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After decades of confl ict between humans and 
wolves, the Yukon is fi nding its balance with the 
top predator, which is thriving across the territory
By Eva Holland with photography by Peter Mather
MARCH/APRIL 2018

FOR THE LOVE OF 
PRONGHORNS
The story of a biologist’s lifelong study of 
an endangered species — and its future
By Alanna Mitchell
MAY/JUNE 2018

DELTA FORCES
Can nature and development coexist on the 
Fraser River Delta, the ecological hot spot that’s 
home to ever-expanding Metro Vancouver?
By Margaret Munro with photography by Ben Nelms
JULY/AUGUST 2018

THEY’RE
OUT THERE

FOLLOWING FUNDY
New Brunswick’s Fundy Footpath traverses some 
of Atlantic Canada’s last coastal wilderness, but 
increasing tourism and other development is always 
close at hand. How does the footpath fi nd its balance?
By Karen Pinchin with photography by Nick Hawkins
JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2018

INDIGENOUS GUARDIANS 
OF THE NUXALK
How one British Columbia First Nation is building 
its vision of the guardian conservation model being 
adopted by Indigenous Peoples across Canada
By Julian Brave Noisecat
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STAMPEDE NATIONS
Beyond the rodeo and the chuckwagon races, the 
Calgary Stampede is one of the country’s longest-
running public celebrations of Indigenous cultures
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Prairies in southwest Saskatchewan. 

With a global population of 850,000, 

the species is considered a conser-

vation success story.
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WELCOME TO THE ANTHROPOCENE

Many geologists believe we are living in a new 

epoch, one defi ned by humankind’s impact 

on Earth. Watch Nicholas de Pencier, Edward 

Burtynsky and Jennifer Baichwal discuss their 

multimedia The Anthropocene Project with 

Catherine McKenna, guest editor of the 

November/December issue. 

cangeo.ca/nd18/anthropocene

THE BIG THAW

What happens if Arctic permafrost thaws? 

Read about the latest scientifi c predictions 

of this “ticking geological time bomb.”  

cangeo.ca/mj18/permafrost
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II
Best of 2018 

To comment, please visit cangeo.ca or email 

editor@canadiangeographic.ca. 

For inside details on the magazine and 

other news, follow editor Aaron Kylie on 

Twitter (@aaronkylie).

“I LOVE CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC,” 
wrote guest editor Catherine McKenna, 
minister of environment and climate 
change, in the editor’s note for our 
November/December 2018 issue. Working 
with the minister on that edition — and 
hearing about her appreciation for our 
magazine — was one highlight of 2018. 
Deliberating what stories from the past 
year to include in this second volume of the 
Best of Canadian Geographic was another. 

We introduced this special issue in 2017 
as a collection of the best stories from our 
year-long celebration of Canada’s 150th 
anniversary, and it was meant as a snapshot 
of the state of our nation in its sesquicen-
tennial year. It ended up a top seller at the 
newsstands, too, so we decided to try and 
replicate the success.    

Going back through our most recent 
work reminds us of the great stories, photo-
graphy and maps we shared. Stories such 
as our contributing editor Alanna Mitchell’s 
feature “For the love of pronghorns,” about 
the endangered species and her late bio-
logist father’s passion for them (page 38); 
photography such as the images of celebra-
tions of First Nations heritage at the 
Calgary Stampede captured by Jenn Fast 
(page 68); and maps such as the stunning 
depiction of Canada’s mountain ranges 
created by our cartographer Chris Brackley 
(page 26), to name but a few examples. 

We’re sure you’ll love this sampling of 
our fi nest latest work, too. 
 —Aaron Kylie
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big picture
  CELEBRATING CANADA’S GRANDEUR
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PHOTO BY DAISY GILARDINI 

British Columbia’s Great Bear Rainforest is 

renowned for its population of rare Kermode bears, 

or spirit bears, which are actually a white variant of 

a subspecies of black bear. The animal’s ghostly 

colouring occurs because of a recessive gene, which 

means spirit bears can give birth to black cubs, such 

as the one pictured here.  

Learn more about Gilardini and see more of her 

photography at daisygilardini.com, and follow her 

on  and (@daisygilardini).
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PHOTO BY WEI FANG

Sunlight shines through the glass façade of the 

Palais des congrès de Montréal, forming a kalei-

doscope of colours on the convention centre’s 

fl oor. The façade, which comprises 332 coloured 

glass panels and 58 clear glass panels, was 

added during a major renovation between 1999 

and 2002, but parts of the building are more than 

100 years old.  

Visit photoclub.cangeo.ca/photooftheweek for the best 

images recently submitted to Canadian Geographic’s 

Photo Club and follow @CanGeo on .
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PHOTO BY ZACHARY BERGAMIN

The Milky Way meets the Spray Lakes Reservoir 

south of Canmore in Spray Valley Provincial 

Park, Alta. Beneath the slopes of Windtower 

Mountain (from which this image was taken) 

runs the High Rockies Trail, a section of The 

Great Trail that follows the reservoir and heads 

south to the British Columbia border.

This image won the Trail Vistas category in 

Canadian Geographic’s Great Trail Photo-

graphy Competition. To view all of the winners, 

visit greattrail.canadiangeographic.ca.

SHOWCASING CAN GEO’S PHOTO CLUBSHOWCASING CAN GEO’S PHOTO CLUB
exposure
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 PHOTO BY JILL HEINERTH

A bloom of moon jellyfi sh drift through the waters 

of Terra Nova National Park, N.L. Jill Heinerth, an 

Explorer-in-Residence with The Royal Canadian 

Geographical Society, captured this shot during a 

day of exploratory dives in the area. Learn more 

about Heinerth and her work at intotheplanet.com. 

Join Canadian Geographic’s Photo Club 

(photoclub.cangeo.ca) or share your images 

with @cangeo on  using #sharecangeo for 

a chance to be featured here.  

BigPictureExposureSnap_BestOfSIP18.indd   13 2018-10-16   9:39 AM
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in a snap
              SHARING CAN GEO VIA INSTAGRAM

@carrieservos  Carrie Servos
The Milky Way over Cascade Mountain, Alta.

@danny.swainson  Danny Swainson 
Exploring in Bruce Peninsula National Park, Ont.

@chadhelfenbein  Chad Helfenbein
Climbing near Crowsnest Pass, Alta.

@ericsvisuals  Eric Creed 
Fishing boat near Gaspereaux, P.E.I.

@yukonphoto  Matt Jacques
The Inuvik-Tuktoyaktuk ice road in 2017, N.W.T.

@discover_churchill  Alex de Vries-Magnifico  
Polar bears on ice, Churchill, Man.

@brandonbroderick  Brandon Broderick 
Great grey owl near Terrace, B.C.

@tyler.the.photographer  Tyler Webb 
The pier at Deep Cove, North Vancouver, B.C.

@ryanwunsch77  Ryan Wunsch 
Peggys Cove, N.S.
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@nanet103  Janet Thompson
Hummingbird, Delta, B.C.

@mthiessen  Matt Thiessen
The Cline River, near Lake Abraham, Alta.

@mlorenzphotography  Megan Lorenz
Red fox, near Port Union, N.L.

@framesbyjustinjames  Justin James
Rideau Canal locks, Ottawa, Ont.

@nathanielatakora  Nathaniel Atakora Martin
Nimmo Bay Resort, Nimmo Bay, B.C.

@viktoriahaack  Viktoria Haack 
Sunflowers, Salmon Arm, B.C.

@dane_moreau  Dane Moreau
Lynx, Kluane National Park and Reserve, Yukon

@peggrammer  April Carandang
The Forks, Winnipeg

@brodytheginger  Brody Trainor
Point Prim lighthouse, near Belfast, P.E.I. 

Find us @CanGeo and share your best photos  

with us using the hashtag #ShareCanGeo.
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DISCOVERY

Saint-Jacques at Kazakhstan’s 

Baikonur Cosmodrome in June 

2018, where he was backup crew 

for the launch of Expedition 56/57. 

a national priority, and one reason we’re 

heavily invested in this kind of space research. 

I worked as a physician in the community of 

Puvirnituq, Que., on eastern Hudson Bay, 

and I can see how our experiments and the 

technology I’ll be testing and helping develop 

can be applied in Arctic nursing stations.

On Canadian-made tech he’s testing

I’ll be wearing a “smart T-shirt” that takes your 

blood temperature, heart rate and other vital 

signs without you needing to be plugged in. 

Imagine how useful this could be for elderly 

people, for example, who could be remotely 

monitored while they’re at home, for patients 

in intensive care or for deployed military. I’m 

also using a “bio-analyzer,” a miniature blood-

testing device something like the phone-sized 

machines diabetics use to take blood sugar 

readings, but that does every blood test run in 

hospitals. Right now, to do these tests in orbit, 

INTERVIEW BY NICK WALKER

IIn December, Canadian astronaut David 

Saint-Jacques will fl y into orbit to spend six 

months aboard the International Space 

Station on Expedition 58/59 — becoming the 

first Canadian to blast off since Chris 

Hadfi eld in 2012. Here, the physician, bio-

medical engineer and pilot talks about 

medical research, the technology he’ll be 

testing and politics on the ISS.

 

On conducting medical research in space

The main research theme on the ISS is life 

sciences and medical research. Spacefl ight is 

bad for you, and in ways that resemble dis-

eases that affl ict us all on Earth — so we’re 

the perfect guinea pigs! We’re laying the 

groundwork for the constant monitoring of 

astronauts’ immune systems. Canada has 

universal healthcare and a population dis-

persed over huge regions, so providing good 

medical care to people far from city centres is 

The Canadian astronaut on what life, research and 
politics will be like aboard the International Space Station 

we fi ll a test tube, freeze it and put it on the 

next cargo shuttle to Earth. The intended pur-

pose of this real-time technology is to use it 

during a voyage to Mars, but that operational 

need is the perfect excuse to improve autono-

mous medical care on Earth.

On talking politics on the ISS
Astronauts don’t have a no-politics rule. On 

the contrary, we discuss these things 

openly. We’re proud of being a link that 

keeps the world together. On Earth, govern-

ments may disagree and bridges may be 

burned, but we’re one of the bridges that 

remain. It’s a great responsibility to uphold 

those standards. We try to be good exam-

ples of how humans can work together 

toward a common goal.  
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David Saint-Jacques

DISCOVERY

Read an extended version of this interview 

at cangeo.ca/so18/astronaut.

Discovery_BestOfSIP18.indd   17 2018-10-05   8:40 AM



18   BEST  OF  CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC  2018

          W I L D L I F E

Jamie Dunning tells the CBC how he found that the 
beaks of Atlantic puffi ns are fl uorescent. The British 
ornithologist made the discovery when he shone a UV 
light on a puffi n carcass and parts of the bird’s beak lit 
up. Dunning told CBC that the fl uorescence had some 
use but that he wasn’t sure what that use might be. 
“The bill of a puffi n is forged by generations ... of sexual 
selection,” he said. “There’s a lot going on there. 
That’s why it’s so colourful and pretty.” 

‘IT WAS SORT OF 

DISCOVERED
BY ACCIDENT.’

$12.5 
MILLI    N
The estimated amount blueberry producers in British Columbia’s Fraser 
Valley will lose this year, according to John Gibeau, president of the 
Honeybee Centre in Surrey, B.C. Farmers could be facing the shortfall 
after beekeepers in British Columbia, Alberta and Manitoba said they 
wouldn’t put thousands of colonies into the valley, citing concerns that 
the region’s extensive blueberry fi elds don’t offer enough nutritional 
variety to honeybees, making the pollinators vulnerable to disease. 

ID’ing owl calls  
Owl researchers may one day thank Julia 
Shonfi eld for saving them from spending 
long nights in the fi eld and long days in 
the lab listening for the distinctive call of 
the raptors. That’s because the University 
of Alberta graduate student has created an 
automated system that uses audio record-
ers and software to detect and count the 
bird’s calls. Traditionally, researchers have 
done night fi eldwork or left recorders run-
ning through the night to capture sounds, 
which they’d then have to spend hours 
listening to. 

HERD 
MENTALITY
Drone footage of a caribou herd migrating 
between the mainland and Victoria Island in 

the Canadian Arctic shows that social interactions within the 
herd affects how it moves. Researchers tracked the trajec-
tories of each caribou in the herd and then examined how 
its age, sex and social and reproductive status affected the 
herd’s collective behaviour. The study found that the caribou 
didn’t all behave similarly — upending a classic assumption 
in the fi eld of collective behaviour. 

   ‘We have compelling evidence 
for the evolution of culturally 

inherited migration knowledge 
and behaviour.’

Greg O’Corry-Crowe tells the CBC about a study 
he co-authored that suggests beluga whales 
have their own culture. O’Corry-Crowe said that 
many genetically related beluga whales swim 
together each year or reconvene at certain loca-
tions in the Alaskan, Canadian and Russian Arc-

tic. “The only way that can really emerge is if 
there is this sort of connection to site throughout 

your life that you’re passing onto the next genera-
tion in some way,” he said.

for the 
inherited migration

and 

Greg O’Corry-Crowe
he co-authored that suggests beluga whales 

tions in the Alaskan, Canadian and Russian Arc-
tic. “The only way that can really emerge is if 

there is this sort of connection to site throughout 
your life that you’re passing onto the next genera-

tion in some way,” he said.

          W I L D L I F E          W I L D L I F E
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Jamie Dunning tells the CBC how he found that the 
beaks of Atlantic puffi ns are fl uorescent. The British 
ornithologist made the discovery when he shone a UV 
light on a puffi n carcass and parts of the bird’s beak lit 
up. Dunning told CBC that the fl uorescence had some 

‘IT WAS SORT OF 

DISCOVERED
BY ACCIDENT.’
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Read the latest wildlife stories at 

cangeo.ca/topic/wildlife

Canadian scientists have found evidence that bowhead whales 
in Cumberland Sound, Nunavut, shed their dead skin by rub-
bing against large rocks. Researchers with the University of 
British Columbia’s Marine Mammal Research Unit who saw the 
whales engage in the previously undocumented behaviour said 
that it appears to help the mammals slough off dead skin, along 
with any accumulated micro-algae and parasites, which in turn 
may help maintain a healthy appearance and improve skin func-
tion by stimulating the growth of new tissue. 

EPIC EXFOLIATION

The amount by which vehicle collisions 
with wildlife in Banff National Park have 

been reduced in the 20 years since the fi rst wildlife overpass was 
built there. Scientists have come from around the world to learn 
how to adapt and implement similar crossings in their own 
countries over the past two decades, buoying Banff biologists to 
rock-star status in the realm of transportation ecology. 

80%

‘This is 
defi nitely 
a good 
news story.’
Marcel Gahbauer, co-chair 
of the Committee on the 
Status of Endangered Wildlife 
in Canada’s birds specialist sub-
committee, reacts after the commit-
tee announced that the peregrine falcon is 
no longer at risk of extinction throughout most of Canada. The bird 
has been on the endangered species list since 1978 and could be 
removed from it if the federal government acts on the committee’s 
recommendation.

Protarctos abstrusus
The name of a 3.5-million-year-old species of bear whose 
fossilized cavity-ridden teeth have prompted scientists 
to suggest that bears have long adapted to life in cold 
climates by eating plenty of sugar. Researchers from the 
Canadian Museum of Nature and the Natural History 
Museum of Los Angeles County unearthed the fossils 
in the Canadian High Arctic and theorize that much 
like its modern-day 
cousin, the American 
black bear, Protarctos 
abstrusus  probably 
fi lled up on berries in the 
fall to pack on body fat for 
hibernation.  

Canadian fi lmmaker John Hopkins on the plight of the 
bluefi n tuna, the subject of his recently released documentary 
fi lm Bluefi n. Scientists estimate that the number of bluefi n 
tuna has been reduced by as much as 90 per cent oceanwide, 
largely due to overfi shing and declining forage fi sh stocks. 

‘Tuna have been completely 
off our radar. We are wired to 

think of them only as food, 
not extraordinary wildlife.’
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          H I S T O R Y
DISCOVERY

IIN ADDITION to possessing thorough 
technical knowledge of meteorological equip-
ment, applicants must be comfortable with 
long periods of isolation and cold, and be 
prepared to live and work in close quarters 
with a small group of colleagues for a year 
or more at a time. 

OK, so this is an imaginary version of 
what was required of personnel at the fi ve 
Joint Arctic Weather Stations active across 
the Canadian High Arctic from 1947 to 
1972, but its take-heed tone about the 
physical and mental hardships of life in 
the North probably isn’t far off the mark. 
After all, staffi ng the stations was serious 
business for the Canadian and American 
offi cials who initiated the project. 

They did so to redress an imbalance 
that for years had left the region covered 
by Canada’s Arctic islands appear as a 
large blank area on weather maps, as 
R.W. Rae noted in his story on the sta-
tions in a 1951 issue of Arctic, the jour-
nal of the Arctic Institute of North 
America. “The need for weather reports 

from this blind spot was recognized, but 
the diffi culty and expense involved in 
the establishment and maintenance of 
communities in these inaccessible 
regions were prohibitive.”

But the Second World War and its 
aftermath made the Arctic relevant for 
world powers, and soon after the war 
ended, the fi rst station was established at 
Eureka on Ellesmere Island. (The picture 
above shows Galen Olsen, a  station 
staffer, outside Eureka International 
Airport in the mid-1950s.) By April 1950, 
four more stations — Resolute on 
Cornwallis Island, Isachsen on Ellef 
Ringnes Island, Mould Bay on Prince 
Patrick Island and Alert on Ellesmere 
Island — were operational. 

Maps such as the one above, which 
depicts the Eureka station, part of the 
east coast of Axel Heiberg Island and 
part of the west coast of Ellesmere 
Island, show the region that each sta-
tion’s staff gathered data for by making 
on-the-ground observations and by 

using weather 
ba l loons  to 
measure tem-
perature, baro-
metric pressure, 
humidity and wind direction. 

The information was used for more 
than creating reliable Arctic forecasts, 
though. “The data these stations gath-
ered,” wrote historian Daniel Heidt in a 
2015 Network in Canadian History & 
Environment story about the stations and 
the “met techs” who worked there, “were 
crucial to military planning, civilian mete-
orology, and transatlantic commercial 
aviation, as well as North America’s agri-
culture and forestry economies.” 

No pressure, then. It’s no wonder, as 
Rae noted, that great care was “exercised 
in screening applicants for these posts 
since one unsuitable individual can dis-
rupt the harmony of the entire station.” 

*with fi les from Erika Reinhardt, archivist, 
Library and Archives Canada

Arctic outposts
How the Joint Arctic Weather Stations program did more 
than just � ll in a blank on the nation’s weather map

By Harry Wilson*
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IT’S NOT AS GOOD as actually being in 
Gatineau Park amid the rich autumnal 
colours, but looking at this map of the 
80-year-old protected area in southwest-
ern Quebec is a mesmerizing experience 
unto itself. 

The camoufl age-like tapestry of pre-
dominantly ochre, orange, yellow and 
red helps hold your gaze and piques your 
interest — where, exactly, is the army on 
Earth that’s using this pattern to conceal 
its soldiers? — before evoking images of 
stands of forested hillsides ablaze with 
colour in September and October, not to 
mention meandering strolls through 
them in crisp fall air.  

When this forest-cover map of the 
park was completed in 1974, many city-
dwellers in the National Capital Region 
(Gatineau Park is a 15-minute drive 
from downtown Ottawa and operated by 
the National Capital Commission) had 
long been feeling the itch to run for 
those hills. They wanted an escape — or 
at the very least, a break — from the fug 
of smog that came with post-war urban 

expansion and population growth; they 
wanted to breathe in the fresh air of 
forests, stroll on trails through the wild-
erness on their doorstep and perhaps 
even catch glimpses of wildlife such as 
black bears, much like the one pictured 
here that was photographed rambling 
through the park sometime between 
1970 and 1985.

But visitors eager to experience the 
outdoors left behind more than just foot-
prints and photographs. As outdoor rec-
reation grew, so did the pressure on the 
park’s forests, which made authorities 
increasingly concerned about the welfare 
of the woods. So in 1969, the Forest 
Management Institute of the Canadian 
Forestry Service was dispatched at the 
request of the National Capital 
Commission to survey the situation on 
the ground and map the park’s patch-
work of forest cover. When the service 
fi nalized its map fi ve years later, it fi nally 
had a comprehensive picture of the park’s 
spectrum of tree types — dry, moist and 
wet hardwoods, mixed woods and 

softwoods — and its biodiversity, which 
remains unusually high for an area that’s 
just 361 square kilometres. 

The information proved invaluable for 
supporting forest management plans 
and was an important modern step in 
maintaining what remains today a cher-
ished wild refuge. 

*with fi les from Erika Reinhardt, archivist, 
Library and Archives Canada

Read more stories about the maps in 

Library and Archives Canada’s collection 

at cangeo.ca/topic/map-archive.

Park palette
How a forest-cover map of Gatineau Park helped 
preserve the protected area for future generations

By Abi Hayward*
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          P L A C E

Fifty years after it started, the Experimental Lakes Area 
continues to provide a home for the study of fresh water

By Jake MacDonald

Canada’s lake labs

partly developed at the ELA,” Paterson says. 
“We’re looking forward, too, to examining 
issues that could become problems, such as 
bitumen oil spills in freshwater lakes.”  

Funding for the ELA has been threat-
ened a number of times, by both Liberal 
and Conservative federal governments. But 
in 2014, it was taken over by the 
International Institute for Sustainable 
Development — an independent agency 
that champions environmental sustain-
ability. Today, the ELA comprises 58 small 
lakes and seems to be facing a secure 
future. Matt McCandless, the organiza-
tion’s executive director, believes its infl u-
ence has grown much larger than its 
modest public profi le. “Most people aren’t 
familiar with the ELA,” he says, “but this 
little facility in the Ontario backwoods has 
changed the world.” 

BACK IN THE 1960S it was a radical idea:  
choose some pristine lakes in Canada’s 
vast boreal forest and despoil them with 
pollutants. Dumping phosphorus, bitu-
men and other toxins into crystalline lakes 
might seem like a crime, but the research 
conducted at northwestern Ontario’s 
Experimental Lakes Area, or ELA, which 
turns 50 this year, has proven invaluable 
to aquatic ecosystems around the world.

Like many good ideas, it was born of 
necessity. The postwar industrial boom of 
the 1950s projected unprecedented vol-
umes of  toxins into water, and books such 
as Silent Spring signalled growing concerns 
about the environmental costs of progress. 
In 1966, scientists from Winnipeg’s 
Freshwater Institute convinced the federal 
and Ontario governments that solutions 
could only be developed by experimenting 
with real lakes. At the time, there was 
heated debate about the cause of lake 
eutrophication (algae buildup), and in 1968 
the Ontario Department of Lands and 

Forests gave the scientists exclusive use of 
46 small lakes east of Kenora. 

