerry” (because 
that will be the reaction when people ride 
it, he says).

After a day playing on the Mt. Abriel 
network, we camp at Nakusp Hot Springs. 
In the cool of the following morning, we 
hit the thermal pools for an hour-long 
soak, before heading further south toward 
New Denver.

FOUR DAYS INTO this road trip and I’m 
feeling pretty comfortable behind the wheel 
of our motorhome; a smug captain of his 
own little yacht. As a couple, Lisa and I are 
figuring out the systems—the propane, the 
slide-out dining area, the A/C—which are 
designed to be foolproof. At New Denver, 
we turn east on scenic 31a that cuts through 
the Selkirks past ghost mining towns like 
Sandon and Retallack. A Kootenay Lake 
swim-stop at the beach near the S.S. Moyie 
in Kaslo is mandatory. Soon we’re winding 
down the west side of Kootenay Lake on 
Highway 31—no hurry, no stress.

It’s scorching hot when we pull into 
Kokanee Creek Provincial Park for anoth-

er much-needed dip. But we have other 
business to deal with. We had put it off 
as long as we could, but it was time to hit 
the sani-dump. Red lights are flashing 
on the control panel, indicating that the 
brown and grey water tanks are full to 
overflowing.

“Read the instructions. Twice,” I tell Lisa, 
as we line up behind a fifth-wheel and 
another camper unit.

I want to get this right the first time. 
Lisa’s late uncle Donny, the consummate 
card and a veteran RV’er, had told us a 
story about a poor old fellow who failed 
to properly attach the drain hose to the 
holding tank outlet. When he opened the 
valve he was sprayed waist down in… well, 
you get the picture. 

When it’s our turn, we get out, Lisa hold-
ing the plasticized instruction sheet, both 
of us staring at the coin-activated sani-
dump tank. We feel the pressure, as RVs, 
trailers and campers queue up behind 
us. Thankfully, a kind couple, who clearly 
have visited their fair share of sani-dumps, 
strolls up and walks us through the pro-
cess, which, as it turns out, is straightfor-
ward and satisfying.

PASSING THROUGH Nelson, we stop at 
Kootenay Co-op and Backroads Brewing 
Company to re-stock the fridge. An hour 
later, we roll to a stop at the base of the 
Salmo Ski Hill. A father-and-son load 

WHAT THIS TIGHTKNIT GROUP 
OF RIDERS AND COMMUNITY 
BUILDERS HAS ACHIEVED IN  
A MERE HALF DOZEN YEARS  

IS NOTHING SHORT OF 
REMARKABLE
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bikes onto a pickup then wave as they 
drive away. An old pair of skis leans against 
the ski patrol shack. Snow safety signage 
is scattered around the day lodge haphaz-
ardly, as though staff just packed up their 
ski gear and hastily left the minute the lifts 
stop turning last April. As we suit up for a 
ride, a woman with two young daughters 
emerges from the forest, swimming towels 
slung over their shoulders.

She seems excited to see us. Smiling 
broadly, she asks us where we’re from. 
She looks at our kids, quickly sizes them 
up, then offers trail advice.

“Take the right-hand climbing trail, Sun-
rise, it’s a little easier,” she says.

We pedal across the dusty parking lot, 
then enter the woods climber’s right of a 
ski run, knee-high in grass and huckleber-
ry bushes. The grade is instantly punchy—
easy by local standards, perhaps.

Salmo is another Columbia Basin moun-
tain biking upstart. The town’s grassroots 
fat-tire scene owes its genesis to Lisa Te-
desco, who moved from Vernon to this 
small Kootenay community in 2011.

“When I arrived in Salmo there was one 
trail, Drifter, up at the ski hill. Unautho-
rized of course,” Tedesco says. “We were 
sitting around a fire one night, having a 
few beers and got talking trails and how 
tired we were of driving elsewhere to ride.”

So, in 2013, Tedesco created an email 
address, and hung some posters advertis-

ing a meeting about trails. Twenty people 
showed up—hikers, bikers, walkers and 
horseback riders. At the end of the meet-
ing, they decided to organize and form 
the Salmo Valley Trail Society with, as it 
turned out, an all-female board and Tedes-
co as the founding executive director. They 
got to work right away. In 2014, the club 
hired Rossland-based D.I.G. Trail Design 
to build 500 metres of trail at the ski hill, 
using local kids as volunteer labourers. 
From this inaugural build, the network 
grew from there, fuelled by CBT grants 
approaching $100,000 and other donors.

“CBT has been a huge support, not just 
with funding, but with capacity building 
and governance over the last year,” says 
Tedesco, who stepped down from the 
board in 2020.

We have the Salmo Ski Hill trail network 
all to ourselves. Where the climbing trail 
traverses a ski run two-thirds up, we stop 
for a drink. In the valley bottom, the Salmo 
River sparkles in the evening light on its 
journey toward the Pend d’Oreille River, 
and ultimately to join the waters of the 
Columbia.

TOMORROW’S STOP is Rossland, a place 
with a trail network as legendary among 
mountain bikers as its Red Mountain Re-
sort is among skiers, and one that has also 
benefitted hugely from CBT funding. The 
tentacles of the massive Columbia River 

watershed reach deep into the backwoods 
of BC. Trails can flow the way water does.

When engineers started blasting rocks 
and building dams on the Columbia River 
70 years ago, the sport of mountain biking 
wasn’t even a twinkle in an eye. Today 
when someone flicks on a light switch in 
Vancouver, San Francisco or countless oth-
er cities, a few cents trickles back to trails 
in the Columbia River Basin. It’s a form of 
blood money perhaps, but at least some 
of it is hitting the ground where it counts, 
seeding more than a few road-trips-worth 
of mountain biking in southern BC.

“The Columbia Basin Trust is a great 
friend of the mountain biking community,” 
says Martin Littlejohn, executive director 
of the Mountain Bike Tourism Association

It’s a friendship born from the murky 
politics of power and water. Around here, 
they’re inextricably linked.

It’s late and pitch black, when we bump 
to a stop at our campsite near the Salmo 
River. The kids are exhausted, with bare-
ly enough energy to brush their teeth 
and climb the ladder to their loft beds. In 
minutes they’re asleep. Lisa and I pour 
glasses of red wine and listen to the sound 
of someone strumming a guitar drifting 
through the forest. Once a tenter, always 
a tenter, I suppose. But another part of me 
could get used to this comfy RV lifestyle.  

