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British Columbia, the westernmost province of Canada, stretches from the Pacific Ocean to the towering heights of the Rocky Mountains. Sandwiched between is some of this planet’s most magnificent scenery: an enormous variety of terrain, including towering mountain ranges, ancient glaciers, endless rivers, crystal clear lakes, old-growth temperate rainforests, rugged coastline, hundreds of islands, and even a desert. Wildlife is abundant: The forests provide a home for bears, moose, deer, and elk, while the ocean is alive with whales, dolphins, and all manner of other sea life.
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Settled by Europeans just 200 years ago, this landscape has been home to civilization for thousands of years. World-class facilities such as the Museum of Anthropology and the Royal BC Museum preserve the culture of the First Nations, which can also be experienced by visiting abandoned villages, tasting indigenous dishes, and learning about meaningful art, such as colorful totem poles.
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The province’s largest city is Vancouver, a splendid conglomeration of old and new architectural marvels, parks and gardens, and sheltered beaches. Just across the Strait of Georgia is the provincial capital, old-world Victoria. But the soul of British Columbia lies away from the cities, in the surrounding vastness. Continuing north along the Alaska Highway through the Yukon Territory, the wilderness grows wilder and more remote.

British Columbia is one of the most beautiful, exciting, and inspirational places on this planet. You have to experience it for yourself.
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Planning Your Trip


  Where to Go

  VANCOUVER



Dramatic snowcapped mountains rise high above a modern city clinging to the coastline. A downtown core of century-old buildings and steel-and-glass skyscrapers overlooks busy waterways. Sandy beaches and rocky shorelines fringe manicured suburbs. Magnificent old-growth forests and brilliant flower gardens overflow with color. And residents in love with the outdoors eagerly take advantage of its magnificent natural surroundings.

VICTORIA AND VANCOUVER ISLAND

The elegant capital of British Columbia couldn’t be more different from its much larger neighbor, Vancouver. Well-preserved buildings line the streets. Totem poles sprout from shady parks. Restored historical areas house trendy shops, offices, and exotic restaurants. Meanwhile, double-decker buses and horse-drawn carriages compete for the tourist summer trade. Beyond city limits, the rest of Vancouver Island beckons, with outdoor experiences ranging from hiking the rugged West Coast Trail to whale watching at Telegraph Cove.
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SOUTHWESTERN BRITISH COLUMBIA

Exploring southwestern BC is like taking three very different vacations. The Sunshine Coast spreads out to the north, attracting families, scuba divers, and sun-loving Canadians. The Sea to Sky Highway leads to Whistler, a hip, outdoorsy resort town of epic proportions. Traveling east from Vancouver, the road forks—head through the scenic Fraser River Canyon to central British Columbia or to a winding mountain highway through Manning Provincial Park.

OKANAGAN VALLEY

Around 180 kilometers (112 miles) from end to end, the gorgeous Okanagan Valley is dotted with orchards and wineries, the latter a major attraction. But if the only thing you know about wine is that you like it, no worries—wine -tasting in the Okanagan Valley is a completely unsnobby affair. The entire valley brims with bustling tourist towns, world-class golf courses, marvelous resorts, and enough fun parks to keep the kids busy for an entire vacation.

THE KOOTENAYS

Named for its original inhabitants, the Kootenay region is monotonous—in an overwhelmingly beautiful, mountain-and-lakes kind of way. Alpine snowfields feed mighty rivers and massive lakes, creating a recreational playground for anglers, canoeists, and kayakers. Several parks merit special attention: White Grizzly Wilderness for the opportunity to view grizzly bears, Kokanee Creek to watch fish spawning along a shallow creek bed, and Akamina-Kishinena for its solitude.

CANADIAN ROCKIES

Welcome to the Canadian Rockies, a vast wilderness where wildlife is always abundant and hiking trails always scenic. The region is at its most breathtaking at Lake O’Hara in Yoho National Park, while adjacent Kootenay National Park offers up more magnificent Canadian wilds, along with hot springs.


CENTRAL BRITISH COLUMBIA


Cutting a swath across the province, the central region of British Columbia is extremely diverse. To the east, a series of glaciated mountain ranges are protected by Glacier and Mount Revelstoke National Parks, which offer accessible adventure. The scenery changes dramatically west of Salmon Arm, as mountains recede into sagebrush-covered hills. In the heart of this desert landscape is Kamloops and the ranching country of the Cariboo.

NORTHERN BRITISH COLUMBIA

Northern BC is a long way from anywhere else. You won’t see famous attractions. Instead, you’ll find lakes and forest and lots of both. Small towns provide excellent access to outdoor activities, as well as a little bit of pioneering history. The coastline is mostly inaccessible, but where highways push down to the ocean, Prince Rupert and Stewart offer scenic rewards. For a real adventure, jump a ferry to the Haida Gwaii, where totem-pole villages are slowly being reclaimed by nature.

THE YUKON

Linked to British Columbia by the Alaska Highway, the Yukon is a continuation of the forested wilderness. Many visitors pass right through on their way to Alaska, but it’s worth lingering to explore the natural wonders of Kluane National Park, the modern frontier delights of Whitehorse, and the world’s most famous Gold Rush town, Dawson City.


  IF YOU HAVE . . .

  • A WEEKEND: Spend your time in Vancouver.

  • ONE WEEK: Add Whistler and Vancouver Island.

  • TWO WEEKS: Add the Okanagan Valley, Kootenays, and Canadian Rockies.

  • THREE WEEKS: Add Central and Northern British Columbia and the Yukon.



When to Go

The high season is most definitely summer, or more precisely July and August. The parks come alive with campers, the lakes and streams with anglers, the mountains with hikers, the woods with wildlife, and the roadsides with stalls selling fresh produce.

While April-June is considered a shoulder season, in many ways the province is at its blooming best in spring. Crowds are at a minimum, the days are long, golfers hit the links in shirts and shorts, and lodging rates are reduced. Fall (Sept.-Nov.) can also be tremendous, particularly September, with lingering warm temperatures and a noticeable decrease in crowds.

Vancouver and Victoria, can be visited year-round, with some outdoor activities—golfing, biking, hiking, and more—possible in the dead of winter on southern Vancouver Island. Alpine resorts throughout the province begin opening in December, with seasons extending through March.
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Galiano Island



Before You Go

PASSPORTS AND VISAS

To enter Canada, a passport, passport card, or NEXUS card is required by citizens and permanent residents of the United States. For further information, see the website http://travel.state.gov. For current entry requirements to Canada, check the Citizenship and Immigration Canada website (www.cic.gc.ca).

All other foreign visitors must have a valid passport and may need a visa or visitors permit depending on their country of residence and the vagaries of international politics. At present, visas are not required for citizens of the United States, British Commonwealth, or Western Europe. The standard entry permit is for six months, and you may be asked to show onward tickets or proof of sufficient funds to last you through your intended stay.

Transportation

Visitors to British Columbia have the option of arriving by road, rail, ferry, or air. The main gateway city for flights from North America is Vancouver, which is also the main Canadian gateway for flights originating in Asia and the South Pacific.

Driving, whether it be your own vehicle or a rental car, is by far the best way to get around, although all cities have airports and most towns are served by bus.


The Best of British Columbia


Two weeks in British Columbia allows the opportunity to travel throughout the province, including to the northern region. Of course, you can always add to your itinerary with more time in Vancouver and Victoria—but you’ll find more adventure traveling farther afield.

Day 1

Arrive in Vancouver for a two-night stay. Spend the rest of your first day exploring Gastown and the waterfront area, including English Bay. Rent a bike for an evening ride through Stanley Park.
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  Gastown, Vancouver



Day 2

Spend the day in the bustling resort town of Whistler, a 90-minute drive north of Vancouver along Highway 99, returning to Vancouver in time for dinner atop Grouse Mountain.

Day 3

Take the 90-minute ferry ride across to Vancouver Island and visit Victoria sights such as the Royal BC Museum and Butchart Gardens, then explore the urban oasis of Goldstream Provincial Park.

Day 4

Make Tofino, a three-hour drive from Victoria along Highways 1 and 4, your final destination on Day 4. Even with a visit to Cathedral Grove and a short walk along the driftwood-strewn beaches of Pacific Rim National Park, you will have time to enjoy a relaxing evening in Tofino.

Day 5

Rise early and make your way north up the island to Telegraph Cove, a four-hour drive from Tofino via Highways 4 and 19. Go whale watching in the afternoon and continue north for 60 kilometers (38 miles) to Port Hardy.

Day 6

The morning ferry from Port Hardy gets into Prince Rupert in the late afternoon, linking up with the overnight ferry to the Haida Gwaii.

Day 7

Even after 24 hours and two ferry trips, you’ll be invigorated by the uniqueness of the First Nations history and total wilderness of Haida Gwaii.

Day 8

You have all day on the island to explore the beaches of Naikoon Provincial Park and First Nations attractions like the Haida Heritage Centre. Ferries depart Haida Gwaii for Prince Rupert in the evening (book a cabin to get a good night’s rest on board).

Day 9

Arriving in Prince Rupert at dawn, take breakfast at the Cow Bay Cafe while waiting for the Museum of Northern British Columbia to open. Head west, stopping at ‘Ksan Historical Village. Aim for an overnight stay in Prince George—an eight-hour drive from Prince Rupert—but don’t push it; the more driving you get done today, the quicker you will reach the mountains the following day.

Day 10

After the long haul across northern British Columbia, the first views of the Canadian Rockies, two hours’ driving beyond Prince George, are a relief. As Mount Robson comes into view, you will be wowed. Short hikes to viewpoints and waterfalls will fill your afternoon.

Day 11

Drag yourself away from Mount Robson and head south on Highway 5 for four hours to the river city of Kamloops, then east along the Trans-Canada Highway to Revelstoke. Even if you’re not a railway buff, Craigellachie (site of the last spike on the transcontinental railway) is a pleasant stop along this two-hour stretch of road.
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  Mount Revelstoke National Park



Day 12

Drive the Meadows in the Sky Parkway near Revelstoke and continue east along the Trans-Canada Highway for two hours to Yoho National Park. This may be the night for a splurge at the Emerald Lake Lodge (at the very least, walk around this beautiful lake).


Day 13


Head south along Highway 95 for three hours through the Columbia Valley. Stop at the Creston Valley Wildlife Management Area before veering west along Highway 3 to the artsy city of Nelson.

Day 14

It’s a seven-hour drive to Vancouver from Nelson via Highway 3. En route, the wineries, golf courses, and abundance of water sports in the Okanagan Valley will tempt you to linger a day or two longer.


  
    BEST PHOTO-OPS
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    Victoria’s Inner Harbour

  

  Photographers easily find inspiration in the stunning landscapes in British Columbia, but capturing the scenes successfully on your camera often provides a challenge. Here are a few ideas for maximizing the quality of images.

  For Vancouver’s classic city-and-mountain scene, head to the Burrard Street Bridge or Kitsilano Beach in the evening. On a clear morning, Grouse Mountain provides a view back south across downtown, which is especially appealing during winter, with the snow-covered slopes in the foreground. In Victoria, the boardwalk around the Inner Harbour encourages photographers to find different angles, whether it be kayakers passing in front of the Fairmont Empress or the Parliament Buildings illuminated at night.

  Photographers will love the wilderness areas of Vancouver Island, especially the sparkling waterways of Goldstream Provincial Park, the beaches of Pacific Rim National Park, and the old-growth forests of Strathcona Provincial Park. Other provincial highlights for nature-loving photographers are the waterfalls of southwestern British Columbia and the crystal-clear lakes of the Kootenays and Northern British Columbia. In Yoho National Park, Emerald Lake and the Lake O’Hara area are two of the most photogenic destinations in all of Canada.

  The best opportunities for photographing wildlife include whales near Telegraph Cove, bald eagles at Brackendale, bears and elk in the Canadian Rockies, and moose in northern British Columbia.

  While photography is simplest in good weather, don’t pass up a morning basking in thick mist, whether it’s the Vancouver skyline or a driftwood-strewn beach on Haida Gwaii. As bright sun illuminates the sky behind the thick clouds, the fog breaks apart gradually, and when it does, the sun radiates like a spotlight, illuminating the sparkling dampness that clings briefly to the landscape.



The Best of Vancouver and Victoria

In British Columbia, metropolitan centers thrive alongside sublime wilderness. Start in Vancouver and ferry to its namesake island to enjoy the best of both worlds. This itinerary balances a little bit of everything: cities, mountains, and ocean.

Day 1

Head north from Vancouver airport and loop around Point Grey to the Museum of Anthropology, a wonderful introduction to the history of the Pacific Northwest. Duck through the old-growth forest behind the museum to get a feel for the city’s natural splendor. Check in to your hotel and take an evening stroll through Gastown to the Water Street Café for dinner.

Day 2

Even if you hit Stanley Park as the sun first rises, you’ll find that many locals have beaten you on their morning jog. Cross to the North Shore and take the Grouse Mountain Skyride. Drive Highway 99 to Whistler, which takes around 90 minutes. After dinner at award-winning Araxi, spend the evening exploring the resort village.

Day 3

Catch the ferry from Horseshoe Bay to Nanaimo, on Vancouver Island. Drive Highway 4 for the two-hour journey across the island to Tofino, making a stop at Cathedral Grove. Splurge by staying at the Wickaninnish Inn and dining in-house.
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  Tofino sunset



Day 4

Book a Tofino whale-watching tour for the morning, enjoy an outdoor lunch at Tacofino, and then take a beach walk in Pacific Rim National Park before returning along Highway 4 to Nanaimo for the night.
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  Pacific Rim National Park is laced with short walking trails.



Day 5

Heading south from Nanaimo along Highway 19 for 45 kilometers (28 miles), detour at Crofton Bay to catch a ferry to Salt Spring Island. Enjoy lunch at an outdoor café in Ganges, then make the short ferry hop to Swartz Bay, gateway to Victoria and home to the centrally located Magnolia Hotel and Spa.

Day 6

Make your way to the Inner Harbour on foot. The Royal BC Museum is a must-see, Market Square and the surrounding streets are interesting to explore, and the fish and chips at Barb’s Place is perfect for lunch. Still hungry? Head to Oak Bay for afternoon tea.

Day 7

Arrive at Butchart Gardens at opening time—before the bus tour crowd arrives—then return to Vancouver by ferry. You’ll get there in time for an afternoon flight home.



FAMILY FUN
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Fort Steele Heritage Town



Bringing the kids? Not a problem—there are plenty of attractions suited to the needs of youngsters.

VANCOUVER

Stanley Park is a fantastic place for children, and many activities are free or almost free. Explore the forests, relax on the beaches, rent a bike and ride the seawall, or jump aboard the miniature railway. The park’s world-class Vancouver Aquarium is a must (time your visit with the always entertaining dolphin show). Break up the day with a picnic lunch at Third Beach or a hot dog from Prospect Point Café.

Distinctively shaped Science World, southeast of downtown on False Creek, contains hands-on displays that help those of all ages understand the wonderful world of science. Granville Island Water Park offers very wet fun, with pools, slides, geysers, and sprays. In the same area, the Kids Market offers 50-odd shops as well as a playground, daily shows, and birds to feed on the adjacent waterway.