In 1973, scientists at the ELA divided 
Lake 226 into two basins, overfertilizing 
one with carbon and nitrogen, and the 
other with carbon, nitrogen and phospho-
rus. David Schindler, now a world-
famous limnologist, was a young scientist 
at the time, and recalls the stunning 
results. “Within a few weeks,” he says, 
“the part of the lake we treated with phos-
phorus turned bright green.”

That experiment, often cited as the most 
important in the history of limnology, per-
suaded governments that phosphorus 
needed to be controlled. (Phosphorus run-
off is still a major problem in bodies of 
water such as lakes Winnipeg and Erie.) 

Michael Paterson, a director and senior 
scientist at the ELA, says its scientists have 
also conducted crucial research into green-
house gas, methylmercury and birth control 
products in fi sh. “When you pick up a deter-
gent and read the label, that research was 

DISCOVERYDISCOVERY

An aerial view of the ELA's Lake 226 in 1973, 

the year scientists conducted an experiment 

in the lake that revealed phosphorus 

to be the major culprit in algal blooms. 

Read more about some of the Experimental 

Lakes Area’s most important experiments 

at cangeo.ca/so18/ela.
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A former resident of the Labrador Inuit community 
recounts the traumatic story of its relocation  

By Ossie Michelin 

When Hebron was home

and fi shing areas had been long claimed by 
locals. Adequate housing wasn’t provided, 
and many Inuit spent their fi rst year in 
their new communities living in tents 
before moving to small shacks.

The effects of the relocation are still 
being felt today, with many of the descen-
dants of former Hebron residents strug-
gling with intergenerational trauma, 
poverty and chronic housing shortages. 
“Some people just couldn’t get used to 
life somewhere else because they were so 
happy up in Hebron,” says Kairtok-
Holeiter. “There was a lot of hurt.” 

Today, Hebron is a National Historic 
Site, and many Inuit return there each year 
to fi sh, hunt and connect with the land. 
“After being away for generations,” 
Kairtok-Holeiter says, “it’s healing for fam-
ilies to fi nally be able to see where their 
ancestors came from.” 

BERTHA KAIRTOK-HOLEITER can still 
remember how she felt in 1959 when her 
mother told her that their time in Hebron 
was over. They and the other 58 families 
that made their home in the Inuit com-
munity on Labrador’s northern coast were 
being relocated, her mother said. Bertha 
would be allowed to bring three of her toys. 

“All of a sudden I’m being told that 
we’re going to a different town,” says 
Kairtok-Holeiter, 67. “I thought that meant 
just going away for the winter, like we 
always did, but then people said we’d 
never come back here. That had a really 
big impact on me as a child.”

The trading post and Moravian mission 
was the northernmost Inuit community in 
Labrador, acting as a hub to the families 
dispersed across the region. Changing 
homesteads with each season to be closer 
to resources such as fi sh, furs, birds and 
berries, families would spend the coldest 
months of the year in Hebron from 
Christmas until about Easter.

To the community’s surprise, on Easter 
Monday 1959, the missionaries announced 
that the mission would close after the sum-
mer and the residents of Hebron would be 
relocated to the communities of Nain, 
Hopedale and Makkovik. While the reason 
for the relocation was never given to resi-
dents, the church argued cramped living 
conditions and lack of fi rewood made the 
mission unsustainable. 

“They told us families wouldn't be sepa-
rated,” Kairtok-Holeiter says. “But once we 
got down to the docks to leave, we were told 
that our family would go one way and my 
sister and her husband’s family would go 
another. This happened to many people.” 
Bertha and her family were relocated to 
Nain, 200 kilometres south, where they 
watched as their family and friends passed 
by on the way to the other communities. 

After maintaining generations of family 
fi shing and trapping lines, it was a shock 
for Hebron residents to be sent to unfamil-
iar places where prime hunting, trapping 

Bertha Kairtok-Holeiter (ABOVE), a former 

resident of Hebron (LEFT), an Inuit 

community on the northen coast 

of Labrador that was relocated in 1959.
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Watch an interview with Bertha Kairtok-

Holeiter at cangeo.ca/nd18/hebron. 
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The water you eat
A massive amount of ‘virtual water’ is moving around regions 
and crossing borders in our food and other products

By Nick Walker

CClimate change, population growth and big industry. When 
you think about how these and other forces are reshaping the 
water needs of nations around the globe, you probably don’t 
picture a hamburger to help make sense of the issue. You’re 
more likely, perhaps, to imagine a future in which Canada and 
other water-wealthy countries supply water-scarce regions with 
fresh water by pipeline and tanker. After all, Canada has nearly 
seven per cent of the world’s renewable fresh water and less 
than half of one per cent of the world’s population — more 
renewable water per person than any other country.

But the hamburger here represents a different kind of mass 
water consumption already underway: the billions of cubic metres 
of water being taken out of numerous watersheds, poured into 
agricultural and industrial processes and products that are then 
moved around Canada or shipped off to other parts of the world. 
This is the far-ranging fate of “virtual water,” which refers to 
every drop consumed or polluted during growing, raising or 
manu facturing — be it a beef cow, a head of lettuce, a scoop of 
wheat or the fuel that powers transport vehicles. 

There is no legislation to track or limit this kind of water 
consumption and displacement on mass industrial scales, and 
little is known about how much virtual water is being moved 
between water-scarce and water-rich regions of Canada, but the 
best export estimates are that more than 95 billion cubic metres 
(Bm3) of virtual water — most of it tied up in grain, livestock and 

fuels — leaves Canada each year (roughly 60 per cent of it going 
to the United States), while a little more than 35 Bm3 is imported 
in other products. That works out to an annual net loss of about 
60 Bm3, or as the environmental non-profi t The Council of 
Canadians frames it in their report Leaky Exports: A portrait of 
the virtual water trade in Canada, enough water to fi ll Toronto’s 
Rogers Centre stadium to the top 37,500 times.

Only Australia loses more water in this way. And although 
Leaky Exports was published back in 2011, no study of Canada’s 
virtual water footprint has been commissioned by a federal 
government to date. “We lack a comprehensive understanding 
of how our freshwater resources are being used and how that 
impacts different regions of our own country,” says Tom 
Gleeson, a hydrogeologist with the University of Victoria. This 
is about knowing how much virtual water we can afford to 
export, he says, whether to the United States, China or Jordan, 
but also about how we should be distributing water-intensive 
production between Canada’s regions.

Read on for more about the national virtual water picture, 
and to find out how a single item — in this case a 
cheeseburger — can have a big water impact. An important 
part of Canada’s water future involves everyone, from various 
levels of government to individuals, putting a value on this 
kind of water consumption. It may be “virtual,” but it’s no less 
real than the water in your tap. 

Imagining 60 Bm3 OF WATER
 (Canada’s estimated net virtual water export) 

The full average 
fl ow of the 

ST. LAWRENCE 
RIVER FOR 

70 DAYS 

2.4 MILLION 
OLYMPIC SWIMMING 

POOLS: enough to 
cover more than 

50 PER CENT
 OF NOVA SCOTIA

Every item, person, business, watershed 
and nation has a unique “water 
footprint.” For a hamburger, it’s all the 
fresh water required to produce its 

ingredients; for a person, it’s the total 
volume of water used for drinking, cooking 

and cleaning plus the virtual water tied up in 
all the goods and services they consume. A 

national water footprint is the sum of its 
citizens’ and industries’ water footprints. 

At almost 6,400 litres a day per capita, 
Canadians have one of the largest 
water footprints on Earth — the vast 
majority of it coming from the virtual 
water content of the food we eat.

Canada’s big 
WATER FOOTPRINTS
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Abc
Teachers! Bring this and other infographics into your 

classroom by visiting cangeoeducation.ca/resources.

BEEF (150 g)
 VIRTUAL WATER:  1,615 L

The water footprint of beef is the highest 
of the commonly consumed meats 

(10,770 litres/kg, or six to seven 
times more water than a kilogram 

of chicken requires). In 2017, cattle 
exports to the United States were 

about half of what they were in 2014, 
but still accounted for 3.4 Bm3 VW. 

CHEESE (30 g)
VIRTUAL WATER:  150 L

It takes about 5,000 litres of water 
to make a kilo of cheese (factoring 
in the water behind the four to 
eight litres of milk required). In 
2017, Canada exported more than 
8,800 tonnes of milk and 10,000 
tonnes of cheese, representing 
50 million m3 VW, but this does 
not take into account the 150,000 
tonnes of other dairy products 
exported that year. 

CONDIMENTS
VIRTUAL WATER:  60-100 L

The virtual water content of one 
teaspoon (around 5 ml) of mustard 
seed is about 6.5 litres. Mayonnaise, 
meanwhile, is mostly oil and eggs: 
one litre of canola oil requires 
more than 3,000 litres of water 
to produce, while a single egg 
takes about 140 litres.

VEGGIES (35 g)
 VIRTUAL WATER:  5-10 L

Vegetables and fruits typically have 
much lower virtual water content 

than meat and dairy. Canada 
imports roughly 1.9 million tonnes of 

veg  etables and 2.7 million tonnes 
of fresh fruit each year, mainly from 

the United States, Mexico and South 
America. We export less than 
half as many tonnes of veggies 

and one tenth as much fruit.

THE 2,000+ LITRE CHEESEBURGER
By conservative estimates, the products that make up this cheeseburger account 
for more than 2,000 litres of water,* which is like fi lling a bathtub seven times or 
more than 330 toilet fl ushes. Even though agriculture accounts for just fi ve per 
cent of Canada’s total water withdrawal (compared to thermal power generation, 
at 67 per cent, the manufacturing sector, at 11 per cent, and households, at nine 
per cent) a full 83 per cent of the water it uses is not returned to the watershed.

*  Virtual water content estimates are based on global 
averages. Water consumption for different products 
varies across regions depending on water availability.

BEEF 

VEGGIES
VIRTUAL WATER: 

g)
150 L

CONDIMENTS
60-100 L

BUN (50 g)
 VIRTUAL WATER:  70 L

Canada exports an average of 17.7 
million tonnes of wheat (grain and 

fl our) each year, representing a 
massive 23.6 Bm3 VW. Grains and 

oilseeds such as Canola are the 
country’s largest agricultural 
exports. Crops and livestock 

raised on irrigated land (such 
as southern Alberta, which is 

Canada’s most irrigated region) 
have the largest water footprints. 

BACON (60 g)
VIRTUAL WATER:  230 L

A safe estimate of the virtual water 
content of pork is about 3,280 
litres/kg. Canada has exported 
an average of 5.3 million hogs 
to the United States each year 
since 2013, which works out to 
more than 1.7 Bm3 VW.

 = 1% OF VIRTUAL WATER (VW) CONTENT OF CHEESEBURGER
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MAP NOTES

1.  Only major river systems 
originating in mountain 
regions are shown

2.  Only major mountain 
ranges and their highest 
summits are labelled; 
where known, Indigenous 
names for mountains 
have been included 

3.  Elevation profi le (BELOW) 
refl ects a cross-section of 
the highest portions of 
each mountain range 
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The mass balance of glaciers and 
icefi elds has become increasingly 
negative in recent decades (long-
term ice loss is still outweighing 
seasonal gains). This glacial 
retreat and fragmentation has a 
considerable effect on ecosystems, 
altering river dynamics and tem-
peratures to which many species 
are highly adapted.

More than half of Earth’s treelines are moving north-
ward or into higher elevations in response to the chang-
ing climate. In Canada, alpine forests from east to west 
are migrating upslope at varying rates, depending on 
tree species, and researchers predict that they could 
overtake some alpine meadows and other high-elevation 
habitats in a matter of decades.

Like their near-extirpated caribou 
cousins in the West (see “Pen proj-
ect” page 22), the Torngat Mountains 
caribou population has declined sig-
nificantly, and the province and 
Indigenous groups are now working 
on a joint management plan for the 
herd. Ungulate researchers point to 
harvesting and climate change-related 
shifts in habitat quality and food avail-
ability as reasons for a drop of more 
than 80 per cent since the 1980s. 
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After decades of confl ict 
between humans and wolves, 
the Yukon is fi nding its balance 
with the top predator, which 
is thriving across the territory

BY EVA HOLLAND 
WITH PHOTOGRAPHY BY PETER MATHER

THEY'RE
out there‘
‘

A Yukon wolf, the female alpha 

of her pack, emerges from the 

boreal forest near Dezadeash 

Lake, in southern Yukon.

WolfDens_MA18.indd   30 2018-10-16   9:18 AM

W
orldm

ags.net



WolfDens_MA18.indd   31 2018-10-16   9:18 AM



32   BEST  OF  CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC  2018

WolfDens_MA18.indd   32 2018-10-16   9:18 AM

W
orldm

ags.net



CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC   33      

Y U K O N  W O L V E S

I
IT’S A RARE THING to spot a wolf 
in the Yukon wild. While grizzlies 
and black bears forage on the hill-
sides above the highway, and moose 
stand knobby-knee-deep in the 
murky ponds below, putting them-
selves on easy display for passersby, 
the territory’s wolves play hard to get, 
offering only glimpses and hints: a 
dark flash on the riverbank as you’re pad-
dling, a set of oversized paw prints on the 
snow-covered surface of a frozen lake.

But they’re out there. There are an esti-
mated 5,000 wolves in the Yukon — that’s 
roughly one wolf per seven human 
residents, or one wolf for every 96 
square kilometres. Their range spans 
almost the entire territory, from the 
boreal forest to the alpine and Arctic 
tundra; only the vast Kluane icefield is 
wolf-free. While wolves have been 

driven out and exterminated in many 
parts of North America and only slowly, 
painfully, reintroduced in some, in the 
Yukon they’re still thriving.

There’s nothing special or unique 
about the biology or physiology of the 
wolves in the territory — they’re grey 
wolves, Canis lupus, like the ones you 
might find in any number of wild areas. 
What’s different, though, is their sur-
roundings: the ecosystem they move 
through so invisibly is intact. “What’s 

really unique is that they’re com-
pletely naturally regulated,” says Bob 

Hayes, author of Wolves of the Yukon. 
Mark O’Donoghue, a northern regional 
biologist for the Yukon government, 
agrees. “We have a natural predator-prey 
system,” he says. The wolves and their 
ungulate meals — moose, primarily, and 
caribou and mountain sheep to a lesser 
extent — are largely in balance. 

Humans, of course, haven’t always 
been content to leave that balance alone.

Wolves existed in the Yukon as many 
as 47,000 years ago, according to 

WHAT’S DIFFERENT ABOUT THESE 

WOLVES IS THEIR SURROUNDINGS: 

THE ECOSYSTEM THEY MOVE 

THROUGH SO INVISIBLY IS INTACT.

Clockwise from above: Prime wolf 

territory in central Yukon’s Ogilvie 

Mountains; a paw print on the bank of 

the Snake River; moose are a top food 

source for wolves; pups outside their 

den in the territory’s southwest corner.
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archeological records — since the 
time when extinct giant mammals 
such as the woolly mammoth 
roamed the grasslands of what we 
now call Beringia, during the 
Pleistocene Epoch. But like the 
mammoths, the Beringia wolves 
vanished sometime during the tran-
sition from the Pleistocene to the 
Holocene, 12,000 to 6,000 years ago. 
Modern wolves, Canis lupus, subse-
quently migrated up to the territory 
from southern North America as the ice 
sheets receded, clearing the way. 

Wolves, a source of both fear and 
respect for Indigenous Peoples in the 
region, were often featured in imagery 
and stories. (Many First Nations people 
today, particularly in southern Yukon, 
belong to the Wolf Clan.) Wolf-human 
conflict did not become a major issue in 

the territory until the 20th century, after 
the Klondike Gold Rush brought thou-
sands of newcomers to the area. After 
the gold rush, trappers in a booming 
and busting fur industry began to com-
plain that wolves were harming their 
business; a growing number of sport 
and subsistence hunters blamed the 
wolves for the shrinking herds of 

ungulates, too. In the 1920s, trap-
pers were authorized to set out poi-
sonous strychnine baits for wolves, 
and a system of wolf bounties was 
set up. 

Eventually, the government took 
control of the strychnine programs, 
rather than allowing trappers to freelance 
the process, and efforts to poison the 
wolves into submission continued for 
decades. In his book, Hayes describes 
arriving by helicopter on the scene of a 
strychnine bait site in 1985: “There was 
a sow grizzly bear crumpled in the trees, 
two wolves, 10 ravens and six magpies. 

A wolf on the hunt for caribou in 

northern Yukon’s Barn Mountains 

(opposite) is interrupted by a northern 

harrier protecting its nest. Siblings 

socialize near their den (above).

WOLF-HUMAN CONFLICT 

DID NOT BECOME A MAJOR ISSUE 

UNTIL THE KLONDIKE GOLD RUSH 

BROUGHT THOUSANDS OF 

NEWCOMERS TO THE AREA.
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There were hundreds of dead chickadees 
everywhere I looked — on the ground 
and in the willow branches, their tiny 
white feathers scattered like a dusting of 
fresh snow.”

Strychnine use was restricted in 1972, 
but according to Hayes, its use continued 
illegally in some quarters for several 
years, including at the site he visited in 
1985 (no one was ever charged in that 
case). Hayes, a biology grad who had 
dreamed of being able to study 
wolves someday, arrived in the terri-
tory during those years. He wound 
up working on birds, but was offered 
the position of wolf biologist for the 
Yukon government in 1982. The job 
fell into his lap — he remembers a 
supervisor casually asking, “Do you 
want to start working on wolves?” 
The carnivores were a hot topic at the 
time, with Whitehorse residents con-
cerned about incursions into their 
yards and subdivisions, and hunters in 

the Southern Lakes region of the territory 
upset about low moose numbers.

Hayes took the job and kept it for 18 
years. He wound up being the face of 
Yukon government wolf policy during an 
extremely fraught and turbulent time. 
He’d been on the job for a decade when, 
in 1992, the government launched a new 
wolf management plan. The 1992 plan 
included some progressive and pro-wolf 
elements: for instance, it asserted that 

wolves had an inherent value in and of 
themselves — beyond their influence, 
positive or negative, on human concerns 
such as game availability or the safety of 
neighbourhood pets. But it also legalized 
aerial wolf control as a means to protect 
ungulate populations for human hunting.

In the lead-up to the new plan, public 
consultations were held around the 

territory to determine the future of 
Yukon wolves, and tempers flared. One 
speaker at a public meeting had his tires 
slashed. After the 1992 plan was adopted, 
a large-scale aerial wolf-kill program was 
launched in the Aishihik region, near 
Kluane National Park and Reserve and 
the town of Haines Junction. Hayes, as 
the government’s lead wolf biologist, was 
responsible for overseeing the program. 
Dozens of wolves were shot from heli-

copters. Activists from outside the 
Yukon migrated north, chained 
themselves to the doors of the Yukon 
legislature, held protests on the high-
way, and trailed Hayes from his work 
to his home and back again, viewing 
him as Wolf Enemy No. 1. 

The debate over wolves got per-
sonal. In a 2011 story in Up Here 
magazine, “Wolves in our blood,” 
Whitehorse-based writer Peter 
Jickling looked back on his own fam-

ily’s involvement in the territory’s wolf 
wars. His father was a leading activist for 
wolf conservation, and a member of the 
committee that produced the 1992 plan. 
He was also a close friend of Hayes, and 
the younger Jickling wrote about growing 
up alongside the Hayes family: “The 
Hayeses and Jicklings were an entwined 
unit.” But the Aishihik wolf kill ended the 

Eva Holland (@evaholland) has written 
for The Walrus, AFAR, Grantland and 
more. Peter Mather (petermather.com) is a 
widely published Fellow of the International 
League of Conservation Photographers.

‘PERIODIC, BROAD-SCALE WOLF  

CONTROL HAS LIMITED BENEFIT  

TO PREY POPULATIONS, DOES  

NOT LAST, AND SHOULD BE  

RELEGATED TO THE PAST.’
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friendship permanently. “One month the 
Hayes clan was there, the next month, 
they weren’t,” Jickling wrote. “It was 
tough for an 11-year-old to understand.”

Since the 1990s, the furor over the 
Yukon’s wolves has mostly died down. 
Hayes left his post in 2000, and eventually 
became a potent voice against aerial wolf 
kills and other lethal wolf-management 
methods. Hayes was convincing: he’d 
studied the methods even as he deployed 
them, and he argued that killing wolves 
was, simply, ineffective in addition to 
being potentially immoral and cruel. His 
research found that while large-scale wolf 
kills did temporarily increase the stock of 
moose in a given area, allowing hunters 
better chances at game, wolf populations 
rebounded quickly as soon as the killing 
stopped. “It only lasts as long as you kill 
wolves,” Hayes says. The result is an 
expensive and bloody cycle with limited 
benefits to hunters. 

“I believe science has answered the 
question of the periodic, broad-scale wolf 
control,” Hayes wrote in Wolves of the 
Yukon, published in 2010. “It has limited 
benefit to prey populations, it does not 
last, and should be relegated to the past 
along with poison and bounties.”

In 2012, the Yukon government 
released a new wolf management plan 

that put an end to government-run wolf-
kill programs. And this time, the plan 
and the process leading up to its release 
were relatively uncontroversial.

Territorial biologist Mark O’Donoghue 
was one of the authors of the new  
plan. “We went to every community in the 
Yukon,” he says, “and I think that was one 
of the real consistencies we found — and 
it was a little bit surprising that everybody 
pretty much said, ‘We don’t want to see 
any more of these big helicopter wolf-
control programs.’ ” The change in public 
sentiment was based on a mixture of ethi-
cal considerations and concerns over the 
programs’ high costs and low efficacy. 
“People did not want to see government 
doing this.” Now, if there are strong con-
cerns about wolf and ungulate popula-
tions in a given area, that sub-region’s 
trapping and hunting quotas are altered 
accordingly — a less blunt instrument. 

There is no expiry on the 2012 plan, 
no firm date on when it will be reopened 
for public debate. For now, says 
O’Donoghue, the plan is working and 
the wolf population is healthy. 

It’s hard to say what the future holds. 
Bob Hayes thinks that some of the 
impacts of climate change could benefit 
wolves, at least temporarily: some of the 
territory’s tundra is gradually becoming 

taiga, moose habitat, and moose density 
is increasing in northern Yukon. That’s 
good news for moose-eaters. 

Writing in the conclusion of Wolves of 
the Yukon, Hayes noted that “There are 
many wolves ranging through the Yukon 
today as there were a hundred years ago, 
a thousand years ago, five thousand 
years ago.” 

“They live everywhere around us,” he 
added. Even if we rarely see them. 

Learn how Peter Mather captured these 

amazing photos of Yukon wolves at  

cangeo.ca/ma18/wolves.

A lone hiker along the Wind River (top), 

where visitors are often serenaded by  

a pack that dens nearby. A large black  

wolf stalks the boreal forest (above).  

A female wolf peers over willow bushes  

in the southern Yukon (opposite).
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The story of a biologist’s lifelong study of 
an endangered species — and its future 

BY ALANNA MITCHELL

P R O N G H O R N S

ONE OF THE RARE disagree-
ments between my parents 
came early in their marriage. 