LEFT: As soon as the snow melts, Golden becomes one of the region’s number-one 
two-wheeled destinations. TOP: One of 18 hydro-electric dams on the Columbia River—
construction that annihilated fish stocks in order to power a province. ABOVE: Forest fire 
smoke hangs over Arrow Lake—a hydro-electric reservoir.
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A MONTHLONG CIRCULAR CANOE JOURNEY FROM 

FORT MCMURRAY, ALBERTA, REVEALS CYCLES 

AND BALANCES OF NATURE—AND HUMANITY TOO

Story & Photos by Frank Wolf

IN BALANCE
I

t’s relentless. I’m waist-deep, straining against the 
current with one hand clutching the canoe, the other 
pulling through the tangle of submerged willows and 
alders along shore. Dave Green and I are halfway 
along the Cree River in northern Saskatchewan, 
literally crawling up this waterway.  

I’ve paddled thousands of kilometres upstream 
in my time; required while taking on long-distance 
canoe trips that link watersheds. The Cree, however, 

is particularly challenging. Dispassionately constant, this 
200-kilometre stretch of river has few lake-like sections 
where you can make easy progress against the flow. The wa-
ter is more than one metre higher than normal, flooded into 
the trees so there are few soft spots—we’re either dragging 
the canoe along the shore or paddling at high-tempo up 
the thin eddies. For 10 to 12 hours a day we work against its 
power and then pull into camp dead-tired, ready for a rest 
and recharge before we go at it again the next day. Progress 
seems glacial as we inch our way through this purgatory.

Despite the hard work, or perhaps because of it, it’s impos-
sible not to appreciate where we are. There are no dams or 
roads along this river. The water is crystal clear, with Arctic 
grayling darting between our feet over a bottom of sparkling 
golden sand and multi-coloured stones. It’s representative 
of that greatest of Canadian icons: wilderness. We’re privi-
leged and humbled to be immersed in this beauty.
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A COUPLE OF WEEKS AGO, we arrived 
in Fort McMurray, Alberta, to begin this 
1,360-kilometre journey. From the airport, 
I hopped in a taxi to meet up with Dave at 
a motel in town to finalize preparations 
for the trip. The cabbie was originally from 
Eritrea and he’d been doing this job for 20 
years, having moved here to make a good 
wage, then lived through all the booms, 
busts and disasters that have beset the city. 

As we drive into downtown, the valley 
surrounding us is fresh and green. Five-
year-old deciduous trees densely crowd the 
remaining charred black spruce that poke 
up between. In 2016, a devastating wildfire 
swept through Fort McMurray, followed by 
extensive flooding that same year. In 2020, 
another flood hit when an ice jam on the 
Athabasca River forced it to spill over its 
banks and inundate the streets. 

“The disasters were bad, but it’s worse 
now,” our cabbie says. “There’s no work and 
you can barely give away a house in Fort 
Mac these days. My townhouse burned 
down in the 2016 fire, and then they rebuilt 
it. I paid $350,000 for it when I first bought 
it… and now it’s practically new but I’d be 
lucky to get $80,000 for it today.”

With the collapse of oil prices due to 
vagaries of the world market, demand for 
the expensive-to-extract oil sands crude is 
at an all-time low. The mines to the north 
are just barely ticking along with skeleton 
crews propped up by subsidies, hoping 
they can hang on until the next boom. It’s 
typical of the cycle of another great icon 
of Canada: our resource extraction in-
dustries. Be it oil sands, timber or mining, 
the harvesting of Canada’s wilderness re-
sources has always been an up-and-down 

quickly north. By late morning we pass by Tar 
Island, the main area of processing defined 
by a large smokestack and several refineries 
that rise up from the banks of the river. 

The current pushes us onward past this 
industrialized landscape, into the boreal 
backcountry where we eventually settle on 
a sandy island in the middle of the river for 
our camp. Though the water is murky, the 
surroundings are quiet and serene with 
no sign of the city from which we started. 
Dave and I relax around our stove, having 
a bite and drinking tea as the sun sets, 
streaking the sky in pink hues that allude 
to a glorious day of paddling tomorrow.

I always seem to forget two key items on 
trip—namely a bailer and a small grill for 
cooking over a fire. It’s a tradition like no 
other. As I usually start from a community 
on the edge of hinterland, there’s typically 
enough residual human detritus to supply 
me with these items. Partway through the 
day I spot the rooftop of a cabin and we 

affair. And the relationship between these 
two entities—wilderness and resource 
extraction—is paradoxical and complex. 

WE DEPART TOWN from Snye Point Boat 
Launch off the Clearwater River, beginning 
a journey I’ve named the “Sa Tu Expedition.” 
In the language of the Dene people of the 
region, Sa Tu means “sun water”—and like 
the Earth circles the sun, our route will trace 
a grand circuit through northern Alberta and 
Saskatchewan, returning to this very spot.

The Clearwater mixes in a distinct line with 
the chocolate milk colour of the Athabasca 
River where they join, and we are whisked 

In the language of the Dene 
people of the region, Sa Tu 
means “sun water”—and like 
the Earth circles the sun, 
our route will trace a grand 
circuit through northern 
Alberta and Saskatchewan, 
returning to this very spot

ABOVE: The sun sets over the Athabasca River on the first night of the journey; RIGHT: 
Frank Wolf (foreground) and Dave Greene drag their way through the willows on their 
way up the Cree River.
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pull over to investigate. Crawling up a 
steep, eight-metre embankment I wade 
through chest-high, overgrown grasses to 
the larger of two buildings. Nailed to it is a 
distinct yellow-and-brown national parks 
sign that reads “Patrol Cabin.” I realize that 
this side of the river is part of Wood Buffalo 
National Park, and also that this outpost 
has been destroyed and abandoned. 

The flood of 2020 ran right through this 
place, coating the inside with a thick layer 
of clay and leaving everything in a jumbled 
mess. Appliances, pots, pans, tables and 
chairs are strewn about in a mishmash. It’s 
amazing that the water reached this high 
and is a stark reminder of nature’s power. 
The deluge has eviscerated everything 
here and is returning it rapidly to the earth 
from which it sprang, a sort of random 
rewilding. I pull an empty bleach bottle 
from the mess for my bailer, as well as a 
wire shelf from an obliterated fridge that 
will make a fine grill.

