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Snowcapped mountains pierce a blue dream of sky. Rocky shorelines and sandy beaches fringe busy waterways. Ancient old-growth forests and brilliant flower gardens overflow with color. Despite sharing this dramatic setting as well as a common history, Vancouver and Victoria offer two distinct personalities.
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Big, brash, and ultramodern, Vancouver lies on Canada’s west coast mainland, sandwiched between the Coast Mountains and the sparkling Pacific Ocean. With a population of two million, this is the largest city in British Columbia. Explore gleaming world-class museums, vibrant nightlife, and creative cuisine here.
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Across the Georgia Strait on Vancouver Island, the smaller, more refined provincial capital of Victoria also takes full advantage of its natural landscape, but in a more genteel form. Expect manicured gardens and afternoon tea. Victorians will be quick to tell you that the weather is nicer and the pace is slower than in Vancouver—and they are right on both accounts.
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While Vancouver and Victoria get most of the attention, the call of the wild draws locals and visitors alike to venture beyond the suburban sprawl and into the surrounding wilderness. A scenic two-hour drive north of Vancouver is Whistler, best known for world-class skiing and snowboarding—including the possibility of glacier skiing even in midsummer. Vancouver Island also beckons visitors to the outdoors. Hike the rugged West Coast Trail, surf the waves at Tofino, or dive amid shipwrecks from Nanaimo.
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The two cities and their easily accessible surroundings create a world of vacation opportunities. Make reservations at a historical bed-and-breakfast or wilderness lodge. Boil up a feast of crab purchased right on the dock. Try stand-up paddleboarding. Soak up the sights, sounds, and smells of these cities by the sea.



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 overlook 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.
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WHISTLER

It’s hard to believe that just a few decades ago, this valley was an almost-forgotten ski area with a couple of lifts and a smattering of rustic holiday homes. Today the newly upgraded Sea to Sky Highway leads to a hip, outdoorsy resort town of epic proportions. Chairlifts and gondolas span two mountains, opening up more terrain than any other alpine resort in North America.

VICTORIA

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.
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  Inner Harbour, Victoria



VANCOUVER ISLAND

Wherever you travel on this 450-kilometer-long (280-mile) island, the emphasis is on outdoor recreation. A large swath of old-growth forest along the west coast is protected as national park land while local beaches provide surfers with some of Canada’s finest waves. Other experiences range from one of the world’s great long-distance coastal hikes to sea kayaking through a protected archipelago.


When to Go


High season is from mid-June to early September. Tourist attractions and hotels are busiest during July and August. During the shoulder seasons, May to mid-June and September, crowds thin out and accommodations reduce rates. The rest of the year is the low season: tourist numbers dwindle, attractions shorten their hours, and lodging prices drastically decrease. In the ski town of Whistler the seasons are reversed: winter (December through April) is high season.

My favorite time to visit is during April and May. Days are long and warm enough to enjoy the outdoors, but crowds are at a minimum, and lodging rates are lower. The roses at Butchart Gardens don’t flower until July, but I can live without that.

Vancouver and Victoria can be visited year-round, with some outdoor activities possible in the dead of winter in Victoria, such as golfing, biking, and walking. Winter also brings snow to the mountains, which means skiing and snowboarding at nearby resorts.

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. Visas are not required for citizens of the United States, the British Commonwealth, or Western Europe. The entry permit is for six months. You may be asked to show onward tickets or proof of sufficient funds for your stay.

TRANSPORTATION

Visitors have the option of arriving by road, rail, ferry, or air. The main gateway city for flights is Vancouver. Although Vancouver has an excellent public transit system, including rail service linking the airport to downtown, driving is the best way to get around Vancouver Island.


The Best of Vancouver and Victoria


This itinerary includes all of the highlights, from urban pleasures in Vancouver and Victoria to natural wonders on Vancouver Island, and even an optional excursion to Whistler. Break out any section of the itinerary to tailor it to your interests and the amount of time you want to spend. For example, plan a long weekend with three days in either city; or add four days exploring the island to fill out a week. I assume you have your own vehicle or will be reserving one for pickup at Vancouver International Airport.

Vancouver

DAY 1

Head north from the airport and loop around Point Grey to the Museum of Anthropology; the breathtaking totem poles are a wonderful introduction to the human history of the region. Duck through the old-growth forest behind the museum to get a feel for the city’s natural splendor. Check into your hotel. Enjoy a water-view room at the Fairmont Pacific Rim or soak up the style of the Opus Hotel. Consider a harborside seafood dinner at Five Sails.