My dad, George Mitchell, a biologist, had 
shot a magnifi cent buck pronghorn, had 
had its head taxidermied, and then 
wanted to give him pride of place in my 
mother’s elegant living room. 

My mother, Constance Mitchell, a mod-
ern painter who carefully curates her sur-
roundings, was horrified. Immune to 
Dad’s protestations that this pronghorn 
was, as he wrote in his journal, a “museum-
quality specimen,” she banished the 
stuffed beast to the rec room in the base-
ment where it promptly became a quizzical 
witness to our family life. It was so lifelike 
that it often seemed to me it was simply 
passing by and had thought to poke its 
head through the wall, keen to see what we 
were watching on television.

Dad was right about one thing. 
Pronghorns are majestic to begin with, 
but this fellow was something special: 
inky Y-shaped horns as thick as my wrist, 
square snout splotched with black, 
supersized dark eyes tipped with long 
lashes, a pair of white chevrons running 
down the buff of his throat. Even after 
decades on the wall, his ears were pricked 
so high I could almost feel him listening 
in on our conversations. 

My dad, who died in June 2017 at 91, 
loved that pronghorn. But not just that one. 
He loved the whole species, Antilocapra 
americana. In his 1980 book, The Pronghorn 

Antelope in Alberta, my dad refers to his 
passion as an affair of the heart that never 
lost its fi re. Maybe it was the lure of the 
unknown. The pronghorn was a scientifi c 
mystery when my dad was hired as the 
Alberta government’s fi rst game biologist 
in 1952 and began to study it. 

Even the basics were obscure. At what 
age did pronghorns begin breeding? How 
many young did they have? What did they 
eat? How did they survive the winters? 
How many were there in Alberta and 
Saskatchewan, the very northernmost tip 
of its continent-wide range? How many 
had there been? 

All unknown. But unless you knew 
this most elementary information, how 
could you predict whether they would 
stick around? He set about the messy, 
painstaking, life-consuming business of 
fi nding out.

THE PRONGHORN’S ancestor evolved 
in North America around 25 million years 
ago. Eventually, that ancestor, Merycodus, 
spawned a family of about a dozen species 
of hooved grazers from one the size of a 
jackrabbit to the lone, big survivor that 
became swift enough to race the hungry 
cheetahs and fearsome hyenas that then 
populated North America.

But while the cheetah, hyena and all the 
other pronghorn relatives died out in North 
America — the pronghorn’s closest genetic 
relative today is the giraffe — Antilocapra 
americana triumphed. And while it is the 

For the love of

A male pronghorn stares 

down the camera in a farmer’s 

fi eld south of Leader, Sask.
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fastest land-runner in the Western 
Hemisphere, clocked in a sprint at 100 
kilometres an hour, its unique gift is its 
ability to go the distance, literally and meta-
phorically. It has an uncanny ability to con-
vert the oxygen in its muscles into velocity, 
to keep up a car-level pace for 10 minutes. 

The pronghorn survived not only the 
climate stresses of the ice age, but also the 
arrival of humans, becoming the main 
grazer of the North American Great Plains. 
Its range exceeded even that of bison.

Theodore Roosevelt, 26th president of 
the United States, was fascinated with 
what he often called the prong-horn ante-
lope, writing about its tremendous speed, 
sharp sight and sweet meat. But he con-
fessed himself baffled by its behaviour. 

“Antelope possess a most morbid curi-
osity,” he wrote in his 1885 book Hunting 
Trips of a Ranchman. “The appearance of 
any thing out of the way, or to which they 
are not accustomed, often seems to drive 
them nearly beside themselves with min-
gled fright and desire to know what it is, a 
combination of feelings that throws them 
into a perfect panic, during whose continu-
ance they will at times seem utterly unable 
to take care of themselves.” 

All hunters had to do to attract a prong-
horn in those days was wave a red hand-
kerchief at it, Roosevelt writes, and, fatally 
inquisitive, it would draw ever nearer, 
stamping and snorting, until it got within 
rifle range. 

By the time my father was born in 1925, 
the pronghorn was near extinction. From 
a North American peak population of 
about 35 million a century earlier, the 
species was reduced to as few as 13,000, 

says John Byers, a zoologist at the 
University of Idaho who has studied the 
animals for 35 years. That’s a drop of 
99.996 per cent.

The reasons? It was hunting, some of it 
to feed a trade exporting wild meat to 
Europe; it was the campaign to rid North 
America of wolves, grizzlies and cougars, 
because when they were gone, the coyote 
reigned to feast on pronghorn fawns; it was 
the miserable cold and deep snow that 
plagued the start of the 20th century. 

And it was fences. Although prong-
horns can jump — Byers has seen one 
jump over a human — they choose not to. 
They always think there’s another way 
around. But as the Prairies became more 
settled, fences began to abound. 
Pronghorns, many of which migrate hun-
dreds of kilometres a year seeking food, 
could no longer get through. 

When my dad started studying them, 
their numbers had crept up thanks to a 
continuous closure on pronghorn hunting, 
but they were still in considerable peril.  

I spent my childhood summers scan-
ning the Prairies for them. My family 
would be driving along the Trans-Canada 
Highway from Regina, where my dad 
began teaching at the university in 1966, to 

the Pacific Ocean — “the coast,” we called 
it. Pronghorns travel in herds, white bums 
flashing, legs seemingly too spindly to hold 
up their robust bodies, terribly alert.

Every time I saw them then, I was over-
come with wonder at their synchronized 
speed. I had no idea that they had once 
been so much more plentiful. And despite 
my dad’s chops as an ecologist, I had no 
idea then that pronghorns are remnants of 
what was once a far richer dance of life on 
the Great Plains, with the extinct prong-
horn kin and cheetahs and hyenas, but also 
dire wolves, giant short-faced bears, lions, 
jaguars, mastodons, woolly mammoths 
and ground sloths, among many others. 

“In the hurtling pronghorn, the van-
ished predators have left behind a heart-
rending spectacle,” writes the journalist 
William Stolzenburg in his 2008 book 
Where the Wild Things Were: Life, Death, 
and Ecological Wreckage in a Land of 
Vanishing Predators. “Through the smoking 
displays of wild abandon runs a desperate 

Clockwise from ABOVE: A female pronghorn 

and fawns; Sunrise in Grasslands National 

Park, Sask.; A herd in southwestern 

Saskatchewan; George Mitchell flanked by 

his sons Ross and James in Alberta in 1999.
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spirit, resigned to racing pickup trucks in 
its eternal longing for cheetahs.”  

BIOLOGY WAS DIFFERENT when my 
dad was doing it. Nature’s rules were 
there to be cracked like a code, parsed, 
catalogued and marvelled at, species by 
species. They were timeless certainties, 
revealed if only one were intrepid enough. 

Today, the fable of immutability has 
long been abandoned. Now, the overriding 
scientifi c narrative is to fi gure out what the 
rules used to be and how they’re changing. 
The great pulse of carbon dioxide our spe-
cies has been putting into the atmosphere 
since the Industrial Revolution has pushed 
the planet’s chemistry to where it hasn’t 
been for tens of millions of years. That 
brings disruption to weather patterns, pre-
cipitation, temperature norms, ice cover 
and ocean acidity. 

And today, to assess the effect those 
changes have on animals, biologists prefer 
to observe them live, mainly in the wild, 
often across ecosystems. 

When my dad began studying them, 
focusing on a single species was the norm. 
Killing was expected. Biologists were col-
lectors and archivists, preferably of enough 
samples to compare. It was pretty crude.

One of my dad’s slender roster of pub-
lished scientifi c articles describes how he 
and a co-author sifted through 162 litre-
sized samples of pronghorn stomach con-
tents, a bid to see what the creatures liked 
to eat. It involved washing and sieving the 

partly fermented food — cud, you would 
call it in a cow — then drying it on a towel 
and identifying it. Silver sagebrush and 
pasture sagewort are the preferred foods 
in southeastern Alberta, it turns out.  

Dad also tried to fi gure out how old a 
pronghorn was, a basic piece of informa-
tion that let him determine how many 
adults compared to yearlings compared to 

newborns there were in an area, and try 
to work out what proportion of each made 
a healthy population. 

The traditional way was to examine 
wear on teeth. My dad, never one to take 
the easy route, and his grad student Larry 
Kerwin tested the old method’s accuracy 
by counting annual bands of cementum 
covering the root of a pronghorn’s tooth. 
Turned out, that was far more accurate. 

And this line from another article gets 
me: “The incisor teeth used in this study 
were extracted from 190 mandibles 
obtained by [George Mitchell] from mature 
pronghorn antelopes harvested in Alberta 
during the 1961-64 hunting seasons.” 

That’s a lot of corpses from a lot of 
hunters. And it was a lot of work after 
that. To get the incisors out cleanly, Dad 
boiled every mandible in a pot of water 
for 45 minutes. At some point in the 
process — post-skinning or post-boiling, 
I suppose — he would hang the jaw-
bones on the back fence to dry. One day 
my mother got a sniffy phone call from 
a neighbour. She was having people for 
dinner. Could the mandibles please be 
removed from the fence?

Little did the neighbour know what 
went on inside the house. It wasn’t just 

Pronghorn range
Current
Historical

My dad loved pronghorns. 
In his 1980 book, 

The Pronghorn Antelope in 

Alberta, he refers to his 

passion as an affair of the 

heart that 

never lost its fi re.
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the pronghorn head on the wall, or the 
bits and pieces of pronghorn carefully 
bagged but nauseatingly identifiable in 
the family freezer — “You never knew 
what you were going to find in there,” 
my mother told me recently. “When I 
look back on it, I was terribly good 
natured.” — but also the rows of prong-
horn antelope fetuses suspended in 
formaldehyde in the Mason jars that 
lined my father’s home office.

I used to look at them for hours, 
unable to stop thinking about the dead 
mothers they had come from, targeted 
because they were pregnant, wombs 
ripped open for their contents. They had 
been collected in aid of another of my 
dad’s findings — pronghorns conceive as 
many as nine young at a time, but only 
the two strongest survive. Further 
research by an American colleague of my 
dad’s revealed that the most ambitious of 
those embryos get rid of their siblings by 
stabbing them to death — the conniving 
twins practising fratricide in utero. It 
was positively mythic.  

OVER THE YEARS as a science journal-
ist, I’ve thought a lot about the theory 
that a scientist falls in love with a subject 
because it either embodies the scientist’s 
personality or repudiates it. 

For my dad, it was the former. Like the 
pronghorn, he had no siblings and few 
relatives. I think he felt like an outsider, 
born to a teenaged mother forced to 
marry his father because of him. They 

divorced when my dad was five, rare in 
Canada in 1930. 

He was smart and graceful and devil-
ishly hard to catch. I remember the tales 
he told of running feral in the Depression-
era streets of Vancouver, stealing apples 
from the trees with impunity. 

A survivor, certainly, and perhaps  
an unlikely one. His father got custody 
of him — a bigger scandal than the 
divorce — and his father’s mother, blind 
from diabetes, tried to raise him. He 
used to talk about her attempts to steril-
ize needles in boiling water before inject-
ing insulin, and about how she made 
him get coal from the half-cellar where 
the rats were almost as big as he was. 

His saving grace, in a bizarre way, was 
the Second World War. He joined the 
Royal Canadian Air Force the minute he 
could and, with that binocular eyesight 
that could eventually spot a pronghorn at 
impossible distances, he trained for bat-
tle. The war ended before he got over-
seas, but along with his discharge, he got 
a ticket to university.

The first in his extended family of 
Scottish immigrants to attend university, he 
went on to get a PhD — on the pronghorn. 
To the end of her life, his mother lamented 
that he had never had a profession like her 
sister’s son Doug, the fireman.

But I think it was the elegance of the 
pronghorn that really captured him. He 
longed for it. My mother said he brought 
home some young pronghorns and tried 
to raise them at the university, but 
couldn’t get the milk formula right. They 
died of the scours. 

It wasn’t just the bits  
and pieces of pronghorn 
carefully bagged in the 
family freezer, but also 

the rows of pronghorn 

antelope fetuses 

suspended in 

formaldehyde in the 

Mason jars that lined my 

father’s home office.
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TODAY, THE PRONGHORN is hailed as 
one of North America’s conservation suc-
cess stories, a species brought back from 
the brink. Its global population is about 
850,000. That makes it a species of “least 
concern” according to the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature, the 
organization that compiles the red list of 
threatened species. 

Yet the biologists who study the prong-
horn today are concerned about its 
future. A recent study of 18 pronghorn 
communities at the bottom of the spe-
cies’ range in the southwestern United 
States concluded that most of them will 
die out in that part of the country in a few 
decades as the climate changes. That was 
a phenomenon few scientists even imag-
ined 100 years ago.

Half the world’s pronghorn population 
lives in Wyoming, because it alone in the 
Great Plains is lightly farmed. But with 
climate change, Wyoming is likely to 
become less hospitable for pronghorns.  

Even now, almost all the ancient, nar-
row migration routes pronghorns once 
used in the Greater Yellowstone Eco-
system, which takes in part of Wyoming, 
are choked off by human activity, says 

Mark Hebblewhite, a professor of ungu-
late ecology at the University of Montana 
in Missoula. 

That matters, because animals that like 
to migrate but cannot are generally less 
healthy, he says. The ones that are still 
migrating are at a higher risk in general 
because they interact with more habitats 
and likely more human effects on those 

habitats. So, pronghorns will be hit with a 
double whammy.

Ultimately, climate change may mean 
more pronghorns come to graze in Canada 
as grasslands are pushed farther north. 
Already they have been spotted near 
Edmonton, a more northerly address than 
they have had for years. Whether they will 
also be able to return south to escape fero-
cious winters is an open question.

And there are plentiful barriers within 
the vast Canadian landscapes the prong-
horn craves. More farms, more ranches, 
more roads and more fences mean less 
running room. Less ability to go the dis-
tance, if you will.

Hebblewhite wonders how climate 
change, with its weather extremes, com-
bined with all those barriers will affect the 
pronghorn. For example, in the bitterly 
snowy prairie winter of 2010/2011, prong-
horns died by the thousands because they 
pushed too far south in search of less snow 
and more food, crossing Montana’s Fort 

Alanna Mitchell (@amitchelltweets) is an 
award-winning science writer. Her latest 
book is The Spinning Magnet: The Force 
That Created The Modern World And 
Could Destroy It. 

The Frenchman River (above) winds 

through pronghorn habitat in Grasslands 

National Park, Sask. Pronghorns sprint 

through a field in southern Saskatchewan 

(opposite). The species is the fastest land 

animal in North America, and the second 

fastest in the world after the cheetah.
In 1925 the pronghorn 

was near extinction. 
From a North American 

peak population of about 

35 million a century 

earlier, the species was 

reduced to as few as 

13,000. That’s a drop of 

99.996 per cent.
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Peck Reservoir. Once the reservoir melted 
in the spring, the pronghorns, poorer 
swimmers than jumpers, were stuck. 

In all, as much as 80 per cent of the 
pronghorn population north of the 
Missouri River died that winter, including 
many that would have migrated to 
Canada, says Hebblewhite. To be sure, the 
population rebounded quickly and is now 
almost recovered. 

And scientists, including those with 
the Wildlife Conservation Society in the 
U.S. and the Alberta Fish and Game 
Association, are mounting programs 
aimed at modifying fences to allow 
pronghorns to wiggle underneath and 
preserve migration paths. Yet, it’s 
believed that less than five per cent of 
fences along pronghorn travel routes 
are modified, says Andrew Jakes, 
regional wildlife biologist for the 
National Wildlife Federation in 
Missoula, Montana. 

Will any of my dad’s pioneering work 
help the pronghorn survive its next set of 
challenges? Jakes says my dad’s holistic 
work on the species “moved the needle 
forward” on its conservation in 
Saskatchewan. I know Dad had a lot more 
research about his beloved pronghorns 
and other Prairie creatures in notes that 
he never wrote up into scientific articles. 

He tried. Long retired, his papers 
stacked in two tightly packed sheds in the 
backyard of our house in Regina, he 
would sit at the dining room table, sur-
rounded by his data, trying to make 

enough sense of it to publish. Finally, he 
was diagnosed with dementia. My mother 
sold the big house and bought a condo for 
them at the coast.   My older sister and I 
flew out to help them clean out the sheds. 
He stood there, a frail figure with arthritic 
hands, his khakis impeccable, hair and 
moustache smartly trimmed, sifting 
through a single file folder for hours, try-
ing to understand what his old notes 
meant. We finally took the whole lot to the 
university archives.  

My mother shipped the pronghorn 
head with them to B.C., although she 
never hung it up again. I’m not sure he 
noticed. By the time my mom threw a 
posh summer bash for her 80th birthday 
at a rented mansion near Victoria, things 
were starting to unravel. At one point my 
dad seemed a little lost. One of my cous-
ins turned to him and said: “So, you were 
a biologist at the university, George!” My 
dad, who had lived and breathed biology 
for more than six decades, looked thought-
ful for a moment and said: “Was I?” 

The head did not survive Dad’s move 
to the nursing home a few years later. My 
mother arranged for it to be shipped back 
to Regina to the Royal Saskatchewan 
Museum, hoping that, still magnificent 
although missing one glass eye, it could 
go on display to honour my dad’s work. 

I checked recently. Alas, we couldn’t 
provide accurate enough details of where 
and when my dad had shot it and, with-
out that provenance, the head was use-
less. I’m told it was incinerated. 

Watch Alanna Mitchell read an excerpt from 

this feature at cangeo.ca/mj18/pronghorn.

Development, particularly fences such  

as this one near Brooks, Alta., impedes 

pronghorn migration routes. 

Climate change may  
mean more pronghorns 
come to graze in Canada 
as grasslands are pushed 

farther north. Already  

they have been spotted  

near Edmonton.
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DELTA  FORCES
Can nature and development coexist on the 
Fraser River Delta, the ecological hot spot that’s 
home to ever-expanding Metro Vancouver?

BY MARGARET MUNRO 
WITH PHOTOGRAPHY BY BEN NELMS

Barb Joe, a Tsawwassen First Nation Elder, stands on 

the shoreline where she played as a child (this image). 
The Fraser River Delta looks very different to Joe today 

as Metro Vancouver and its port continue to expand and 

more ships than ever ply the delta’s waters (opposite). 
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THOUSANDS OF SNOW GEESE rise in a swirling white 
cloud and a wave of guttural honking reverberates across 
the Alaksen National Wildlife Area, a 349-hectare patch of 

wetland, woods and fields on the Fraser River Delta about 35 
kilometres south of downtown Vancouver. Of the 54 national 
wildlife areas in Canada, Alaksen is one of only 10 open to the 
public, making it, as the federal government says, a great place to 
connect with nature — and on this crisp December morning, with 
a breeze blowing in from the sea, it lives up to that billing.

Black-crowned night herons hunch in bushes along the edge 
of a slough, sandhill cranes drop from the sky between fir trees 
and a shape-shifting cloud of dunlin streaks by in the distance. 
Raptors are here, too, reigning over the marsh. Four bald eagles 
are on patrol scaring up ducks, a pair of northern harriers floats 
low over a sea of bulrushes and a hawk swoops down to perch 
on a driftwood stump in the tall undulating grass. “It’s a rough-
legged hawk hunting for Townsend voles,” says Anne Murray 
from her position atop a dike, binoculars up for a better look. 

Murray would know. For decades, the Delta, B.C., resident 
and member of the board of directors of Bird Studies Canada 

has been watching the more than 250 species of birds that can 
be seen here. And she is one of their fiercest defenders, a vol-
unteer caretaker of the Fraser River Estuary Important Bird and 
Biodiversity Area, or IBA, one of the most important avian 
refuges in the Americas. It attracts up to 1.4 million birds a 
year — from the more than 500,000 western sandpipers that 
can drop onto its mudflats in a single day during spring migra-
tion to the snow geese, ducks, loons, grebes, plovers and rap-
tors that use it as a balmy refuge when the snow falls in the rest 
of the country. “No other site in Canada supports such a diver-
sity and number of birds in winter, and no comparable site 
exists along the Pacific coast between California and Alaska,” 
says the Canadian Wildlife Service. 

But the estuary hosts more than just birds. It also provides 
vital habitat to 80 species of fish and shellfish and supports 
some of the greatest salmon runs on Earth. Millions of salmon 
bound for spawning grounds swim through the estuary every 
year, and 600 million to a billion young salmon seek shelter in 
the tidal marshes, where they feed and acclimatize to salt water 
before heading out to sea. 
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Atop a two-storey bird-watching tower in the George C. Reifel 
Migratory Bird Sanctuary, which is inside the IBA and overlaps 
the Alaksen National Wildlife Area, Murray takes in a sweeping 
view of the estuary that helps make Metro Vancouver a global 
ecological treasure. To the north, beyond the flocks of geese, the 
city is framed by snow-capped mountains. To the west are the 
mist-shrouded Gulf Islands and the deep-green waters of the Strait 
of Georgia, home to orcas, sea lions and dolphins. Up here, it’s 
possible to imagine that Vancouver can coexist with nature. 

In reality, threats to the estuary loom on almost every horizon. 

METRO VANCOUVER, wedged between the Coast Mountains 
and the United States border, is one of Canada’s fastest-growing 
cities. The metropolis, which includes 21 municipalities, is home 
to close to 2.5 million people, and another million are expected 
by 2040. Mayor Gregor Robertson has made bike paths, recycling 
and energy-efficient condos priorities in his bid to make 
Vancouver “the greenest city in the world by 2020.” And Robin 
Silvester, president and CEO of the Port of Vancouver, says the 
city can have it all — a booming economy, a thriving community, 
a healthy environment and the “world’s most sustainable port.”

Laudable goals, but critics find them hard to square with the 
dangers the ever-expanding city poses to the Fraser estuary. Huge 
ships loaded with jet fuel will soon start using the Fraser River to 
supply Vancouver International Airport’s new $110-million fuel 

depot, which will hold 
80-million litres and 
connect to the airport 
via a 13-kilometre-long 
underground pipeline. 
And hundreds more 
vessels a year could 
soon be transiting the 
estuary’s increasingly 
busy waters to a new 
$400-million riverside 
liquefied natural gas 

expansion project, a proposed coal-shipping facility and, in nearby 
Burrard Inlet, the marine terminus for Kinder Morgan’s 
$7.4-billion Trans Mountain oil pipeline extension. 

“A spill could be disastrous,” says Murray, looking out from the 
viewing platform to the shipping channel as a cargo ship sails by. 
Then she points south to the sprawling Roberts Bank port, which 
is just outside the protected wildlife area and could soon be under-
going a $2-billion expansion. Trains and transport trucks stream 
out to an artificial island where 137-metre-high megamax cranes 
resembling Imperial Walkers from Star Wars lift cargo on and off 
some of the world’s biggest ships. The Port of Vancouver has 
already transformed critical bird habitat into shipping and trans-
portation facilities and has ambitious plans to industrialize a lot 
more. “Developers just keep nibbling away — a port facility here, 
a highway there, a fuel-farm there,” says Murray. Less than 30 per 
cent of the estuary’s historic wetlands remain and dozens of its 

species — from salmon to shorebirds — are under threat, making 
the region one of the most imperilled ecosystems on the continent, 
a bright red spot on BirdLife International’s global map of critically 
endangered sites.