A couple of days later we notice that the 
banks are streaked in black all along the 
river. We stop to investigate and pull out 
some of the dark material mixed in with 
the sand of the bank. It looks, smells and 
feels like driveway asphalt. Through in-
tense processing, oil can be extracted from 
this bitumen and is the basis of the heavy 
industry that emanates from around Fort 
McMurray. On one side, a job provider, 
on the other a source of CO2 emissions 
and water pollution, this resource is either 
economically amazing or ecologically aw-
ful depending on which side of the coin 
you fall. This contrast mirrors Canada as a 
whole, where these two iconic identifiers—
wilderness and the resource industry—are 
intertwined yet diametrically opposed.

ON DAY FOUR, a big north wind blows 
in and we sneak along the lee of Big Point 
Channel, the easternmost line through 
the delta that leads into Lake Athabasca, 

the fourth-largest lake fully within Can-
ada. Wisps of the gale whip through the 
willows and streak the water as the broad 
lake comes into sight. 

Before we break out into the open, a 
log cabin materializes at the mouth of 
the channel. It is set back, with another 
structure behind it. The foreshore is strewn 
with driftwood but the area around the 
buildings is covered by a trim green lawn. 
A pole by the entry landing flies a blue-
and-white Metis flag. 

Earlier in the day, we were filling our 
water from clear-running Keane Creek, 
one of the few clean water options along 
the Athabasca River. Three men from Fort 
Chipewyan on the other side of the lake 
pulled in with a motorboat to fish, and 
quickly hauled up a monster pike. One of 
them, Rodney, was Metis. He told us, “Not 
a lot of places to camp along the way—but 
my uncle Mike has a cabin at Big Point. You 
should stay there tonight, he’s a good guy.”
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Mike Cardinal comes down to say hello. 
He has black curly hair, a handlebar mous-
tache, hawk nose and dark brown eyes that 
seem to stare right through me. We both 
glance out at the lake as it rolls with steep 
breaking waves.

“Your nephew Rodney told us about 
your place… could we camp here 
tonight?” I ask.

“Sure...” he points up at the grass. “Any-
where you want.”

After we’d settled in, Dave and I hang 
out with Mike in the upper cabin. He sits 
smoking and in a calm, soothing voice tells 
us about “Lost Vegas,” which is what he calls 
his spread here. Steeped in the traditions of 
his people, Mike has a deep connection to 
the land. There’s a sweat lodge up the hill 
that he uses regularly, fasting for up to four 
days in preparation before going into an in-
tense sweat ritual, often producing visions.

Thirty years ago, the spectre of an Elder 
appeared to him as he sat cooling down 
after a sweat.

“He was as real as you and Dave,” he 
recounts.

A survivor of seven years in Canada’s 
notorious residential schools, Mike was 
addicted to alcohol and drugs at the time. 
The Elder held a hand unflinchingly over 
a candle, and said to him, “You think this 
candle is hot? Well, it’s not. It’s how you 
perceive things that counts.”

After this visionary encounter, Mike 
immediately quit his addictions and has 
been sober ever since. “This point here 
is one of the few truly undisturbed areas 
in northern Alberta. It’s a very powerful 
place, and the spirits of my ancestors are 
all around. Where you came from in Fort 
McMurray, they’ve been digging up and 
disturbing these spirits from the sand for 

decades—and you can see what’s been 
going on because of it… fires and floods. 
Everything is connected, and when you 
disturb the balance, bad things happen.” 

“Do you ever have people over to partic-
ipate in the sweat ritual?” I ask

“Yes, people come over. I try to get the 
young people from Fort Chip to come too, 
but they don’t like it because their phones 
don’t work here. That’s why I call it Lost Ve-
gas. No cell service in Lost Vegas,” he grins.

I play with his two pups and chat with 
his aunt Marina, who’s also here. Before 
we head to the tent, Mike gestures to the 
surrounding trees “There’s strong medi-
cine here, some people can’t handle it and 
have to leave. For some though, it’s just 
what they need.”

I didn’t sleep well the night before, my 
mind embroiled with angst over stresses 
carried with me from home life. Being out 

FROM TOP TO BOTTOM: The Shaman of “Lost Vegas”—Mike 
Cardinal (right) sits with Dave in his cabin on Lake Athabasca; 
Victor Sandypoint holds up his two pups Lac (left) and Black 
on Giles Lake. RIGHT: Gazing over the unique landscape of 
Saskatchewan’s Athabasca Sand Dunes Provincial Park—the 
largest sand dunes in Canada.
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on the land, on a journey, is a great healer 
though, and I feel the calming energy here. 
There’s something about it that settles me 
down, an essence only found in wilderness 
and the ancient rhythm that flows through 
it. I sleep like a baby.

A FEW DAYS LATER, Dave and I slide 
our canoe onto the foot of Saskatchewan’s 
Athabasca Sand Dunes Provincial Park. We 
climb to a high point to get a view of the 
seemingly endless expanse of rolling sand 
that reminds me more of the Sahara Desert 
than the boreal forest. It seems surreal and 
out of place, like there should be a train of 
camels ambling along the ridge. I also half 
expect to see huge earth-movers digging up 
the sand, mining it for bitumen. There’s no 
industry here though, only the quiet of one 
of the most unique wilderness curiosities 
in Canada.

Accessible only by float plane or boat, 
the park stretches for 100 kilometres along 
the middle of the remote south shore of 
this veritable freshwater sea. Home to rare 
endemic plant species, this largest active 
sand surface in Canada was formed more 
than 8,000 years ago as glaciers receded and 
meltwater washed enormous quantities of 
sand and sediment from local sandstone 
into Lake Athabasca. Walking barefoot with 
sand squeezing through my toes, I feel part 
of something eternal. In Mike’s parlance, 
the spirits here are at peace.

decades—and you can see what’s been 
going on because of it… fires and floods. 
Everything is connected, and when you 
disturb the balance, bad things happen.” 

“Do you ever have people over to partic-
ipate in the sweat ritual?” I ask

“Yes, people come over. I try to get the 
young people from Fort Chip to come too, 
but they don’t like it because their phones 
don’t work here. That’s why I call it Lost Ve-
gas. No cell service in Lost Vegas,” he grins.