Kids will be kids, so you may want to spend time with the tribe at an old-fashioned fun park. The best of these is Playland, in Hastings Park. Enjoy old-fashioned amusements like the merry-go-round, a wooden roller coaster, a Ferris wheel, an arcade, and a petting zoo.

VICTORIA AND VANCOUVER ISLAND

On the ferry trip between Victoria and Vancouver, find an outside seat on the starboard side and watch the Vancouver skyline and Coast Mountains disappear into the distance. Once in the provincial capital, a double-decker bus tour is popular with all ages. Catch a water taxi to Fisherman’s Wharf for lunch, and hope that the resident seals make an appearance. Have your wallet out for visits to Pacific Undersea Gardens.

Beyond Victoria, family time on Vancouver Island should focus on the outdoors: the beaches of Parksville and Qualicum, the trails of Pacific Rim National Park, ferry rides through the Southern Gulf Islands, or, for older kids, surf lessons at Tofino. The rooftop goats at Coombs are a diversion from these more adventurous outings.

SOUTHWESTERN BC

In Whistler, don’t miss a chance to ride on the Peak 2 Peak Gondola. At the top of the mountain, you’ll find opportunities to snowshoe across areas of year-round snowpack. For a different sort of adventure, take the kids to the Othello-Quintette Tunnels near Hope. These huge tunnels run through a steep gorge of the Coquihalla River.

OKANAGAN VALLEY AND THE KOOTENAYS

In Vernon, family-run Davison Orchards offers wagon tours, a Critter Corral, a fruit and vegetable market, and—best of all—an ice cream stand. On Kootenay Lake, take the kids on the world’s longest free ferry ride. Get an outside seat on the Osprey, which offers striking views of the lakescape. Don’t miss out on the 1880s-style theatrics at Fort Steele Heritage Town, near Cranbrook.



Okanagan Wine Tasting

The Okanagan Valley is a four-hour drive (or a short flight) from Vancouver, making it an ideal destination for a weekend getaway. Wineries are spread from one end of the valley to the other, so it’s best to spend your time in just one or two of the following growing regions, taking winery tours, renting a bicycle for road touring, or simply doing nothing more than relaxing in one of the country’s most appealing climates.

Osoyoos and Oliver

This arid region is at the south end of the Okanagan. Make reservations at Spirit Ridge Vineyard Resort, a winery built along the shore of a beautiful lake. The sprawling complex includes upscale accommodations, multiple dining options, and a golf course.
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  Spirit Ridge Vineyard Resort



North of Osoyoos, the town of Oliver is surrounded by more than 20 wineries, including Burrowing Owl, which also offers rooms for the night overlooking the vineyard. Another worthwhile stop is Stoneboat Vineyards, which offers a casual yet informative tour.

Naramata

Make reservations at the lakeside Naramata Heritage Inn & Spa, where you can pamper yourself with spa services and good food accompanied by local wines. Explore the wineries scattered along the road between Penticton and Naramata by bike, over two days. Break for lunch at the Red Rooster or Hillside Estate winery bistros, both with unforgettable lake views.

Kelowna

In the heart of the Okanagan, Kelowna is a sprawling city dotted with both wineries and golf courses, making it a good destination for those looking to combine interests. Stay near downtown at the waterfront Hotel Eldorado and enjoy dinner at restaurants such as Waterfront Wines that showcase local product. As for the wineries themselves, local tour companies will do the driving for you. If you’re hitting the winery circuit yourself, Mission Hill, Quail’s Gate, and Hainle are three worthy stops (and all have restaurants open for lunch and dinner).


Getaways to Adventure


Outdoor enthusiasts will love the varied opportunities for adventures in British Columbia. Some can be enjoyed in just a day (plus travel time), but many of the activities involve multiple days to complete. Mix and match from the following highlights to create your own adventurous getaway.

Hike the West Coast Trail

4-6 DAYS

Experienced backcountry hikers won’t want to miss the rugged and remote West Coast Trail, on Vancouver Island. This self-sufficient four-to six-day coastal trek starts west of Victoria and ends near the remote village of Bamfield. The majority of hikers leave their vehicle at one end of the trail and return to their starting point by scheduled shuttle. If you don’t have the time for the famed West Coast Trail, get a taste for the adventure in Juan de Fuca Provincial Park, where short trails lead to wild coastal beaches.

Dive in the Strait of Georgia

1-2 DAYS

The shallow waters off Nanaimo are renowned for artificial reefs created by ships that have been sunk especially for wreck diving. Tell the experts at Ocean Explorers Diving that you want to try a dive, and let them choose a site that best suits your experience, whether it be the 442-foot-long Saskatchewan or the popular snorkeling with seals option. Nanaimo’s Buccaneer Inn is the best divers’ hangout.

Surf at Tofino

1 DAY

Surfing at the beaches off Tofino is made easy by Live to Surf, who will outfit you with a wetsuit and surfboard for an hour or so of fun in the local breakers. Take a lesson if you’ve never surfed before. Pacific Sands Beach Resort is designed especially for outdoorsy types like yourself.

Camp in the Kootenays

4 DAYS

For camping adventure, concentrate on the Kootenays. Here, amid forests, mountains, and lakes are dozens of delightful provincial park campgrounds. My faves? Gladstone for its warm water, Kokanee Creek and Wasa Lake for family-friendly beaches, and Whiteswan Lake for fishing and hot springs.
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  Wasa Lake Provincial Park in the Kootenays



Hike in the Rockies

3 DAYS

Many locals spend a lifetime hiking in the Rockies. Three days is just enough time to get a taste for the region, with a full day spent at Lake O’Hara and another on the lofty Iceline Trail. Spend the third day combining shorter hikes such as Stanley Glacier and Emerald Lake.
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    	the Iceline Trail, Yoho National Park
    	Chesterman Beach, Tolfino
  



Kayak in Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve

6 DAYS

Hop aboard a charter boat or floatplane to access this remote archipelago, famed for its abandoned Haida villages and fallen totem poles. Local outfitters supply kayaks and all the camping equipment you’ll need.

Drive the Alaska Highway

10 DAYS

You could drive from Dawson Creek to the Yukon and back in under a week, but to fully experience this one-in-a-lifetime destination, 10 days is more appropriate. This allows time to explore the wilderness of Kluane National Park and the Gold Rush history of Dawson City. Stop for a soak in Liard Hot Springs along the way.



TOP SKI RESORTS
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snowboarder at Whistler Blackcomb



Ski and snowboard enthusiasts could spend an entire winter exploring British Columbia.

VANCOUVER

Suit up and head for Grouse Mountain, where the runs are lighted for night skiing and the views back down across British Columbia’s largest city are breathtaking.

VANCOUVER ISLAND

Many visitors to Vancouver Island in winter are escaping the snow found elsewhere in Canada. But there’s also skiing and snowboarding up island from Victoria at Mount Washington.

SOUTHWESTERN BRITISH COLUMBIA

Whistler Blackcomb is one of the world’s premier alpine resorts, with 3,000 hectares (7,400 acres) of terrain on two mountains. Cross-country skiing at Whistler Olympic Park, heli-skiing in the surrounding mountains, and world-class shopping and dining add to the appeal.

OKANAGAN VALLEY

Three resorts—Apex Mountain Resort, Big White, and Silver Star—combine to make the valley an excellent choice for a ski getaway. Each has a self-contained village, with Silver Star being famous for its colorful Gold Rush-themed buildings.

KOOTENAYS AND CANADIAN ROCKIES

Hidden winter gems attract hard-core skiers and snowboarders looking for deep powder. At the top of the list are Red Mountain Resort at Rossland and Whitewater, near Nelson.

Family-friendly Panorama Mountain Village near Invermere and Golden’s Kicking Horse Mountain Resort are equal to any resort in the province.

CENTRAL AND NORTHERN BRITISH COLUMBIA

Revelstoke Mountain Resort has undergone massive expansion in recent years, while adjacent Revelstoke is a quintessential ski town. Sun Peaks Resort, north of Kamloops, is a self-contained resort with slopes to suit all levels of experience. North of Prince George, Powder King lives up to its name with an annual average snowfall of 12 meters (40 feet).




The Trans-Canada Highway


Professional truckers make the trip between Calgary and Vancouver along the Trans-Canada Highway (Hwy. 1) in 12 hours or so. But you’re on vacation, so plan on expanding the drive to a weeklong sojourn that will get you to Vancouver...eventually.

Day 1

Depart Calgary (Alberta) and try not to be tempted by the wonders of Banff National Park (leave them for another time) as you enter the mountains and cross the border at Yoho National Park. Explore the Yoho Valley by road, then head to Emerald Lake for an afternoon walk. If you don’t feel like splurging on a park accommodation, continue one hour west along the Trans-Canada Highway to Golden.

Day 2

Ride the Kicking Horse Mountain Resort gondola, then hit the highway for the one-hour drive to Glacier National Park. This park is spectacular even from the highway, so unless you’re a keen hiker or it’s getting late in the day, continue another hour along the Trans-Canada Highway to Revelstoke. After dinner at Woolsey Creek Café, take in an outdoor evening concert in Grizzly Plaza.

Day 3

Drive south 250 kilometers (156 miles) from Revelstoke along Highways 23 and 6 to Nelson. Break up the trip with a short detour to Sandon, British Columbia’s best-known ghost town, and to watch spawning kokanee at Kokanee Creek Provincial Park. Make dinner reservations at All Seasons Café.

Day 4

Driving through the West Kootenays to the Okanagan Valley is a delight, although a roller-coaster Highway 3 means the 260-kilometer (162-mile) trip takes around four hours. Stop for a swim in Christina Lake en route.
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  Okanagan Valley grapes



Day 5

Spend the day at your leisure in the Okanagan Valley. Near Osoyoos, Nk’Mip Desert Cultural Centre is an interesting stop, unless it’s a super-hot day—then stay close to the water or visit the Naramata wineries. Spend the night in Kelowna at the Hotel Eldorado and dine at the hotel’s lakefront restaurant.

Day 6

A summer chairlift ride at Silver Star Mountain Resort, an hour’s drive north from Kelowna on Highway 97, will leave you with pleasant memories of the Okanagan. Then allow 90 minutes to drive to Kamloops via Highway 97, stopping en route at Historic O’Keefe Ranch for a late lunch and a living history lesson. Spend the night in Kamloops, taking in the Two River Junction dinner theater.

Day 7

Give the direct Coquihalla Highway a miss and allow three hours to travel down the Fraser River Canyon to Hope. Suburban Vancouver is approaching, so if you feel like stalling the inevitable onslaught of city traffic, take a walk through the Othello-Quintette Tunnels.


  
FIRST NATIONS HIGHLIGHTS
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totem pole up close



In the 12,000 years that anthropologists surmise human beings have inhabited Vancouver Island, a variety of cultures have evolved, each with its own unique and distinguishing features. Today, visitors can immerse themselves in First Nations history at the following destinations and attractions:

• Vancouver’s Museum of Anthropology is one of the best places in the world to learn about the earliest inhabitants of the Pacific Northwest.

• Duncan is a small town with a big collection of historic and contemporary totem poles. While in Duncan, visit Quw’utsun’ Cultural Centre for a First Nations feast.

• Quadra Island has been home to the Kwagiulth people for generations. You can learn about them at the Nuyumbalees Cultural Centre and then spend the night surrounded by their distinctive architecture at Tsa-Kwa-Luten Lodge.

• Alert Bay is home to a thriving community of Kwakwaka’wakw, who welcome visitors to the U’Mista Cultural Centre and the world’s highest totem poles.

• Kootenay National Park has no sign of indigenous inhabitation, but visitors today can soak in hot springs used for generations by First Nations and then visit the Paint Pots, where ocher was used for ceremonial face painting.

• ‘Ksan Historical Village is a reconstructed Gitxsan village, complete with musical and dance performances.

• Haida Heritage Centre at Kaay Llnagaay brings both traditional and moderns arts and crafts of the Haida together under one roof.

• Gwaii Haanas National Park protects the ancestral home of the sea-faring Haida people. Accessible only by boat or plane, the park’s abandoned villages are the highlight.





VANCOUVER


HIGHLIGHTS

PLANNING YOUR TIME

HISTORY

Sights

ORIENTATION

CENTRAL BUSINESS DISTRICT

M GASTOWN

CHINATOWN

FALSE CREEK

M GRANVILLE ISLAND

WEST END

M STANLEY PARK

KITSILANO

UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA (UBC)

NORTH SHORE

TOURS

Sports and Recreation

PARKS

BICYCLING

GOLF

WATER SPORTS

SKIING AND SNOWBOARDING

SPECTATOR SPORTS

Entertainment

BARS

NIGHTCLUBS

LIVE MUSIC AND COMEDY

THE ARTS

CINEMAS

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Shopping

SHOPPING DISTRICTS

GASTOWN

STANLEY PARK

GRANVILLE ISLAND

COMMERCIAL DRIVE

Accommodations

DOWNTOWN

ROBSON STREET AND THE WEST END

KITSILANO AND VICINITY

NORTH SHORE

Food

DOWNTOWN

GRANVILLE STREET

CHINATOWN

ROBSON STREET

WEST END

GRANVILLE ISLAND

KITSILANO

WEST BROADWAY

NORTH SHORE

Information and Services

EMERGENCY SERVICES

TOURIST OFFICES

COMMUNICATIONS

PHOTOGRAPHY

Getting There and Around

AIR

RAIL

BUS

GETTING AROUND

BIKE

TAXI

Greater Vancouver

RICHMOND

DELTA

SURREY

WHITE ROCK

BURNABY

NEW WESTMINSTER

During the 2010 Olympic Winter Games, a worldwide audience was charmed by Vancouver’s scenic beauty and cosmopolitan charms. Indeed, if you view this gleaming mountain- and sea-dominated city for the first time on a beautiful sunny day, you’re bound to fall for it in a big way. See it on a dull, dreary day when the clouds are low and Vancouver’s backyard mountains are hidden, and you may come away with a slightly less enthusiastic picture—you’ll have experienced the “permagray,” as residents are quick to call it with a laugh.

But even gray skies can’t dampen the city’s vibrant, outdoorsy atmosphere. By day, the active visitor can enjoy boating right from downtown, or perhaps venture out to one of the nearby provincial parks for hiking in summer and skiing and snowboarding in winter. More urban-oriented visitors can savor the aromas of just-brewed coffee and freshly baked bread wafting from cosmopolitan sidewalk cafés, join in the bustle at seaside markets, sun on a local beach, or simply relax and do some people watching in one of the city’s tree-shaded squares. By night, Vancouver’s myriad fine restaurants, hip nightclubs, and world-class performing-arts venues beckon visitors to continue enjoying themselves into the wee hours. No matter your taste, Vancouver holds an abundance of world-class attractions and many smaller gems that are easy to miss. The hardest part will be working out how to best fit all of the activities into your itinerary.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



M Canada Place: Its towering, white, sail-like architecture is a city landmark and takes pride of place along the Vancouver waterfront (click here).

M Gastown: The cobbled streets of Gastown make up Vancouver’s main tourist precinct. The only official attraction is the steam clock, but there are many buildings of historical interest (click here).

M Granville Island: Interested in the arts? Want to learn about the history of fishing? Do you enjoy browsing through interesting market stalls? You’ll find all this and more on bustling Granville Island (click here).

M Stanley Park: This massive chunk of downtown has been protected in its forested, old-growth state for all time (click here).