Robertson, who steps down this fall after 10 years as 
Vancouver’s mayor, says the importance of the estuary and sur-
rounding Salish Sea cannot be overstated. “It’s been the lifeblood 
of the community since people first arrived here,” he says, stress-
ing the estuary and its biodiversity must and can be protected 
and restored even as the city grows. He points to technologies 
reducing the environmental impact of sewage and transportation 
in Metro Vancouver and to the rewilding of small corners of the 
city as initiatives that can be built on, but notes that federal, 
provincial, local and First Nations governments and developers 
must work together to make protecting the estuary a priority. 
“We need everyone at the table to ensure things are done right 
and in an environmentally responsible way,” says Robertson. 
“Right now, we have conflicting agendas,” a reference to mega-
projects such as the proposed expansions of the Roberts Bank 
port and the Trans Mountain pipeline. “The city has used every 
tool it has to stop the expansion,” says Robertson of the pipeline. 
“It’s a huge threat to our environment and our economy.” The 
project, which the federal government is buying from Kinder 
Morgan for $4.5 billion to ensure it gets built (despite fierce 
opposition in British Columbia), would triple the amount of oil 
carried by the pipeline and see a seven-fold increase in tanker 
traffic in the waters where the Fraser River meets the sea.

ESTUARIES ARE RICH, complex and dynamic ecosystems with 
far-reaching biological connections. An international research 
team only recently realized that an energy-rich slime known as 
biofilm growing on Metro Vancouver’s mudflats is a critical food 
source for hundreds of thousands of shorebirds migrating 
between their winter haunts in Latin America and their breeding 
grounds in the Arctic.

The Fraser estuary, the largest on Canada’s Pacific coast, 
formed when glaciers retreated about 10,000 years ago and 
meltwater roared out of the mountains, washing down massive 
amounts of sand and gravel, creating the delta where marshes, 
meadows and forests took root. 

In 1808, explorer Simon Fraser paddled down the river into 
the estuary, where he met Musqueam people living surrounded 
by towering rainforest and wetlands alive with elk, bear, cougar, 
fish and birds. European settlers arrived decades later and 
began clearing forests, draining wetlands and harvesting fish 
and game that had sustained First Nations for close to 9,000 
years. The transformation continues, with land in the estuary 
now the hot commodity.

Barb Joe is an Elder and knowledge-keeper in the 
Tsawwassen First Nation, which traces its history on the estu-
ary back thousands of years. Her great-grandfather, Chief 
Harry Joe, was born in a longhouse in 1865, just down the road 
from where she lives in her people’s traditional village. 

LESS THAN 30 PER CENT OF THE 

ESTUARY’S HISTORIC WETLANDS 

REMAIN AND DOZENS OF ITS SPECIES 

ARE UNDER THREAT, MAKING THE 

REGION ONE OF THE MOST IMPERILLED 

ECOSYSTEMS ON THE CONTINENT.

FraserRiver_JA18.indd   48 2018-10-16   10:48 AM

W
orldm

ags.net



CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC   49      

F R A S E R  R I V E R

Clockwise from this image: Two 

juvenile bald eagles fi ght over food in 

a marsh near Delta, B.C.; a container 

ship docked at Roberts Bank port; 

Anne Murray in the George C. Reifel 

Migratory Bird Sanctuary.  
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Over coffee on the back porch of the First Nation’s main 
office on a cloudy spring morning, Joe points to her great-
grandfather’s longhouse in a photograph dated 1922. It was 
one of seven that sat at the base of a forested bluff in a clearing 
looking out to sea over expansive marshes and mudflats.

In spring, the Joe family feasted on eulachon, a herring-like 
fish so rich in oil it burns like a candle when dried, and so plenti-
ful it spawned in the river by the millions. Joe’s ancestors hauled 
the fish out of the silty water, filling their cedar boats as flocks 
of diving ducks and gulls dived on the eulachon from above, 
and seals, sea lions and giant sturgeon took their fill from below.

In summer, her great-grandfather canoed with the family to 
camps along the river to harvest all five types of salmon returning 
from the Pacific — chinook, coho, chum, pink and sockeye. In 
fall, they harvested berries and migrating ducks. Come winter, 
the family was back inside the longhouse, sharing the large com-
munal space built from giant cedars.

When Joe was born in 1953, much of the forest had been 
cleared to make way for farms, but tradition persisted. Her fam-
ily still lived largely off the land — berries, ducks, geese, deer, 
clams, cockles, crabs, eulachon, salmon and sturgeon — and 
she recalls her mother boiling fresh crab for picnics as the 
children warmed up by the fire after splashing in tide pools.

It’s a very different place today. Joe points north to where a 
slough, which the Tsawwassen people used as a shortcut to get 
to the Fraser River, was filled with soil to create farmland, forcing 
her ancestors to paddle a longer, more treacherous route through 

open water. Her great-
grandfather’s long-
house is also long 
gone, torn down to 
make way for Highway 
17 to the BC Ferries’ 
Tsawwassen terminal 
and a two-kilometre-
long causeway that 
opened in 1960. A five-
kilometre-long cause-
way opened in 1970, 
crossing the mudflats 
to a bulk coal terminal 

built on Roberts Bank that soon expanded to handle cargo. It is 
now one of the busiest ports in North America.

“We’ve been hemmed in on both sides,” says Joe, the din of 
transport trucks and trains echoing across the water. Roberts 
Bank, which operates night and day 362 days a year, changed 
currents over the tidal flats, where coal dust and a long list of 
invasive species have joined the crabs in the tide pools where 
Joe splashed as a child.

PHOTOGRAPHS TAKEN from the International Space Station 
give a sense of the human footprint on the estuary today — a 
grey grid of highways, rail lines, residential areas, malls, 

warehouses and farms extending from the tidal flats more than 
80 kilometres inland. The braided arms of the Fraser River wind 
through the city past sewage treatment plants, cement factories 
and shipping docks, swirling plumes of fresh water sweeping 
over marshes and tidal flats and out to sea. 

Most of the estuary’s remaining marshes are designated as 
provincial Wildlife Management Areas and Wetlands of 
International Importance under the Ramsar Convention, a global 
treaty for the conservation of wetlands. But protecting the marshes 
on paper has not stopped big chunks of them from vanishing. 

In 1989, Sean Boyd, a research scientist with Environment 
and Climate Change Canada, monitored transects across bul-
rush marshes for one of his snow geese studies. In 2011, he 
pulled on his waders and repeated the survey, only to find large 
swaths of marsh had “disappeared completely.” Part of the 
Sturgeon Bank Wildlife Management Area, beside the main 
shipping channel in the river, was hardest hit, with a large part 
of the bulrush marsh there replaced by a mudflat nearly five 
kilometres long and up to half a kilometre wide in places.

“Quite frankly, we can’t figure out what’s going on,” says Boyd, 
who has been poring over old maps with provincial wetland spe-
cialists and port engineers. They suspect a combination of factors 
is responsible, including severe storms, overgrazing by snow 
geese, rising sea levels and dredging that clears millions of tonnes 
of sediment the Fraser drops every year in the shipping channel.

A lot more marsh is expected to disappear in the years ahead, 
as the sea level is forecast to rise by as much as 1.2 metres on the 
estuary by 2100 as the climate changes. “The Fraser River Delta is 
particularly at risk, as valuable tidal habitat will be squeezed 
between the rising waters and coastal dikes; significant amounts 
of habitat will inevitably be lost,” says one federal report. Key 
migratory bird stops — the tidal mudflats and wetlands — could 

BARB JOE, A TSAWWASSEN  

FIRST NATION ELDER, RECALLS 

HER MOTHER BOILING FRESH 

CRAB FOR PICNICS AS THE 

CHILDREN WARMED UP BY THE FIRE 

AFTER SPLASHING IN TIDE POOLS. IT’S 

A VERY DIFFERENT PLACE TODAY.
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be under water as the dikes protecting farms and low-lying resi-
dential areas are raised to prevent water inundating some of 
Canada’s most expensive real estate. Reports warn of $20-billion 
to $30-billion losses if the dikes don’t hold. 

An even more immediate squeeze is occurring on dry land, 
where the city is grappling with both an affordability crisis — the 
average Vancouver home now tops $1 million — and a looming 
shortage of industrial space. Environmentalists, condominium 
builders, industries, First Nations, farmers and different arms 
of government are increasingly at odds over the undeveloped 
lands that remain. 

PROTECTING THE ESTUARY has always been challenging. 
The Fraser River Estuary Management Program was created in 
1985 to do just that, bringing together federal, provincial, First 
Nations and local governments. Stephen Harper’s Conservative 
government dismantled the program in 2013, transferring review 
and oversight of many development projects to the Vancouver 
Fraser Port Authority, a federal body that controls much of the 
estuary’s waterfront and water. The port has cleared logs off 
beaches, dealt with derelict boats, reduced emissions from ships 

and explored how vessel traffic affects the 76 endangered south-
ern resident orcas that remain in local waters. The port has also 
green-lighted several costly and contentious projects, and is 
championing several more that could radically alter the estuary.

“We’re in the midst of a new industrial era,” says Otto 
Langer, the former head of habitat assessment in British 
Columbia and the Yukon for the Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans. Before retiring, Langer spent decades pursuing pollut-
ers of the estuary. Now he’s better known for defending the 
estuary from mega-projects.

Langer climbs into his SUV at his home in Richmond, a city 
just south of Vancouver, and heads for the Fraser River, passing 
a new mall, condo developments and giant riverside parking lots. 
More than a thousand new Hyundai vehicles, fresh off cargo 
ships, fill one field, while Volkswagens cover the next. He takes 
a sharp right and pulls up to the river.

“The new jet-fuel farm,” Langer says, looking over a muddy 
construction site where Vancouver International Airport’s fuel 
depot is taking shape. It has a prominent spot on Langer’s list 
of 14 major threats to the estuary, which also includes the new 
liquefied natural gas storage facility lit up with blinking lights 
just across the river on Tilbury Island, the planned $15-million 
shipping terminal to export coal to Asia at Fraser Surrey Docks 
and the proposed expansions of the Roberts Bank port and the 
Trans Mountain pipeline.

The airport’s fuel depot stands out because it “will allow 
barges and tankers of highly toxic and flammable jet fuel to enter 

Clockwise from left: Barb Joe takes in the view of the marshlands 

from a boardwalk on Tsawwassen First Nation land; a great blue 

heron skims across the water, with Roberts Bank port in the 

background; snow geese near the Alaksen National Wildlife Area.    
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the Fraser River for the first time in history,” says Langer. He 
leads a group that fought and lost a legal challenge in 2015 to 
overturn a provincial government certificate that Langer says 
allowed the project to proceed after the Harper government 
reduced the scope of the environmental assessment process 
through sweeping changes made in the name of harmonization. 
“It was a farce,” says Langer, noting that the certificate was 
issued despite widespread concern about the jet-fuel farm.

Langer has seen first-hand how jet-fuel spills can affect 
aquatic life and linger in the environment. He says a spill 
would not only endanger residents at the nearby Riverport Flats 
housing complex, but also the marshes and Alaksen wildlife 
area downstream. And accidents have happened. In 2014, the 
German container ship Cap Blanche ran aground nearby in the 
fog, an incident that didn’t result in a spill. A year later, how-
ever, the bulk grain carrier MV Marathassa spilled 2,800 litres 
of fuel in Vancouver’s English Bay, creating a slick that cost the 
government more than $2.5 million to clean up.

Robin Silvester, president and CEO of the Port of Vancouver, 
has ambitious plans to turn Vancouver into an even bigger hub 
for trade. His downtown office overlooks a harbour crammed 
with container docks, grain terminals, shipyards, hotels, con-
dos and a giant convention centre. There is little room to grow 
and cruise ships are getting so big some can no longer fit 
beneath the Lions Gate Bridge spanning the harbour entrance. 

The port sees much more potential for expansion on the estuary, 
with its large tracts of wide-open farmland and expansive wetlands. 

In the last decade a new 
network of rail lines, 
highways and over-
passes has been built 
leading to the port at 
Roberts Bank. Silvester 
is also contemplating a 
new cruise ship termi-
nal for the estuary and 
supports a contentious 
plan for a 10-lane 
$3.5-billion bridge to 

replace the four-lane George Massey Tunnel, which lies on the 
bottom of the south arm of the Fraser River like a speed bump. 
The congested tunnel not only slows down traffic and transport 
trucks, but also limits the size of ships entering the river.

Silvester says billions of dollars in economic activity and 
thousands of jobs depend on port expansion. His vision, laid 

out in a Port 2050 forecasting report, includes spending bil-
lions more dollars expanding the port and transportation 
infrastructure. He warns against what he calls the “local for-
tress” scenario, in which Vancouver cuts ties with world 
markets, the economy languishes, and the city becomes a 
back water where the wealthy “retire and retreat.”

The port, which has also raised the alarm over the city’s 
growing shortage of industrial land, has been buying up prop-
erty, including 95 hectares of farmland, long protected from 
urban sprawl by British Columbia’s agricultural land reserve. 
When Malcolm Brodie, the mayor of Richmond, objected to 
the idea of historic riverside farms being paved over for port 
facilities, Silvester pulled rank, telling Brodie the port wasn’t 
bound by the province’s rules. “As a federal body here at Port 
Metro Vancouver, we have supremacy,” said Silvester. 

The port, along with some of the city’s biggest developers, has 
found more willing partners among First Nations, which control 
large tracts of land on the estuary. In 2009, the Tsawwassen First 
Nation reclaimed 724 hectares as part of a treaty settlement, 
much of it prime farmland removed from the agricultural land 
reserve. Chief Bryce Williams and the Tsawwassen First Nation’s 
executive council have overseen commercial and industrial deals 
that have already generated millions for their community, and he 
says they’re keen to make more.

Former cabbage fields have been transformed into 
Tsawwassen Mills, a shopping mall that aims to rival West 
Edmonton Mall as a consumer destination. A housing develop-
ment, where 99-year leases on two-bedroom townhouses start at 
$619,900, is taking shape beside the mall, on streets named after 
hawks, herons and shorebirds. Dump trucks, backhoes and roll-
ers are burying another 120 hectares of farmland under 
3.5-metre-thick layers of fill, creating Tsawwassen industrial 
land, which is for lease in front of the port at Roberts Bank. A 
logistics centre, sewage treatment facility and a container exami-
nation facility are among the buildings that now sit where 
shorebirds used to feed at high tide and owls hunted at night. 

Williams expects demand for industrial space to grow along 
with the port. The port’s current expansion plan, now 

Margaret Munro (@margaretmunro) writes about science and the 
environment. Her stories have appeared in Nature, Scientific 
American and the Globe and Mail. Ben Nelms’ (bennelms.ca) 
photography appears regularly in the Globe and Mail, the New York 
Times, Maclean’s and Sports Illustrated. 

THE PORT, ALONG WITH  

SOME OF THE CITY’S BIGGEST 

DEVELOPERS, HAS FOUND MORE 

WILLING PARTNERS AMONG FIRST 

NATIONS, WHICH CONTROL LARGE 

TRACTS OF LAND ON THE ESTUARY.
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undergoing federal environmental review, would create a 
700-metre-wide, 1.7-kilometre-long artificial island next to the 
existing facility to handle more cargo ships. Environment and 
Climate Change Canada told the review panel in February that 
the port expansion’s impact on western sandpipers could be 
“potentially high in magnitude, permanent, irreversible and 
continuous.” Flocks of hundreds of thousands of the migrating 
shorebirds touch down in April to feed on biofilm growing on 
the tidal flats in front of the port. 

MANY CREATURES in the estuary have already seen alarming 
declines, including foundational species such as eulachon, which 
crashed in the 1990s. While eulachon are returning to some rivers 
on British Columbia’s central and north coast, the fish is still close 
to historic lows in the Fraser, where its population is listed as 
endangered. Meanwhile, wildlife experts have recommended that 
the eight sub-populations of the Fraser’s sockeye salmon and the 
sea-going steelhead trout that pass through the estuary and are “at 
imminent risk of extinction” also be listed as endangered. The 
Fraser’s white sturgeon, which can prowl the river bottom for 
more than 100 years and can grow as long as six metres, is so 
threatened that any that are caught must be released. Habitat loss 
and river dredging are said to have been contributing factors in 
the declines, along with overfishing, mismanagement, climate 
changes and poorly understood phenomena in the ocean. 

A total of 23 bird species that depend on the diminishing wild 
spaces in and around the estuary are also at risk, including the 
federally listed great blue heron, barn swallow and western 
grebe. And while few birds are as adaptable as the pigeons, crows 
and starlings thriving amid Vancouver’s growing forest of glass 
towers, the likes of marbled murrelets need ancient trees with 
mossy limbs to lay their eggs, while barn owls depend on wide-
open spaces and shorebirds are partial to tidal flats. 

University of Victoria conservation biologist Laura Kehoe is 
working on a project to identify the most cost-effective actions to 
conserve the most species per dollar spent on the Fraser estuary 
over the next 25 years. “There is still hope, but we are on the brink 
of losing species and the knock-on effects of that could be quite 
serious,” she says, referring to the way the estuary’s birds and fish 
can affect an ecosystem’s food web hundreds or even thousands 
of kilometres away.

Part of the problem for the Fraser estuary is what Kehoe calls 
a tendency to take an “all or nothing approach to nature.” People 
are more likely to point to pristine areas such as British Columbia’s 
Great Bear Rainforest as magnificent ecological hot spots and 
lobby to have them protected. The Fraser estuary, though battered, 
“is a magnificent region right on our doorstep,” she says. “We just 
need to be better at seeing it and appreciating it.”

At the Alaksen wildlife area, Murray is making the same point, 
when she stops mid-sentence and raises her binoculars to check 
out a busy flock flitting by. “Common redpolls,” she says, as about 
a dozen fluffy pink-breasted birds alight on a treetop. They have 
flown south to escape the cold and have stopped here in a dimin-
ishing island of habitat. Across the marsh, a flock of dunlin wheels 
up and vanishes, heading south toward the port. 

Chief Bryce Williams of the Tsawwassen First Nation (left) has 

overseen lucrative development deals, including one to build the 

Tsawwassen Mills mall (above). Otto Langer near the airport’s 

riverside fuel depot, the location of which he opposes (opposite). 

See more of Ben Nelms’ photos of the Fraser River Delta at  

cangeo.ca/ja18/fraser.
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Cliffs along New Brunswick’s 

southern shore shape the Fundy 

Footpath, part of the province’s 

coastal Great Trail system.
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FUNDY
Fo� owing 

New Brunswick’s Fundy Footpath traverses 
some of Atlantic Canada’s last coastal 
wilderness, but increasing tourism and 
other development is always close at hand. 
How does the footpath fi nd its balance?

BY KAREN PINCHIN
WITH PHOTOGRAPHY BY NICK HAWKINS

NICK BRENNAN LEANS over a dog-eared topographical map of New 
Brunswick’s Fundy coast, running chestnut-tanned fi ngers along its jag-
ged shoreline. Ink has been rubbed to bare paper, occasionally to holes, 

around campsites east of St. Martins, N.B., where Brennan’s wilderness outfi tting 
company is based. This weekend I’ll be tackling a third of the Fundy Footpath, one 
of the country’s hardest backcountry trails, from Little Salmon River, about 20 kilo-
metres west of Fundy National Park, to Big Salmon River, another 20 kilometres 
farther west. It’s the easiest segment, and I’m hiking it in the easiest direction, but 
Brennan still seems concerned.

“You have to understand what this is,” he says. “It’s a single-track trail with 
exposed roots, not level, slippery when wet, with extreme elevation climbs and 
descents. And then you add tides into that mix.”
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It’s on the New Brunswick side of 
this enormous tidal basin, along steep, 
south-facing cliffs, where a 60-kilometre 
segment of The Great Trail wends and 
climbs through some of its most chal-
lenging terrain. Comprising some of the 
last pristine coastal wilderness in 
Atlantic Canada, the stretch is an amal-
gam of three separate yet intertwined 
trail systems. To the west is the Fundy 
Trail Parkway, accessible by car and 
open to day-trippers and cyclists, a curv-
ing snake of pavement slicing through 
thick forest. To the east is the Fundy 
National Park trail, which features a 
well-maintained spider’s web of paths 
and trails and modern park amenities 
including signage, bathrooms and on-
site interpreters. I will be trekking the 
volunteer-built Fundy Footpath — a 
narrow, remote, root-and-rock-strewn 
trail recommended for only the most-
prepared hikers — that links the two.

Trail builders, entrepreneurs, environ-
mentalists, First Nations groups and locals 
often carry competing visions for this area. 
Whether it’s slated for development, pro-
tected by government or managed by 
teams of volunteers, determining who can 
enjoy and access this landscape has long 
been, and will remain, a fine balance. And 
yet, stuffing gear into my backpack, my 
first concern is whether or not I’m equal to 
even this short section of the footpath.

IT’S THE BEAUTY and potential of St. 
Martins, at the western end of the coastal 
trail, that drew Brennan here, and where 
he and friend Mike Carpenter, an expe-
rienced sea kayaker, started Red Rock 
Adventure in 2012. They run kayaking 
and boat tours along the winding coast’s 
tide-carved caves and remote beaches, 
and offer guiding services and educa-
tional and therapeutic overnight trips in 
New Brunswick’s wildest corners. Over 

the past few years, they’ve seen tourism 
explode, visitors drawn to the area par-
tially by the Fundy Footpath. “People are 
hungry to go to untouched places. That’s 
the direction the global tourism industry 
is going in,” says Brennan. “And we live 
in a province where there’s more wild-
erness than people.”

Long a territory travelled, harvested and 
fished by the Maliseet and Mi’kmaq First 
Nations, this coastline was a centre of the 
18th- and 19th-century colonial shipbuild-
ing trade. The pines here grow straight and 
strong, and make ideal masts for sailing 
ships; at one point, nearly every river or 
creek running to the ocean in this area was 
dammed for logging. This brought pros-
perity to St. Martins and other towns, but 
also devastated them when shipbuilding 
collapsed in the early 1900s. 

By 2020, a brand-new paved Fundy 
Trail Parkway, which some call “the new 
Cabot Trail,” will run parallel to the 
Fundy coastal trails, linking St. Martins 
and Alma, at the easternmost point of the 
national park. Right now, the only 
straight route between the two is by back-
country hike. St. Martins gets about 
70,000 tourists annually, says Brennan, 
compared with Alma’s annual draw of 
around 300,000; a through road will trans-
form this town from a detour to a destina-
tion. While tourists are increasingly 
flocking to the footpath, it’s still a remote 
wilderness trail with all the inherent 

ACCESS TO THIS  

landscape HAS LONG 

BEEN a fine balance.
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THE MORNING arrives with the small 
roar of insect wings. Following the 
Appalachian Trail standard, white blazes 
track this winding footpath. Inconveniently, 
the bark of many trees in this area also 
carry a look-alike white fungus, so hikers 
are warned to pay close attention.