I play with his two pups and chat with 
his aunt Marina, who’s also here. Before 
we head to the tent, Mike gestures to the 
surrounding trees “There’s strong medi-
cine here, some people can’t handle it and 
have to leave. For some though, it’s just 
what they need.”

I didn’t sleep well the night before, my 
mind embroiled with angst over stresses 
carried with me from home life. Being out 

Being out on the land on a 
journey is a great healer 
though, and I feel the 
calming energy here.  
There’s something about 
it that settles me down, 
an essence only found in 
wilderness and the ancient 
rhythm that flows through it
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ON DAY 13, we’re paddling south across 
Giles Lake. After covering 330 kilometres 
of Lake Athabasca, we ran into the pow-
erful waters of the Fond du Lac River, our 
first upstream section of the trip. Moving 
up it required a mixture of bushwhacking 
and lining, topped off by the notorious 
6.5-kilometre Elizabeth Portage at the end. 
It was good to be free of it, to be on flat wa-
ter again for at least a day—off of our feet 
and making some relatively easy headway.

The soft drone of an outboard engine 
directs my attention to a silver flash com-
ing toward us from the west side of Giles. 
Pulling up beside us are Victor and JB 
Sandypoint, two Dene brothers who’ve 
been out rebuilding their family cabin. 
They are jovial and friendly. Both have the 
lean, weathered glow of people who spend 
a lot of time outside. As JB quietly rolls us 
a couple of cigarettes, Victor tells us stories 
about the area.

“My great-grandfather and pregnant 
great-grandmother were chased down the 
Cree River by a group of Cree guys. He got 
to an island on Lake Wapata around the 
corner from here and barricaded himself 
behind a rock wall. He fought them off 

with his rifle from there, killing one of 
them so that the men fled.”

“How come you’re rebuilding the cab-
in?” I ask

“It’s run down, falling apart. I want to re-
build it so it’s solid for decades to come—
so I won’t have to do it again it when I’m 
old.” He waves his hand across the lake 
“My family has been here in this area 
for thousands of years, we’re part of the 
land and it’s part of us. This is where I’m 
happiest.”

Wrestling around Victor’s feet are two 
pups, one white, one black and brown. 
They’re named Lac and Black after the 
places he’s lived most of his life—Lac 
Brochet and Black Lake, two remote Dene 
villages in Saskatchewan.

“Are you going to train them to be hunt-
ing dogs?” I ask.

Victor smiles and says, “No, I just want 
them to be my best friends.”

We wave goodbye to the brothers and 
head toward our rendezvous with the Cree 
River. In my research, I couldn’t find re-
ports of anyone going upstream on the 
Cree but it seemed like the most efficient 
route to access the divide that leads to the 

downstream drainage of the Clearwater 
River. Even the Dene of old travelled up the 
adjacent Pipestone River instead, and then 
did a series of overland portages between 
small lakes to access Cree Lake. Years of 
disuse and fires have eradicated the por-
tages on the Pipestone route, so, despite 
the difficulty, upstream is still our best bet. 

For one full week we chip away at it, 
moving ever forward until, on day seven, 
Cree Lake lies before us like an oasis. Our 
bodies are sore and two of our paddles 
are now held together by duct tape after 
cracking on rocks while pumping up the 
fast shallows. We’ve finally broken the 
string of resistance and glide easily into 
the lake’s embrace. 

A passing storm cell rains fork light-
ning upon the Earth and soon a fresh line 
of smoke rises from the distant horizon. 
It reminds us of the long, hot summer 
we’re having and of the wildfires that 
have ripped through much of northern 
Saskatchewan. We’ve been lucky that our 
route hasn’t been affected by the fires, 
perhaps because much of where we’ve 
travelled has already been burned over the 
past decade. Fires are a normal part of the 
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like Mike Cardinal’s Lost Vegas, there’s 
a palpable energy and spirit that ema-
nates from this spot. It’s like a preserved 
wilderness island in the midst of a sea of 
devastation. 

We pass the end of the 20-kilometre 
Methye Portage, once the main link in the 
fur trade between the Mackenzie River 
Basin and the rivers that run east to the 
Atlantic. Soon after, we cross back into 
Alberta for the final 100 kilometres of the 
journey. Below the carved spectacle of 
Whitemud Falls, we begin to notice cabins 
along the shore. All of the structures look 
brand new, with fresh roofs and gleaming 
siding. The Fort McMurray fire burned all 
the way up the Clearwater Valley to the 
border and took down most of the original 
cabins along the river too. Like jackpine 
saplings and the town itself, a fresh cottage 
country has sprung up from the wreckage 
of the flames.

The closer we get to town, the more cot-
tages there are, with the occasional jet boat 
on an excursion ripping by us through the 
winding river. I start to notice the naturally 
occurring bitumen along the shores again, 
a reminder of the volatile economy that 
exists because of this resource.

IT’S DAY 30 of our trip and the Snye Point 
Boat Launch comes into view. The circle of 
this journey is coming to a close. Cold beer 
and warm beds await Dave and I onshore.

I’ve come to realize on this odyssey that 
the boom and bust of the oil industry is 
reflective of the boreal wilderness expe-
rience itself. Levelled by fire, our great 
northern forests rise from the ashes to 
form fresh new stands, only to be scorched 
to the ground in the next flourish of flame. 
Downstream fun is countered by the up-
stream grind. The best of times always 
seemingly balanced by the worst of times, 
and vice versa, in a cycle as old as the 
Earth itself.  

boreal cycle, regenerating soil and planting 
fresh seeds. As we’ve seen, though, these 
fires seem to be getting bigger and more 
intense. Has it always been this way, or 
has climate change accelerated things? 
It’s hard to deduce from the small sliver 
of time in which humans have tracked this 
data. Wilderness is wild, and not necessar-
ily in the form of pristine thousand-year 
stands of old-growth forest as it’s often de-
picted. It’s ugly sometimes, burning down 
to a moonscape that can be interpreted as 
destruction, but is simply the way things 
have been since time immemorial.

ON DAY 26, we awake at our camp at the 
confluence of the Virgin and Clearwater 
rivers, having worked our way across Cree 
Lake and then through a series of small lakes 
connected by winding, idyllic sandy-bottom 
creeks until we finally crossed over the di-
vide. We’re on the cusp of our final 275-ki-
lometre downstream run on the Clearwater 
back to Fort Mac. Slipping our canoe in, we 
feel the sweet pull of the current—in our 
favour for the first time since the Athabasca.

