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B4 BOLD TRAVELLER WINTER

HALES AT 1 O'CLOCK!" someone shouts excitedly. A dozen
heads swivel, binoculars raised, to focus on a pod of orcas breaking
the surface close to where we've just spotzed a humpback whale and
calf. Since boarding the 138-foor catamaran Caseadia a fow days
carlierwe've all become Huent in mariner'sshorthand for giving
dircctions on the water.

We're off the northwese coast of Vancouver [sland, where spoteing
whales, sea lions and sea otters is just part of the fun on a weck-long
safari-ar-sea. Bur chis ime, someching sdifferenc, "Ic'smy educaced
puess they're hunting the humpback? ga}lsshi])'.ﬁmanzﬁanh Powell,
referringro the half-dozen orcas, “Trying to separate the calf from its
maother.

The drama ratchers up a norch when expedition leader Kevin
Smith adds that ehe lone sea otter we saw In(l(ncnm:ﬁtiicr"Ini&!nlh}'
and take shelter on the ship.” Even though ottersaren'ta target food

of orcas, the whales could use him “as an inseructional tool” while
reaching younger orcas aboue predarion.

Thankfully, perhaps, we don’tlearn how the orca huntends, nor
the fate of the sea otter. Such is nature, But what we do learn, from
the moment we weigh anchor in Port Hardy near the northern eip
of Vancouver Island our first morning, to when we sail into Coal
Harbour on our final day, is that the islandsnorthwest coast is
remarkably wild and wonderfully remote. [t'sas far as you can get - in
every respect — from, say, Burcharc Gardens at the very southern end
of Vancouver [sland, with its manicured Rower beds and busloads of
visitors fresh off a cruise ship from Alaska.

“We're going to the frue West coast’ Kevin emphasized carlier,
where “we put ourselvesin che path of magie.” With no scheduled
ports of call and no roads, when weather and wildlife :.l'g'hti_ngj
determine what we do and where we go, and with an expedition

Jeader who knows this coast like the back of his sun-freckled hand
and says things like, "vou can'thold me to an itinerary, ever. magic
seems entirely possible,

Afrer drivingro Port Hardy from Victoria {you can also fly),
we'rewelcomed aboard Cascadia, the newest — and most hoxurious
—addition o Vicroria-based Maple Leaf Advenrures’small flecy of
expedition-style ships. Accommodating 24 guests in 12 comfortable
cabins, cach with ensuite, it feels like we're on our own private yacht
with friends,

When oneof the ship'stwo chefs appears ta rell s whar'sfor
lunich the firse day (Sale Springlsland mussels and chorizo with
pasta), I'm delighted ro see it’s Mara Jernigan. Mara founded che firse
field-ro-rable eonking school in western Canada and became a leader
in the slow food movement in North America.

Vancouver Island'sWild Side is Maple Leaf Adventures'newest
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irinerary. And rrue to the style of expedition cruising, every day is
filled with new experiences, Sometimes we explore quict inlets by
tender or paddle kayaks along shorelines studded with starfish. We
walk wild, windswept beaches with not another soul in sight. Come
evening, we enjoy dinner paired wich BC wines, followed by lecrures
in the lounge, games or reading,

For most of us, wildlife is a daily highlight and before this trip
is over one of us will have sporred coastal wolves on a beach while
enjoying the hot rub at sunrise, and we'll all be chrilled to see a Black-
footed albatross. Kevinand the captain pick a calm day to round
Cape Scort, one of the most feared capes for its often-stormyweather.
O this day,a Minke whale feeds in the shallow warer, while a flock
of thinoceros !lu:dttﬂakt&ﬂighﬂkl’oru ug, The naruraliston board
gives us a tip for spocting whales. “Watch the birds)” says Dave, whe's
paddled this whaole coast by kayak.

One night we anchor off Mqugwin,/Brooks Peninsula Provincial
Patk, then continue south, past Cape Cook and Selander Island,
where raucous sea lions and stubby winged puffins compete for our
artention.

[.:m:r,rlu:p inside NtsFu!'l'(]ﬂ[Et, we marvel ar the calim and
quiet. “That'sclassic Marbled Murrelethabitat” says Kevin, pointing
o mossy, old-growth Sitka spruce the seabird prefers when we go
ashore, "This is a5 far away as you can get from roads’” he adds. "Ir's
just wild, wild, wild."

So wild, in fact, that we don tsee another person until we reach
the FimNa(fﬂnscammnn'[t_vof}{wqum,m.ce a nacion of whalers.
Adrer European explorers introduced smallpox the population of
about 1,700 plammeted to probably fewer than 100 people,

We meet four generations of one family on Spring Island, where
we go ashore for a salmon roase. While Lana cleans rwo fresh
Chinock, Lucy demonserateshow to weave strips of cedar, Chrlstine
tells us stories about her life, and Tessie teaches us how to pronounce
words in Nuu-chah-nulth,a language spoken by so few people thar
ir'slikely ro become exriner.

Sea otters nearly suffered that fate already after belng over huneed
duringthe frenzied fur crade that began with Captain Cook’s
expedirion here in 1778. Bur the orrers have rebounded. A few
decades ago, B9 w:r:hmughl: down From Alaska and eeleased in
Checleset Bay. Today, they number about 7.000, enough that kelp
forests are recovering, providing nurseries for fish and preventing
coastal erosion.

O ouir last evening, a rainy ohe, we'reanchored in Quatsing
Sound when a few of us decide to go explore by tender. Soon we
spor a mother orrer and pup. The mother is diving for food, likely
sea urching, while the pup floats on irs back, padded paws .ﬂin:king
up in eypical octer style. When the mother surfaces again, she senses
danger - us!

We're seill far tnﬂngh away to need binoculars, bur she swims
to her pup, grabs it and hags it oo hee chest, Isernerfy endearing,
Knowingit can'tget any better than this, we turn to head back to our
mocher ship and — wow! A rainbow has appeared, E'rnming Cascadia
perfectly under ie,

Pure luck or magic? Either way, it'sheen a trip,

A mapleleafadventures.com