“Most of the time, if you get lost on the 
trail, you’ve been talking or daydreaming, 
and, poof, you forget where you are,” says 
Alonzo Leger, who, along with his brother 
Gilles, started building the footpath with 
a team of volunteers in the early 1990s. 
Although park ranger Jack McKay blazed 
a gruelling straight-up-and-down trail 
along the coast in the 1980s, it had fallen 
into disuse by the time the Leger broth-
ers started their work. 

Building switchbacks and cutting 
trails along perilous 200-metre-high 
ravines was difficult and painstaking, 
says Alonzo Leger, but with support 
from other volunteer trail builders 
across the province, including veterans 
of the Moncton-area Dobson Trail, the 
eastern section of the Fundy Footpath 
was completed in 1994. The western 
section — the part we’re hiking — was 
finished four years later. From securing 
land permissions from private landown-
ers to the thousands of volunteer hours 
spent building the trail, he’s still amazed 
they actually did it.

These days, Leger says some of the 
footpath’s veteran hikers are annoyed by 
the amount and scale of development 
invested in the western, driveable park-
way side of the trail, money they say 
would be better spent maintaining and 
improving the central footpath’s aging 

stair ladders and signage. Another chal-
lenge, he says, is that all three sections 
bear the “Fundy” name, which often 
confuses tourists looking for day hikes or 
bike trails. “We get people who want to 
cycle it, and I have to say, ‘No, it’s a foot-
path,’ ” Leger says. “You’d be carrying 
your bike most of the time.”

Passing through the sheltered inlet 
of Cradle Brook, we eat a leisurely, 
sunshine-drenched lunch of rehydrated 
food on the rocky beach, a pleasant 
change from the forest’s thick, shady 
canopy. It’s gorgeous on a calm day, but 
easy to see how a storm and high tide 
could pin unlucky hikers between ocean 
and dense shrubbery. Ascending the 
valley wall, the cable ladder is rotting 
and rickety, and quavers under our feet. 
We breathe a sigh of relief when back 
on solid ground, but our eyes widen at 
the steep trail winding upward.

When emergencies happen on the 
footpath, one person likely to get a call 
is Larry Adair, owner of Adair’s 
Wilderness Lodge. He has a thick white 

beard and often wears a khaki shirt and 
glasses, giving him a Santa-Claus-on-
summer-vacation vibe. He purchased 
this land, about 15 kilometres north of 
the Little Salmon River trailhead, in 
1990 and built the lodge and restaurant 
in 1997. Cabins, motel units and a ban-
quet room — featuring a mural in which 
Alonzo Leger appears — followed soon 
after. While Leger and other volunteers 
worked on the Fundy Footpath, Adair let 
them camp on his land for free. 

“Before I opened this area, hardly 
anyone toured it,” says Adair. Catering 
to ATV riders and motorcyclists, as well 
as hunters in the fall and hikers in the 
summer, the lodge hosts groups of 
snow mobilers and cross-country skiers 
in the winter. Adair, a longtime mem-
ber of the Fundy Trail Parkway board, 
says the area will be the province’s 
“number one tourism destination” 
when the connecting road is eventually 
finished. “If I can get everything rolling, 
in five years you’ll see at least a 100-
room hotel in here, motel, pool and 
spa,” he says.

It’s important that all types of visitors, 
from adrenaline junkies to easygoing day-
trippers, are able to find activities and 
services they’re comfortable with, says 
Adair. There’s room in Fundy National 
Park for everyone, he says, and Brennan 
agrees. “Making sure everyone gets along, 
that’s a constant balancing act,” says 
Brennan. “But it’s remarkable that we all 
have access to this trail, even across pri-
vate and public land. It’s magic.”

‘ PEOPLE ARE  
HUNGRY TO GO TO 
untouched places.'
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NEARING THE END of a second, gruel-
ling day on the footpath, my knees and 
feet feel the opposite of magic, but the 
sudden discovery of hundreds of wild 
trailside blueberries is still thrilling. I 
awkwardly stoop to pick some, filling my 
palms before moving on, and minutes 
later, the brand-new wooden guardrails 
of a road under construction emerge 
beside the trail. A wide, snaking asphalt 
path runs back toward where we’ve just 
walked, step after heavy, tired step. It’s 
jarring to see smooth, fresh road after 
days of uneven single-track path. 

When we trudge into Long Beach, a 
serene arcing bay at low tide, we’re 
greeted by a brand-new facility contain-
ing washrooms, freshly plumbed show-
ers and — even — croquet mallet rentals. 
A half-dozen cars pepper a freshly paved 
parking lot. A white-haired man in kha-
kis crouches on a log, staring out at the 
ocean. A family stands around a black 
SUV, doors open, music playing. 
“Debbie, pass my water bottle,” the 
female driver shouts. “Debbie!” 

After miles of silent forest, it is a cacoph-
ony, and so distracting we accidentally hike 
a kilometre past the area’s new campsites, 
the originals displaced by brand-new picnic 
shelters. It’s too late to continue to Big 
Salmon, where our car is parked, so our 
night will be spent here. Dark clouds 
threaten as we rush to pitch our tents on a 
sheltered plateau overlooking the beach. 

Growing up cutting trails with his 
father Alonzo, 37-year-old Marc Leger 
never anticipated working in this wilder-
ness as an adult. But now, managing a 
trail revitalization project for Fundy 

National Park, he says a childhood spent 
in this forest has come in handy. The 
“worst part” of the Fundy Footpath used 
to finish in the park, he says, which is 
one reason they recently hired a world-
renowned sustainable trail building con-
sultant to reroute the segment of the 
coastal trail from Goose River, at the 
park’s western border. 

With grey-flecked hair, long limbs and 
a beard, Leger wears glasses and a green 
Parks Canada jacket and matching col-
lared shirt. A former employee of The 
Great Trail — back when it was still the 
Trans Canada Trail — he currently sits 
on the board of the Fundy Hiking Trails 
Association and volunteers on the foot-
path. When The Great Trail was still in 
the planning stages, he says, this park 
was one of the first groups on board; it is 
still only one of a handful of national 
parks represented along the path.

Striking a balance between longtime 
hikers and mountain bikers and 
Canadians new to exploring the coun-
try’s wilderness, including day-trippers 

more comfortable in cars than in hiking 
boots, is one of his organization’s goals, 
says Leger. “We have our coastal trails, 
and we have trails you can drive. We 
have trails that you can walk, trails you 
can walk and bike,” he says, pointing to 
a bank of new, under-construction trail. 
“This goes through the exact same ter-
rain, but will be more accessible. 
‘Fundy Footpath light’ would be a good 
way to put it.”

As the afternoon light dims, the park 
empties out, with one family arriving a 
half-hour before the 8 p.m. day-visiting 
closing time. Two older women in 
colourful saris take the stairs carefully 
down to the beach, bright fabric whip-
ping in the wind. When they drive away, 
we are alone again, now surrounded by 
empty infrastructure. Sitting at a new-
wood-smelling picnic bench at Long 
Beach, it’s possible to see the allure of 
the footpath — not simply in making 
stretches of it more accessible, but in 
bringing more lucky people closer to 
Fundy’s fairy-tale beaches, its confound-
ing cliffs; who wouldn’t want to rub up 
against this beauty and solitude? 

See more of Nick Hawkins’ images of the 

Fundy Footpath at cangeo.ca/jf18/fundy.

Tourists explore the St. Martins sea caves  

at low tide (above), a short trip from the 

western Fundy Trail Parkway. The 84-metre-

long Big Salmon River suspension bridge 

(opposite) marks the western access  

point to the Fundy Footpath.

‘ IT’S REMARKABLE WE  

ALL HAVE a�e� to  
this trail. It's magic.'
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GUARDIANS

How one British Columbia First Nation 
is building its vision of the guardian 
conservation model being adopted by 
Indigenous Peoples across Canada

BY JULIAN BRAVE NOISECAT

INDIGENOUS

OF THE

NUXALK
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O
Tallio calls out in his Nuxalk tongue, 

an endangered language with fewer than 
10 fl uent speakers that he spent years 
studying instead of attending university. 
He announces our presence to the ani-
mals, ancestors and spirits, clearing our 
path and asking for protection. We turn 
our bodies in a clockwise circle, the same 
way dancers spin before entering the 
dance fl oors of the big houses that are 
the spiritual hearts of Indigenous com-
munities along the coast. Thorsen Creek, 
or Squmalh in Nuxalk, a tributary of the 
lower Bella Coola River cut into the valley 
by retreating Pleistocene glaciers, con-
nects us to Nuxalk creation. 

Ahead, watching us from the rainfor-
est’s soggy verdant fl oor, are dozens of 
ancient petroglyphs etched into rocks 
lining the stepped trail. The glyphs, 
carved in stone thousands of years ago 
(estimates range from 5,000 to 10,000 
years), date roughly to the Mid-
Holocene, a period of signifi cant eco-
logical change that made resources like 
western red cedar — an essential mate-
rial for building structures, wares and 
artworks — more abundant and acces-
sible to coastal peoples. Tallio dates the 
glyphs to “the time of the fi xing of the 
Earth.” In poetic, if not archeological 
terms, he might be right.

Tallio describes each image as we 
ascend the hill: the guardian caretaker 
of this place; the frog, a transformer 
who takes many forms in life; raven, the 
meddlesome trickster whose follies and 

transgressions animate many Nuxalk 
stories; the four ancestors representing 
the four generations who survived the 
four catastrophes (the falling of the sky, 
the burning of the world, the fl ooding 
of the land and the famine of the peo-
ple). Like biblical plagues, these calami-
ties led to the creation of Nuxalk laws, 
or, as Tallio puts it: “the way of being, 
being at the place.” 

The Nuxalk followed and enforced 
these ancient decrees in every aspect of 
their social life, from summer fi sheries to 
winter ceremonies. The explorer 
Alexander Mackenzie learned just how 
serious the Nuxalk 
were about their laws 
when he travelled the 
Bella Coola River in 
1793. Admiring a large 
fi shing weir, Mackenzie 
asked for a closer look 
but was refused as a 
visitor unpractised in 
the Nuxalk way. 

The village edict 
appears stern, but 
across the generations, 
laws like these, which controlled access 
and mandated fair distribution, fostered, 
in the summation of historian Lissa K. 
Wadewitz, “a world negotiated for the 
benefit of both salmon and people.” 
Tallio and others are working to bring 
Nuxalk rights back to this place and 
many more throughout Nuxalk territory. 
In the coming years, many places in the 

Nuxalk homeland, roughly from Dean 
Channel in the north to South Bentinck 
Arm in the south and King Island in the 
west to the Bella Coola Valley in the east, 
may come under Nuxalk jurisdiction for 
the fi rst time in more than a century.

“As a much older nation,” Tallio 
tells me in his professorial tone, “we 
have to show Canada how to manage 
these resources.” 

AT THE NUXALK BAND, I meet Wally 
Webber, Chief Councillor of the Nuxalk, 
whose grey shoulder-length hair and 
plain black-rimmed spectacles make him 

look like an aging hip-
ster. Webber heads the 
Nuxalk elected govern-
ment responsible for 
policy and welfare on 
the reserve. He also 
holds the hereditary 
title Snxiluulhla, a 
name that hails from 
“Sunny Village,” the 
land the band office 
stands on today.

We are joined by 
Ernie Tallio, the stout and soft-spoken 
manager of the Guardian Watchmen, a 
Nuxalk environmental stewardship pro-
gram. The three of us pile into his white 
GMC pickup and ride down to the 
wharf. At the docks, Blair Hans, 21, and 
Keith Windsor, 37, dressed in khaki 
Watchmen uniforms, are preparing 
their vessel. Clyde Tallio is here too. 

GUARDIANS
N A MAY MORNING in British Columbia’s Bella Coola Valley, Clyde Tallio, a long-

limbed 31-year-old Nuxalk intellectual, and I walk a dirt road that gives way to a 

forest path up a bank from Thorsen Creek, swollen with spring melt. As we slip 

beneath the forest canopy, we move between worlds: from rural Western Canada to 

sacred Nuxalk territory. These are the lands of Tallio’s people, who are emerging as 

protagonists in an Indigenous epic unfolding on this unconquered expanse of 

Pacifi c coast. 

‘As you learn
 to connect and 
dance with these 

beings, you’re able to 
learn more about 

yourself and what it 
means to be human.’ 
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From April to October, Ernie Tallio, 
Hans, Windsor and three other mem-
bers of the Watchmen patrol the labyrin-
thine inlets, islands and fi ords of their 
Nuxalk homeland. 

The Guardian Watchmen program 
provides secure jobs to First Nations 
people in a region with few. In the 1990s, 
logging corporations pulled out of Bella 
Coola. Combined with the steady decline 
of the fisheries, the departure of the 
forestry industry left many in the com-
munity unemployed. According to 
Statistics Canada, more than one in four 
workers and more than 40 per cent of 
men are unemployed. More than half of 
the population can’t work because there 
aren’t enough jobs. But the Guardian 
Watchmen program provides more than 
just employment. As eyes and ears 
watching over water and land, the 
Watchmen are enacting a simple but 
potentially revolutionary principle: the 
return of territories and resources to 
Indigenous protection.

“This is how governance and sover-
eignty, if you will, are being exercised by 
the nations,” says Paul Kariya, a Coastal 
First Nations senior policy advisor, in his 
16th-fl oor offi ce in downtown Vancouver 
later that week. “They’re saying we have 
to coexist. They’re saying we have to 
protect the environment in a way that 
creates longevity and opportunity for us.”

The Nuxalk established their Guardian 
Watchmen program in 2009 as part of 
the broader Great Bear Initiative negoti-
ated by First Nations and the govern-
ment of British Columbia. Through the 
Coastal First Nations alliance, the Nuxalk 
cooperate with eight other communities 
to protect, monitor and restore natural 
and cultural resources. The Coastal First 
Nations Guardian Watchmen program 
is funded by the $58-million Coast 
Funds endowment. They also benefi t 
from $6 million in annual revenue from 
carbon credits created through the pres-
ervation of the temperate old-growth 
Great Bear Rainforest, which acts as a 
vast repository for climate-change-
causing carbon dioxide emissions. 

The Nuxalk program was inspired by 
the path-breaking Haida Watchmen ini-
tiative formalized in 1981. Today, 
Guardian programs draw on the Haida 
model, the Indigenous Rangers program 
piloted in Australia in 2007 and a grow-
ing network of similar initiatives in 
Canada. The Indigenous Guardians 
Toolkit, developed by The Nature 
Conservancy of Canada in conjunction 
with Indigenous part-
ners, counts more than 
45 communities con-
ducting Guardian activ-
ities across Canada. 
The 2017 federal bud-
get includes $25 mil-
lion over fi ve years to 
fund more pilots. 

Under the wispy 
morning fog,  the 
Guardian Watchmen, 
Webber, Clyde Tallio 
and I set out onto the choppy waters of 
North Bentinck Arm. As we travel, 
Clyde Tallio narrates the Nuxalk history 
and place names of his territory. Below 
us, on the seafl oor of the ocean-fl ooded 
valley of North Bentinck, lies the house 
of the chief of the undersea world, 
Q’umakwa, whose name we do not say 
out on the water.

While Clyde tracks our patrol through 
linguistic history, Ernie uses an app on 
his standard issue Guardian Watchmen 
tablet to collect data. Last year, the 
Nuxalk Guardian Watchmen traversed 
14,723 kilometres of territory on 139 
patrols. They are well on their way to 
exceeding those numbers this year. The 
data they collect is uploaded to the cloud 
where First Nations policy-makers com-

bine it with science, 
analytics and tradi-
tional Indigenous gov-
ernance  sys tems . 
Indigenous gover-
nance and environ-
mental science often 
advance in tandem. 
The Nuxalk Guardian 
Watchmen recently 
helped to wrap up a 
b e a r  s t u d y  t h a t 
advanced knowledge 

about bear behaviours and populations 
in their territory.

The Watchmen are often the only 
authorities out on the land. They rarely 
encounter BC Parks or Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada rangers because those 
understaffed agencies can’t afford regu-
lar patrols. As a more constant and 
reliable presence, the Watchmen are 
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Like biblical plagues, 
these calamities led 

to the creation of 
Nuxalk laws, or, as 
Tallio puts it: ‘the 

way of being, being 
at the place.’ 
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Clyde Tallio of the Nuxalk Nation 

pauses to refl ect at the base of the 

Snuxyaltwa totem pole, which his 

people erected to reassert rights to 

their ancient homelands.
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increasingly called upon to uphold not 
just Indigenous and environmental 
laws, but also public safety. Just three 
days earlier, the Nuxalk Watchmen res-
cued three teens who capsized their 
kayaks near the mouth of the Bella 
Coola River. And last November, they 
recovered the body of a man whose 
houseboat was ripped to pieces by a 
ferocious windstorm.

Later in the season, the Watchmen 
encounter sport fishers, wildlife viewers, 
commercial trawlers and professional 
prawners. They give the visitors they 
meet a friendly reminder that this is 
Nuxalk territory and ask that all respect 
the Nuxalk way. Before the British 
Columbia government banned the tro-
phy grizzly hunt in 2017, the Watchmen 
would run into bear hunters on occasion. 
When they did, they did not shy away 
from expressing their opposition. Now 
that resident grizzlies are mostly safe 
from people, local residents need to be 
protected from the bears who wander 
into town. A month after I depart Bella 
Coola, a grizzly sow mauls a man in his 
backyard. The Watchmen sometimes 
assist with bear patrols, aiming to mini-
mize human-grizzly run-ins. Through 
their actions, the Guardian Watchmen 
are steadily building a case for 
Indigenous governance of this coast. 
And among the public, the Guardian 
Watchmen are gaining favour with fish-
ermen, tourists and the locals they 
encounter on patrol every day.

As we near the end of Ats’aaxlh, or 
South Bentinck Arm, where the Taleomy 
and Noeick rivers converge into the inlet 
at Taleomy Narrows, we approach the 
ancient village of Talyu, the home of 
Clyde and Ernie’s Tallio ancestors, the 
Talyuumc “Descendants of the Queen of 
the Undersea,” a Nuxalk borough that 
included the homes of not only the Tallio 

Clyde Tallio (top), one of fewer than 10 

fluent speakers of Nuxalk, joins Nuxalk 

Coastal Guardian Watchmen member Keith 

Windsor (middle) and Chief Council of the 

Nuxalk Wally Webber (bottom) on a patrol.
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but also the Hans and Snow lineages. An 
Indian agent evicted the last of the Snow 
family, who maintain the hereditary title 
of Snuxyaltwa, “The Light of the 
Universe,” in the 1930s. He threatened to 
take the children and prosecute the par-
ents if the family did not relocate to Bella 
Coola. Loggers burned what remained of 
the village not long after. Interfor, a log-
ging corporation, clear-cut this part of 
South Bentinck Arm in the 2000s.

We board a dinghy to make our way to 
shore. In a clearing at the edge of the 
forest, a massive totem pole rises amid 
the trees. As the Nuxalk reassert rights to 
their homelands, they have erected poles 
like this one — traditionally used as 
grave and boundary markers — through-
out their territory. In 2009, the Snow 
family hosted a potlatch to raise this pole, 
carved by Harry Schooner and his assis-
tants, to reassert rights to this place. The 
pole tells the Snuxyaltwa Smayusta, or 
origin story, depicting the loon, the 
whale, grizzly, thunderbird, sun and 
angel Yulm, the eldest of the four mythic 
Nuxalk carpenters who helped Creator 
make the world.

We gather around the pole, peering up 
at its intricate carved and painted black, 
blue and red designs. Windsor runs his 
hand over a fresh gash on Yulm’s belly, 
where a grizzly has marked its own 
claims. We linger awhile. Clyde takes a 
seat at the base of the Snuxyaltwa pole and 
lights a cigarette. He bows his head, look-
ing down between his feet at the muddy 
turf of his ancestor’s home and exhales. 

AS CLYDE TALLIO and I crest Thorsen 
Creek trail on that May morning, we 
approach the last of the rock carvings. 
Tallio points to his favourite: a dancer 
with wide eyes and circular orbs flutter-
ing above his bulbous cranium. Tallio 
tells us that these circles symbolize the 

dancer’s strivings and achievements. 
“The Nuxalk word for human being is 
Tl’msta,” he says. “Tl’ms means to 
awaken, to aspire, to achieve, to accom-
plish, to be aware, and then ta means 
real thing: a real human being awaken-
ing, becoming aware, aspiring to achieve 
and accomplish.”

Beyond the tl’msta figure stand carv-
ings representing the spirits of the next 
world, or si’ukws. Si’ukws are like a cross 
between patron saints and platonic 
forms. They care for particular parts of 
the world — the mountain, the forest, 
the trees, the rocks — but they also epito-
mize emotions and ideals like anger, 
laughter, medicine and the hunt. Nuxalk 
spiritual leaders came to this place to learn 
their dances. “As you go 
through their story and 
understand them and 
learn to connect and 
dance with these beings, 
you’re able to learn 
more about yourself and 
what it means to be 
human,” Tallio explains.

These rocks in -
scribed with epistemol-
ogies that have endured 
across millennia ges-
ture at something more 
permanent than paper 
edicts, digital curren-
cies and national gov-
ernments, connecting 
Tallio and me to the 
hands and truths of the 
First Peoples of this 
place: another way of 
being, another potential. Tallio and the 
Nuxalk are set on carrying this, the 
imperative of their history, their roots 
and their people forward.

There will be tension, undoubtedly, as 
residents of the Bella Coola Valley and 
lawmakers in Victoria and Ottawa reckon 
with these resurgent Nuxalk, their 
renewed authority, their hereditary lead-
ership and their Guardian Watchmen.

But there will be cooperation, too. 
Three weeks after I depart Nuxalk 

territory, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
travels to Prince Rupert, B.C., a port 
town north of Bella Coola, to sign a rec-
onciliation agreement with 14 coastal 
First Nations, including the Nuxalk, pro-
moting collaboration in the management 
and protection of the coastal ecosystem. 

“The First Nations of the Pacific 
North and Central Coast have been pro-
tecting Canada’s waters for millennia,” 
Prime Minister Trudeau says in a state-
ment. “Working together, we will pro-
tect and preserve the Pacific North 
Coast, and we will advance reconcilia-
tion along the way.”

Climate change, igniting boreal for-
ests, melting mountaintop glaciers, 
warming North Pacific waters and shift-

ing political currents 
wi l l  undoubtedly 
c o m p l i c a t e  t h i s 
unfolding story. But 
whether this new geo-
logical age marks a 
catastrophe, a begin-
ning or both is not yet 
written in stone.