Dancing down the first few rapids, ev-
erything moves so quickly compared to 

the Cree, with the land blurring by like 
we’re riding a bike downhill. We’re so 
absorbed by rapids with names like Olsen 
and Mackie that we forget about the ter-
restrial landscape until the 1.3-kilometre 
portage around Smoothrock Falls. It puts 
us back into a burned-out landscape of 
fallen, charred trees that forces us to slide 
the canoe up and over blocked sections 
multiple times along the trail. The earth is 
blackened, giving rise to jackpine saplings 
that spring from the sandy ground. The 
cones of the jackpine are largely fire-de-
pendent, not opening to release their seeds 
unless the temperature gets higher than 
50 degrees Celsius—the death of the old 
forest by fire thereby setting the table for 
a new flush of life.

We camp one evening on the loveliest 
campsite on the entire river, right across 
from Skull Falls. With the entire river 
squeezed through a deep, narrow canyon, 
the Clearwater thrums with thunderous 
power. We’re lulled to sleep in our tent 
by the rumble of the cascade in a flat, 
open section of mature pine that has been 
spared the ravages of fire. It feels like peo-
ple have camped here for millennia, and 

The best of times always 
seemingly balanced by the 
worst of times, and vice 
versa, in a cycle as old as  
the Earth itself

LEFT: Dave lines 
the canoe through 
a sandy creek in the 
headwaters of the 
Clearwater River. 
ABOVE: Running 
down the sparkling 
Clearwater River. 
LEFT: Naturally 
occurring bitumen 
on the banks of the 
Clearwater River. 
RIGHT: Frank (left) 
and Dave at the finish 
on Snye Point.
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S nag Lake looks like 
its name suggests, 
but it still stops 
me in my tracks. 
Head down, I’m 
crunching along 
a snow-covered 
trail that pops out 
of the rainforest 
and onto a bluff. 

The sudden brightness makes me look up, 
but it takes a moment for my mind to pro-
cess what I’m seeing below me: hundreds 
of dead trees spiking out of a small lake.

A scar in the forest across the valley leads 
my eyes down bare rock to the jumble of 
boulders that dammed this narrow valley, 
backing up a creek and flooding a forest of 
towering trees. Decades later, the weath-
ered and grey spires stand like a socially 
distanced crowd. They look even more 
ghostly partially reflected in slushy ice. It’s 
hard to look away, but the overgrown trail 
demands my attention. Following it along 
the lakeshore I stop again and again to 
gape and take pictures.

But I don’t linger. While Snag Lake was 
worth the effort of getting here, on this 
frosty November day it’s just a sideshow 
to my main mission.

I push on past redcedars more than two 
metres wide and Western hemlock so tall I 
can’t see their tops. Partway down the lake, 
the faint trail heads uphill and the snow 
depth steadily increases, until the trail dis-
appears and I’m playing connect the dots 
with reflective markers and chainsawed 
deadfall. Eventually, as I near my goal, and 
my turn around time, I lose these too and 
fall back on just going up. Through knee-
deep snow, I emerge from the forest and 
scramble up a ridge. Beyond a group of 
lakes hanging between two summits, I fi-
nally get a peak down the Clayoquot River 
valley. Unscarred by logging or any sign of 
humans, this is the place I’ve come to see.

MORE THAN 30 YEARS ago, environ-
mental groups and local First Nations 
began uniting to protect ancient forests in 
British Columbia’s Clayoquot Sound—a 
maze of inlets, islands and mountain val-

leys on Vancouver Island’s west coast near 
Tofino. Culminating with what’s known as 
the “War in the Woods” in 1993, it was, at 
the time, the largest act of civil disobedi-
ence in Canadian history and is considered 
a milestone environmental victory.

Last year, environmentalists and con-
cerned citizens, with support of local In-
digenous peoples, blockaded Fairy Creek, 
an old-growth watershed south of Clayo-
quot Sound, demanding an end to all 
logging of ancient forest. It sounded like 
an echo of the original War in the Woods, 
which made me wonder what that “vic-
tory” had achieved and what it could tell 
us about the potential results of today’s 
protests.

I start by trying to follow the Clayoquot 
Witness Trail. Built as protest tactic in the 
early 1990s, its present state speaks to the 
unfinished business in Clayoquot Sound, 
says Joe Foy, the veteran protected areas 
campaigner for the Wilderness Committee, 
a Vancouver-based environmental group. 
As a young activist on the frontlines of the 
Clayoquot protests, he was one of the archi-
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tects of the Witness Trail and 
has had a hand in many BC 
environmental fights in the 
decades since.

“Clayoquot generated this 
intensity and interest that 
we hadn’t seen with earli-
er environmental protests,” 
he says. “It was the first 
where wilderness preser-
vation and First Nation land 
rights came together in an 
interesting and unique way 
that’s continued ever since.”

It was the result of three 
forces coming together, says Foy: Indige-
nous rights, the environmental movement 
and unfulfilled government promises.

TAKE INDIGENOUS RIGHTS first. The 
federal government passed the reworked 
Constitution Act in 1982 it included Sec-
tion 35, which “recognized and affirmed” 
protection for Indigenous and treaty 
rights. First Nations started to push for 
meaningful consultation, benefits and in-

put on the use of their traditional territory.
That included the Ahousaht, Hesquiaht 

and Tla-o-qui-aht, the three nations whose 
traditional territory includes Clayoquot 
Sound. Some of their citizens worked in 
logging, but were also becoming con-
cerned about the unsustainable pace of 
industrial harvesting, which included 
shearing entire hillsides.

When loggers attempted to land on 
Meares Island, just off Tofino and in the 

literal backyard of the 
Tla-o-qui-aht, in 1984, 
the nation and protesters 
from Friends of Clayoquot 
Sound (FOCS), a local en-
vironmental group, were 
waiting. Joe Martin, a Tla-o-
qui-aht band council mem-
ber and Elder said, “It’s the 
first time the whites and 
natives have gotten togeth-
er on anything that’s worth-
while.” The blockade led to 
an injunction that halted 
the logging. Emboldened, 

over the next few years, the nations and 
FOCS continued to protest, and often stop, 
logging old-growth in the sound, including 
the Clayoquot River valley.