DAY 2

Spend an hour or so exploring the historical streets of Gastown, and then hail a cab to Chinatown. Spend the rest of the morning soaking up the sights and smells of this colorful precinct. Enjoy an authentic Chinese lunch: dim sum at Fu Wah or noodles at Gain Wah Restaurant. After lunch, head to the waterfront Museum of Vancouver, and then wander through VanDusen Botanical Garden. If the weather’s favorable, book an evening kayaking tour from Granville Island; then enjoy waterfront dining at the island’s Bridges restaurant.
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	Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden adds color to Chinatown.
	Cyclists rest underneath a tree in Stanley Park.





DAY 3


To get out into nature, take your pick from the following North Shore attractions: Capilano Suspension Bridge, Grouse Mountain Skyride, or hiking in Cypress Provincial Park. Or for a day of recreation in the city, rent a bike and follow the seawall around forested Stanley Park to the regal beachside suburb English Bay. Take lunch at the Teahouse in Stanley Park or one of the many good beachside eateries. Then make the short hop back to Robson Street to return the bike. Spend the afternoon at your leisure—shopping on urbane Robson Street, visiting the Vancouver Art Gallery, or taking the elevator to Vancouver Lookout for sweeping city views. Back at street level, make reservations for dinner at the Water Street Café in Gastown.

Excursion to Whistler

Ski and snowboard enthusiasts will want to head 90 minutes north along Highway 99 to Whistler for downhill adventure, especially in winter. Whatever the season, you can take a few turns on always icy Horstman Glacier, accessible via lift up Blackcomb Mountain. There are plenty of other recreation options as well. Go mountain biking on the lift-served slopes or go canoeing on Alta Lake. Take advantage of Whistler’s excellent selection of restaurants and accommodations for an overnight stay.

Victoria

DAY 4

Drive south along Highway 99 for 20 minutes to reach Richmond. From there, head out to the historical fishing village of Steveston for lunch at one of the harborfront cafés. This will give you plenty of time to catch a midafternoon ferry ride to the city of Victoria on Vancouver Island. You’ll arrive in Victoria after the last of the bus tours have left Butchart Gardens—a perfect time to visit this famous attraction. Choose a restaurant with water views for dinner (the Flying Otter Grill is a personal favorite).

DAY 5

Today is a walking day, so leave your vehicle at your accommodation and make your way to Victoria’s Inner Harbour, wandering through the Fairmont Empress and strolling along the busy promenade. For its modern interpretation of natural and human history, the Royal BC Museum is a must-see. It’s possible to spend a full day at this wonderful facility. Barb’s Place, built on a floating wharf, is the perfect place for enjoying fish and chips outdoors. In the afternoon, walk along the harbor front, visiting the Robert Bateman Centre, wandering through the Fairmont Empress, and then moving north to the historical streets of Old Town and Chinatown. Enjoy dinner at Local Kitchen.

DAY 6

Rise early and take Dallas Road through James Bay to Oak Bay. Make as many stops as you wish along this scenic drive—for a walk along Ogden Point Breakwall, to search out historically important graves at Ross Bay Cemetery, or to simply stretch out in the sun on one of the beaches. Another option for the day is Government House. Admire the surrounding native gardens, and then wind your way on foot back down to the harbor via imposing Craigdarroch Castle and the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria. Spend the afternoon walking the forested trails of Goldstream Provincial Park. Return to downtown in time for dinner at Café Brio.

Explore Vancouver Island

DAY 7

Drive 40 minutes north from Victoria on Highway 17 to Sidney. Jump aboard a ferry for my favorite of the Southern Gulf Islands, Galiano Island, where the highlight is kayaking along the sandy shore of Montague Harbour Provincial Park. Return to the mainland and drive three hours cross-island along Highway 14 to Tofino, where an evening walk along the beaches of Pacific Rim National Park is a fantastic way to end your day. Choose a Tofino accommodation such as Pacific Sands Beach Resort, where you can boil up crab purchased from the downtown dock.
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  Galiano Island



DAY 8

Tofino is Canada’s best-known surf town, so join the locals by hitting the local waves. Live to Surf will outfit you with a wetsuit and surfboard for a morning of fun in the breakers of Chesterman Beach. Take a lesson if you’ve never surfed before. Then head back east along Highway 4 to Nanaimo (allow just under three hours) and the Buccaneer Inn, where you’ve reserved a room for two nights. End the day with dinner at the Lighthouse Bistro overlooking the marina.

DAY 9

Tell the experts at Ocean Explorers Diving in Nanaimo that you want to try a wreck dive, and let them choose a dive site that best suits your experience. After drying off, head north for 30 minutes along Highway 19 to Parksville. Spend the afternoon either relaxing on the main city beach or exploring the forested hiking trails of Rathtrevor Beach Provincial Park. Return to Nanaimo for a casual seafood dinner at Dinghy Dock Pub.