M Vancouver Maritime Museum: With displays for all ages, this museum catalogs the city’s rich and varied nautical past (click here).

M Museum of Anthropology: Inspired by the longhouses of First Nations people, the Museum of Anthropology houses a stunning collection of totem poles and related arts and crafts (click here).

M VanDusen Botanical Garden: Garden lovers will be in their element at this formal garden in the heart of one of Vancouver’s most upscale neighborhoods (click here).

M Grouse Mountain Skyride: With views extending across the city to Mount Baker in Washington state, this gondola is a spectacular ride. A wealth of on-mountain activities make this a good half-day excursion (click here).



PLANNING YOUR TIME

Deciding how best to spend your time in Vancouver is a personal thing: outdoorsy budget travelers will spend their days (and money) in different ways from a honeymooning couple looking to kick back and relax for a few days. But this is one of the true joys about visiting Vancouver—there really is something for everyone.

Regardless of whether you have a weekend or a full week scheduled for Vancouver, plan on rising early and heading out to Stanley Park for a walk or ride at least once. Visit the major museums—Museum of Vancouver, Vancouver Maritime Museum, and the Museum of Anthropology—in the mornings. Leave the afternoons for outdoor pursuits that can be active (kayaking on False Creek), educational (Capilano Salmon Hatchery), or breathtaking (Grouse Mountain Skyride). Luckily, attractions such as Canada Place and Gastown are clustered around downtown, with others such as Granville Island and the city’s three major museums farther out but easily reached by public transportation. Try to arrange your sightseeing schedule around the weather. If the forecast calls for a rainy day, concentrate on the museums, leaving the North Shore and Stanley Park for a sunny day.

HISTORY

The first Europeans to set eyes on the land encompassing today’s city of Vancouver were gold-seeking Spanish traders who sailed through the Strait of Georgia in 1790. Although the forested wilderness they encountered seemed impenetrable, it had been inhabited by humans since becoming ice-free some 10,000 years earlier.

Not to be outdone, the Brits sent Captain George Vancouver to the area in 1792. Vancouver cruised through the Strait of Georgia in search of a northwest passage to the Orient, charting Burrard Inlet and claiming the land for Great Britain in the process. As stories of an abundance of fur-bearing mammals filtered east, the fur companies went into action. The North West Company sent fur trader and explorer Simon Fraser overland to establish a coastal trading post. In 1808, he reached the Pacific Ocean via the river that was later named for him, and he built a fur fort on the riverbank east of today’s Vancouver. In 1827, the Hudson’s Bay Company established its own fur fort on the Fraser River, 48 kilometers east of present-day Vancouver. Neither of these two outposts spawned a permanent settlement.

Vancouver Is Born

It wasn’t until the discovery of gold up the Fraser River in the late 1850s that settlement really took hold in the area. The town of New Westminster, just southeast of present-day Vancouver, was declared British Columbia’s first capital in 1866.

The settlement of Vancouver began with the establishment of a brickworks (“Bricks? Why on earth make bricks when we’ve got all these trees?” said the Woodcutters’ Union spokesman) on the south side of Burrard Inlet. Sawmills and related logging and lumber industries followed, and soon several boomtowns were carved out of the wilderness. The first was Granville (now downtown Vancouver), which the original settlers called Gastown after one of its earliest residents, notorious saloon owner “Gassy Jack” Deighton. In 1886 Granville, population 1,000, became the City of Vancouver. Not long thereafter, fire roared through the timber city. Just about everything burned to the ground, but with true pioneering spirit, Vancouver was rebuilt at lightning speed.

A Growing City

In 1887, the struggling city got a boost with the arrival of the first transcontinental railroad. Selected as the western terminus for the Canadian Pacific Railway, Vancouver suddenly became Canada’s transportation gateway to the Orient and an important player in the development of international commerce around the Pacific Rim. Additionally, the opening of the Panama Canal in 1915 created the perfect outlet for transporting the province’s abundant renewable resources to North America’s east coast and Europe, resulting in further development of the port facilities and a population boom. Granville Island and the far reaches of Burrard Inlet sprawled with industry, the West End developed as a residential area, the University of British Columbia grew in stature, and the opening of the Lions Gate Bridge encouraged settlement on the north side of Burrard Inlet.

Recent Times

From what began just 120 years ago as a cluster of ramshackle buildings centered around a saloon, Vancouver has blossomed into one of the world’s greatest cities. While the city holds onto the largest port on North America’s West Coast, boasting 20 specialized terminals that handle more tonnage than any other port in Canada, it is now a lot less reliant on its traditional economic heart for its growth. Even after the technology bust, the high-tech industry continues as the fastest-growing sector of Vancouver’s economy. Worth $5 billion in 2010, this knowledge-based industry has both revitalized the local economy and created a major shift in government thinking. Tourism contributes over $6 billion annually to the local economy, with finance, real estate, insurance, and manufacturing also forming large slices of the local economic pie. Vancouver is also North America’s second-largest movie-making center. Worth $1 billion annually to the city, this exciting industry employs up to 50,000 people on as many as 30 simultaneous productions.
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Sights


As British Columbia’s largest city, Vancouver holds an abundance of world-class attractions, as well as many smaller gems that are easy to miss. Whether you’re interested in visiting museums or exploring mountain peaks, you will find plenty to do in Vancouver—the hardest part will be working out how to best fit them into your itinerary. Luckily, many attractions are clustered around downtown, with others such as Granville Island and the city’s three major museums farther out but easily reached by public transportation. Try to arrange your sightseeing schedule around the weather. If the forecast calls for a rainy day, concentrate on the museums, leaving the North Shore and Stanley Park for a sunny day.

ORIENTATION

Vancouver isn’t a particularly easy city to find your way around, although an excellent transit system helps immensely. Downtown lies on a spit of land bordered to the north and east by Burrard Inlet, to the west by English Bay, and to the south by False Creek, which almost cuts the city center off from the rest of the city. Due to the foresight of city founders, almost half of the downtown peninsula has been set aside as parkland.

The City of Vancouver officially extends south and west from downtown, between Burrard Inlet and the Fraser River, and encompasses the trendy beachside suburb of Kitsilano (known as “Kits” to the locals) and Point Grey, home of the University of British Columbia. To the east, the residential sprawl continues through the suburbs of Burnaby, New Westminster, and Coquitlam, which have a combined population of well over 300,000.

Farther south, the low-lying Fraser River delta extends all the way south to the border. Between the north and south arms of the river is Richmond, home of Vancouver International Airport. South of the south arm is the mostly industrial area of Delta, as well as Tsawwassen, departure point for ferries to Vancouver Island.

Southeast of the Fraser River lies Surrey, another of those never-ending suburbs, this one with a population of 360,000. The sprawl continues east from Surrey. With Vancouver growing at an incredible rate, and as development to the south and north are restricted—by the international border and the Coast Mountains—there’s nowhere to go but east. From Surrey, the Trans-Canada Highway passes through the Fraser River Valley and towns such as Langley (pop. 85,000), Abbotsford (pop. 110,000), and Chilliwack (pop. 65,000)—all now part of the city’s sprawl.

Across Burrard Inlet to the north of downtown, North Vancouver is a narrow developed strip backed up to the mountains and connected to the rest of the city by the Lions Gate Bridge. To its west are Horseshoe Bay, departure point for Sunshine Coast and Vancouver Island ferries, and West Vancouver, an upscale suburb.

CENTRAL BUSINESS DISTRICT

M Canada Place

The stunning architectural curiosity with the billowing 27-meter-high (88-foot) Teflon-coated fiberglass “sails” on Burrard Inlet—the one that looks as if it might weigh anchor and cruise off into the sunset at any moment—is Canada Place, a symbol of Vancouver and a city icon. Built as the Canada Pavilion for the city’s 1986 World Exposition on Transportation and Communication, the World’s Fair known as Expo ‘86, this integrated two-hectare (six-acre) waterfront complex is primarily a convention center and cruise-ship dock. The Vancouver Convention Centre, which makes up the bulk of the complex, has been expanded to triple its size at adjacent Burrard Landing, in a half-billion-dollar project that has changed the face of the downtown waterfront. The original complex at the foot of Burrard Street also houses the luxurious 405-room Pan Pacific Hotel (the glass marvel with domed top), restaurants, shops, and an IMAX theater. Start your self-guided tour at the information booth near the main entrance, then allow at least an hour to wander through the complex. Don’t miss walking the exterior promenade—3.5 city blocks long—for splendid views of the harbor, the North Shore, the Coast Mountains, and docked Alaska-bound cruise ships. On the west side of the center is an expansive garden of indigenous plants.
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Vancouver Art Gallery

Francis Rattenbury, architect of Victoria’s Empress Hotel and many other masterpieces, designed Vancouver’s imposing neoclassical-revival courthouse, which now houses the Vancouver Art Gallery (750 Hornby St., 604/662-4700, 10am-5pm daily, until 9pm on Tues., adult $22.50, senior $17.50, student $16, child $8). Initially, the courthouse faced Georgia Street, and although the exterior retains its original 1911 design, the main entrance is now on Robson Street. Arthur Erickson, a prominent Vancouver architect, renovated the interior in 1982.

The gallery houses a large collection of works by Canada’s preeminent female artist, Emily Carr, who was born on Vancouver Island in 1871 and traveled the world honing her painting and drawing skills before settling in Vancouver in 1906. Her style reflects the time she spent with First Nations people of the Pacific Northwest coast, but she was also influenced by techniques acquired during periods when she lived in London and Paris. Carr combined these influences to create unique works, and the gallery is well worth visiting for these alone. The Carr collection is on the third floor, along with the works of many other local artists. The gallery also holds pieces by contemporary artists from North America and Europe as well as an impressive collection of historical art.

[image: image]

[image: image]


Cathedral Place


Cathedral Place is worth visiting for an intriguing sculpture, Navigational Device, located in the lobby. The high-rise, built in 1991, replaced a classic art deco building. To placate opposition to the construction, architects incorporated various art deco elements into its design and even a copper-colored roof similar to that of the nearby Hotel Vancouver.

Next door to Cathedral Place is the Hongkong Bank building, which features a massive 27-meter (88-foot) aluminum pendulum in the lobby. Next door again, on the corner of West Georgia and Burrard Streets, is Christ Church Cathedral. When built in 1895, it was in the heart of a residential area. Over the ensuing century, it was engulfed by modern developments and is today Vancouver’s oldest church, attracting more sightseers than believers. Across West Georgia Street from these buildings is the Fairmont Hotel Vancouver (900 W. Georgia St.). Built in 1887, the original hotel on this site featured 200 rooms, half of which had private bathrooms, unheard of in that day. It burned to the ground in 1932 and was replaced by the hotel that stands today, which reflects the heritage of Canadian Pacific Railroad-built hotels across the country with its distinctive château-style design topped by a copper roof.

M GASTOWN

Three blocks east of Canada Place, Gastown is a marvelous place to spend a few hours. It was the birthplace of Vancouver, officially named Granville in 1870 but always known as Gastown, for saloon owner “Gassy Jack” Deighton.

The Great Fire of 1886 destroyed almost all of Gastown’s wooden buildings, but the district was rebuilt in stone and brick. By the 1960s, this historic district held nothing more than decrepit Victorian-era buildings and empty warehouses. A massive rejuvenation program commenced, and today historic Gastown is one of the city’s most popular tourist attractions. Tree-lined cobblestone streets and old gas lamps front brightly painted restored buildings that are host to galleries, restaurants, and an abundance of gift and souvenir shops.

Most of the action centers along Water Street, which branches east off Cordova Street and slopes gently toward the site of Gassy Jack’s original saloon (now the Alhambra Hotel). As you first enter Water Street, you’re greeted by The Landing, a seven-story heritage building that has had its exterior restored to its former glory and its interior transformed from a warehouse to a shopping arcade. Continuing down the hill, on the corner of Water and Cambie Streets, is the Gastown Steam Clock, one of only two in the world (the other is a replica of this, the original one). Built by a local clock maker in the mid-1970s, it is powered by a steam system originally put in place to heat buildings along a 10-kilometer-long underground pipeline that snakes through downtown. Watch for the burst of steam every 15 minutes, which sets off steam whistles to the tune of Westminster chimes. Continue east along Water Street to the 1899 Dominion Hotel, then half a block south down Abbott Street to Blood Alley, the hangout of many infamous late-19th-century rogues. Most buildings still standing along Water Street were built immediately after the Great Fire of 1886, but the Byrnes Block (2 Water St.) is generally regarded as the oldest; it stands on the site of Deighton House, Gassy Jack’s second and more permanent saloon.

Water Street ends at the cobbled Maple Tree Square, at the intersection of Water, Carrall, Powell, and Alexander Streets. A bronze statue of Gassy Jack watches over the square and the site of his original saloon from the top of a whiskey barrel. The Alhambra Hotel, which occupies the actual saloon site, was built in 1886 from bricks used as ballast in ships that sailed into Burrard Inlet.
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CHINATOWN

The first Chinese immigrants came to Vancouver in the 1880s to help the rail line construction. In total, the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) employed 17,000 Chinese workers, and most settled around an area known as Shanghai Alley, at the west end of today’s Chinatown. The Chinese cleared the surrounding land and began growing produce that was sold at markets along what is now Pender Street. The heart of Chinatown has moved eastward over the years and is now centered on the block bordered by Main, East Pender, Gore, and Keefer Streets. With a population exceeding 30,000, it is the second-largest Chinese community in North America and one of the largest outside Asia.

Stroll through the neighborhood to admire the architecture—right down to the pagoda-roofed telephone booths—or to seek out one of the multitude of inexpensive restaurants. You’ll find markets and genuine Cantonese-style cuisine east of Main Street and tamer Chinese-Canadian dishes along Main Street and to the west. Chinatown is an exciting place any time of year, but it’s especially lively during a Chinese festival or holiday, when thronging masses follow the ferocious dancing dragon, avoid exploding firecrackers, sample tasty tidbits from outdoor stalls, and pound their feet to the beat of drums.

The district’s intriguing stores sell a mind-boggling array of Chinese goods—wind chimes, soy sauce, teapots, dried mushrooms, delicate paper fans, and much, much more. Along Main Street, several shops sell ginseng, sold by the Chinese ounce (38 grams). Cultivated ginseng starts at $10 per ounce, while wild ginseng goes for up to $400 per ounce. In addition to selling the herb, the staff at Ten Ren Tea and Ginseng Co. (550 Main St., 604/684-1566) explains ginseng preparation methods to buyers and offer tea tasting as well.

To get to Chinatown from downtown, catch bus 19 or 22 east along Pender Street. Try to avoid East Hastings Street at all times; it’s Vancouver’s skid row, inhabited by unsavory characters day and night.


VANCOUVER VIEWS

Whenever I visit a city for the first time, I like to start off by finding a viewpoint that lets me see the layout of the city. In Vancouver, the obvious option to get your bearings is by taking a flightseeing trip in a helicopter or floatplane, but this also means paying out big bucks. Instead, consider one of the following less expensive options.

DOWNTOWN

Vancouver Lookout: For immediate orientation from downtown, catch the high-speed, stomach-sinking glass elevator up the outside of 40-story Harbour Centre (555 W. Hastings St., 604/689-0421, 8:30am-10:30pm daily in summer, 9am-9pm daily the rest of the year, adult $16, senior $13, student $11, child $7.75). The ride takes less than a minute and ends at the Observation Deck, an enclosed room 130 meters above street level, from where views extend as far away as Mount Baker, 140 kilometers (87 miles) to the south. Walk around the circular room for 360-degree views. Keep your receipt and you can return at any time during the same day (the top of the tower is a great place to watch the sun setting over the Strait of Georgia).