The second piece was the New Demo-
cratic Party (NDP) winning BC’s 1990 pro-
vincial election, with a promise to protect 
Clayoquot, stop logging old-growth forests 
and double the park system from five per 
cent of the province to 12 per cent.

The third ingredient was the maturing 

“Clayoquot generated this intensity 
and interest that we hadn’t 

seen with earlier environmental 
protests. It was the first where 

wilderness preservation and First 
Nation land rights came together 
in an interesting and unique way 

that’s continued ever since”

LEFT: Photographer TJ Watt atop the stump of 
a logged old-growth giant. ABOVE: Snag Lake, 
encountered as the author made his way into 
Clayoquot’s old-growth stands. BELOW: Clear cut 
logging at Fairy Creek, site of a recent logging 
protest. RIGHT: An active protest site in Fairy 
Creek, on Vancouver Island.
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environmental movement 
in BC. Through the 1980s, it 
gained experience, financial 
backing and public support, 
says Foy. They fought and 
won battles to protect the 
Stein, Tatshenshini, Car-
manah-Walbran and other 
areas.

It all came to a head in 
1993, when the province an-
nounced plans to open two-
thirds of Clayoquot Sound 
to logging. Environmental 
groups, the nations and many other voters 
felt betrayed. All three started blockading 
the main access road into the unlogged 
valleys. Every day the police would show 
up and arrest the protesters, up to 300 in 
one day. Every day another group of vol-
unteers would arrive to take their place. 
The environmental groups also set up 
information stations along the highway, 
where they faced threats and intimidation.

“It was scary,” remembers Foy. “I’d sleep 
in the bushes, so if they came in the night, 
I’d be hidden.” 

I’M TRYING TO PICTURE this as I pull 
off Vancouver Island’s Highway 4 at Sutton 
Pass, right where the Wilderness Commit-

tee had their roadside camp. I turn onto a 
logging road that steadily deteriorates until 
a blow-down forces me onto my mountain 
bike. A few kilometres later, the alders and 
willows growing out of the road force me 
to ditch the bike too and continue on foot.

I find the trailhead and a small structure 
at the end of the overgrown road. A camp-
fire ring suggests someone slept here, 
probably seeking shelter from the area’s 
notoriously soggy weather, and there are 
plenty of names and dates carved into the 
wood. Most are old. When I Google trail 
reports, the only one I find is from a 2017 
thru-hike that involved a lot of bush-bash-
ing and route-finding.

So I’m not surprised when 100 metres 

into the forest I lose the trail 
for the first time. Between 
the patches of snow I find 
it again, just as it leaves the 
regrowing clear-cut and 
enters the unlogged forest. 
On this boundary, between 
scruffy cedars and tower-
ing hemlocks, everything 
shifts. From a claustropho-
bic tangle of branches and 
brambles, I emerge into a 
bright cathedral. Salal and 
ferns cover the ground and 

mighty trunks rise to an overhead canopy, 
30 metres up. This is what it was, and is, 
all about.

The Wilderness Committee’s constitu-
tion included a commitment to not break 
the law, says Foy. They had to develop 
creative strategies to draw public attention, 
which included trail-building in the Stein 
and Carmanah-Walbran campaigns.

“It works because you need volunteers 
to build the trail,” Foy explains. “The work-
ers become attached and knowledgeable 
about the place. Then the trail brings peo-
ple in to hike and see what all the fuss is 
about. They develop their own connection 
to the place.”

Sitting at Sutton Pass, Foy and another 

“In 1993, the government needed 
an out. The protests had drawn 

international attention and 
boycotts of wood products, forcing 

the government and industry to 
rethink logging plans and relations 

with First Nations”
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activist wondered if a trail in the upper 
Clayoquot River could do the same. Fur-
ther down the highway they forded the 
Kennedy River and followed a narrow side 
valley through towering cedars and lime-
stone blocks. When they hit the Clayoquot 
River, they turned north, walking through 
moss covered big-leaf maples and passing 
the Marriage Tree: twin cedars that twist 
towards the sky like a couple dancing. 
Skirting the shore of Norgar Lake, they 
emerged into a soccer-pitch-sized mead-
ow. Foy’s favourite camp was amongst a 
constellation of lakes in the river’s head-
waters. From here the route dropped down 
to the mysterious shores of Snag Lake and 
on to his waiting mountain bike for the rip 
down the fresh logging roads.

“I knew it was going to be amazing,” he 
remembers. “I still can’t get that place out 
of my head.”

ON SOME CAMPAIGNS the Wilderness 
Committee trail became a cornerstone of 
the resulting park, like in the Stein Valley 
Nlaka’pamux Heritage Park, in BC’s Cari-
boo Region. In others, wilderness was the 
goal and they allowed the trail to slowly 
disappear. The Clayoquot Witness Trail 
is heading towards the latter. In 2009, the 
Wilderness Committee sent a crew in to 

clear downed trees and remove rotten 
bridges, but only as far as Murrelet Lakes. 

That’s about where I make it. After ad-
miring the view down the Clayoquot River 
valley, I turn and start retracing my tracks. 
Back along the shore of Snag Lake, I notice 
wolf prints on top of my old boot tracks. I 
spin around searching the forest for eyes 
watching me. Earlier, I’d spotted cougar 
signs. I’m suddenly feeling a mix of emo-
tions: lonely and vulnerable and vibrant 
and excited. Where most places I go these 
days feel busier and more pedestrian, 
the Witness Trail is going in the opposite 
direction—it’s becoming wilder and more 
inaccessible. Which is ironic, considering 
it’s not protected.

“In 1993, the government needed an out,” 
Dan Lewis says. He’s the founding director 
of Clayoquot Action, an environmental 
group based in Tofino, and was an activist 
with Friends of Clayoquot Sound during 
the War in the Woods. The protests had 
drawn international attention and boycotts 
of wood products, he says, forcing the gov-
ernment and industry to rethink logging 
plans and relations with First Nations. 
Eventually the logging tenures were hand-
ed over to companies owned and managed 
by the Clayoquot nations and they signed 
Memorandum of Understandings saying 

they wouldn’t log ancient forests. But it’s 
not binding.

“There’s a misconception that all of 
Clayoquot Sound is park,” says Lewis. In 
fact, only a third of the area is protected, 
a third has already been logged and a 
third is unprotected. “As far as we’re con-
cerned, the untouched valleys still could 
be logged.”

