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Whale tales

In Manitoba, I went paddle boarding
in a river full of playful wild belugas

SUZANNE MORPHET
SPECIALTO THE STAR

A ghostly green shape appears in
the water beside my paddle board
as I lean forward to take another
stroke. Seconds later, a smaller,
darker shape joins the first, effort-
lessly gliding alongside underwater.
Turning my head, I smile to see two
more on my tail.

It’s summer on the Churchill Riv-
er, and I feel like I'm cruising down
a freeway of whales as belugas sur-
face every few seconds. They’re fol-
lowing my standup paddle board
and, endearingly, smiling back at
me.

Churchill, Man., is better known
as the polar bear capital of the
world, but from July to September
the water of the Churchill River
estuary churns with these gregari-
ous whales. According to Oceans
North, a charity supporting marine
conservation, they’re part of the
world’s largest migration of belu-
gas, about 55,000 altogether, which
swim from the Arctic every sum-
mer and congregate in estuaries on
western Hudson Bay to birth their
young.

I'm visiting this town on a trip
with Natural Habitat Adventures
(Nat Hab), which offers all-inclu-
sive, small-group tours throughout
the year to Churchill. Our itinerary
also includes exploring the sur-
rounding subarctic tundra and bo-
real forests, searching for other
wildlife, visiting historic sites and
witnessing the aurora borealis.

But our primary focus, and the
absolute highlight, is having fun
with belugas.

We soon discover that Delphinap-

terus leucas (“white dolphin with-
out a fin” in Latin) shares traits
with humans, which may explain
why we find them so appealing.

When they swim alongside us,
they often turn on their side, look
up at us and make eye contact.
That’s because, unlike other
whales, the vertebrae in their necks
are not fused, allowing them to turn
their heads. Female belugas also go
through menopause, something
rare in the animal kingdom.

What we find most fascinating,

though, is their astounding vocabu-
lary.
“They talk a lot and we talk a lot,”
chuckles Eleanor Edye, our expedi-
tion leader with Nat Hab. “They’re
really big gossipers. It just sounds
like coffee time in a small town all
the time underwater.”

On our first excursion, by inflat-
able Zodiac boat, our driver drops a
hydrophone over the side, and
we’re immediately immersed in a
symphony of squeals, clicks, clucks,
chirps and whistles.

It’s unintelligible to us, but Edye
says a scientist with the Raincoast
Conservation Foundation, Valeria
Vergara, has identified 28 different
call types. These include contact
calls, which whales use to identify
themselves, akin to saying, “Hello,
mynameis...”

Our Zodiac driver, who hails from
southern France, is obviously smit-
ten. “So I came here for the bears, to
be honest, and I discovered the be-
lugas,” says Morgan Ruiz, breaking
into abig smile. She describes them
as “so friendly and so interactive.”

Ruiz suspects belugas follow
closely behind the Zodiac because
they enjoy the bubbles from the
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propeller. “That gives them, like, a
face massage.” She assures us that
each prop has a cover that prevents
the belugas from injuring them-
selves.

With their engaging personalities,
it’s easy to see why aquariums
wanted belugas. Lorraine Brand-
son, curator of Itsanitaq Museum
in Churchill, tells me about belugas
being lassoed and captured by local
men. Known as cold-water cow-
boys, they would jump in the frigid
water to hold the whales until they
could be contained.

Thankfully, those days are long
gone. In 2019, the federal govern-
ment banned the taking of whales
and other cetaceans for captivity.
Today, people who want to see be-
lugas can observe them in the wild.
After our Zodiac tour, some of the
seven people in my Nat Hab group
go kayaking with the belugas and,
on another day, join me in paddle
boarding.

After we change into wet suits,
Erin Greene, owner of SUP North,
tells us what to expect from the
belugas, which are known for their
curious nature. “Sometimes they
like to give a little poke (to the
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board), and sometimes they’ll go
right underneath you and they 1l lift
slightly. They’re all playful beha-
viours.”

Greene also tells us how to behave
on the water: no touching whales,
no chasing them, no crashing into
their pods. “This is their home that
we have the absolute privilege and
honour to be able to enter,” she
says. “So we always treat the whales
with a high level of respect.”

Greene was inspired to start her
business after a traumatic experi-
ence in 2013. She was walkinghome
after a Halloween party when she
was attacked by a polar bear. “I was
looking for ways to heal myself,” she
explains. So she went to Hawaii to
take a course on yoga for trauma,
which included doing yoga on a
paddleboard. “And for the first time
since my incident, I felt present.”

I get it. During the hours I spend
on the water, surrounded by the
belugas, I forget everything else. It’s
just me and the whales.
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The Algarve, Portugal

30 Days: January 30, 2026
Double: $4,899, Single: $6,599

Tours Program Director and all taxes.