Down on the Waterfront: From Vancouver Visitor Centre, continue down Burrard Street to Canada Place and wander around the west side promenade for neck-straining views of the city close up, as well as North Vancouver and the rugged mountains beyond. For a look at the skyline and sparkling Canada Place from sea level, take the SeaBus from the adjacent Waterfront Station across Burrard Inlet to Lonsdale Quay.

Stanley Park: Drive, walk, or cycle Stanley Park’s 10-kilometer (6.2-mile) Seawall Promenade to appreciate the skyline to the east, the busy shipping lanes of First Narrows to the north, and the sandy beaches of English Bay to the west. Sunsets from English Bay Beach, in the West End, are delightful.

NORTH SHORE

The best views from the north side of Burrard Inlet are gained by taking the Grouse Mountain Skyride (Nancy Greene Way, 604/980-9311, adult $40, senior $36, youth $24, child $14; includes on-mountain activities) up the slopes of Grouse Mountain. The panorama extends back across the inlet to downtown and beyond to Mount Baker, in Washington state, and west to Vancouver Island. In summer, the gondola departs from the base station every 10 minutes 9am-10pm.

Head west along Highway 1 from the Grouse Mountain turnoff to Cypress Bowl Road. At the second switchback, there’s a particularly good city skyline view. Continue west to Horseshoe Bay, then return to the city along Marine Drive, which parallels Burrard Inlet, providing many glimpses of the city skyline. At Lighthouse Park, along this route, English Bay, Stanley Park, and Kitsilano Beach are laid out in all their glory from Point Atkinson.

UPTOWN

South of downtown, the Kitsilano foreshore provides that well-known view of the city skyline backed by the Coast Mountains. The south side of the city is relatively flat. The high point is 152-meter (500-foot) Little Mountain, in Queen Elizabeth Park, where the city skyline and abruptly rising mountains contrast starkly with the residential sprawl of Vancouver.



Chinese Cultural Centre

The Chinese Cultural Centre (50 E. Pender St., 604/658-8850) is the epicenter of community programs for the local Chinese population, but holds interest to outsiders. Around the corner from the main entrance, the distinctive museum and archives building (555 Columbia St., 604/658-8880, 11am-5pm daily, adult $6, senior $4) catalogs the history of Chinese-Canadians in Vancouver.


Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden


Gardening enthusiasts won’t want to miss this peaceful and harmoniously designed garden behind the Cultural Centre, the Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden (578 Carrall St., 604/662-3207, 9:30am-7pm daily in summer, 10am-4:30pm daily the rest of the year, adult $14, senior $11, student $10). The garden features limestone rockeries, a waterfall and tranquil pools, and beautiful trees and plants hidden away behind tall walls. The buildings and other artificially constructed elements, including wood carvings and sculptures, were shipped from China. This was the first authentic classical Chinese garden built outside China, and it remains to this day the largest. Well worthwhile are the tours (free with admission) conducted up to eight times daily.

Adjacent to the gardens is Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Park, where admission is free.

Sam Kee Building

Chinatown grew around the intersection of Pender and Carrall Streets, and although time has seen the heart of the neighborhood move eastward, it’s worth wandering down the hill and around the original area. Opposite the entrance to Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden is the Sam Kee Building (8 W. Pender St., corner of Carrall St.), best known as the world’s narrowest office building. When city developers widened surrounding streets in 1912, the Chinese consortium that owned the lot decided to proceed with its planned building, but simply made it narrower than first conceived. The result is a building 1.8 meters (approximately six feet) wide, noted in the Guinness Book of Records as the “narrowest building in the world.”

FALSE CREEK

False Creek, the narrow tidal inlet that almost cuts downtown off from the rest of the city, has undergone enormous changes over the last four decades and is now a bona fide tourist attraction. In the 1920s the waterway and surrounding land were Vancouver’s main industrial area, home to railway yards, sawmills, processing plants, wharves, and warehouses, but by the 1970s had been all but abandoned and were in desperate need of a facelift. The head of False Creek was transformed for Expo ‘86 with the construction of the Plaza of Nations (which held the Expo’s BC Pavilion) and the Expo headquarters, now Science World. The Expo spurred further changes, including a waterfront path that made it possible to walk or cycle between downtown and Granville Island. In the ensuing years, much of the land was rezoned, allowing for the construction of modern inner-city apartment complexes. The first of these was built along the south shore, in suburban Fairview. The most recent major construction phase was the lead-up to the 2010 Winter Olympic Games, when the Athletes’ Village was built on the southeast corner of False Creek (the village has since been converted to 1,000 units of residential housing). The precinct is home to a public plaza, gardens, and artificially constructed Habitat Island, which has been planted with native species.

BC Place Stadium

As host of the opening and closing ceremonies of the 2010 Winter Olympic Games, the 55,000-seat BC Place Stadium (777 Pacific Blvd., 604/669-2300) was seen by an audience of billions. Today, it comes alive for home games of the BC Lions, one of the Canadian Football League teams, and is the venue for major trade shows, concerts, and other big events.

Science World

The impressive, 17-story-high, geodesic-shaped silver dome (it’s best known locally as “the golf ball”) stands above the waters of False Creek on the southeast side of city center. Built as the Expo Preview Centre for Expo ‘86, it later housed restaurants, shops, and the world’s largest Omnimax theater for a time. Today the Vancouver landmark is home to Science World (1455 Quebec St., 604/443-7440, 10am-6pm daily, adult $23, senior or student $19, child $15), a museum providing exhibitions that “introduce the world of science to the young and the young at heart.” The three main galleries explore the basics of physics, natural history, and music through hands-on displays, while a fourth gallery holds an ever-changing array of traveling exhibits. The Science Theatre shows the feature Over Canada, a high-definition aerial tour of Canada accompanied by the sounds of Canadian musicians.
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Science World is known locally as “the golf ball.”



The most enjoyable way to get to Science World is aboard a False Creek Ferry from Granville Island or the Vancouver Aquatic Centre. If you don’t want to take the ferry, you can drive to the west end of Terminal Avenue—plenty of parking is available—or take the SkyTrain to Main Street Station and then walk across the street.

M GRANVILLE ISLAND

Follow Granville Street southwest through downtown and cross False Creek by bridge or ferry to reach Granville Island. Regarded as one of North America’s most successful inner-city, industrial-site redevelopments, the jazzed-up island is the place to go on a bright sunny day—allow at least several hours or an entire afternoon for this hive of activity.

When Europeans first settled Vancouver, Granville Island was nothing more than a sandbar, but tons of fill transformed it into an island. It soon became a center of industry (its official name is Industrial Island), filled with factories and warehouses. Lacking space, city officials at one point proposed to reclaim all of False Creek, but in the end only a small section was filled—and Granville Island became joined to the mainland. By the end of the 1970s, the island and adjacent areas had become an industrial wasteland, so with a massive injection of funds from the federal government, the entire waterfront got a facelift.

You can spend the better part of a day just walking around the island looking at the marina, the many specialty businesses that reflect the island’s maritime heritage, fresh food markets, gift shops, restaurants, and theaters. The highlight is colorful Granville Island Public Market (9am-6pm daily), a hub of activity from dawn to dusk and a lot more than a tourist attraction. Inside the market you’ll find all kinds of things to eat—fresh fruit and vegetables, seafood from local waters, a wide variety of meats, specialty ingredients, and prepared ready-to-go meals—as well as unique jewelry and crafts, potted plants, and cut flowers.
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boardwalk along the Public Market on Granville Island



At the opposite end of the island is the Emily Carr University of Art + Design (1399 Johnston St., 604/844-3800, Mon.-Thurs. 7:30am-11pm, Fri. 7:30am-6pm, Sat.-Sun. 8:30am-5pm, free), with two public galleries in the North Building. Named for one of Canada’s best-known artists, the facility attracts students from across the country to study fine arts, applied arts, and media arts. Three galleries are open to the public.

To get to the island by boat, jump aboard one of the small False Creek Ferries. The boats run regularly between the island, Vancouver Aquatic Centre at Sunset Beach ($3.25), and Vanier Park ($5.50). To get to the island by land, take a number 50 (False Creek) bus from Howe Street to the stop under Granville Street Bridge at the entrance to the island, or take a Granville Island bus from downtown. Parking on the island is almost impossible, especially on weekends when locals do their fresh-produce shopping. If you do find a spot, it’ll have a three-hour maximum time limit.

WEST END

The West End (not to be confused with the West Side, south of downtown, or West Vancouver, on the north side of the harbor) lies west of the Central Business District, between Burrard Street and English Bay Beach, the gateway to Stanley Park. Wander down Robson or Denman Street and you’ll soon see the appeal of the urban lifestyle afforded by life in the West End—the endless outdoor cafés, wide range of dining choices, fashionable boutiques, the sandy beaches of English Bay, and, of course, the proximity of Stanley Park.

Robson Street

What began as an enclave of European businesses has transformed itself into one of Vancouver’s most fashionable shopping and dining precincts. If you like to shop in designer boutiques, sample European delicacies, and sip lattes at sidewalk cafés, then this is the place to do it. The main concentration of shops is the few blocks northwest from Burrard Street. If anywhere in the city could be called “coffee row,” then this would be it. From the intersection with Jervis Street, Robson Street begins its gradual descent to the West End. Robson Public Market (1610 Robson St.) occupies an atrium-topped building filled with meat, seafood, dairy products, fruits and vegetables, nuts, flowers, craft vendors, fresh juice and salad bars, and an international food fair.
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English Bay Beach



Two blocks farther northwest you find yourself at Denman Street: turn left to make your way to English Bay Beach after passing through another restaurant-filled section of the West End; turn right to find bike-rental outlets catering to Stanley Park-bound cyclists.

Barclay Heritage Square

Most of the West End’s early-1900s buildings are long gone, but a precinct of nine homes built between 1890 and 1908 has been saved and is preserved as Barclay Heritage Square, which looks much as it would have when the homes were first built around the turn of the 20th century, right down to the style of the surrounding gardens.

The only one of the nine open to the public is Roedde House (1415 Barclay St., 604/684-7040, tours 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat. June-Aug. and 2pm-4pm Wed.-Fri. Sept. and May, adult $5, senior $4, child $3). Built in 1893, this Queen Anne Revival-style home is a classic example of Vancouver’s early residential architecture. Francis Rattenbury, architect of Victoria’s Empress Hotel, designed the two-story residence for Gustav Roedde, Vancouver’s first bookbinder. Typical of the era, it features a wide veranda, upstairs porch, and bay windows. It was restored using historical records to ensure accuracy—right down to the color of the walls and interior furnishings. The easiest way to get to the house is to take Broughton Street off Robson Street.


M STANLEY PARK


Beautiful Stanley Park, a lush 405-hectare (1,000-acre) tree- and garden-carpeted peninsula jutting out into Burrard Inlet, is a sight for sore eyes in any weather—an enormous peaceful oasis sandwiched between the city center’s skyscrapers and the North Shore at the other end of Lions Gate Bridge. Unlike other famous parks, like New York’s Central Park and London’s Royal Park, Stanley Park is a permanent preserve of wilderness in the heart of the city, complete with dense coastal forests and abundant wildlife. The biggest changes to the park since its dedication over a century ago have been the work of Mother Nature, including a devastating windstorm in December 2006 that destroyed hundreds of trees.

Walk or cycle the 10-kilometer (6.2-mile) Seawall Promenade or drive the perimeter via Stanley Park Drive to take in beautiful water and city views. Travel along both is one-way in a counterclockwise direction (those on foot can go either way, but if you travel clockwise you’ll be going against the flow). For vehicle traffic, the main entrance to Stanley Park is at the beginning of Stanley Park Drive, which veers right from the end of Georgia Street; on foot, follow Denman Street to its north end and you’ll find a pathway leading around Coal Harbour into the park. Either way, you’ll pass a small information booth where park maps are available. Just before the booth, take Pipeline Road to access Malkin Bowl, home to outdoor theater productions; a rose garden; and forest-encircled Beaver Lake. Pipeline Road rejoins Stanley Park Drive near the Lions Gate Bridge, but by not returning to the park entrance you’ll miss most of the following sights.

Klahowya Village

Behind the information booth is Klahowya Village (Pipeline Rd., 604/921-1070, 11am-4pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-5pm Fri.-Sun. mid-June-Aug., free) is the best place in the city to learn about local First Nations culture. It offers a full schedule of performances, art and craft workshops, and an excellent gift shop of traditional works. The highlight is a miniature train ride through the surrounding forest, which is accompanied by First Nations dancers.
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tourists at a lookout point in Stanley Park



[image: image]

[image: image]


Vancouver Aquarium


A short walk through the forest from Klahowya Village is Canada’s largest aquarium, the Vancouver Aquarium (Avison Way., 604/659-3474, 9:30am-7pm daily in summer, 10am-5pm daily the rest of the year, adult $32, senior and student $26, child $21), the third largest in North America. Guarding the entrance is a five-meter (16-foot) killer whale sculpture by preeminent First Nations artist Bill Reid. More than 8,000 aquatic animals and 600 species are on display, representing all corners of the planet, from the oceans of the Arctic to the rainforests of the Amazon. The Wild Coast exhibit features local marine mammals, including sea lions, dolphins, and seals. Several other exhibits highlight regional marine life, including Pacific Canada, the first display you’ll come to through the aquarium entrance. Pacific Canada is of particular interest because it contains a wide variety of sea life from the Gulf of Georgia, including the giant fish of the deep, halibut, and playful sea otters who frolic in the kelp. In the Amazon Gallery, experience a computer-generated hourly tropical rainstorm and see numerous fascinating creatures, such as crocodiles and piranhas, as well as bizarre misfits like the four-eyed fish. The Tropic Zone re-creates an Indonesian marine park, complete with colorful sea life, coral, and small reef sharks. At the far end of the aquarium, a large pool holding beluga whales—distinctive pure-white marine mammals—and sea lions, which can be viewed from above- or belowground, represents Canada’s Arctic. A part of the complex is also devoted to the rehabilitation of injured marine mammals, while Clownfish Cove is set aside especially for younger visitors. There’s also a packed interpretive program of talks and tours, including a 90-minute behind-the-scenes beluga tour for $160 per person.

Getting Around the Park

Even at a casual pace, it’s possible to walk the seawall in less than three hours, but it’s easy to spend a whole day detouring to the main attractions, taking in the panoramas from the many lookouts, or just relaxing on the benches and beaches along the way. Exploring the park by bike is easy and fun (allow one hour to ride the Seawall Promenade). At the corner of Robson and Denman Streets, several shops rent decent bikes for under $25 for a full day. They include Bayshore Bicycles (745 Denman St., 604/688-2453) and Spokes Bicycle Rental (1798 W. Georgia St., 604/688-5141).

Between March and October, Stanley Park Horse-Drawn Tours (604/681-5115, adult $32, senior and student $30, child $17) leave regularly from the information booth on a one-hour tour in a 20-person carriage.