At the crest of the 
trail, the threshold 
where we greet carv-
ings depicting spirits 
of the next world, 
there is a bowl worn 
into the rocks and 
marked with the four 
directions, where visi-
tors can pray and ask 
for blessings. One by 
one, Tallio and I touch 
the water in the bowl, 

asking for blessings as we step out into 
the uncertainty of the next world that lies 
beyond. Someday, maybe the Nuxalk will 
dance the stories of these ancestors, the 
ones who survived the catastrophe of 
colonization and navigated the turbulent 
waters of self-determination and recon-
ciliation to restore their way of being to 
this world and this place. 

Julian Brave NoiseCat (@jnoisecat) is a 
contributing editor to Canadian Geographic. 
He is a member of the Canim Lake Band 
Tsq’escen in British Columbia.  Read more about the Nuxalk Nation’s self-

determination at cangeo.ca/nd18/nuxalk.

The program 
provides more than 

just employment. 
The Watchmen are 
enacting a simple 

but potentially 
revolutionary 

principle: the return 
of territories and 

resources to 
Indigenous 
protection.
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Clockwise from left: Dancer Geoffrey Crow Eagle 

of the Piikani Nation; William Baptiste (left) and 

Stephen Wolftail of the Stoney-Nakoda First Nation 

at the 2017 rodeo competition; a fancy dancer from 

the Tsuut’ina Nation; a teepee at Elbow River Camp.
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Beyond the rodeo and the chuckwagon races,  

the Calgary Stampede is one of the country’s longest- 

running public celebrations of Indigenous cultures

STORY AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY JENN FAST

STAMPEDE
NATIONS
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Clockwise from above: Andee Coy Winnipeg of the 

Siksika Nation prepares for a jingle dance performance 

at Elbow River Camp; Indigenous dancers and students  

from The Young Canadians School of the Performing 

Arts during a show called “Together”; Kal Jackson,  

a member of the Piikani Nation, atop his horse during  

the Indigenous relay-race demonstration; Gerald  

Sitting Eagle, a Siksika Elder and the former chair  

of the Stampede’s Indian Events committee.
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ver 140 years ago, the 
Blackfoot Confederacy, 
the Tsuut’ina Nation 
and the Stoney-Nakoda 

Nation all came together in confl uence 
at Blackfoot Crossing. They made a 
treaty that was designed to permeate 
and penetrate generations … from here 
to the end of time.” Blackfoot fi lmmaker 
Cowboy Smithx’s voice booms from a 
video screen showing a sprawling aerial 
view of southern Alberta’s Blackfoot 
Crossing at the Calgary Stampede’s 
TransAlta Grandstand Show.

Smithx was a key part of the creative 
team for the 2017 show, an elaborate 
75-minute stage performance held each 
night during the Stampede. One of his 
roles was to ensure Indigenous acts 
were properly represented. Aptly titled 
“Together: A Show 150 Years in the 
Making,” the Grandstand Show incorpo-
rated the most Indigenous acts in 
Stampede history, including three-time 
world champion hoop dancer Dallas 
Arcand and a call to ceremony spoken 
entirely in Blackfoot by Elder Peter 
Weasel Moccasin before Smithx’s video. 

“I’m here to remind all of you, Treaty 
People of number 7,” Smithx’s voice 
continues, “that we are here to renew our 

relationship with Iiniistsi, the Blackfoot 
word for treaty. Peace, harmony and 
moving forward, creating new bridges, 
new beginnings and a future ... It’s time 
to move forward and it’s time to build 
this country together.”

Billed as the greatest outdoor show on 
Earth, the Calgary Stampede is renowned 
for its high-stakes rodeo competitions, 
exciting chuckwagon races and extra-
vagant stage performances enjoyed by 

more than a million people for 10 days 
each July. But beyond its large-scale pro-
ductions, the Stampede has become one 
of Canada’s largest public showcases of 
First Nations cultures.

AMERICAN RODEO promoter Guy 
Weadick founded the Calgary Stampede in 
1912 with the dream of hosting a large 
frontier celebration and cowboy champ ion-
ship contest that included the participation 

“O

Blood
(Kainai First Nation)

Piikani
Nation

Siksika
NationTsuut'ina

Nation

Chiniki

StoneyBearspaw
Wesley

Blood
(Kainai First Nation)

Piikani
Nation

Siksika
NationTsuut'ina

Nation

Chiniki

StoneyBearspaw
Wesley CALGARY

Airdrie

Medicine
Hat

Lethbridge

Red
Deer

CALGARY

Airdrie

Medicine
Hat

Lethbridge

Red
Deer

A L B E R T A

BRITISH

COLUMBIA

S
A

S
K

A
T

C
H

E
W

A
N

MONTANA

T R E A T Y  7

CANADA
U.S.A.

1

0 50 kmFirst Nations 
Reserve 

2

Stampede_BestOFSIP18.indd   71 2018-10-04   10:27 AM



72   BEST  OF  CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC  2018

S T A M P E D E

of Indigenous Peoples. Under the federal 
government’s Indian Act, introduced in 
1876, it was illegal for Indigenous Peoples 
to leave their reserves without a permit, let 
alone display their cultures in front of an 
audience. So Weadick turned to politicians, 
Senator James Alexander Lougheed and 
R.B. Bennett, who later became Canada’s 
11th prime minister, to exert pressure on 
the government for an exemption — and 
he got it. During the very first Stampede, 
some 1,800 people from the First 
Nations of Treaty 7 led the parade 
and competed in rodeo events.

That tradition lives on today, as 
families from the Treaty 7 First 
Nations set up camp in 26 teepees 
at Indian Village [The area was 
renamed Elbow River Camp in July, 
after this story went to press. —Ed.]  in 
Enmax Park, a 6.4-hectare green space 
along the Elbow River in Stampede Park. 
For centuries, the area was a gathering 
place for Plains Peoples. Now, camping at 
Indian Village has become an annual pil-
grimage for many, dating back to the first 

Stampede, and kept alive from one genera-
tion to the next. Teepees represent each of 
the five Treaty 7 First Nations and are open 
to the public, as teepee owners tell stories 
and answer visitors’ questions. 

This tradition isn’t without criticism, 
however. For some, the Stampede’s 
inclusion of Indigenous Peoples hasn’t 
always felt genuine. In particular, Indian 
Village, both in name and concept, is a 
work in progress. 

“I think the Stampede is moving in the 
right direction, in regard to authentic inclu-
sion of Indigenous voices,” says Smithx. “I 
still think the Indian Village concept is 
highly problematic. It perpetuates anti-
quated notions and stereotypes we, as con-
temporary Indigenous artists, attempt to 
dismantle through our creative works. But 
I can see an evolution of the Indian Village 
coming within the next few years.”

While the Indian Village name remains 
(teepee owners opted to keep it for its 

historical significance) that could change 
in the future, and a dialogue between tee-
pee owners and the Stampede remains 
open on all aspects of the pavilion. 

Elsewhere in the 83-hectare Stampede 
Park, Indigenous cultures and traditions 
are more prominent than ever. For the first 
time in Stampede history, seven chiefs 
from the Treaty 7 First Nations opened the 
2017 celebrations as parade marshals.

“I think that [asking us to marshal the 
parade] was a really good first 
step. For the longest time, the 
Stampede was 10 days of cow-
boy-Indian mentality,” says 
Xakiji (Chief) Lee Crowchild of 
the Tsuut’ina Nation. “It’s about 
getting more First Nations peo-
ple involved in other parts of the 
Stampede. Be visual, be up in the 

Grandstand, be in the midway working, 
be the head of some of these crews, not 
just reduced to Indian Village.”

Indigenous youth also kicked off the 
2017 Stampede rodeo competition, show-
casing their horsemanship skills in excit-
ing displays of speed, agility and precision 
as they raced around the track during the 
official grand entry. Later in the competi-
tion, the audience was treated to a new 
Indigenous relay race demonstration. 
This high-adrenalin competition on 

Jenn Fast (jennexplores.com) is a Calgary-
based photographer and travel writer. Follow 
her on Instagram @jennexplores.

WE ARE HERE TO RENEW 

our relationship with Iiniistsi, the 
Blackfoot word for treaty ... It’s 
time to move forward and it’s time 
to build this country together.’

Stampede_BestOFSIP18.indd   72 2018-10-04   10:27 AM

W
orldm

ags.net



CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC   73      

horseback saw four teams — Lone Wolf 
of the Piikani Nation, Okan Warriors of 
the Siksika Nation, and Young Money and 
the Carlson Team of the Blackfoot 
Confederacy — race around the track 
three times, ending each lap with the rid-
ers leaping off their bareback horses onto 
others in a lightning-fast exchange.

“I’ve really enjoyed the relay racing,” 
says Gerald Sitting Eagle, an Elder from 
Siksika Nation and the former chair of the 
Stampede’s Indian Events commit-
tee. “It’s a race our people used to 
do in the past — a messenger 
would go from one camp to another 
and jump from one horse to 
another so they’d have fresh horses 
all the time. Now, it has become 
competitive. This year at the 
Stampede was a trial. I hope the 
crowd tells the Stampede to keep it!”

THE RHYTHM of a steady drumbeat 
resonates throughout the park. A chorus of 
male voices rises in a collective chant as 
young women in fringed shawls hop, kick 
and twirl in the Women’s Fancy Dance 
competition at the Indian Village stage. 
The audience, clad in cowboy boots and 
hats fresh from the rodeo, is captivated by 
the traditional event. The smell of cooking 
bannock from a nearby booth fills the air.

Close by, a couple of teenage boys 
emerge from a teepee in feathered 
bustles and intricate beadwork  
designs, ready to participate in the 
Prairie Chicken dance competition. 
Prairie chickens are believed to have 
healing powers, and dancers imitate 
their movements in feathered outfits, 
using bells to capture healing medi-
cines. The boys are among more than 
300 dancers from all over North 

America who come to participate in the 
Stampede’s annual Indian Village Pow 
Wow competition. 

Song and drum are paramount to 
these events. “Drums are sacred to us,” 
says Gerald Sitting Eagle. “Drummers 
treat their drums well because the skin 
comes from an animal — from the 
Creator’s creation. When you hit it, 
everyone gets up and dances and it’s 
alive. Your heart beats harder when you 
hear that drum.”

Back at the Grandstand stage, 
Smithx’s video ends with the Stampede’s 
slogan, “We’re greatest together.” The 

stage goes dark, and the audi-
ence erupts in cheers and 
applause. Following musical 
performances by Adam James 
and Jann Arden, Smithx’s video 
was a powerful reminder of the 
intent of Treaty 7: peace and 
moving forward.

“Inclusion and celebration of 
First Nations cultures has never been 
more important,” says Smithx later. “In 
the wake of Canada 150, I’ve witnessed a 
national identity crisis from coast to 
coast. This is an exciting time to be alive. 
The new generation of diverse voices 
have the beautiful task of setting a new 
standard for our collective identity as a 
nation. The time is now.” 

Clockwise from top left: The midway; 

Caius Bullbear (right) and Sheldon Scalplock 

dance at the Elbow River Camp Pow Wow; 

spectators at a chuckwagon race. opposite: 

Xakiji (Chief ) Lee Crowchild (left) of the 

Tsuut’ina Nation. Family heirlooms (right) 

on display at Elbow River Camp.

DRUMMERS TREAT THEIR 

drums well because the skin 
comes from an animal — from the 
Creator’s creation. Your heart beats 
harder when you hear that drum.’

See more photos of the 2017 Calgary 

Stampede at cangeo.ca/ja18/stampede.
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SSHAFTS OF SUNLIGHT struggle to pen-
etrate mist hanging over mixed forest on 
a mountaintop in the northern reaches of 
the Annamite range in Laos. It’s a cold day 
in February 2017 and a metal pot of coffee 
simmers on a fire. Nearby, Canadian 
archeologist Dougald O’Reilly, in a canvas 
Australian stockman hat and army pants, 
black puffer jacket and Grateful Dead 
T-shirt, is crouched in a precisely cut four-
by-four-metre trench. At its edge is an oval 
stone disk roughly one metre across. It’s 
lying flat near a huge stone “jar.” 

This is Site 52 of the Plain of Jars, so 
named for the plateau where the best-
known group of jars, Site 1, is situated, 
near the city of Phonsavan. From 
Phonsavan, Site 52 is an hour’s drive on a 
highway, then another 45 minutes up a 
precipitous dirt track. Scattered all around 
this forest floor are some 400 stone ves-
sels, one to three metres tall, some lying 
on their sides. A number of the jars are 
broken, with trees growing through them; 
a few disks, some of them likely lids, can 
be seen too. The jars are empty except for 
stagnant rainwater and spiders.

O’Reilly, 51, is an assistant professor 
at Canberra’s Australian National 
University and chief investigator on this 
three-week field project that’s part of a 
five-year effort — the first of its scale in 
some 80 years — to solve the mystery of 
the jars. “The two most common ques-
tions I get are, ‘What were the jars for 
and how old are they?’” says the dark-
haired, blue-eyed Oakville, Ont., native. 
“That’s what we’re trying to find out.” 

He’s well positioned to do just that. 
“Dougald O’Reilly is one of the main 
players in advancing our understanding 
of Southeast Asian prehistory,” says 
Charles Higham, an archeologist at the 
University of Otago in Dunedin, New 
Zealand. “He’s been a success story from 
the word go.” Higham, who himself has 
long been considered the “rock star” of 
archeology in this part of the world, cred-
its his former student with making an 
exceptional contribution in Cambodia, 
both in excavating key sites and in his 
initiatives to protect cultural heritage. 
(See sidebar, “Heritage Watch: Preserving 
Cambodia’s Past.”)

As for Laos, says Higham, “Dougald 
has pioneered fieldwork there by opening 
this major Plain of Jars project.” One of 
the team’s main goals is to map the sites, 
and the jars themselves, for the first time 
with remote sensing and GIS. O’Reilly 
says this is crucial for the Laos govern-
ment’s bid, now underway, for UNESCO 
World Heritage status for the jar sites. 
Such status would benefit Laos, one of the 

world’s poorest countries, since it boosts 
tourism and can help preserve the sites. 

If successful, the government will 
have O’Reilly and his project partner, 
archeologist Louise Shewan of the 
University of Melbourne, to thank: the 
pair approached Laos’s heritage depart-
ment back in 2012 to propose this 
research. “The fact that too little was 
known about the jars had been one of the 
hurdles they’d been facing in gaining 
World Heritage status,” says O’Reilly. 
The archeologists got their permission 
and were awarded a grant from the 
Australian Research Council, and began 
work on Site 1 in 2016.

LITTLE IS KNOWN about the megaliths, 
thought to have been made a couple of 
thousand years ago. There are some 80 
jar sites scattered around northeast Laos, 

Site 1 of the Plain of Jars (above and 

previous pages) is the best known 

grouping of the megaliths that archeologist 

Dougald O’Reilly (below) is investigating.    
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and a handful in remote eastern India, 
thousands of kilometres away. Many 
were quarried a few kilometres from 
where they sit, further adding to the 
Stonehenge-like mystery: Weighing as 
much as 10 metric tons apiece, how did 
they even get here from the quarries? 
Were they transported on log rollers, 
dragged by elephants, or somehow rolled 
to the sites? O’Reilly calls his search for 
the answers “invigorating.”

No major excavation has been done 
since the 1930s, when famed French 
archeologist Madeleine Colani first 

studied these jars in what was then part of 
French Indochina. Then came civil war 
starting in the 1940s, and later the 
Vietnam War, during which the U.S. 
bombed Laos for a decade. (It’s said Laos 
is the most heavily bombed country per 
capita in history.) About 30 per cent of the 
260 million bombs dropped never deto-
nated, so the unexploded ordinance, or 
“UXO,” has been a deadly obstacle — not 
just for archeological work, but for any-
thing from road-building to farming. The 
British non-profi t Mines Advisory Group 
has been in Laos since the mid-1990s to 
remedy that. It’s slow, painstaking work, 
but the group has now cleared UXO from 
various locations for a total of about 60 
square kilometres, indicating cleared 
areas by embedding the ground with 
bricks engraved “MAG.” It has helped 
keep about one million people safe. 

Site 1 was declared clear about 10 years 
ago. During their 2016 excavations of the 
bomb-cratered plateau that’s home to 
some 300 jars, O’Reilly, Shewan and 
Laotian archeologists found human bones 

in smaller ceramic vessels buried under-
neath fl at stone disks beside the jars. 

The theory is that the jars were for 
mortuary practice. “The people of perhaps 
the Iron Age — 2,000 years ago — might 
have used them to rot their dead, then 
later transferred the bones to the smaller 
vessels for burial,” says O’Reilly. 
Archeologists including Colani (whom 
O’Reilly admires so much he named his 
now four-year-old daughter, Madeleine, 
after her) and Julie Van Den Bergh, a 
Belgian who mapped some of the jar sites 
in the early 2000s, believed this. “But until 
we get lab results from samples we’ve 
taken, that remains unproven,” says 
O’Reilly. So far there aren’t really any 
other plausible theories. (A fanciful one: 
Some villagers believe the jars were used 
to store rice wine for a mythical giant.)

Back at Site 52 (which had no UXO, 
only machine-gun shells), eight of 
O’Reilly’s team members have been 
using pickaxe-like tools called mattocks 
to dig the trench into the crumbly red 
soil beside the oval disk. They want to see 
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what’s underneath; O’Reilly suspects 
human bones, as at Site 1. But the disk 
is thicker than expected — about 25 cen-
timetres — and too heavy to lift without 
the help of levers. O’Reilly walks off into 
the forest with his machete, cuts a couple 
of tree limbs and drags them over. 

As they use the levers to lift the lid, 
the moment of truth reveals … nothing. 
They take a few more hours to dig down 
another third of a metre or so — and 
still nothing. 

“Oh, that’s very interesting,” remarks 
O’Reilly dryly, rubbing his chin in faux 
contemplation. Sure, he’s disappointed, as 
is the team, but “sometimes you find 
things, sometimes you don’t,” he says with 
a shrug. “Even when what you’re hoping 
for isn’t there, in this case anthropogenic 

material, it’s still about gathering informa-
tion. And you just keep going.”

SO HOW DID a Canadian end up on a 
quest to solve this mystery of Southeast 
Asia? O’Reilly’s fascination with arche-
ology goes way back; he still has a draw-
ing he made at age five of himself 
digging with a shovel next to the 
Sphinx. His parents nurtured the inter-
est. “Dougald used to love it when I 
told him stories of the Celts in Ireland, 
heroes like Brian Boru, Cú Chulainn,” 
says his dad, Joe, in his lilting Irish 
accent. When Dougald’s parents took 
him to his mom’s ancestral home of 
Scotland, they visited a cemetery. “We 
were standing at the gravestone of 
someone named MacGregor, I think,” 
says Joe. “Dougald knew clans were 
identified by their tartans — and he 
asked if we could dig up this grave to see 
what tartan the man was wearing! It was 
outlandish, but perfectly logical to him.” 

Joe says his son drifted academically 
through his teens, and Dougald recalls 
that when he graduated from Ottawa’s 
Carleton University at age 21, he felt his 
career options with a history degree were 
limited. So he put off job decisions and 
travelled for a year on a round-the-world 
ticket with his best mate. In particular, 
O’Reilly was struck by Thailand, and it 
was on his travels there that his passion 
for archeology was rekindled, and he 
decided he’d study that part of the world. 
“Archeologically, Southeast Asia was 

poorly understood,” he explains. “I 
decided to put all my eggs in one basket, 
and work my tail off to achieve my goal.”

He eventually got his BA in classical 
archeology at Brock University in 
Ontario, then his master’s and PhD in 
New Zealand under Charles Higham 
(O’Reilly had been determined to study 
under the leading authority on Southeast 
Asian prehistory). During those studies, 
the pair worked on projects in Cambodia 
and Thailand.

In 2000, after getting his PhD, O’Reilly 
moved to Phnom Penh, the Cambodian 
capital, where he was a UNESCO lec-
turer at the Royal University of Fine Arts. 
It was a time of constant change in 
Cambodia, a country finally free of the 
Khmer Rouge, who were responsible for 
some two million deaths from execution 
or starvation — mainly in the 1970s, 
though they were active until the 1990s. 
“When I was there, there were people 
from around the world working on 
important projects such as disarmament, 
wildlife protection and schools for disad-
vantaged children,” says O’Reilly. 

In 2010 came a dream job: leading an 
excavation inside Angkor Wat. “When I 
was a kid, National Geographic dedicated 
an issue to Angkor Wat, and I was in 
awe,” recalls O’Reilly. The 12th-century 
temple, dedicated to the Hindu deity 
Vishnu, covers 208 hectares and is the 
world’s largest religious complex. 
O’Reilly led the 2010 excavation after 
ground-penetrating radar had revealed 
anomalies indicating another temple 
underneath. Sure enough, they discov-
ered such remains. It was a major find in 
the world of archeology when the 
research was published. O’Reilly went on 
to author the digital book An Interactive 
Guide to Angkor. Yet, he says, as inti-
mately familiar as he is with Angkor, 
“every time I drive through its gates I still 
have a feeling of awe.”

OVER THREE WEEKS at Site 52, the 
team never did find bones but, signifi-
cantly, they found four previously 
unknown quarry sites. They also tried a 

Bonnie Munday (@bonnie_munday) has 
written for Canadian Geographic Travel, 
Reader’s Digest International, TravelLife 
and The Walrus.

‘The people of the Iron 

Age might have used  

the jars to rot their dead, 

then later transferred  

the bones to the smaller 

vessels for burial.’
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new type of testing. In simple terms, 
says Shewan, stone can’t be dated, “so 
we took core samples from the bottoms 
of the jars for ‘optically stimulated lumi-
nescence’ testing.” They hope it will 
reveal when the jar bottoms were last 
exposed to sunlight — therefore, when 
they were placed on the ground where 
they sit. The process of taking those 
stone samples was tricky, as no light can 
be present: black lightproof tarps were 

tented over the extraction site, and 
O’Reilly held a fl ashlight covered in a 
red fi lter while he used a drill to extract 
the core. 

The team heads to Assam, India, this 
year to see how jars there compare to 
what they’ve found in Laos. Meantime, 
they can “visit” Laos any time they like 
from their base in Australia, at the 
CAVE2 3D facility at Monash University 
in Melbourne. Drone photos gathered in 
2016 have been used to create a virtual 
Site 1. (They collected drone photos at 

Site 52 and will soon be able to revisit it 
in 3D, too.) CAVE2 is the world’s largest 
virtual reality facility of its kind — no VR 
goggles required. “We can ‘return’ to 
our excavations to do things like take 
measurements and interpret data,” 
says O’Reilly. And thanks to drones, 
they’ll have a safe way to check out jar 
sites that may not yet be clear of UXO. 
“Of course, you can’t excavate without 
being there, but you can gather a lot of 
information on site location and the 
surrounding landscape.” 

It could be a year until the team has 
results from soil and other physical sam-
ples — including a human tooth — that 
they gathered at Site 52, and up to two 
years for the optically stimulated lumines-
cence results. But O’Reilly hopes the data 
will fi nally provide some answers about 
these massive megaliths on remote mist-
shrouded mountaintops. “Archeology,” 
says O’Reilly, “is largely about untangling 
mysteries, and the Plain of Jars is one of 
the world’s enigmas.” 