That includes the upper Clayoquot Riv-
er. And much of Flores Island, north of 
Tofino. Big tracks of the island were slated 
for logging in 2011, before Lewis and his 
teammates learned about the plans and 
managed to stop them.

Lewis has compassion for the companies. 
Logging the old-growth would provide 
the Ahousat, Hesquiat and Tla-o-qui-aht 
communities a needed injection of jobs 
and income, but doing so would destroy 
an essential component of preserving 
the Nuu-chul-nuth culture and way of 
life. Plus, there’s the 100 million tonnes 
of carbon a Nature United study suggests 
is stored in the old-growth forests of the 
sound. Lewis thinks the solution lies with 
the 600,000 tourists that come to the Tofino 
area every year. 

EVEN ON A CHILLY November visit, 
Long Beach is busy with surfers and 

Iconic images from 1993’s War in the 
Woods protests at Clayoquot Sound. 
Seen as a “victory” for old-growth 
protection at the time, recent protests 
at Fairy Creek and continued logging 
of ancient forests over the past three 
decades calls into question the future 
of BC’s old-growth trees.
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walkers, kids flying kites and families 
picnicking. After the Witness Trail hike 
I’ve continued down the highway into 
Pacific Rim National Park Reserve. I wig-
gle into a wetsuit, grab my surfboard and 
paddle into the waves to find a place in 
the lineup. In the distance I can see the 
houses on the Esowista Indian Reserve. 
Its humble beachside homes are a stark 
contrast to the multi-million-dollar man-
sions and $500-a-night hotel rooms on 
nearby beaches.

“If Meares or Flores were clear-cut, 
people would still come to Tofino,” says 
Torrence Coste, the national campaign 
director for the Wilderness Committee 
that works in Clayoquot. “The beaches 
would still be there, but the salmon fishing, 
bear watching, the boat-ride up the inlet, 
none of that would be the same. It’s one 
of the only places in North America you 
can experience all that in one 
place and the tourism industry 
is booming because of it.”

Tourism generated $400 mil-
lion in economic activity in 2019, 
according to Tourism Tofino. The 
profits and benefits have mostly 
gone to people that moved here 
in the last 100 years, says Joe 
Martin, the Tla-o-qui-aht Elder, 
while the First Nations have less 
fish, fewer big trees and more 
polluted waters.

“It’s been a little hard for 
most Nuu-chah-nulth peoples 
here, because most of the time we don’t 
have a lot of riches and other people do, 
[who] come here and make money, buy 
our land and sell it for exorbitant prices, 
and then walk away when it’s our land—
what are you doing selling our land?” asks 
Martin. “Tourism may be the lesser of two 
evils, but how much lesser?”

In the years after the protests, the Wilder-
ness Committee and Friends of Clayoquot 
Sound worked with the nations to build 
trails to attract visitors. The most popular is 
the Big Tree Trail, an aptly named wander 
through the rainforest on Meares Island. 
And the 22-kilometre Wildside Heritage 
Trail on Flores Island follows an ancient 
Ahousaht path from their main village site 
to the white sands of Cow Bay. The water 
taxi and trail fees for both provided barely 
enough funds to maintain the routes.

To find a better balance, the Tla-o-qui-aht 
initiated a Tribal Parks program in 2008. 
It started with Meares Island, reclaimed 
as Wah-nuh-jus — Hilth-hoo-is, and ex-
panded to their entire traditional territory, 
including Tofino, in 2014. A key compo-
nent is a Guardian program. Tla-o-qui-aht 
citizens work as caretakers, protecting, 

maintaining and restoring the ecosystems 
and trails. To pay for it, the nation initiated 
a Tribal Park Allies program—tourism 
businesses charge visitors a one per cent 
ecosystems service fee. About a quarter 
of businesses have signed up, generating 
$106,499 in 2020, about twice as much as in 
2019, but still a fraction of what the rest of 
the tourism industry is making.

The inequality. The constant threat of log-
ging. The feeling that nothing has changed. 

“Clayoquot felt like a victory, but 30 years 
later it’s still not completed,” Coste notes. 
“There’s a huge amount of inertia with 
the status quo among government and 
industry. If it continues, conflicts are only 
going to increase.”

THE BLOCKADE IN Fairy Creek can trace 
it roots to Clayoquot, he says. The differ-
ence between then and now is that the 
early protests were about saving specific 
areas, while today’s old-growth protests 
are about saving it all. The Sierra Club es-
timates Vancouver Island lost 30 per cent of 
its original productive ancient forests since 
the original War in the Woods, leaving less 
than seven per cent standing. In all of BC, 

there’s only 380,000 hectares of productive 
old forest left, according to an independent 
study. That’s about the same size as all the 
water and land in Clayoquot Sound.

“It’s not the time to fight valley-by-val-
ley,” says Coste. “We can no longer protect 
pockets and call the job done.” 

From a gravelly beach on Kennedy Lake, 
just off the highway, I’m staring into the 
heart of the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park. The 
setting sun is highlighting a jumble of 
impossibly steep green mountain sides 
pink and gold. I can see the tells of regen-
erating clear cuts and the richer greens of 
untouched forest. 

To me, this is the lesson that Clayoquot 
teaches. It’s about balance. Our modern 
world can’t survive without wood and 
tourism, but we also can’t let logging and 
people over run it all. Nearly 30 years after 
winning the war, the scales remain tilted 
towards exploitation. With so little old-
growth forest left, it’s time to find a new 
balance. The world seems ready. Indige-
nous rights and title have been strength-
ened, reconciliation is top of mind, climate 
change and the pandemic have the public 
valuing wild spaces like never before and 
the political pull of the logging industry 
continues to decline.

As the sun rays leave the highest peak, 
I’m reminded of something Coste said: 
“One way or another we won’t be fighting 
about old-growth in 30 years. Either we’ll 
have cut it all, or protected most of it.”  

ABOVE: Walking the Big Tree Trail 
on Meares Island, near Tofino. LEFT: 
Meares Island and Clayoquot Sound 
from above—only one-third of this 
area is protected from logging.
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Quikcord 
($44.65; quikcord.com)

Quikcord solves a 
problem that has 

plagued every outdoors-
person who has ever 
handled paracord: no 
more tangled cord! 

Quikcord dispenses your paracord tangle-free,  
has a built-in cutting blade and is equipped with  
12-hour emergency nighttime signal should you  

ever find yourself in a jam.