KITSILANO

Named for a Squamish chief and known simply as “Kits” to locals, Kitsilano is a trendy beachside suburb southwest of downtown and boasting a young, active population. Extending south to West 16th Avenue and west to Alma Street from Burrard Street, its main attractions are two not-to-be-missed museums in Vanier Park. This park extends from Burrard Street Bridge to Maple Street and is a popular spot for walkers, joggers, and cyclists. It is home to the famous Bard on the Beach summertime theater. Green space continues beyond Vanier Park to Kitsilano Beach, facing English Bay. Vancouver’s most popular beach, this spot attracts hordes of bronzed (and not-so-bronzed) bodies to its long sandy beach, warm shallow waters, spectacular mountain views, the city’s largest outdoor pool, beach volleyball, and surrounding cafés and restaurants.

Away from the Kitsilano waterfront are two main shopping and dining precincts: West 4th Avenue between Burrard and Balsam Streets and Broadway between Larch and Collingwood Streets.

Museum of Vancouver

Regional history from Precambrian times to the present comes to life at Museum of Vancouver (1100 Chestnut St., 604/736-4431, www.museumofvancouver.ca, 10am-5pm daily, until 9pm Thurs., closed Mon. in winter, adult $12, senior and student $10, child $8) in Vanier Park. The West Coast Archaeology and Culture galleries hold ravishing masks, highly patterned woven blankets, and fine baskets. The Gateway to the Pacific Gallery details European exploration of British Columbia—both by land and by sea. The 50s Gallery depicts the 1950s, where a shiny 1955 Ford Fairlane is displayed and black-and-white TVs screen popular shows of the time. The complex also holds a gift shop and a self-serve restaurant overlooking Vanier Park. To reach the museum, catch bus 2 or 22 on Burrard Street and get off after Burrard Street Bridge at the Cornwall and Cypress Street stop, or catch a ferry to Vanier Park from Granville Island or the Aquatic Centre at Sunset Beach. If you’re driving, you’ll find plenty of parking.
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On the east side of the museum is the City of Vancouver Archives (1150 Chestnut St., 604/736-8561, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., free). This public facility holds around 500,000 photographs and 5,000 books, as well as a wealth of maps, documents, records, and reports that combine to tell the story of Vancouver’s social, economic, and cultural history.

H. R. MacMillan Space Centre

Children especially will love the H. R. MacMillan Space Centre (1100 Chestnut St., 604/738-7827, 10am-5pm daily in summer, 10am-3pm daily the rest of the year, adult $15, senior or student $10.75), in the same building as the Museum of Vancouver. The main features are displays related to planet Earth, the surrounding universe, and space exploration. Throughout the day, the GroundStation Canada Theatre shows 20-minute audiovisual presentations that explore the universe. Other highlights are Virtual Voyages, a flight simulator that makes a five-minute virtual reality journey through space, and the Cosmic Courtyard, a fun learning center.

Adjacent to the museum complex is the Gordon MacMillan Southam Observatory (604/738-2855, donation), which is open for public stargazing 8pm to midnight Saturday when the skies are clear.


M Vancouver Maritime Museum


Just a five-minute stroll from the Museum of Vancouver is the Vancouver Maritime Museum (1905 Ogden Ave., 604/257-8300, 10am-5pm daily in summer, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat. and noon-5pm Sun. the rest of the year, adult $11, senior and student $8.50), at the end of Cypress Avenue. Filled with nautical-themed displays that showcase British Columbia’s seafaring legacy, exhibits chronicle everything from the province’s first European explorers and their vessels to today’s oceangoing adventurers, modern fishing boats, and fancy ships. Beyond the front desk is a historical Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) vessel, St. Roch, which fills the first main room. Now a National Historic Site, the St. Roch was the first patrol vessel to successfully negotiate the infamous Northwest Passage. Beyond the vessel and easy to miss are the large black-and-white images of local waterways from 100 years ago—a real eye-opener as to how much and how quickly Vancouver has grown. Children tend to gravitate toward the back of the museum to the Maritime Discovery Centre, where they can dress up as a fisherman, try their hand at navigation, and crawl through a pirate’s cave

When you’re finished inside the museum, wander down to the water to view Heritage Harbour, where a small fleet of historical vessels is docked.


M VanDusen Botanical Garden


In the mid-1960s, Shaughnessy residents lost their golf course to encroaching residential development but managed to save a plot of land that was later redeveloped as a public garden—the city’s answer to Victoria’s Butchart Gardens, albeit on a smaller scale. Today, the 22-hectare (54-acre) VanDusen Botanical Garden (5251 Oak St. at 37th Ave., 604/257-8335, 10am-8pm daily in summer, 10am-6pm daily April and Oct., and 10am-4pm daily the rest of the year, adult $11.25, senior and student $8.50, child $5.50) is home to more than 7,500 species from every continent except Antarctica. It’s the place to feast your eyes on more than 1,000 varieties of rhododendrons as well as roses, all kinds of botanical rarities, winter blossoms, and an Elizabethan hedge maze. Look for the display board near the front entrance to see what’s best for the time of year in which you’re visiting. The complex also includes a shop selling cards, perfumes, soaps, potpourri, and all kinds of gifts with a floral theme. At popular Shaughnessy Restaurant (604/261-0011), the light and airy decor, picture windows, and garden view bring the outside in. It’s open 11:30am-3pm daily for a reasonably priced lunch and 5pm-9pm for a more expensive, dressier dinner; reservations recommended. To get there by bus, take number 17 south along Burrard Street. Oak Street runs parallel to Granville Street; access to the garden is on the corner of East 33rd Avenue.

Queen Elizabeth Park

Less than two kilometers (1.2 miles) from the VanDusen Botanical Garden, this 53-hectare (130-acre) park sits atop 152-meter (500-foot) Little Mountain, the city’s highest point, with magnificent views of Vancouver and the Coast Mountains. Now operated by the Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation, the land was sold to the city by the CPR in 1929 and quarried for rock to build roads. The land today is a paradise of sweeping lawns, trees, flowering shrubs, masses of rhododendrons—a vivid spectacle in May and June—formal flower gardens including a rose garden in the park’s southwest corner, sunken gardens in the old quarry pits, and mature plantings of native trees from across Canada. Public facilities include tennis courts and a pitch-and-putt golf course.

The highlight of the park is the magnificent Bloedel Conservatory (604/257-8584, 9am-8pm Mon.-Fri. and 10am-9pm Sat.-Sun. in summer, 10am-5pm daily the rest of the year, adult $6.50, senior $4.50, child $3.25). It’s a glass-domed structure rising 40 meters (130 feet) and enclosing a temperature-controlled, humid tropical jungle. Inside you’ll find a profusion of exotic flowering plants and a resident free-flying avian population, including multihued parrots. The park’s main entrance is by the junction of 33rd Avenue West and Cambie Street; to get there from downtown take bus 15 south on Burrard Street.

UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA (UBC)

The UBC campus sprawls across Point Grey, the westernmost point of Vancouver and the southern extremity of Burrard Inlet. It enjoys a spectacular coastal location, surrounded by parkland laced with hiking trails. Many of the trails provide access to the beach. The campus encompasses more than 400 hectares (990 acres) and serves as many as 35,000 students at one time.


M Museum of Anthropology


Containing the world’s largest collection of arts and crafts of the Pacific Northwest First Nations, the excellent Museum of Anthropology (6393 NW Marine Dr., 604/822-5087, 10am-5pm daily in summer, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun. the rest of the year, adult $17, senior and student $15) should not be missed. Designed by innovative Canadian architect Arthur Erickson, the ultramodern concrete-and-glass building perches on a high cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean and mimics the post-and-beam structures favored by the Coast Salish.

The entrance is flanked by panels in the shape of a bent box, which the Salish believed contained the meaning of life. Inside, a ramp lined with impressive sculptures by renowned modern-day carvers leads to the Great Hall, a cavernous 18-meter (59-foot) room dominated by towering totem poles collected from along the coast and interspersed with other ancient works. A museum highlight is the collection of works by Haida artist Bill Reid, including The Raven and the First Men, which is carved from a four-ton chunk of yellow cedar, drenched in natural light, and raised above sand from the Queen Charlotte Islands. The surrounding seats are popular spots to sit and simply stare. Other displays include intricate carvings, baskets, ceremonial masks, fabulous jewelry, and European ceramics. Outside, a deliciously scented woodland path on the left side of the museum leads to a reconstructed Haida village and some contemporary totem poles with descriptive plaques.

If you have your own vehicle, make sure you have a fistful of change to park in the lot beside the museum ($1 for every 20 minutes). The museum is open until 9pm on Tuesdays, with admission by donation after 5pm.

University Gardens

Just south of the Museum of Anthropology is the serene Nitobe Memorial Garden (604/822-9666, 10am-5pm daily mid-Mar.-Oct., adult $6, senior $4.50, child $3), named for and dedicated to a prominent Japanese educator. Spread over one hectare (2.5 acres), this traditional Japanese garden of shrubs and miniatures has two distinct sections: the Stroll Garden, laid out in a form that symbolizes the journey through life, and the Tea Garden, the place to contemplate life from a ceremonial teahouse. The garden is surrounded by high walls (which almost block out the noise of traffic from busy Marine Drive), making it a peaceful retreat. Outside of summer, the garden is open limited hours (10am-2:30pm Mon.-Fri.), but admission is by donation.

Also on campus is the delightful UBC Botanical Garden (6804 Marine Dr., 604/822-9666, mid-March-mid-Oct. Mon.-Fri. 9am-4:30pm, Sat.-Sun. 9:30am-4:30pm adult $20, senior $15, child $10). Set amid coastal forest, the 44-hectare (110-acre) garden dates to the turn of the 20th century and features eight separate sections, which hold around 10,000 species of trees, shrubs, and flowers. The various gardens have themes of specific regions or environments. Highlights include Canada’s largest collection of rhododendrons; a Native Garden alive with the plants, flowers, and shrubs found along the Pacific Northwest coast; a display of mountain plants from the world’s continents in the Alpine Garden; and medieval healing plants in the Physick Garden.

NORTH SHORE

North of downtown lie the incorporated cities of North Vancouver (pop. 52,000) and West Vancouver (pop. 47,000), both of which are dramatically sandwiched between the North Shore Range of the Coast Mountains and Burrard Inlet. The North Shore is accessible from downtown via the Lions Gate Bridge, but the SeaBus, which runs from Waterfront Station to Lonsdale Quay, offers a more enjoyable alternative to getting caught in bridge traffic. At the lively quay, a small information center (to the right as you come out of the SeaBus terminal) dispenses valuable information, and transit buses depart regularly for all nearby sights.

Capilano Suspension Bridge

Admission at Capilano Suspension Bridge (3735 Capilano Rd., 604/985-7474, 8:30am-dusk daily in summer, 9am-5pm daily the rest of the year, adult $32, senior $30, youth $26, child $12) is a bit steep, but it’s one of Vancouver’s most popular sights. The first bridge across the Capilano River opened in 1899. That remarkable wood-and-hemp structure stretched 137 meters (450 feet) across the deep canyon. Today, several bridges later, a wood-and-wire suspension bridge spans the canyon some 70 fearsome meters (230 feet) above the Capilano River. Allow at least two hours to walk the bridge, step out onto the numerous cantilevered decks, take the Treetops Adventure and the Cliffwalk over suspended walkways, and wander along the forested nature trails. Back near the main entrance, First Nations carvers display their skills in the Big House, and you’ll find the requisite gift shop and eateries. To get there by car, cross Lions Gate Bridge, turn east onto Marine Drive and then immediately north onto Capilano Road, continuing to 3735 Capilano, on your left. If you don’t want to drive, take the free shuttle from Canada Place; check the schedule at www.capbridge.com.
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Capilano Suspension Bridge



Capilano River Hatchery

This is my favorite North Shore attraction—and not only because it’s free. If you’ve always wanted to know more about the miraculous life cycle of salmon, or want some facts to back up your fish stories, visit the Capilano River Hatchery (4500 Capilano Park Rd., 604/666-1790, 8am-8pm daily in summer, until dusk daily the rest of the year, free) on the Capilano River, just upstream from the suspension bridge. Beside the rushing Capilano River and ensconced in cool rainforest, salmon are diverted through a channel and into artificially constructed spawning grounds. The channel is topped by a metal grate in one section and lined with glass windows in another. This allows up-close viewing of the salmon as they fight the current through their July to October run. In addition to the life-cycle displays, an exhibit on fly-fishing holds some interesting old tackle.


M Grouse Mountain Skyride


Continuing north, Capilano Road becomes Nancy Greene Way and ends at the base of the Grouse Mountain Skyride (604/980-9311, adult $40, senior $36, youth $24, child $14), North America’s largest aerial tramway. For an excellent view of downtown Vancouver, Stanley Park, the Pacific Ocean, and as far south as Mount Baker (Washington), take the almost-vertical eight-minute ride on the gondola to the upper slopes of 1,250-meter (4,100-foot) Grouse Mountain. The gondola runs year-round, departing every 15 minutes 10am-10pm in summer.

The trip to the top is a lot more than a gondola ride—and it’s easy to spend the best part of a day exploring the surrounding area and taking advantage of the attractions included in the price of the ride up. Of the many possible hikes, the one-kilometer (0.6-mile) Blue Grouse Interpretive Trail is the easiest and most enjoyable, winding around a lake and through a rainforest. Another trail leads to a fenced area where wolves and bears are rehabilitated after being orphaned. The best-known hike is the Grouse Grind, from the base of the gondola to the top. It’s so named for a reason: The trail gains more than one kilometer (3,300 feet) of elevation in just 2.9 kilometers (1.8 miles). Thousands of locals make the trek daily as part of a self-imposed fitness program, with upwards of 100,000 completing the trail each summer season. Once at the top, it costs $12 for a one-way ticket back down. Other summit activities include a fun but touristy logging show, chairlift rides, a First Nations longhouse with dancing and storytelling, and widescreen movie presentations of the outdoor wonders of British Columbia and local wildlife.
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Lynn Canyon Park

On its way to Burrard Inlet, Lynn Creek flows through a deep canyon straddled by this 240-hectare (930-acre) park. Spanning the canyon is the “other” suspension bridge. The one here, built in 1912, is half as wide as its more famous counterpart over the Capilano River, but it’s a few meters higher and, best of all, it’s free. An ancient forest of Douglas fir surrounds the impressive canyon and harbors several hiking trails. Also visit Lynn Canyon Ecology Centre (3663 Park Rd., 604/990-3755, 10am-5pm daily, adult $2), where displays, models, and free slide shows and films explore plant and animal ecology.

Lynn Canyon Park is seven kilometers (4.3 miles) east of the Capilano River. To get there by car, take the Lynn Valley Road exit off Highway 1, east of the Lions Gate Bridge. By public transport, take the SeaBus to Lonsdale Quay, then bus 228 or 229.

Mount Seymour Provincial Park and Vicinity

Hikers and skiers flock to this 3,508-hectare (8,670-acre) park 20 kilometers (12.4 miles) northeast of downtown. The park lies off Mount Seymour Parkway, which splits east off the Trans-Canada Highway just north of Burrard Inlet. The long and winding access road to the park climbs steadily through an ancient forest of western hemlock, cedar, and Douglas fir to a small facility area at an elevation of 1,000 meters (3,300 feet). From the parking lot, trails lead to the summit of 1,453-meter (4,770-foot) Mount Seymour; allow one hour for the 2-kilometer (one-way) trek.