Cancun, Mexico

waters await
15 Days: February 9, 2026
Double: $5,039, Single: $8,499

Program Director and all taxes.

St. Pete Beach, Florida

17 Days: February 7, 2026
Double: $5,999, Single: $10,549

social events at the resort and all taxes.

17 Days: February 17, 2026
Double: $2,999 Single: $4,589

and cruising to paradise

Double: $5,095, Single: $6,995

BA cabins) and all taxes.

Double: $7,595, Single: $11,095

BA or BB cabins) and all taxes.

Historic old world charm meets modern comforts in
a vibrant coastal European destination

PRICES INCLUDE: Connections Program, return airfare from Toronto,
accommodations (street or parking lot view), two shuttle excursions plus at
least one social event per week, farewell dinner & Fado show, on-site DeNure

Soft white sand, warm sunshine, and turquoise

PRICES INCLUDE: Connections Program, return airfare from Toronto,
accommodations (standard room), daily breakfast, daily housekeeping, three
shuttle excursions plus at least one social event per week, on-site DeNure Tours

Enjoy sunsets from Florida’s west coast, on this
stretch of beautiful white sand beach

PRICES INCLUDE: Connections Program, coach transportation, accommodation
(Resort View Hotel Room with Balcony), shuttle transportation while in St. Pete
Beach, daily housekeeping, on-sit DeNure Tours Program Director, activities and

Myrtle Beach, South Carolina
Enjoy the hub of The Grand Strand, a sixty-mile string
of beaches along South Carolina’s coast.

PRICES INCLUDE: Connections Program, coach transportation (1 hotel night
down/back), accommodation (Oceanfront Efficiency), shuttle transportation in
Myrtle Beach, on-site DeNure Tours Program Director, activities and social events
at the resort, daily breakfasts at The Rose Room and all taxes.

Caribbean Cruise from N.Y.C.
Explore New York City before leaving the cold behind

14 Days: Jan 21, Feb 1, 2026 (Guaranteed Departures)

PRICES INCLUDE: Connections Program, coach transportation, pre/post cruise
accommodation, all standard shipboard meals, gratuities and highlights as
listed on website, all tickets, passes and local guides, 11-night cruise (Category

Caribbean Cruise + New Orleans
From Bourbon Street to beachfronts, the perfect
blend of cultural discovery and tropical escape
20 Days: January 29, 2026 (Guaranteed Departure)

PRICES INCLUDE: Connections Program, coach transportation, pre/post cruise
accommodation, all standard shipboard meals, gratuities and highlights as
listed on website, all tickets, passes and local guides, 14-night cruise (Category

. ; ) tico.
Prices above are in Canadian dollars and are per person. &y 500009377

denuretours.com/long-stay
1-800-668-6859

71 Mount Hope St., Lindsay, ON K9V 5J1
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24 Night Panama Canal

Sep 22,2025 | Caribbean Princess | Vancouver to Fort Lauderdale

» Roundtrip Toronto airfare

» 1 night 4% Vancouver hotel
» 23 night cruise
» $100 US pp onboard credit 3429
» Taxes

» Roundtrip Toronto airfare
» 2 nights 4% Sydney hotel
» 30 night cruise

» $50 US pp onboard credit
» Taxes

» 2 nights 4% Rome hotel
» 14 night cruise
» $300 US per person onboard 0BS BALCONY
credit

» Taxes

1-800-854-9664%
CruisePlus & info@cruiseplus.ca

Continue Your Journey

With CruisePlus Travel & Tours

0BS OUTSIDE

33299

BALCONY

per person CAD

32 Nt Hawaii, Tahiti & South Pacific

April 3, 2026 | Discovery Princess | Sydney to Vancouver

INSIDE

36049

BALCONY

36149

per person CAD

16 Night Mediterranean & Adriatic

August 2, 2026 | Enchanted Princess | Roundtrip Rome

INSIDE

$4299
$4699

per person CAD

cruiseplus.ca/toronto

New bookings only. Fares are per person in currency noted, based on double occupancy. Cruise, air,
and hotel are capacity-controlled and offers may be withdrawn without notice. The hotel includes any

taxes payable to departure, but locally payable taxes, fees, and options are not included. Amenities are
for the first two in a stateroom only and based on double occupancy. Future cruise credits and supplier
travel insurance may not combine with this promotion. Travel company terms and conditions apply —
see their websites. CruisePlus reserves the right to correct any human or electronic errors. Ship’s Regis-
try: United Kingdom & Bermuda. CruisePlus Travel & Tours Ltd. Consumer Protection BC License # 3325.