PRESERVING 
CAMBODIA’S PAST

HERITAGE WATCH was founded 
by Dougald O’Reilly in 2003 
after he witnessed widespread 
looting of ancient antiquities in 
Cambodia. The non-profi t aims 
to preserve prehistoric sites 
there. “I felt the looting was an 
incred ib le  t ragedy,”  says 
O’Reilly. “One can’t blame folks 
for digging around their homes 
to fi nd anything of value, since 
poverty is what drives looters. 
But these sites give us clues to 
the rise of civilizations, about 
which little is known.” 

He had ideas for how to 
reduce the destruction, so he set 
up an offi ce in his Phnom Penh 
apartment and mobilized some 
of his former students, paying 
them with his own money and 
taking no salary himself. “We 
began with small-scale projects, 
such as village training sessions, 
to educate locals on the impor-
tance of preserving the past.”

Heritage Watch, which O’Reilly 
believes is the fi rst organization 
of its kind, also promotes respon-
sible tourism: visitors are dis-
couraged from buying antiquities, 
businesses are certifi ed as “heri-
tage-friendly” with stickers or 
sign age to help travellers identify 
ethical companies, and locals are 
employed to work on excavations. 
And now Heritage for Kids is in 
play, to educate children about 
preserving heritage and the envi-
ronment. “We have a pilot pro-
gram in schools in northwest 
Cambodia involving some 600 
kids,” says O’Reilly. “The schools 
love it, the government loves it, 
and the kids love it.”  

In 2009, O’Reilly won the pres-
tigious Archaeological Institute of 
America’s Conservation and 
Heritage Management Award for 
his work leading the non-profi t.

O’Reilly has also done extensive work in 

Cambodia, including documenting burial 

fi nds at Prei Khmeng, site of a Hindu temple 

built atop a prehistoric cemetery (above). 

O’Reilly’s research team at Site 52 in Laos, 

where jars have been marked with orange 

tags for the project’s inventory (opposite).  

Get a closer look at the Plain of Jars by 

watching spectacular drone footage of the 

site at cangeo.ca/ma18/jars.

‘ The fact that too little 

was known about the jars 

had been one of the 

hurdles they’d been 

facing in gaining World 

Heritage status’ 
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Whether it’s the old classics or classy newcomers, 
you’re spoiled for choice when it comes to Montreal’s 

Jewish food scene 

BY ALEX HUTCHINSON

SCHWARTZ’S 

OR LESTER’S?
  CHALLAH GRILLED CHEESE
OR GEFILTE FISH CLUB?

MASSAFAN COOKIES 
OR CHOCOLATE BABKA 

FRENCH TOAST?

The 
BEST OF
Canadian 

Geographic
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andering along a 
narrow back alley 
behind Saint-Urbain 
Street, peering over 
the rusty fences, 
it is surprisingly 

easy to slip back a century — to hear the 
clang of feet racing up and down the 
spiral metal staircases between cold- 
water fl ats that once housed a dozen 
people rather than two or three McGill 
students; to feel the bite of winter seep-
ing into the unheated rooms; to imag-
ine the pungent aroma of condensed 
humanity, frying garlic, and ... well ... 
what is that smell, anyway?

“Pickles,” says Zev Moses, a slim and 
earnest 34-year-old with horn-rimmed 
glasses. The backyard we’re peep-
ing into, he explains, is where Esther 
Witenoff — now better remembered as 
Mrs. Whyte, the eponym of Canada’s 
largest pickle producer — started brining 
her pickles in casks from Seagram’s dis-
tillery in the 1930s. Moses, the director of 
the nearby Museum of Jewish Montreal, 
digs into his satchel and pulls out a hand-
ful of doggy-bagged Mrs. Whyte’s to pass 
around. “Straight from the cask,” he says, 
“never been in a bottle.” The burst of 
crisp, tangy dill in my mouth completes 
the feeling of sensory time travel.

I’m at the epicentre of traditional Jew-
ish Montreal, the legendary heartland 
of bagels and smoked meat and — in 
spirit, at least — Leonard Cohen. Since 
the poet and songwriter died in Novem-
ber 2016, dutiful pilgrims have been 
retracing the steps between his favour-
ite haunts, such as the Main Deli Steak 
House on St-Laurent. (“He sat right 
there,” the waitress informs me, gestur-
ing toward the front, when I pop in for 
a pickled-tongue sandwich that evening. 
“Second booth on the right.”) It’s a cir-
cuit that, these days, draws more tourists 
and Toronto expats than Montreal Jews, 
who’ve mostly moved on to other parts 
of the city and beyond. The rich history 
of the neighbourhood is important, says 
Moses, whose museum opened in a for-
mer garment factory on St-Laurent in 
2016. But it’s not the whole story. Jewish 
Montreal, he says, is in the midst of a 
renaissance that’s as diverse and vigor-
ous as the community’s heyday a centu-
ry ago — and as delicious, too.

THE FIRST JEWS arrived in Montreal in 
the 1760s, shortly after the British con-
quest. But the wave of Eastern European 
immigration that begat Schwartz’s Mon-
treal Hebrew Delicatessen and Mordecai 
Richler started in the late 1800s. Between 

1901 and 1931, Quebec’s Jewish popula-
tion mushroomed from 7,000 to 60,000, 
and Yiddish became Montreal’s third 
most spoken language. The communi-
ty settled along St-Laurent, then known 
as “the Main,” which was the de facto 
dividing line between the French in the 
eastern part of the city and the English in 
the west. As we wander down the street, 
Moses points out reminders of its past: 
The Star of David engraved alongside 
the city’s old offi cial fl ag on an ornate 
building once occupied by a Yiddish 
newspaper; the incongruously elegant 
porno theatre that, when it opened more 
than a century ago, showcased Yiddish 
vaudeville acts.

It’s in this neighbourhood — the 
Plateau Mont-Royal and nearby Mile 
End — that the great rivalries of Jewish 
Montreal linger on. Fairmount or 
St-Viateur? I squeezed into both places 
and scarfed down bagels freshly yanked 
just moments earlier from the wood-
fi red oven, savouring the distinctively 
sweet chewiness. Montreal-style bagels, 
unlike their New York City cousins, have 
egg in the batter and are parboiled in 
honey-sweetened water — and they need 
to be fresh. I came away a St-Viateur 
convert, and with a new understanding 
of why the city’s expats rush straight to 

W
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  ‘IF YOU’RE COMFORTABLE,’ 

   THE CASHIER ASSURED ME AS I HEADED FOR THE DOOR, 

 ‘THE SMOKED MEAT IS COMFORTABLE.’

Clockwise from opposite top: A mural 
of Leonard Cohen, who was a Montreal 
native and a regular at the Main Deli Steak 
House on St-Laurent; a member of the 
city’s Hasidic Jewish community; the Shah 
Special at Arthurs Nosh Bar; a freshly baked 
bagel from the St-Viateur Bagel shop.
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their bagelry of choice when they return. 
“When there’s a holiday in Ontario, 
it’s crazy here,” says Saul Restrepo, 
who started working at St-Viateur as a 
16-year-old in 1981. “People come, and 
they don’t order a half-dozen — they 
order fi ve dozen, six dozen.”

The great deli debate — Schwartz’s 
or Bens — was effectively settled when 
Bens closed in 2006 after 98 years in 
business. Montreal-style smoked meat, 
as journalist David Sax explained in 
his 2009 book Save the Deli, is basical-
ly a cross between pastrami and corned 
beef: a brisket that is spiced according 
to various family recipes brought over 
mostly from Romania a century ago, 
pickled for a week, smoked, and then 
served in a gravity-defying heap on 
seedless rye with mustard. Schwartz’s 
is the biggest name remaining, but oth-
er iconic haunts such as the Main Deli 
Steak House and, a little farther afi eld 
in Outremont, Lester’s Deli offer their 
own subtle variations. “Lester’s is a lit-
tle creamier than Schwartz’s, and it’s 
cut with the grain instead of against it,” 
explains Mélissa Simard, who has been 
guiding culinary safaris through Jewish 
Montreal for three years through her 
company, ’Round Table Tours. I tried 
smoked meat sandwiches at all three 
places, and hoovered them all down 
with gusto. But it was from Lester’s that 
I chose to buy a few vacuum-sealed bags 
to bring back to Toronto with me on the 

train — no refrigeration or ice required:   
“If you’re comfortable,” the cashier 
assured me as I headed for the door, “the 
smoked meat is comfortable.”

Simard’s tour also wound past some 
even more stubborn and idiosyncrat-
ic holdouts, including Wilensky’s Light 
Lunch, a diner just down the street from 
Fairmount Bagel where, in every respect 
that matters, it’s still 1932. The decor is 
the same; the wooden stools at the count-
er are the same; and the Wilensky Special, 
invented by the current owners’ father, 
Moe, is still a slab of beef salami and slab 
of beef baloney wrapped in a bun with a 
swipe of mustard then grill-pressed into 
the shape of an English muffi n. OK, 
the price has changed — but $4.09 still 
seems like a Depression-era bargain, and 
with a hand-jerked egg cream soda and 
half-sour pickle on the side, it’s a darn 
good lunch. “There were tons of these 
places in the old days,” Sharon Wilensky 
says, but it’s their dogged adherence to 
the past that has allowed Wilensky’s to 
survive — which means that, just like the 
old days, the Special always comes with 

mustard and can never be cut in two. 
“People come in,” she says, “and they 
want the same thing they had as a kid, 
when they came in with their dad.”

OF COURSE, as delicious as the illusion 
might be, it isn’t really 1932 anymore. 
In the years since the Second World 
War, Montreal’s Jewish community 
has continued to evolve, with a signif-
icant infl ux of French-speaking Seph-
ardic Jews from North Africa and the 
growth of a vibrant Hasidic commu-
nity. At Fletchers, the culinary space in 
the Museum of Jewish Montreal, the 
menu includes new twists on Eastern 
European classics, such as gefi lte fi sh 
tacos; but it also has a Moroccan-style 
salad, and massafan cookies, an ethere-
al mash-up of almond fl our, cardamom 
and rosewater that is eaten by Iraqi 
Jews during Passover. “Our goal is to 
introduce people to the diversity of Jew-
ish food,” says Kat Romanow, a Jewish 
food historian and the director of food 
programming at the museum.

The truth is that many of St-Lau-
rent’s iconic establishments are now 
Jewish in name only. St-Viateur Bagel 
has been owned by an Italian family 
since the mid-’90s; Schwartz’s is owned 
by a consortium that includes Céline 
Dion. But newer businesses that refl ect 
the city’s changing Jewish population 
are springing up. At Cheskie’s Hei-
mishe Bakery, a bustling Hasidic busi-
ness in Mile End, men in dark coats 

 THE MENU AT FLETCHERS 
         INCLUDES NEW TWISTS ON 

       EASTERN EUROPEAN CLASSICS, 
SUCH AS GEFILTE FISH TACOS.

Alex Hutchinson (  @sweatscience) 
is a National Magazine Award-winning 
journalist whose work appears in 
Outside, the New York Times and 
The New Yorker. 
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with dangling side-curls line up with 
neighbourhood foodies for a revelatory 
bite of Cheskie’s chocolate babka. Then 
there’s the hip, industrial vibe of Hof 
Kelsten, where owner and Montrealer 
Jeff Finkelstein — who trained as a chef 
at famous restaurants such as El Bulli 
in Spain — serves up bialys and latkes 
alongside the lovingly crafted bread he 
distributes to top restaurants around 
the city.

To find the present-day heart of Mon-
treal’s 90,000-strong Jewish community, 
though, you need to leave the Plateau 
behind and head southwest. On the oth-
er side of the mountain, in the Côte-des-
Neiges neighbourhood, the Segal Centre 
for Performing Arts still hosts live Yid-
dish theatre. Across the road, the Jewish 
Public Library’s multilingual collection 
reflects the diversity of the community: 
Russian-language books, in particular, are 
borrowed over and over until they literal-
ly fall apart. There’s a boisterous musi-
cal storytime taking place in one of the 
rooms when I drop in, and the archives 
in the basement is showing off treasures 
ranging from a 1481 edition of Josephus’s  
Antiquities of the Jews to letters between a 
local Jewish community leader and Jack-
ie Robinson, who played for the Montre-
al Royals in 1946. The building that the 
library is in also houses various Jewish 
community organizations as well as the 
Montreal Holocaust Museum, whose 
focus on the missed warnings of the 
decades preceding the war — one dis-
play features a ballot with a bold X beside 
Adolf Hitler’s name, one of 13 million 
cast in Germany’s 1932 election — feels 
all too topical today.

But the place that feels most like the 
modern incarnation of the bustling del-

is of pre-war St-Laurent is a few kilo-
metres southeast of the library, near 
the Lachine Canal. St-Henri isn’t a Jew-
ish enclave, but it’s an edgy, growing 
hot spot and where husband-and-wife 
team Alex Cohen and Raegan Stein-
berg chose to open Arthurs Nosh Bar 
in 2016, a tribute to Steinberg’s father 
that’s been billed as the first new  
Jewish restaurant in Montreal in years. 
As at Fletchers, the menu draws on the 
past without dwelling there: prune jam 
and fried onions top the old-school liver 
toast, and the eggs are scrambled with 
kale. On a Friday at lunchtime, the line-
up for a table stretches out the door, 
and the clamour inside has none of the 
faintly anthropological vibe you some-
times pick up from the crowd of tour-
ists dutifully checking out Schwartz’s.

That’s not to say you should abandon 
the classics. The previous evening, I’d 
headed to Moishes, the storied steakhouse 
on St-Laurent where Leonard Cohen’s 
family gathered after his burial. These 
days, a nine-storey mural of Cohen’s face, 
fedora’d and faintly amused, gazes down 
on the restaurant from a neighbouring 

building. Lenny Lighter, a 65-year-old 
whose father, Moishe, according to lore, 
won the restaurant in a poker game from 
the original owner in 1938, was having 
his own dinner a few tables away. The 
year was shaping up to be the restaurant’s 
busiest ever, he told us. The rib steak was 
bursting with flavour; the chopped liver 
was rich and smooth; the karnatzlach, a 
Romanian sausage, was suitably earthy. 
You could easily imagine Cohen, with his 
usual lamb chops and Bordeaux in front 
of him, jotting down verses in one of the 
restaurant’s darker corners.

The traditions of Jewish Montreal, 
in other words, are as vibrant and cap-
tivating as ever. But back at Arthurs, by 
the time you push aside your schnit-
zel sandwich and move on to a plate 
of syrniki — cottage cheese pancakes 
drenched in maple syrup — you’ll be 
ready to start adding some new trad-
tions to the circuit.  

above: Alex Cohen (left) and Raegan 
Steinberg, the husband-and-wife 
team behind Arthurs Nosh Bar, where 
the menu features modern twists 
on the classics of Jewish cuisine. 
opposite: Lester’s Deli, which has 
been in business for almost 70 years 
and remains a classic destination for 
connoisseurs of Montreal’s famous 
smoked meat sandwich.

 AT CHESKIE’S HEIMISHE BAKERY, 
       MEN IN DARK COATS WITH DANGLING SIDE-CURLS LINE UP
WITH NEIGHBOURHOOD FOODIES FOR A REVELATORY 

        BITE OF CHOCOLATE BABKA.    Read more about what makes Montreal-style 
bagels so special at cangeotravel.ca/ss18/bagel. 
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BRITISH COLUMBIA’S REMOTE CARIBOO MOUNTAINS ARE ONE OF THE 
HARDEST-TO-REACH WILDERNESS AREAS IN CANADA — UNLESS, OF 

COURSE, YOU’RE A KEEN HIKER WITH ACCESS TO A HELICOPTER

By DOUG O’NEILL 
with photography by JAVIER FRUTOS

YOU’RE A HELI-
HUDDLE VIRGIN, 
I CAN TELL,” laughs 

veteran mountain guide John Mellis, who 
catches my nervous twitch as I and nine 
other hikers crouch shoulder-to-shoulder 
within a couple metres of the roaring 
Bell 212 helicopter, its rotors cutting the 
alpine air above our heads and kicking 
up dust into our squinting eyes. The 
deafening engine and flying dust are at 
odds with the peaceful mountain scenery 
that surrounds the helipad at Cariboos 
Lodge, a remote luxury property located 
on the southern banks of the Canoe River, 
about 25 kilometres west of Valemount, 
B.C. The lodge is one of several operated 
by CMH Heli-Skiing & Summer 
Adventures, which is relaunching its 
summer heli-hiking program in 2018. 
I’m here for a test hike.

Mellis, who is also the area man-
ager for Cariboos Lodge, reiterates 

the safety instructions he and pilot 
Jens Gessner shared with our group 
at the breakfast table that morning. 
“The closer you are to the helicopter, 
the safer you are. The tips of the wings 
can dip down, especially on uneven 
ground — trust me, you don’t want 
to be there. Stay away from the rear of 
the helicopter and always approach the 
aircraft in a crouching position — and 
hang onto your hat. If your toque goes 
flying, let it fly. Do not run after it.” At 
which point my favourite toque goes 
flying. I do not run after it. 

We’re about to fly into the Pre-
mier Range, a group of mountains in 
east-central British Columbia that are 
part of the Cariboo Mountains range, 
which itself forms the northern end of 
the Columbia Mountains and contains 
some of the highest and seldomest -
seen — much less hiked — peaks in the 
country. Bounded by the Fraser, Thomp-

son and Raush rivers, many of the Pre-
mier Range’s mountains that are more 
than 3,048 metres high are named in 
honour of late Canadian prime minis-
ters (Mount Sir Wilfrid Laurier, at 3,516 
metres, is the highest), but you don’t 
think politics when you’re here — you 
think playground. With towering spires 
of ice and rock, mammoth glaciers, 
snow-covered mountains, rolling mead-
ows, pristine alpine lakes and waterfalls 
spilling from 1,000-metre-high cliffs, 
the Cariboo and Premier ranges are a 
backcountry hiker’s dream destination. 
And getting to them by helicopter is an 
experience like no other, as Mellis re-
minds us. 

“And when you exit after we land,” 
Mellis yells, “just go to the appointed safe 
spot and crouch. Do not rush away from 
the helicopter until I give the go ahead. 
Follow our advice and we’ll save your 
arse out here.”

ONE HELI
OF A HIKE
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Clockwise from ABOVE: Hikers traverse 
a ridge in the Premier Range; the North 
Canoe Glacier; the helicopter makes its 
descent at Cariboos Lodge; the Cariboos 
Lodge, the base camp for hiking in the 
Cariboo and Premier mountain ranges. 
PrEViOUS PAgE: Hikers wait for the 
helicopter after hiking the Adventure Trail.

THE BELL 212 gently lifts off under 
Gessner’s deft manoeuvring, soaring 
upward through the Canoe River valley 
until the lodge looks minuscule behind 
us. Gessner, who learned to fl y heli-
copters during his military training in 
Germany, has chauffeured hikers and 
skiers to remote mountain settings 
for more than 20 years. “Flying in the 
mountains is a three-dimensional ex-
perience,” he explains. “You have to 
acquire knowledge of the mountains, 
learn to read the cloud activity of this 
particular region — which is so dif-
ferent from the fl at landscape where I 
fi rst learned to fl y — and understand 
high and low pressures that can change 
quickly. And I need to have a good feel 
for the safest places to land hikers.” 

Mellis, riding shotgun in the cock-
pit beside Gessner, suddenly points di-
rectly ahead: North Canoe Glacier. It’s 
colossal. Our fl ying fi shbowl of hikers 
morphs into a crew of high-altitude 
paparazzi. We’re so in awe of the tow-
ering formation in front of us that we 
don’t notice Gessner has started to de-
scend. There’s nothing like your fi rst 
mountain drop-off to appreciate the 
skill of a helicopter pilot as they land a 
bulky machine on an area the size of a 
condo balcony. 

Gessner deposits us on a boul-
der-strewn ledge called the Ninth Hole, 
a scraggly mess of moss-covered schist 
rock and quartz overlooking the striat-
ed glacier. Just across the expanse of 
ice and rock is Little Matterhorn peak, 

which Mellis estimates to be about 
2,500 metres high. 

There are no trail markers in this wil-
derness setting, so we put our trust in 
Mellis, who follows his instinct and his 
memories, formed during almost 25 
years of hiking and skiing throughout 
the Cariboos. We trek up an incline, skip-
ping over rocks and puddles, then angle 

Doug O’Neill (  @dougoneill), the 
former executive editor of Canadian 
Living, now writes regularly about 
travel, the outdoors and food. Javier 
Frutos (  @javiers_wonderplanet) is 
Canadian Geographic Travel’s 
creative director. 
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While he may not have been a good 
student, Mellis proves his teaching chops 
each time we stop during our three-hour 
morning hike. “Watermelon,” he an-
nounces, pointing to a patch of slightly 
pinkish snow. “Smell it? It’s called water-
melon snow, or sometimes snow algae. 
It contains a red pigment that makes the 
snow pink. And it does smell like water-
melon. Just don’t eat it — it’ll give you the 
runs.” An hour later we stop to rest by a 
tarn, a glacier-formed cirque filled with 
mountain water. Mellis kneels down and 
scoops up a handful of black mud. “Min-
erals. Goats instinctively return to this 
watering hole year after year to get their 
fix of mineral-rich water. Helps build 
strong bones.”

THE FOLLOWING DAY we’re treat-
ed to a series of heli-bumps — quick, 
15-minute rides that lift us from peak 

to peak. At Zillmer Canyon, also known 
as the Tropics of the Cariboos, the views 
are spectacular. About 500 metres below 
our makeshift landing pad is the tur-
quoise water of Zillmer Creek; in anoth-
er direction, a series of nameless water-
falls adorn sheer cliffs. There are jagged 
ridgelines, huge outcrops of quartz and 
alpine meadows thick with heather. But 
Mellis is eager to show us something he 
has not seen, or hiked on, in almost 10 
years: The Adventure Trail. 

The steep route is only a few kilo-
metres long, but part of it involves 
climbing a smooth rock face that most 
of us are only able to scale because of 
the metal rungs Mellis pounded into 
the granite 15 years ago. It’s a workout, 
but it’s also thrilling to know that I’m 
walking where no human has set foot 
in a decade. 

Not bad for a day’s hike.  

Clockwise from right: Pilot Jens Gessner, who got his helicopter training in 
the German military, eyes the terrain for a place to land; a hiker pauses to rest 
and take in the sight of the North Canoe Glacier; hikers move along a trail well 
used by mountain goats as the helicopter lifts off.  
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  See more of Javier Frutos’s spectacular photos 
of heli-hiking in the Cariboo and Premier mountain 
ranges at cangeotravel.ca/ss18/cariboo.

PLANNING YOUR 
MOUNTAIN GETAWAY

CANADIAN MOUNTAIN HOLIDAYS has summer 
heli-hiking programs at three backcountry lodges, 
each of which offers luxury accommodations, 
private spa treatments, morning yoga and gourmet 
meals. Some hiking equipment is provided. For 
more information on each of the lodges listed 
below, visit cmhsummer.com.