If you continue along Mount Seymour Parkway instead of turning north toward the park, you end up in the scenic little village of Deep Cove on the west shore of Indian Arm (off the northeast end of Burrard Inlet)—an excellent spot for a picnic. Take your sack lunch to the waterfront park and watch the fishing and pleasure boats coming and going in the bay. More adventurous visitors can swim, kayak, or scuba dive.

Cypress Provincial Park

This 3,012-hectare (7,440-acre) park northwest of downtown encompasses a high alpine area in the North Shore Mountains. To get to the park, take the Trans-Canada Highway 12 kilometers (7.5 miles) west of Lions Gate Bridge and turn north onto Cypress Bowl Road (Exit 8). Even the park access road up from the Trans-Canada Highway is worthwhile for the views. At the second switchback, the Highview Lookout provides a stunning panorama of the city, with interpretive panels describing the surrounding natural history. Just beyond the third switchback is another lookout, along with picnic tables. At the 12-kilometer (7.5-mile) mark, the road splits. Go straight ahead to reach Cypress Bowl ski area, which hosted freestyle skiing and snowboarding events during the 2010 Olympic Winter Games. From the main day lodge, well-marked hiking trails radiate out like spokes. One easy trail leads under the Black Chair (to the left as you stand in front of the day lodge) and passes a small alpine lake before ending after 1.3 kilometers (0.8 miles) at a lookout; allow one hour for the round-trip.

Lighthouse Park

On a headland jutting into Howe Sound, Lighthouse Park lies eight kilometers (five miles) west of the Lions Gate Bridge. Trails lead through the park to coastal cliffs and a lighthouse that guides shipping into narrow Burrard Inlet. Views from the lighthouse grounds are spectacular, extending west over the Strait of Georgia and east to Stanley Park and the Vancouver skyline.

Horseshoe Bay

The pretty little residential area of Horseshoe Bay offers plenty to see and do while you wait for the Vancouver Island or Sunshine Coast ferry. If you and your trusty vehicle are catching one of the ferries, buy your ticket at the car booth, move your automobile into the lineup, and then explore the town. Several restaurants, a bakery, a supermarket, a pub, and a couple of good delis cater to the hungry and thirsty. A stroll along the beautiful waterfront marina is a good way to cool your heels and dawdle away some waiting time.

Bowen Island

From Vancouver, this is the most accessible of hundreds of islands dotting the Strait of Georgia. The island is only a 20-minute ferry trip from Horseshoe Bay, but it seems a world away from the city. The ferry (250/386-3431, hourly 6am-9:45pm daily, adult $10.45, child $5:30, vehicle $30.40) docks at the island’s main settlement, aptly named Snug Cove, where you’ll find all the services of a small town. There’s good swimming at Mannion Bay, near Snug Cove, and Bowen Island Sea Kayaking rents kayaks (604/947-9266, three hours, $45 s, $65 d) and offers twice-daily tours (three hours, $65 per person). Island information is available in the chamber of commerce office (432 Cardena Rd., 604/947-9024, www.bowenchamber.com, 10am-3pm daily in summer).

TOURS

If you don’t have a lot of time to explore Vancouver on your own, or just want an introduction to the city, consider taking one of the many tours available. They’ll maximize your time and get you to the highlights with minimum stress.


Vancouver Trolley Company


From the main pickup point, a trolley-shaped booth at the top end of Gastown, the Vancouver Trolley Company (157 Water St., 604/801-5515 or 888/451-5581, www.vancouvertrolly.com) operates an old-fashioned trolley through the streets of downtown Vancouver. The two-hour City Attractions Tour stops at over 20 tourist attractions, from Stanley Park in the north to Science World in the south. Trolleys run 9am-4pm daily in summer, coming by each stop every half hour. A day pass for adults is $42, seniors $38, children $22. Reservations aren’t necessary.

Harbor Cruises

From late April to September, Harbour Cruises (604/688-7246 or 800/663-1500, www.boatcruises.com) offers an hour-long tour of bustling Burrard Inlet on the paddlewheeler MPV Constitution. Tours depart from the north foot of Denman Street up to four times daily; tickets for adults are $30, seniors and students $25, children $10. In the evening (May-early Oct. at 7pm), the paddlewheeler heads out onto the harbor for a three-hour Sunset Dinner Cruise. The cruise for adults costs $80, children $70, which includes dinner.

While puttering around False Creek on a small ferry is an inexpensive way to see this part of the city from water level, False Creek Ferries (604/684-7781) also offers a 40-minute guided tour of the historical waterway for just $15 per person. Departures are 10am-5pm daily from Granville Island.

Flightseeing

Flightseeing tours of the city are offered by Harbour Air (604/274-1277 or 800/665-0212, www.harbour-air.com) from its seaplane base on the west side of Canada Place. Options range from a 10-minute flight over downtown ($90 pp) to a full-day trip to Victoria, including time at Butchart Gardens ($420 pp).

Sports and Recreation

PARKS

Stanley Park

Vancouver is not a particularly good city to explore on foot, but it does have one redeeming factor for foot travelers—Stanley Park, an urban oasis crisscrossed with hiking trails and encircled by a 10-kilometer (6.2-mile) promenade that hugs the shoreline. Along the way are many points of interest, benches, and interpretive plaques pointing out historical events. Allow three hours for the entire circuit. The promenade can be walked in either direction, but those on bikes and skates must travel counterclockwise. It is always packed, especially in late afternoon and on weekends.

Away from the Seawall Promenade, you’ll find most trails a lot less busy. A good alternative to exploring one long section of the promenade is to ascend the steps immediately north of Lions Gate Bridge to Prospect Point (and maybe stop for a snack at the café), then continue west along the Merilees Trail, which follows the top of the cliff band to Third Beach. Along the way, an old lookout point affords excellent views of Siwash Rock and the Strait of Georgia.

The isthmus of land linking the park to the rest of the downtown peninsula is less than one kilometer (0.6 miles) wide, but it’s mostly taken up by Lost Lagoon. A 1.5-kilometer (0.9-mile) trail (30 minutes round-trip) encircles this bird-filled body of water. In the heart of the park is Beaver Lake, a small body of water that is alive with birds throughout summer.

False Creek

From English Bay Beach, a promenade continues along English Bay to Sunset Beach and Vancouver Aquatic Centre. The small ferries that operate on False Creek, extending service as far west as the Aquatic Center, open up several walking combinations around the creek. Granville Island is a good starting point. No official trails go around the island, but if you walk east from the market, you pass a community of floating houses and go through a grassed area to Lookout Hill. Continue around the island and you’ll come across a small footbridge leading to the mainland. From this point, it’s seven kilometers (4.3 miles) around the head of False Creek, passing the Athletes’ Village, Science World, and the Plaza of Nations, then closely following the water to the foot of Hornby Street for the short ferry trip back across to Granville Island; allow two hours without stopping.
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Pacific Spirit Regional Park

This 762-hectare (1,880-acre) park on the Vancouver peninsula offers 35 kilometers (22 miles) of hiking trails through a forested environment similar to that which greeted the first European settlers more than 200 years ago. A good starting point is the Pacific Spirit Regional Park Centre (16th Ave. W., west of Blanca St., 604/224-5739, 8am-4pm Mon.-Fri.), which has a supply of trail maps. The entire park is crisscrossed with trails, so although getting seriously lost is impossible, taking the wrong trail and ending up away from your intended destination is easy. One good trailhead is opposite a residential area in the east of the park, at the junction of Imperial Road and King Edward Avenue. From this point, the Imperial Trail heads west through a forest of red cedar and fir, crosses Salish Creek, then emerges on Southwest Marine Drive, across the road from a plaque that notes the many explorers who contributed to opening up Vancouver to European settlement. From this lofty viewpoint, the view extends across the Strait of Georgia. This trail is 2.8 kilometers (1.7 miles) one-way; allow two hours for the round-trip.

BICYCLING

Stanley Park is a mecca for cyclists; among its network of bike paths is the popular Seawall Promenade, which hugs the coast for 10 kilometers (6.2 miles). Bike travel is in a counterclockwise direction. On the south side of English Bay, a cycle path runs from Vanier Park to Point Grey and the university, passing some of the city’s best beaches on the way. On the north side of Burrard Inlet, hard-core mountain bike enthusiasts tackle the rough trails of Cypress Provincial Park and Grouse Mountain.

Near the entrance to Stanley Park, where Robson and Denman Streets meet, you’ll find a profusion of bike-rental shops. These include Bayshore Bicycles (745 Denman St., 604/688-2453) and Spokes Bicycle Rental (1798 W. Georgia St., 604/688-5141).

GOLF

Vancouver is blessed with more than 50 golf courses, most of which are open to the public. It is often said that in Vancouver it is possible to ski in the morning and golf in the afternoon, and because most courses are open year-round, this really is true.

There’s a pitch-and-putt golf course in Stanley Park (604/681-8847, 8am-6:30pm daily). With 18 holes under 100 yards each, the course makes a fun diversion. Greens fees are $13 per round, plus $1.20 per club for rentals. For serious golfers, the following courses provide a truer test of the game.

One of the best city courses open to the public is the University Golf Club (5185 University Blvd., Point Grey, 604/224-1818, greens fees $65-75). The course features fairways lined with mature trees and plays to 6,584 yards. The clubhouse exudes Old World charm and features an adjacent golf museum.

Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation operates three 18-hole courses on the south side of the city: McCleery Golf Course (7188 McDonald St., Southlands, 604/257-8191) has a flat, relatively easy layout with wide fairways; rebuilt in the late 1990s, Fraserview Golf Course (7800 Vivian Dr., Fraserview, 604/257-6923) winds its way through a well-established forest; and Langara Golf Course (6706 Alberta St. off Cambie St., South Cambie, 604/713-1816) is the most challenging of the three. Greens fees at all three courses are $57 during the week and $63 on weekends.

Water comes into play on 13 holes of the Mayfair Lakes Golf & Country Club (5460 No. 7 Rd., Richmond, 604/276-0505, greens fees $79), but the unique feature here is the salmon, which spawn in Mayfair’s waterways. North of the city is Furry Creek Golf and Country Club (604/922-9461 or 888/922-9462, greens fees $99), generally regarded as the most scenic course in the Vancouver region. Immaculately manicured, the course is bordered on one side by the driftwood-strewn beaches of Howe Sound and on the other by towering mountains. Of the many golf courses spread out along the Fraser River Valley, Meadow Gardens Golf Course (19675 Meadow Gardens Way, off Hwy. 7, Pitt Meadows, 604/465-5474 or 800/667-6758, greens fees $75), on the north side of the river, stands out. Water comes into play on 13 holes, including the signature 18th hole, a par 5 that comprises island-only landing areas for the drive and the second shot, with the approach played to an island green.

WATER SPORTS

Swimming

All of Vancouver’s best beaches are along the shoreline of English Bay; 10 have lifeguards on duty 11:30am-8:45pm through the summer. Closest to downtown is English Bay Beach, at the end of Denman Street. Flanked by a narrow strip of parkland and a wide array of cafés and restaurants, this is the beach for people watching. From English Bay Beach, the Seawall Promenade leads north to Second and Third Beaches, both short, secluded stretches of sand. To the south is Sunset Beach, which is most popular with families. On the south side of English Bay, Kitsilano Beach offers sweeping views back across the bay to downtown and the mountains beyond. Take a dip in the adjacent public pool, which is 137 meters (450 feet) long and was built in 1931.

Swimmers take note: Even at the peak of summer, the ocean water here only warms up to about 17°C (63°F), tops. If that doesn’t sound enticing, head to Vancouver Aquatic Centre (1050 Beach Ave., 604/665-3424, adult $5.50, senior $4, child $2.80). Inside is a 50-meter heated pool, along with saunas, whirlpools, and a small weight room.


Canoeing and Kayaking


Granville Island is the center of action for paddlers, and the calm waters of adjacent False Creek make the perfect place to practice your skills. For the widest choice of equipment, head to Ecomarine Paddlesport Centre (1668 Duranleau St., 604/689-7575, www.ecomarine.com, 9am-6pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-9pm Fri.-Sat. in summer, 10am-6pm daily the rest of the year), which rents single sea kayaks (from $39 for two hours), double sea kayaks and canoes ($49 for two hours), and stand-up paddleboards (from $29 for two hours). This company also offers lessons and tours.

The Indian Arm of Burrard Inlet allows for a real wilderness experience, right on the city’s back doorstep. This 22-kilometer (13.7-mile) fjord cuts deeply into the North Shore Range; the only development is at its southern end, where the suburb of Deep Cove provides a takeoff point for the waterway. Deep Cove Canoe and Kayak Centre (2156 Banbury Rd., Deep Cove, 604/929-2268, www.deepcovekayak.com, Apr.-Oct.) rents canoes and kayaks for $39 for two hours for a single kayak or $30 for a stand-up paddleboard. If you’d prefer to take a tour, contact Lotus Land Tours (604/684-4922 or 800/528-3531, www.lotuslandtours.com), which charges $199 per person for a full-day tour, including downtown hotel pickups, a salmon barbecue on an uninhabited island, and instruction.

SKIING AND SNOWBOARDING

While Vancouver is the gateway to world-renowned Whistler/Blackcomb, the city boasts three other alpine resorts on its back doorstep. They don’t offer the terrain or facilities of Whistler, and their low elevations can create unreliable conditions, but a day’s skiing or boarding at any one of the three sure beats being stuck in the hustle and bustle of the city on a cold winter’s day.

Grouse Mountain

Towering above North Vancouver, the cut slopes of the Grouse Mountain resort (604/980-9311, www.grousemountain.com, adult $58, youth and senior $45, child $25.) can be seen from many parts of the city, but as you’d expect, on a clear day views from up there are much more spectacular. To get there, take Capilano Road north from the Trans-Canada, following it onto Nancy Greene Way, from which a gondola lifts you up 1,000 vertical meters (3,280 vertical feet) to the slopes. Four chairlifts and a couple of T-bars serve 24 runs and a vertical rise of 365 meters (1,200 feet). Advanced skiers and boarders shouldn’t get too excited about a day on the slopes here—even the runs with names like Purgatory and Devil’s Advocate are pretty tame—but schussing down the slopes of Grouse Mountain after dark is an experience you won’t soon forget. Most runs are lighted and overlook the City of Vancouver, laid out in all its brilliance far below. Night skiing (after 4pm) costs adult $48, youth and senior $40, and child $22 until closing at 10pm.

Cypress Mountain

The eyes of the world were on the small Cypress Mountain resort (604/926-5612, www.cypressmountain.com, adult $60, senior $40, child $26) on Vancouver’s North Shore when it hosted the freestyle skiing and snowboarding events of the 2010 Olympic Winter Games. It offers about 34 runs across a vertical rise of 534 meters (1,750 feet). A quad chair and four doubles combine to open a wide variety of terrain on two mountain faces, most suited to beginners and intermediates. Spectacular views take in Howe Sound and Vancouver Island.

Cypress also caters to cross-country skiers and snowshoers, with 16 kilometers (10 miles) of groomed and track-set trails, some of which are lighted for night skiing. A package of cross-country ski rentals, a lesson, and trail pass costs $75. Snowshoe rentals are $20 per day.