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E

Let’s look at the season’s best apparel, 
gear and accessories

C O M P I L E D  B Y  E X P L O R E  S T A F F

Spring

Stoko K1 Tempo Knee Support Tight
($500; stokodesign.com)

Medical-grade knee support, without the bulky brace: 
Stoko’s patented Embrace System wraps your legs 
with over 90 feet of high-strength support cables 

that are directly integrated into an ultra-comfortable 
compression tight. The cabling is positioned to 
naturally move with you, supporting your knees  

when you need it most.

Retevis RT49P
($82.99; retevis.com)

These bright IP67 waterproof 
walkie-talkies are ideal for family 

and water sports adventures, 
such as kayaking. These 

licence-free walkie-talkies float 
and feature a water-activated 
flashlight function, plus NOAA 
weather channels to help you 

get the forecast.

Blundstone #2056 All-Terrain Rustic Brown
($259.95; Blundstone.ca)

Blundstone heart. Vibram® sole. Blundstone has 
partnered with Vibram® to create an exclusive outsole 

for the new All-Terrain series. This is the next level 
of slip-resistance while maintaining the legendary 

Blundstone comfort and durability. The self-cleaning 
outsole design is proprietary to Blundstone. Excellent 

grip on wet, muddy and slippery surfaces.

INTOGear
❀

K9 Praventa 360 Topical Flea and  
Tick Treatment for Dogs

($59.99 to $129.99; k9praventa360.com)
K9 Praventa™ 360 for dogs is a vet-quality, broad 
spectrum treatment that provides fast, safe and 

effective protection against fleas and ticks. Containing 
Imidacloprid, Permethrin and Pyriproxyfen, it begins 

working within 24 hours of application and lasts for four 
weeks, affecting all flea life stages and adult ticks.

Bluetti AC200P 2000wh/2000w  
Portable Power Station
($2,099; bluettipower.ca)

Living off the grid doesn’t mean you have to be cut off 
from the power supply. The Bluetti 2000Wh AC200P 

is capable of powering 17 devices at the same time 
and brings you 3,500-plus charge cycles with  a 

LiFePO4 battery inside. Stay connected even  
in the most remote areas.
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KEEN NXIS EVO 
Waterproof Boot

($210; keenfootwear.com)
Asphalt to trail to scree to 

stone steps. KEEN took 
the room-for-your-toes 
comfort, protection and 

stability of their iconic hiker 
and gave it a running shoe 

feel with a waterproof, 
engineered knit upper and 

all-terrain tread.

2022 Night Sky Almanac
($15; fireflybooks.com)

This portable guidebook, by 
Nicole Mortillaro, is compact 

and ready to join you on 
your outdoor adventures in 

2022. Created in conjunction 
with the Royal Astronomical 
Society of Canada, this is an 

ideal resource for both novice 
and experienced sky-watchers 
in North America, with all of 
the advice, information and 
data that enthusiasts need 

to understand and enjoy the 
wonders of the night sky.

ecologyst Anorak Jacket
($325; ecologyst.com)

The ecologyst Anorak is designed to last a lifetime—
made with the same high-quality cotton used to protect 
Second World War pilots and mountain climbers. Crafted 

at the ecologyst factory in Victoria, British Columbia, 
the Anorak uses durable 100 per cent natural, highly 

breathable and water-repellent Ventile organic cotton 
making it the ideal “last layer” for outdoor adventures.

 

Sabre Frontiersman  
(225-gram) with Belt  

Holster & Glow-in-the-Dark 
Safety Wedge

($28; sabrered.com)
Frontiersman 225-gram Bear 
Spray is a must-have for your 
next adventure. A 5.5-metre 
range keeps more distance 

between you and a charging 
bear, and a Belt Holster and 

Glow-in-the-Dark Safety Wedge 
make it quick and easy to locate 

and access your bear attack 
deterrent. Explore confidently 
with Frontiersman Bear Spray.

Snacks
to fuel your purpose

Made Local.indd   1Made Local.indd   1 2022-02-14   10:13 AM2022-02-14   10:13 AM

Mustang Survival Minimalist 
Manual Inflatable Belt Pack
($139.99; mustangsurvival.ca)

Ideal for inshore activities 
that might take you in and 

out of calm waters, this small 
package is a supportive 

safety net that offers 18.9 
pounds of buoyancy when 
inflated. Worn around the 

waist, this PFD won’t interfere 
with your SUP strokes while 

keeping you safe.
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nahanniheliadventures.com

HELI HIKING

HELI BIKING

HELI LOGISTIC

in the immensity of the Nahanni region

Nahanni Heli Adventures.indd   1 2019-05-06   8:30 AM

EXPLORATION
» GEAR   » DESTINATION   » EDUCATION

TO ADVERTISE,  
call or email James Mohr: 604-619-8281 

jamesm@mypassionmedia.com
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Photo by Ryan Creary
Ian Middleton and Andrew Shostak ride cliffside on a backcountry 

trip to the slabs near Powell River, British Columbia. This heli-
access area is home to entire mountainsides of smooth slab. 

Photographer Ryan Creary described this hard-to-access 
region as home of some of the province’s most “mind-blowing” 

adventures when his team scouted the area last August.

Details:
Model: Canon EOS 5D Mark III
Lens: EF24-70mm f/2.8L II USM
Shutter Speed: 1/2500 
Aperture: f/4.5
ISO: 400
Focal Length: 25

mustangsurvival.com

HUDSON DRY SUIT 
Stay on and in the water longer. 

Constructed with durable 3-layer MarineSpec 
BP fabric, the Hudson Dry Suit is waterproof, 
breathable, and keeps you warm.

/mustangsurvival

mustangsurvival.com

/mustangsurvival

mustangsurvival.com

Photographer:  Jimmy Martinello
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Be Safe, Go Wild
Explore and stay immersed in the moment 

with bear spray from FRONTIERSMAN® and 
SABRE Wild

Venture confi dently knowing you’re covered by the leader in bear safety 
products. Frontiersman and SABRE Wild bear sprays are independently 

tested to ensure maximum protection – all so that you can enjoy the wild.

Learn more at sabrered.com/canadian-bear-spray or shop at your local outdoor retailer.

Health Canada
Maximum Strength

10.6m Range
of Protection

Largest
Protective Barrier
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