CMH CARIBOOS LODGE
The lodge’s 27 rooms come with Instagrammable 
views of mountains, glaciers and wildlife. Get a 
pre-hike workout on the property’s climbing wall 
or in its bouldering cave, or rest with a drink by 
the fire in the lounge, home to post-dinner nightly 
jam sessions. Two-, three- and five-day heli-hiking 
packages are available in July and August.

CMH BUGABOOS LODGE
This 32-room lodge in the Bugaboos mountain 
range in southeast British Columbia embod-
ies backcountry luxury with its rooftop hot tub, 
steam room and spa. Guides lead hikers along 
ridges in the Purcell Mountains and through 
flower-filled alpine meadows. Three- and six-day  
heli-hiking packages are available from July to 
early September.

CMH BOBBIE BURNS LODGE
The 26-room Bobbie Burns boasts the largest 
wine cellar of all the CMH remote properties, 
as well as the option for guests to spend part of 
their time at the Bugaboos Lodge. Hiking through 
remote areas of the Purcell Mountains rewards 
guests with incredible scenery, including views of 
the Conrad Glacier. Three- and six-day heli-hiking 
trips are available between from July through the 
first week of September.
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An island-hopping journey through 
Tahiti reveals the incredible tones 
and traditions of French Polynesia

BY STEPHEN SMITH

LAND OF THE 
SECOND SKY
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TK

ost of the reading I did 
before I travelled to 
Tahiti involved barques 
and frigates named 
Endeavour and La Bou-

deuse, vessels bearing the 18th-century 
European visitors who thought they’d 
found paradise. They hadn’t, of course, 
though that didn’t stop their arrival from 
changing everything in a civilization that 
had been in place for nearly 2,000 years. I 
see now that I should have concentrated 
on studying more everyday vocabulary to 
help me through my visit, maybe delved 
deeper into French Polynesia’s modern 
colonial history. 

Instead, I spend much of the eight-
hour Air Tahiti Nui fl ight from Los Ange-
les catching up on Captain William Bligh 
and his 1787-89 mission aboard HMS 
Bounty to secure breadfruit seedlings for 
export to England’s Caribbean colonies. 
Maybe you remember the story, or one of 
the movies, but it didn’t go so well: every 
version leads to infamous mutiny. 

Eventually, I extract myself from the 
history of early European intrusions to 
prepare for my imminent own. I don’t 
pick up much, in the end. By the time 
I land at Faa’a International Airport on 
French Polynesia’s busy main island, 
Tahiti, the only local phrases I’ve locked 
down are ia ora na (good morning) and 
mauruuru (thank you). 

Whether you come better prepared, 
this is your starting line, the centre of 
business and commerce, home to the 
capital city, Pape’ete. While the whole 
assemblage is often informally referred 
to as Tahiti, French Polynesia is the 
approved designation for this scattering 
of 118 islands and atolls, about half of 
them inhabited. 

Cast across an expanse of Pacifi c 
Ocean as broad as Europe, the islands 
are grouped in fi ve archipelagos: Society, 
Austral, Tuamotu, Gambier and Mar-
quesas. The population totals 280,000 
or so, which is roughly twice that of 
Prince Edward Island. You can trace 
the association with France back to 
Captain Louis-Antoine de Bougainville 
and his 1767 arrival. Since then, French 

Polynesia has been, variously, a colony, 
protectorate and overseas territory. Today, 
it’s technically — awkwardly — termed 
an overseas collectivity.

Sizing up my fellow passengers, I’d 
say most are here to launch vacations: 
fi nd a beach, snorkel through coral gar-
dens, charter a catamaran, hike a verdant 
mountain trail. Honey mooners tend to 
head to the resorts of Bora Bora, while 
surfers aim for the monstrous waves at 
Teahupo’o, off Tahiti proper. I do learn 
enough about that on the fl ight to avoid 
it: Teahupo’o translates — at least accord-
ing to my loose interpretation — as 
“wave that chops your head off.”

MY FIRST MORNING in Pape’ete is lus-
trous. That’s not a word I use lightly, 
but I overhear it back at the airport, 
waiting in line to pass through security 
and begin a journey that will take me 
to four other islands — Raiatea, Taha’a, 
Moorea and Fakarava — in seven days, 
and it seems right. Early analysis: the 
spell that Tahiti casts has a familiar 
tropical recipe, wherein equal parts sun 
and ocean and sand mix with an abun-
dance of fi rst-time visitor’s awe to make 
you feel perceptibly freshened and 
improved. As a visitor, you hear a lot in 
French Polynesia about mana, the spir-
itual power that this place generates, its 
natural-born wisdom, its mystery, its 
truth. Is that some of it? Maybe. Mean-
while, I’m not shedding the 18th centu-
ry so easily. As we rise into the bright of 
the morning, my thought as I thank the 
fl ight attendant who offers a bracer of 
papaya juice is, Yes, good to start the day 
protecting against scurvy.

You think you know your colours 
thoroughly enough, but the ocean in 
Tahiti dumbfounds the palette you’ve 
been working with all your life. As 
we bank over Moorea, I watch a keel-
boat sail through an inner-lit blueness 
that must be regular saltwater, though 
I’ve never seen anything like it before. 
French Polynesia will keep this up 
throughout my stay, enhancing colours 
and textures, amplifying the extent and 
4K-depth of horizons, increasing their 

M
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limitlessness, fi nding new ways to 
make elements as old as weather and 
nightfall seem like surprises.   

The blue, I think, is cobalt. It is, to be 
clear, very blue. 

FIRST STOP: RAIATEA, second-largest 
of the Society Islands after Tahiti. Land-
ed at the Uturoa airport, I fi nd my guide 
for the day, Tehina Rota, waiting by his 
van. He’s a young man in his 20s, with 
lots to tell me as we drive south along 
the coast road. One of his early declara-
tions: “People complain that Raiatea is 
too far from the big countries. For me, 
no, that’s the quality.” I surprise myself 
with how demanding I am of detail. If 
I’m drying my coconut meats for copra, 
to make coconut oil, how long do I need 
to sun them? (Two days, or so.) And tell 
me again: where, exactly, is the best place 
to spear a parrotfi sh? (A kilometre or two 
offshore, at the gap in the reef where 
lagoon meets open ocean.)

The sun sits high as we arrive at our 
destination, marae Taputapuatea, and it’s 
pulsing so hotly as Rota parks the van and 
leads me to the shore that it feels like it’s 
dropped down to join the tour. A marae 
is a sacred enclave, a temple for worship 

and sacrifi ce, an intersection for the liv-
ing to commune with their ancestors, a 
place for royal gatherings and celebra-
tions, a source of mana and its sanctuary. 

With its thousand-year history, mar-
ae Taputapuatea is the most-revered 
and important in Polynesia, and in 2017 
it became the region’s fi rst UNESCO 
World Heritage site. Dedicated to ’Oro, 
god of war, it comprises a complex of 
sites on the shore separating mountain 
and ocean, amid a denseness of tama-
rinds and banyan trees.

As we walk near the central 17th-
century open courtyard that’s paved with 
basalt, Rota points out breadfruit, which 
looks like a green, better-armoured 
grapefruit. The coconut palms nearby 
stir him to an ode that comes gusting 
out: “We should pray to the coconut! We 
should plant a palm in every schoolyard 
and have the kids thank it! It gives us 
everything — food and wood, shelter, 
medicine. It’s the past and the future!” 
Also, he mentions a little further on, a 
threat to terrestrial tourists. “Watch out,” 
he warns. “They fall.”

After a lunch of tartare de thon au 
guacamole at Villa Ixora, a serene bay-
side guesthouse with a shady restau-

rant that’s on the way back toward 
Uturoa, it’s on to the town’s wharf, 
where I can see Taha’a, my next desti-
nation, highrising across the narrows, 
the slopes of its mountains lushly can-
opied by acacia. Taha’a has no airport, 
so I motor across in a whaler steered 
by Pascal Bailly, an expat Frenchman in 
his 50s. On the way, I have my notebook 
out to work on a tentative list of sur-
rounding greens. Gauguiny-emerald, 
supermint, too-ripe pear, extreme-Ker-
mit … I don’t know that I’m making a 
lot of progress with my colours: as has 
been the case since I arrived, nature 
continues to overwhelm language. 

Bailly’s guesthouse, Fare Pea Iti, 
comes highly recommended and, 
with its view of the mountains of dis-

ABOVE: The sun sets behind over-
water bungalows at the Sofi tel 
Moorea Ia Ora Beach Resort on 
Moorea. OPPOSITE: The beach at 
Pearl Havaiki Lodge on Fakarava. 
PREVIOUS PAGES: A boat motors 
across brilliant blue water toward the 
pier of Le Taha’a Island Resort & Spa 
on Taha’a.
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tant Bora Bora, it doesn’t disappoint. 
If you’re a fan of dazzling beaches and 
serenity, of hibiscus and gardenia, and 
icy bottles of Hinano beer, well, then, 
yes, this might be a place for you. The 
main house centres a collection of 
thatch-roofed private bungalows. A fur-
ther tour of the property takes me to the 
pool and, beyond a tidy pile of downed 
coconuts, the private beach. The her-
mit crabs I’ve been seeing all day are, 
to Bailly, a serious menace to the gar-
den, and he smilingly threatens as they 
scuttle out of the path. He has one sol-
emn caution as we arrive at my door: 
beware of night butterfl ies. OK, good, 
so … moths? Bailly shakes his head. Oh: 
bats. “No, no.” He’s at a loss, now, to go 
further, other than to say that the mos-
quito netting should protect me. “In the 
tropics,” he adds, “the night butterfl ies 
are big as birds and stupid as shoes.”

I kick off mine and wade out for a 
swim before settling in on the pier to see 
how the sun sets over Bora Bora. Who’s a 
painter who paints like this? You’d have 
to take care: these are garish Halloween 
colours we’re dealing with here. The 
night’s darkness fi lls the ocean fi rst, wait-
ing for a cue to drain upwards. The sky 

oranges and pinks before it — dramatic 
celestial pause — purples. In a few more 
minutes Bora Bora is replaced on the 
horizon by a powder of lights.

I MAKE IT through the night undis-
turbed, if none the wiser about what I 
was guarding against. I have a busy two 
days ahead of me on Taha’a, steered by 
Samuel Tamaehu of Heremana Tours. 

On the water, Tamaehu aims the bow 
of his boat out into Taha’a’s northeastern 
lagoon. Many of the Society Islands are 
encircled by reefs, which themselves are 
often dotted with motus — tiny islets so 
idyllic in their palm-treed white-sandi-
ness that they could be masquerading 
as clichés. Anchoring motu-side in waist-
deep water, Tamaehu splashes down 
ahead of me, slapping the water to alert 
and bring on a bevy of — three, four, fi ve, 
six — stingrays. Zooming black and fl at 
around us, the rays resemble nothing 
so much as stealthy doormats. Friendly 
ones, though. As long as you leave their 
barbed tail-ends alone, you’ll fi nd them 
as playful as puppies. We move into 
deeper water and I don mask and fl ip-
pers to explore the byways of a coral gar-
den. The lambent cobalt I was looking at 

yesterday from the air is a gleaming tur-
quoise now that I’m in it, and I’m satis-
fi ed to let the colour absorb me.  

My boat tour ends and we drive to 
Tamaehu’s house for lunch, a tradition-
al Sunday feast centred around an open 
fi re-pit known as a hima’a. Hot from 
the coals, there’s pork and chicken, taro 
(think sweet potato) and jackfi sh roasted 
in palm leaves. Tamaehu conjures the 
poisson cru: raw tuna, tomatoes, onion, 
doused in coconut milk and lime juice, 
mixed by hand. I help myself to a gener-
ous serving of Thanksgiving stuffi ng that 
turns out, instead, to be my fi rst taste of 
breadfruit. I’m a quick convert.   
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Afterward, we hoist javelins at a coco-
nut fi xed atop a six-metre pole, and in 
terms of ridiculous fun, my provision-
al opinion is that there may be nothing 
better. Yes, Tamaehu hits the target every 
time while no, I’m not even close. There’s 
a jolt of the wrist and a follow-through to 
his underhanded release that I can’t quite 
master. “Practice at home,” he tells me.  

My second day on Taha’a gets under-
way with a visit to a distillery, Domaine 
Pari Pari, established in 2005 by yet 
another displaced Frenchman, former 
vintner Laurent Masseron, who uses 
six different varieties of local sugar cane 
to distill rhum agricole. The tour of the 
property ends auspiciously, with the 
sweet, brown fl eeting burn of a requisite 
morning shot of rum.  

If rum-making is a relatively young 
industry in Polynesia, Taha’a is home 
to more traditional enterprises as well. 
Along with coconut oil and vanilla, the 
pearl is one of French Polynesia’s prin-
cipal exports. Near the island’s busiest 
quay on the waterfront of Tapuamu Bay, I 
walk the pier out to the stilted huts of the 
Iaorana Pearl Farm, Taha’a’s largest. Most 
of the operation here is long-term and 
submarine, an ongoing story evolving 
amid 20 unseen hectares of oyster beds 
in the bay. I settle for a thorough dock-
side explanation of the meticulous fi ve-
year culturing method that will persuade 
these bivalves to foster black-lip pearls 
like the ones available in the farm’s shop.

Like the Iaorana oysters, which are 
fl own in from the Tuamotus, vanilla is 
an immigrant hereabout. Native to Mex-
ico, the plant fi rst arrived on Taha’a in or 
around 1919. Today, it produces 80 per 
cent of French Polynesia’s vanilla, which 
accounts for a nickname I keep seeing: 
Vanilla Island. It doesn’t leave much to 
the imagination, it’s true, but I still feel 
a duty to investigate. A Dane, Brian Han-
sen, owns the plantation at La Vallée de la 

Vanille with his wife, Moeata Hioe. If, like 
me, you didn’t know that the vanilla fl ow-
er is an orchid, the only one that produces 
edible fruit, Hansen will bring you up to 
speed. Sitting in for his lesson on vanilla 
cultivation, I learn why you have to fertil-
ize or “marry” the fl ower by hand (Taha’a 
lacks the insects that would otherwise do 
the pollinating). For me, the whole expe-
rience is, in sum, all to the good. After the 
morning’s exposure to rum and shellfi sh, 
Hansen’s tutorial will lend me a desserty 
fragrance that will linger for days. 

MOOREA, TAHITI’S near-neighbour to 
the northwest, is third-largest of the Soci-
ety Islands. The ferry from Pape’ete gets 
you there in half an hour, which makes it 
something of a suburb: many people who 
work in the capital live here.

My visit is all too brief, a single full 
day that I opt to spend on the water rath-
er than hiking the island’s highlands. 
As it turns out, I don’t cavort with the 
whales: out with Maui Ciucci of Corallina 
Tours on his boat, I’m busy fi ddling with 
f-stops on my camera when the hump-

backs, mother and calf, breach nearby. 
Later, within the shallow blue-green of 
Moorea’s encircling reef, I swim with 
blacktip sharks. Or rather, I splash in 
chest-deep water while the sharks show 
no interest in my presence. 

There are lonelier, farther-fl ung 
islands in these waters — Pitcairn, for 
example, where Bounty’s mutineers 
washed up, 2,000 kilometres to the 
southeast — but Fakarava, my last stop 
in Polynesia, feels conspicuously remote 
and exempt, perhaps, from the con-
straints of calendars and clocks. The 
second-largest island of the Tuamotu 
archipelago, Fakarava is a 60-kilometre 
sill of coral enclosing a lagoon vivid with 
aquatic colour and incident. Now part of 
a UNESCO biosphere reserve, it saw its 
fi rst European visitor in 1820 when the 
Russian explorer Fabian Gottlieb von 
Bellingshausen sailed in and dubbed it 
Wittgenstein. The name didn’t take. 

For most of the hour-long fl ight 
east from Pape’ete, it’s only ocean 
stretched below, midnight blue now, 
and calm as carpet. When the fi rst of 

Stephen Smith (  @pkstrk) writes 
for Canadian Geographic and The 
Walrus. His fi rst book was Puckstruck: 
Distracted, Delighted and Distressed 
by Canada’s Hockey Obsession.
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the Tuamotus appear, they look like 
bleached, lonely bones.

“So narrow, so barren, so beset with 
sea,” Robert Louis Stevenson wrote 
when he stayed on Fakarava in 1888. 
It’s true that after the fertile, lofty 
mountainscapes of the Society Islands, 
Fakarava, almost level with the Pacifi c 
enclosing it, does at fi rst present a fl at, 
blanched austerity. Walking the long 
shifting coral beach at Passe Garuae 
or riding a bike along Fakarava’s single 
ribbon of paved road, you feel its expo-
sure to sun, wind and ocean. 

But Fakarava is greener than it fi rst 
appears, festooned, even, in places, with 
frangipani and heliotrope. A towering 
sandalwood tree presides over the centre 
of Rotoava, Fakarava’s main village, like a 
benevolent, all-seeing elder.     

To get my bearings, I enlist a local 
guide, Enoha, who makes do with just 
the one name. An affable, 50-some-
thing painter who also sculpts drift-
wood and whalebone, he tours me from 
one end of the atoll to the other, stop-
ping to comment on everything from 

pre- European settlement, modern-day 
airport lore, soldierbushes, ironwood 
trees, a fruit called soursop and the 
various uses for the leaves and bark of 
the breadfruit tree (a powerful antioxi-
dant and an excellent glue for patching 
canoes, respectively)

For supper that night I stop by the 
Pension Paparara, 20 minutes from 
Rotoava along the lagoon shore by bike. 
Over grilled parrotfi sh and a carpaccio of 
mother-of-pearl, I get talking to Jan Calta, 
a Czech programmer in his 30s who’s on 
his second visit to Fakarava, and spend-
ing as much of it as possible under water. 

“You’re not diving?” he wonders. He’s 
asking for himself, probably, but maybe 
also on behalf of common sense. Fakar-
ava is renowned in scuba circles, several 
of which I’ll drift into, conversationally, 
while I’m here on dry land around sup-
pertime. The word is that with the con-
ditions and the rich sealife, what we’ve 
got right here is some of the best diving 
anywhere in the world.  

I tell Calta what I’m telling every-
body: Matisse snorkelled. Paul Gauguin 

is the French painter who’s most 
closely associated with Tahiti (he’s 
buried on Hiva Oa, second-largest 
of the Marquesas Islands, 1,000 kilo-
metres to the northeast), but Matisse 
came for a visit, too, in 1930. He 
acquired wooden goggles, and though 
he hadn’t been well, there he was pad-
dling around in the lagoon, marvel-
ling at the undersea light, which he 
called “a second sky.” 

Though he stayed for just four days, 
the experience soaked deep. Everybody 
should come to Fakarava, he felt. He 
wasn’t painting, but he was drawing and 
writing — and pondering colours. I’m 
not surprised to learn, later, of his desire 
to distill the essence of what he was see-
ing in these southern seas. The predom-
inant shade, he eventually decided, is 
the lambent blue of the morpho butter-
fl y’s wing — his own favourite colour. 
“Blue, but such a blue!” Matisse wrote. 
“It pierced my heart.”   

Clockwise from BELOW: Swimming with stingrays off Moorea; the spines 
of a rambutan, a lychee-type of fruit found in French Polynesia; a detail 
of breadfruit, a staple in the islands. OPPOSITE: A sunset walk in Raiatea.

   Read more about Tahiti’s rum, pearl and 
vanilla industries at cangeotravel.ca/fw18/tahiti.
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FFrom the top of Mount McKay — known as Animikii-wajiw in the Ojibwa 
language — you can see the Kaministiquia River, which starts north of 
Thunder Bay and winds its way over Kakabeka Falls and then wraps 
around the mountain. From up there, you can see the grain elevators 
that stand alongside the river and the Sleeping Giant, Nanabijou, sticking 
out into Gichigami, or Lake Superior, that moody wild beast of a lake, 
where it can be sunny, bright and beautiful one minute and all rolling 
clouds, gusts of wind and torrential rain the next.

 The whole area has been a meeting place for Indigenous Peoples for 
a very long time, before the city of Thunder Bay existed and before the 
country of Canada existed. My family still goes back for powwows held 
on the mountain.

 My mother grew up nearby in Raith, on the traditional territory of Fort 
William First Nation, my grandmother’s reserve. There, it’s all about water. 
It’s a remarkable place that you can feel more than you can see because it’s 
the Arctic watershed, the place on Turtle Island where things split and all 
the water goes north to Hudson Bay or south to the city. The rivers are the 
highways of the past, so when I’m there I’m reminded of that. It’s magical.

 I don’t remember the fi rst time I went to the mountain — I would 
have been really young. But seeing my kids there when they were smaller, 
seeing them running around on top through the tall grass, reminded me 
of the generations that have been there and will continue to be there. It’s 
a place of spiritual signifi cance for the Ojibwa. It’s a place that means a 
lot to my family. It’s a place that absolutely touches me; it makes me feel 
peaceful when I’m there — I feel very happy and whole. 

—As told to Jensen Edwards

The award-winning author and 
journalist on her connections to 
the shores of Lake Superior at 
the Fort William First Nation, Ont.

Tanya Talaga

our country
          R E V E A L I N G  C A N A D A
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MMy favourite hideaway in Montreal is where Parc Jeanne-Mance and Mont 
Royal meet, between Mont-Royal and Duluth avenues and St-Laurent 
Boulevard and Park Avenue. Jeanne-Mance is known among Montrealers as 
the place to hang out: the area is historically charged, it’s close to where 
Mordecai Richler lived and the Montreal equivalent to parks such as Trinity 
Bellwoods in Toronto, Stanley Park in Vancouver or Major’s Hill in Ottawa.

I remember spending most of my summers there as a teenager, so it really 
infl uenced the person I am today. I was from a very residential part of 
Montreal a bit farther north, so going downtown — and seeing Montreal for 
what it was — was going to Jeanne-Mance. There’s something about the trees, 
the light and the cultural happenings that occur in the park. It hosts concerts 
and people play ball; the space really brings people together.  

When I started frequenting downtown, around 15 years old, I spent much 
of my time there — and the same people I grew up with still visit. Since 
becoming a mother, visiting the area with my daughter has become special, 
too. Our fi rst home was in the Plateau, so bringing her to Jeanne-Mance was 
really easy. It’s something you want to share with your kids. We visit Café 
Santropol — a local establishment my mom liked to go to that has been 
there since the 1960s — but my own family more often frequents Café 
Melbourne or Hof Kelsten. The real Parc Jeanne-Mance experience, though, 
is fi nding the perfect spot and setting up a picnic.   

— As told to Andrew Lovesey

Béatrice Martin, the Québécoise 
singer-songwriter known by her 
stage name, reminisces about 
her favourite Montreal hideaway
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Or share it with us on Facebook 

(facebook.com/cangeo). 

What’s your favourite Canadian place? 

Tell us on Twitter (@CanGeo) using the 

hashtag #ShareCanGeo.
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