To get to the resort, take the Trans-Canada Highway 12 kilometers (7.5 miles) west from Lions Gate Bridge and turn north on Cypress Bowl Road. If you don’t feel like driving up the mountain, catch the shuttle bus that departs hourly from Lonsdale Quay and Cypress Mountain Sports in Park Royal Mall, West Vancouver ($23 round-trip). For a snow report, call 604/419-7669.


Mount Seymour


Thanks to having the highest base elevation of Vancouver’s three alpine resorts, the snow at Mount Seymour (604/986-2261, www.mountseymour.com, adult $51, senior $42, child $24) is somewhat reliable, but the area’s relatively gentle terrain will be of interest only to beginning and intermediate skiers and boarders. Four chairlifts serve 20 runs and a vertical rise of 365 meters (1,200 feet). You can also rent snowshoes ($20) and tramp along the resort’s trail system ($9 for a day pass), but the Saturday-night guided snowshoe walk ($57) is a real treat—and not only because of the chocolate fondue at the end.

The resort is in Mount Seymour Provincial Park. To get there, head north off the Trans-Canada Highway 15 kilometers (9.3 miles) east of the Lions Gate Bridge, following the Mount Seymour Parkway to Mount Seymour Road.

SPECTATOR SPORTS

Vancouverites love their sports—not just being involved themselves, but supporting local teams. With a long season and outside activities curtailed by the winter weather, ice hockey—known in Canada simply as “hockey”—draws the biggest crowds (although the official national sport is lacrosse), but the city also boasts professional football, baseball, and soccer teams.

Hockey

In 1911 the world’s second (and largest) artificial ice rink opened at the north end of Denman Street, complete with seating for 10,000 hockey fans. The local team, then known as the Vancouver Millionaires, played in a small professional league, and in 1915 Vancouver won its first and only Stanley Cup, the holy grail of professional ice hockey. After joining the National Hockey League (NHL) in 1970, the team of today, the Vancouver Canucks (604/899-7400, www.canucks.com), was boosted by the likes of Tiger Williams and local boy Darcy Rota through the late 1970s and early 1980s, making it to the Stanley Cup final in the 1981-1982 season. In more recent years, the franchise has come closest to reclaiming the cup in the 2010-2011 season, when it reached the finals and lost in a closely fought seven-game contest to the Boston Bruins. The Canucks play in General Motors Place (across from BC Place Stadium on Griffith Way), which was built for the now-defunct Vancouver Grizzlies NBA franchise. The season runs October-April; ticket prices range $60-210.

Football

The BC Lions (604/589-7627, www.bclions.com) are Vancouver’s Canadian Football League (CFL) franchise. American football fans may be surprised by some of the plays because the rules are slightly different from those of the National Football League (NFL). And no, you’re not imagining things: The playing fields are larger than those used in the game’s American version. CFL teams have been competing for the Grey Cup, named for Earl Grey, a former governor-general of Canada, since 1909. Vancouver joined the competition in 1954, first winning the cup a decade later in 1964. In recent years, the Lions have struggled to gain a large support base, but they continue to perform well, last winning the Grey Cup in 2011. Home games are played at BC Place Stadium, on the south side of downtown at the corner of Robson and Beatty Streets. The season runs June-November, with most games played in the evening; tickets range $32-85.

Soccer

Vancouver is a soccer stronghold, and with two professional teams and dozens of intra-city leagues, it is always well represented on the national team. The Whitecaps (604/899-9283, www.whitecapsfc.com), Vancouver’s professional men’s soccer team, play in the Major Soccer League, competing against teams across North America through the summer. Formerly known as the 86ers, the team was sold and renamed in 2001, and players today have the unenviable task of maintaining the team’s record as one of the winningest in all of professional sports—the 86ers were undefeated for six entire seasons through the 1980s. Home games are played at BC Place Stadium, at 777 Pacific Boulevard. The season runs May-August, and game-day tickets are in the $15-38 range.

Horse Racing

Talk in recent years has been of relocating Vancouver’s main racing venue to the outlying suburbs, but for the time being, thoroughbred racing takes place in the Pacific National Exhibition grounds six kilometers (3.7 miles) east of downtown at Hastings Racecourse (corner of Renfrew St. and McGill St., 604/254-1631, www.hastingspark.com), as it has done for more than 100 years. Full betting and a variety of dining facilities are offered. The season runs late April-November, with the first race starting at 1pm. The biggest races fall near the end of the season, including the BC Derby on the last Saturday in September. General admission is free, or pay $10 for entry to the clubhouse. Parking is also $10.

Entertainment

There’s never a dull moment in Vancouver when it comes to nightlife. The city’s unofficial entertainment district extends southwest along Granville Street from Granville Street Mall and south from this strip to False Creek. Cinemas line Granville Street Mall, and beyond the mall is a smattering of nightclubs, with the main concentration of these in Yaletown. Performing arts and concert venues are scattered throughout the city, but the three largest—Ford Centre for the Performing Arts, Queen Elizabeth Theatre, and BC Place Stadium—are south of Granville Street along Georgia Street.

For complete listings of all that’s happening around the city, pick up the free Georgia Straight (www.straight.com). Friday and weekend editions of Vancouver’s two daily newspapers, The Province and the Vancouver Sun, offer comprehensive entertainment listings.

As in all other major cities across Canada (and much of the United States), Ticketmaster (604/280-3311, www.ticketmaster.ca) has a monopoly on advance ticket sales to major entertainment events; have your credit card ready. Tickets Tonight (in the visitor center at 200 Burrard St., 604/684-2787, www.ticketstonight.ca, 10am-6pm daily) sells half-price tickets the day of major performances.

BARS

Ever since “Gassy Jack” Deighton set up the city’s first liquor outlet (a barrel of whiskey set atop a crude plank bar) in the area that became known as Gastown, Vancouver has had its favorite watering holes.

Gastown

In the historical building The Landing, Steamworks Brewing Co. (375 Water St., 604/689-2739, 11:30am-10pm daily) is the perfect place to relax with a beer from the in-house brewery. The atmosphere is casual yet stylish, and you’ll have great views across Burrard Inlet. Down the hill is Deighton’s Well (131 Water St., 604/669-7219), with a few tables streetside and a quieter courtyard out back.

At the far end of Gastown, the lively Blarney Stone (216 Carrall St., 604/687-4322) frequently resounds with rowdy Irish party bands. The evening crowd here is older and often single. In the same vein, across the road is the Irish Heather (212 Carrall St., 604/688-9779), renowned for its Guinness. This part of downtown also holds some of the city’s worst bars, but the beer is cheap; take care when walking the surrounding streets late at night. The best of a bad bunch is the Balmoral (159 E. Hastings, 604/681-8233), with occasional live music, and the Grand Union (74 W. Hastings, 604/681-6611), where country music is blasted throughout the day and night.

Yaletown and Granville Island

Yaletown Brewing Co. (1111 Mainland St., 604/681-2739) is the premier drinking hole for the hip population of inner-city Yaletown. The in-house brewery produces a variety of excellent beers, there’s a great patio, and the food is of a high standard for a pub. Also in Yaletown, the Opus Bar (22 Davie St., 604/642-0557) serves up strong cocktails and imported beer in a sizzlingly hip setting off the lobby of the Opus Hotel.

Walk back toward downtown from the Opus to The Royal (1029 Granville St., 604/685-7527) to join the throngs of young backpackers drinking up nightly specials before retiring to the upstairs hostel. Doolin’s Irish Pub (654 Nelson St., 604/605-4343) dispenses mugs of Guinness and hearty food (such as a ploughman’s lunch for $8) daily from 11:30am.

The small but always lively Wicklow (610 Stamp’s Landing, 604/879-0821) overlooks False Creek just east of Granville Island and a short ferry trip from Yaletown. Aside from beer and liquor, this joint offers delicious snacks to keep you going, live music on weekends, and great sunset views of the harbor.

West End

Toward the West End, Joe Fortes Seafood and Chophouse (777 Thurlow St., 604/669-1940) boasts a great bar, complete with a wide range of beers and a condensed menu from the adjacent restaurant. In the same part of town, at street level of the Best Western, The Park at English Bay (1755 Davie St., 604/682-1831) is a popular sports bar, this one with a long list of regional wines.

NIGHTCLUBS

Nightclubs change names and reputations regularly, so check with the free entertainment newspapers or the website www.clubvibes.com for the latest hot spots. Naturally, weekends are busiest, with the most popular clubs having cover charges up to $20 and long lines after 9pm. During the rest of the week, cover charges are reduced and many places hold promotions with giveaways or discounted drinks.

Downtown

Downtown nightclubs are concentrated at the southern end of downtown along and immediately south of Granville Street.

Best known as the Jo Rich, Joseph Richard (1082 Granville St., 604/488-1333) is another stylish venue, this one with three different rooms, each with high ceilings and extravagant furnishings. Weekends are busy, but crowds thin during the week, when you can expect drink specials and promotions. In a converted movie theater toward the central business district, spacious Venue (881 Granville St., 604/646-0064) is highly regarded for its alternative live music scene midweek, while on weekends it offers more of a rave atmosphere with a DJ spinning house, trance, or whatever’s hot in the music scene. Nearby, and also in a converted movie theater, Caprice (967 Granville St., 250/685-3288) combines a lounge and food service with a multilevel nightclub with a friendly vibe. The stylish setting at Barcelona Ultra Lounge (1180 Granville St., 604/249-5151) mimics the latest trends in the Las Vegas clubbing scene.

The New York-style Bar None (1222 Hamilton St., 604/689-7000) attracts a young, single crowd. Live music is featured during the week (Thursday is especially busy), DJ-spun tunes on the weekends. Drink prices at Bar None are higher than at most other local venues.

Gastown

Away from the main entertainment district, Gastown holds two recommended nightclubs. In the last decade, Fabric (66 Water St., 604/683-6695) has grown to become one of the hottest Vancouver nightspots. Many DJs are imported from London, and although most nights feature the latest techno, hip-hop, and house music from across the Atlantic, the club’s appeal has broadened, and weeknights occasionally feature soul and jazz. For serious dancing to underground music, check out Vinyl Retro Lounge (455 Abbott St., 604/684-6950), between Gastown and Chinatown. Music includes house, techno, and trance. Escape the heat of the dance floor to the upstairs lounge or visit during the week, when themes such as Funky Tuesdays attract an older (late-20s) crowd.

LIVE MUSIC AND COMEDY

The world’s biggest rock, pop, and country acts usually include Vancouver on their world tours, and the city’s thriving local music industry supports live bands at a variety of venues. Most big-name acts play BC Place Stadium, the Orpheum, or Queen Elizabeth Theatre. Attracting a huge crowd every night of the week at the classic Roxy (932 Granville St., 604/331-7999), two house bands play rock-and-roll music from all eras to a packed house on weekdays, with imported bands on weekends. Media Club (695 Cambie St., 604/608-2871) books everything from soul to glam rock. The Railway Club (579 Dunsmuir St., 604/681-1625) is a private club where nonmembers are welcome (at a higher cover charge) to listen to acts that range from rock to country.

The Coastal Jazz & Blues Society (604/872-5200, www.coastaljazz.ca) maintains a listing of all the city’s jazz and blues events on their website. Attracting acts from throughout Canada, Lafflines (530 Columbia St., New Westminster, 604/525-2262) offers comedy nights Tuesday-Saturday. Admission costs $5 on Tuesday (amateur night), $8-22 the rest of the week. Vancouver Theatresports League of improvised comedy performs at the Improv Centre (1502 Duranleau St., 604/738-7013, www.vtsl.com, Wed.-Sat.), with a waterfront lounge providing an ideal destination for a pre-performance drink.

THE ARTS

Theater

Vancouver boasts around 30 professional theater companies and more than 20 regular venues.

The Centre in Vancouver for Performing Arts (777 Homer St., 604/602-0616, www.centreinvancouver.com, matinees from $50, evening shows $60-100) hosts the biggest of musical hits. Designed by renowned architect Moshe Safdie, the modern wonder features a five-story glass lobby flanked by granite walls. The tri-level theater seats more than 1,800 and boasts North America’s largest stage. A similar facility is the Chan Centre for the Performing Arts (6265 Crescent Rd., 604/822-9197, www.chancentre.com), comprising three stages, including the 1,400-seat Chan Shun Concert Hall. It’s on the UBC campus in Point Grey.

One of the great joys of summer in the city is sitting around Malkin Bowl in Stanley Park watching Theatre under the Stars (www.tuts.ca). Since 1934 these shows have drawn around 1,000 theater-goers nightly, with performances usually musically oriented (7pm Mon.-Sat. June-Aug.). The setting itself, an open amphitheater surrounded by towering Douglas fir trees, is as much of an attraction as the performance. Tickets (adult $29-44, child $27-42) go on sale at noon daily from a booth beside the bowl.

Arts Club Theatre (1585 Johnston St., 604/687-1644, www.artsclub.com, tickets $24-43) always offers excellent theater productions at the Granville Island Stage. Productions range from drama to comedy to improv. Another venue for the Arts Club is the restored Stanley Industrial Alliance Theatre (2750 Granville St.), south of the island at 12th Avenue.

For university productions, head out to Frederic Wood Theatre (6354 Crescent Rd., 604/822-2678, tickets $12-18) on the UBC campus. Performances run throughout the academic year.

Music and Dance

The Queen Elizabeth Theatre (630 Hamilton St., 604/665-3050) is the home of Vancouver Opera (604/683-0222, www.vancouveropera.ca, tickets $40-100). The theater also hosts a variety of music recitals and stage performances.

The historical Orpheum Theatre, on the corner of Smithe and Seymour Streets, dates to 1927 and houses its original Wurlitzer organ. Now fully restored, the theater provides excellent acoustics for the resident Vancouver Symphony (604/876-3434, www.vancouversymphony.ca), as well as for concerts by the professional Vancouver Chamber Choir (604/738-6822, www.vancouverchamberchoir.com), the amateur Vancouver Bach Choir (604/696-4290, www.vancouverbachchoir.com), and a variety of other musical groups. Renowned for its support of emerging musicians, the Vancouver Recital Society (604/602-0363, www.vanrecital.com) presents piano, cello, and violin players at the Vancouver Playhouse and Chan Centre for the Performing Arts throughout its October-April season.

Ballet British Columbia (604/732-5003, www.balletbc.com, tickets $18-45) performs in the Queen Elizabeth Theatre (630 Hamilton St, 604/665-3050) throughout its winter season. Vancouver’s other major dance venue is the Dance Centre (677 Davie St., 604/606-6400, www.thedancecentre.ca). Designed by Arthur Erickson, this stunning seven-story, glass-enclosed building provides a home to around 30 professional and amateur dance companies.

CINEMAS

Cinemas are in all of the major shopping malls and elsewhere throughout the city. Cineplex (604/434-2463, tickets $12) operates cinemas across the city. Call or check the two daily papers for locations and screenings.

For foreign and Canadian indie films, check out The Cinematheque (1131 Howe St., 604/688-8202, www.thecinematheque.ca, tickets $7-10).

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Festivals of some description take place in Vancouver just about every month of the year. Whether it’s a celebration of local or international culture, the arts, sporting events, or just a wacky longtime tradition, there’s always a reason to party in Vancouver. Tickets for most major events can be booked through Ticketmaster (www.ticketmaster.ca).

Spring

Vancouver International Wine Festival (604/872-6623, www.vanwinefest.ca, mid-April, various downtown venues) is one of North America’s largest wine shows, bringing together representatives from more than 175 wineries and 14 countries. While the trade and wine connoisseurs are catered to, casual wine buffs enjoy a variety of events, including access to the Tasting Room, where hundreds of wines from around the world can be sampled for a $70 cover charge.

The spring sports schedule kicks off with a blast from the starter’s gun for the Vancouver Sun Run (604/689-9441, third Sun. in Apr., downtown), a 10-kilometer (6.2-mile) run (or walk) through the streets of downtown. Attracting over 50,000 participants, it is Canada’s largest (and the world’s third-largest) such run. A couple of weeks after the annual fun run, serious runners hit the streets for the Vancouver Marathon (604/872-2928, www.bmovanmarathon.ca, first Sun. in May, downtown), an internationally accredited marathon (and a qualifier for the Boston Marathon). Races are contested in different lengths, including the marathon, a half-marathon, and a five-miler. All begin and end at BC Place Stadium, with the marathon following the shoreline of False Creek, winding through the streets of downtown, then to Stanley Park, and crossing to Kitsilano.

Rodeo isn’t usually associated with Vancouver, but each May cowboys from throughout North America descend on the city for the three-day Cloverdale Rodeo and Country Fair (604/576-9461, www.cloverdalerodeo.com, third weekend in May, Cloverdale). The rodeo—saddle bronc, bareback, bull riding, steer wrestling, and calf roping—takes place daily at 2:30pm and 7:30pm. Grandstand tickets cost from $22. Other events include the agricultural show, a Western trade show, First Nations dancing and arts and crafts, and a parade. All of the action takes place at the Cloverdale Fairground, between Surrey and Langley.

Don’t let your children tell you how bored they are if your family is in Vancouver on the third weekend of May. The Vancouver International Children’s Festival (604/708-5655, www.childrensfestival.ca, general entry $8) is a kid’s paradise, with face painting, costumes, plays, puppetry, mime, sing-alongs, storytelling, and fancy-hat competitions. A large area of Vanier Park is fenced off for the week.

Summer

The Rio Tinto Alcan Dragon Boat Festival (604/688-2382, www.dragonboatbc.ca, third weekend of June, False Creek) attracts up to 2,000 competitors from as far away as Asia and Europe. In addition to the races, a blessing ceremony and cultural activities take place in and around the Plaza of Nations.

Throughout summer, Bard on the Beach (604/739-0559, www.bardonthebeach.org, mid-June-late Sept., Vanier Park) performs three favorite Shakespeare plays in two open-ended tents in Vanier Park, allowing a spectacular backdrop of English Bay, the city skyline, and the mountains beyond. Tickets are well priced at just $22-34 for 1pm and 3pm matinees and $45 for 7:30pm evening performances. They’re sold in advance through Ticketmaster and on the night of the performance at the door.
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fireworks over the harbor on Canada Day



Watching amateur variety acts at the Kitsilano Showboat (604/734-7332, www.kitsilanoshowboat.com, late June-Aug., Kitsilano Beach) on a warm summer evening has been a Vancouver tradition since 1935. Today, amateur singers, dancers, and musicians take to the Showboat stage Monday, Wednesday, and Friday nights, entertaining more than 100,000 people throughout the 10-week season.

Vancouver taps its feet to the beat of the Vancouver International Jazz Festival (604/872-5200, www.coastaljazz.ca, last week of June, throughout the city), when more than 1,500 musicians from countries around the world gather to perform traditional and contemporary jazz at 40 venues around the city. The festival kicks off with a free street party in historic Gastown, while other venues include the Orpheum Theatre, David Lam Park, Granville Island Market, Metrotown, and the Commodore Ballroom.

Canada Day (July 1, Canada Place/Steveston) is Canada’s national day. The main celebrations—music, dancing, and fireworks—are held at Canada Place, but if you head out to the Steveston Salmon Festival (604/718-8094, www.stevestonsalmonfest.ca), you’ll come across a massive salmon barbecue, art show, food fair, children’s festival, drag racing, and more.

In addition to wonderful music, the Vancouver Folk Music Festival (604/602-9798, www.thefestival.bc.ca, middle weekend of July, Jericho Beach, day pass from $60) features storytelling, dance performances, live theater, and a food fair. The beachside venue includes seven stages with the city skyline and mountains beyond as a backdrop.

Celebration of Light (604/733-7171, www.hondacelebrationoflight.com, late July/early Aug., English Bay) is the world’s largest musical fireworks competition, filling the summer sky with color. Each year, three countries are invited to compete; each has a night to itself (the last Saturday in July, then the following Wednesday and Saturday), putting on a 30-minute display at 10pm; on the final night (first Saturday in August), the three competing countries come together for a grand finale. The fireworks are set off from a barge moored in English Bay, allowing vantage points from Stanley Park, Kitsilano, Jericho Beach, and as far away as West Vancouver. Music that accompanies the displays can be heard around the shoreline; if you’re away from the action, tune your radio to 101.1 FM for a simulcast.

The Vancouver Pride Parade (604/687-0955, www.vancouverpride.ca, first Sun. in Aug., downtown) culminates a week of gay pride celebration. It runs along Denman Street, ending at Sunset Beach, where there’s entertainment and partying. Festivities during the preceding week include a picnic in Stanley Park, Gay Day at Playland, a ball at Plaza of Nations, art exhibitions, and nightclub parties.

Attracting more than 300,000 spectators, Abbotsford International Airshow (604/852-8511, www.abbotsfordairshow.com, second weekend of Aug., Abbotsford, adult $30, child $12, camping $25), one of North America’s largest airshows, is held at Vancouver’s “other” airport, 70 kilometers (43 miles) east of downtown in Abbotsford. The highlight is a flyby of Canada’s famous Snowbirds, but there’s a full program of stunt and technical flying and an on-ground exhibition of military and civilian planes from all eras of aviation.

The country comes to the city for two weeks at the end of August for the Pacific National Exhibition (604/253-2311, www.pne.bc.ca, late Aug., Hastings Park, general admission $15), one of Canada’s largest agricultural exhibitions. What began as a simple fair in 1910 has grown into a massive event, with live entertainment, multiple attractions, and special events at Playland. One of many highlights is the twice-daily Royal Canadian Mounted Police musical ride, a precision drill performed by Canada’s famous “Mounties.” Each day of the fair ends with Fire in the Night, a colorful extravaganza of lasers, dancers, and fireworks. The Pacific National Exhibition Grounds are six kilometers (3.7 miles) east of downtown along Hastings Street East where Highway 1 crosses Burrard Inlet.

Fall

The Vancouver International Fringe Festival (604/257-0350, www.vancouverfringe.com, second week of Sept., tickets $8-15) schedules around 600 performances by 80 artists from around the world at indoor and outdoor stages throughout Granville Island.

It’s a laugh-a-minute during Comedy Fest (604/685-0881, www.comedyfest.com, mid-Sept., various downtown locations), which takes place over 10 days and includes both stand-up and improv. Free outdoor performances are scheduled daily from noon, behind and in front of the island marketplace, while nighttime gigs are held at established venues such as Yuk Yuk’s.

Running through the last two weeks of September, the Vancouver International Film Fest (604/683-3456, www.viff.org, early Oct., downtown theaters) features more than 300 of the very best movies from around 50 countries at theaters across downtown. The festival isn’t as well known as other film festivals, but it has grown to become the third largest in North America.

After movie buffs have had their fill, literary types congregate on Granville Island for the Vancouver International Writers Festival (604/681-6330, www.writersfest.bc.ca, late Oct., Granville Island), a celebration of local and national literary talent. Most events are open to the public and include lectures, a festival bookstore, talks, and readings by around 100 leading writers, poets, and playwrights. They take place in island bookstores, the Granville Island Hotel, and on Granville Island Stage.

Winter

For three weeks leading up to Christmas Eve, the waterways of Vancouver come alive with the Carol Ships Parade of Lights (604/878-8999, www.carolships.org, Dec., on the water). Each night a flotilla of up to 80 boats, each decorated with colorful lights, sails around Burrard Inlet, Port Moody, Deep Cove, and around English Bay to False Creek, while onboard carolers sing the songs of Christmas through sound systems that can be heard clearly from along the shoreline.

For the Festival of Lights (604/257-8666, www.vancover.ca/vandusen), Central Vancouver’s VanDusen Botanical Garden is transformed each December evening by more than 80,000 lights and seasonal displays such as the nativity scene.

While most folks spend New Year’s Day recovering from the previous night’s celebrations, up to 2,000 brave souls head down to English Bay Beach and go swimming. The Polar Bear Swim was started in the early 1900s by a local businessman, Peter Pantages, who took to the water every day of the year; to promote the fact that it was possible to swim year-round, he formed the Polar Bear Club. On the first day of 1920, a small group assembled at English Bay Beach, dove into the frigid waters, and began a tradition that continues to this day. It starts at 2:30pm.

During Chinese New Year (late Jan./early Feb.), Chinatown comes alive for two weeks with a colorful parade, music, dancing, and a spectacular display of fireworks. The Chinese calendar is linked to the lunar New Year, which varies from late January to early February.

Shopping

Vancouver has shopping centers, malls, and specialty stores everywhere. Head to Gastown for First Nations arts and crafts, Robson Street for boutique clothing, Granville Street Mall for department stores, Granville Island for everything from ships’ chandlery to kids’ clothing, Yaletown for the trendy clothes of local designers, Eastside for army-surplus stores and pawnbrokers, Chinatown for Eastern foods, and the junction of Main Street and East 49th Avenue for Indian goods.

SHOPPING DISTRICTS

Despite looking pretty dowdy these days, Granville Street Mall nevertheless forms the heart of the downtown shopping precinct; the two-block stretch of Granville Street is closed to private vehicles, although buses and taxis still pass through. The mall’s Pacific Centre features 165 shops, a massive food court, and a three-story-high waterfall.

Across Lions Gate Bridge in West Vancouver are a couple of shopping centers worth a mention. In a scenic location at Marine Drive and Taylor Way, Park Royal Shopping Centre holds almost 200 shops and three department stores. Also on the north side of Burrard Inlet is Lonsdale Quay Market, the terminus of the SeaBus from downtown. This bustling center features a great fresh-food market on the first floor and a range of boutiques and galleries on the second.

British Columbia’s largest shopping complex, Metrotown, houses more than 200 shops. It’s on the Kingsway in Burnaby; get there from downtown on the SkyTrain.

GASTOWN

Sandwiched between the many cafés, restaurants, and tacky souvenir stores along Water Street are other stores selling Vancouver’s best selection of First Nations arts and crafts. One of the largest outlets, Hill’s Native Art (165 Water St., 604/685-4249, 9am-9pm daily) sells $15 T-shirts, towering $12,000 totem poles, and everything in between, including genuine Cowichan sweaters and carved ceremonial masks. The Inuit Gallery of Vancouver (206 Cambie St., 604/688-7323, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun.) exhibits the work of Inuit and British Columbian First Nations artists and sculptors.

STANLEY PARK

Within Klahowya Village (Pipeline Rd., 604/921-1070, 11am-4pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-5pm Fri.-Sun. mid-June-Aug.) are the Artisan Marketplace and Métis Trading Post, both excellent places to purchase traditional First Nations arts and crafts. As a bonus on weekends, you can watch the artisans at work.


GRANVILLE ISLAND


Arts-and-crafts galleries on Granville Island include Wickaninnish Gallery (1666 Johnston St., 604/681-1057, 10am-7pm daily), which sells stunning First Nations art, jewelry, carvings, weavings, and original paintings, and Gallery of BC Ceramics (1359 Cartwright St., 604/669-3606, 10:30am-5:30pm), showcasing the work of the province’s leading potters and sculptors.

Duranleau Street is home to many maritime-based businesses, adventure-tour operators, and charter operators. To buy a sea kayak, canoe, or stand-up paddleboard (from $1,100 secondhand), head to Ecomarine Paddlesport Centre (1668 Duranleau St., 604/689-7575, 9am-6pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-9pm Fri.-Sat. in summer, 10am-6pm daily the rest of the year). The city’s leading dive shop is Rowands Reef Scuba Shop (1512 Duranleau St., 604/669-3483, 10am-6pm daily), with sales, repairs, rentals, and plenty of information on local dive spots.

COMMERCIAL DRIVE

Extending south from East Hastings Street, Commercial Drive is a little rough around the edges, but it offers a wonderful collection of different shopping experiences. Known locally as “The Drive,” it originally thrived as a center of Italian culture. You can still stop by and watch a game of European football at the welcoming Abruzzo Cappuccino Bar (1321 Commercial Dr., 604/254-2641, from 7am daily) with older locals, or choose from over 200 flavors at La Casa Gelato (1033 Venables St., 604/251-3211, 10am-6pm daily), but shopping is the main draw.

Stepping into Wonderbucks (1803 Commercial Dr., 604/253-0510, 10am-6pm daily) is like stepping back in time. If there were big-box homeware stores 40 years ago, this is what they would have looked like, complete with friendly service and a collection of items that is halfway between hip and eclectic. North toward downtown, Dandelion Kids (1206 Commercial Dr., 604/676-1862, 10am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.) is a kids’ store for modern parents, complete with one-of-a-kind sculptures designed especially for baby bedrooms.

Outdoor and Camping Gear

A small stretch of West Broadway, between Main and Cambie Streets, holds Vancouver’s largest concentration of outdoor equipment stores. The largest of these, and the largest in British Columbia, is Mountain Equipment Co-op (130 W. Broadway, 604/872-7858, 10am-7pm Mon.-Wed., 10am-9pm Thurs.-Fri., 9am-6pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.). Like the American R.E.I. stores, it is a cooperative owned by its members; to make a purchase, you must be a member (a one-time charge of $5). The store holds a massive selection of clothing, climbing and mountaineering equipment, tents, backpacks, sleeping bags, books, and other accessories.

Bookstores

General independents are limited; Blackberry Books (1666 Johnston St., 604/685-6188, 10am-7pm daily) stocks touristy-type coffee-table books and a wide range of western Canadiana.

The Canadian bookstore giant Chapters/Indigo has multiple Vancouver stores (788 Robson St. at Howe St., 604/682-4066; south of False Creek at 2505 Granville St. at Broadway, 604/731-7822; and in major shopping centers such as Burnaby’s Metrotown), each stocking more than 100,000 titles.

UBC Bookstore (University of British Columbia, 6200 University Blvd. at Westbrook Mall, 604/822-2665, 9:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.) has almost 100,000 titles on its shelves.

Vancouver has three excellent bookstores specializing in travel-related literature. Wanderlust (west of Cypress St. at 1929 W. 4th Ave., Kitsilano, 604/739-2182, www.wanderlustore.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat.) stocks general travel guides, maps, atlases, and a range of travel accessories. Farther west is The Travel Bug (3065 W. Broadway, 604/737-1122, www.travelbugbooks.ca, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun.), with an equally impressive collection of travel guides as well as more regional titles than you ever imagined existed. If you like maps, you’ll love International Travel Maps and Books (12300 Bridgeport Rd., Richmond, 604/273-1400, www.itmb.com, 9:30am-5pm Mon.-Sat.), one of the world’s most prolific cartography companies, whose title list includes over 400 maps covering offbeat destinations.
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