DAY 10

Catch an early ferry from Nanaimo to Tsawwassen, heading back to Vancouver for the trip home—knowing you’ll be back.



BEST PHOTO OPS
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Strathcona Provincial Park



Photographers easily find inspiration in the stunning landscapes around Vancouver and on Vancouver Island, but capturing the scenes successfully on your camera often provides a challenge. Here are a few ideas for maximizing the quality of images from your trip.

Vancouver Lookout is an obvious place to head for a bird’s-eye view of the city (admission is for a full day, so return as the sun sets for the best photos), but for the classic city-and-mountain scene, head across to the Burrard Street Bridge or Kitsilano Beach. On a clear day, Grouse Mountain provides a view back south across downtown, which is especially appealing during winter when the snow-covered slopes are in the foreground. English Bay is a wonderful place to plant your tripod for inspiring sunset photography. 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.

Nature photographers will love the wilderness areas of Vancouver Island, especially the sparkling waterways of Goldstream Provincial Park, the towering Douglas firs of Cathedral Grove, and the old-growth forests of Strathcona Provincial Park. The most exciting and unique subjects to photograph are whales, and the best opportunities are on a whale-watching trip out of Telegraph Cove.

Although photography is simplest when the weather is favorable, don’t pass up a morning basking in thick mist, whether it’s the Vancouver skyline or a driftwood-strewn west coast beach in Pacific Rim National Park. 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.




From Snowboards to Surfboards


Fitting all of the best outdoor attractions within the region is impossible in one week, so this itinerary focuses on the most varied experiences. I assume that as a nature lover, you’re an early riser. You’ll need to be, because this is a full week’s worth of fun—with a special reward to wind up the trip.

Day 1

After checking into your Vancouver accommodation, rent a bike to explore Stanley Park. Ride around the seawall and time your tour to end with dinner at one of the many restaurants along Denman Street.

Day 2

Cross Lions Gate Bridge and take a morning stroll through Capilano River Regional Park. Choose the Grouse Mountain Skyride or a hike in Cypress Provincial Park, before heading for Whistler, a 90-minute drive north along Highway 99. Go canoeing on Alta Lake, and then enjoy dinner and a drink in Whistler Village.

Day 3

Rent skis or a snowboard (yes, even in summer) and make a few turns on the Horstman Glacier via lift access up Blackcomb Mountain. After a late lunch, drive 80 minutes south along Highway 99 to Horseshoe Bay, and catch a ferry to Nanaimo.
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  Blackcomb Mountain reflects off Harmony Lake in Whistler.



Day 4

Tell the experts at Ocean Explorers Diving in Nanaimo that you want to try a wreck dive, and let them choose a dive site that best suits your experience, whether it be the sunken 442-foot-long Saskatchewan, or the popular snorkeling with seals option. After drying off, head west to Tofino, stopping in Cathedral Grove along the way to admire the colossal old-growth forest. Once in Tofino, choose an accommodation such as Pacific Sands Beach Resort, where you can boil up crab purchased from the downtown dock.
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  sunset over Nanaimo Harbour




  
FAMILY FUN
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Kids will enjoy a ferry ride across Victoria’s Inner Harbour.



Planning on bringing along 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 (try to 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 all kinds of 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, hoping 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 revolve around outdoor activities — having fun on the beaches of Parksville and Qualicum, exploring the coastal hiking trails of Pacific Rim National Park, taking a ferry ride through the Southern Gulf Islands, or for older kids, taking surf lessons at Tofino. The rooftop goats at Coombs are simply a diversion from these more adventurous outings.



Day 5

Surfing in 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 breakers of Chesterman Beach. Take a lesson if you’ve never surfed before. Afterward head out for an afternoon whale-watching tour. Head east on Highway 4 to Port Alberni to spend the night. Allow two hours’ driving time.

Day 6

Leave Port Alberni early to arrive in Victoria well before lunch. View downtown from sea level by renting a kayak, and then paddle over to Spinnakers Brewpub. Spend your last night lapping up the luxurious surroundings of the Brentwood Bay Resort and enjoying a signature massage for the full effect.

Day 7

Sleep in before taking the ferry back to Vancouver to catch your flight home.




VANCOUVER



HIGHLIGHTS


PLANNING YOUR TIME


ORIENTATION


Sights


CENTRAL BUSINESS DISTRICT


WEST END


M GASTOWN


EASTSIDE


CHINATOWN


YALETOWN


M GRANVILLE ISLAND


KITSILANO


UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA (UBC)


NORTH SHORE


TOURS


Sports and Recreation


PARKS


BICYCLING


GOLF


BEACHES


CANOEING AND KAYAKING


BOATING


FISHING


SCUBA DIVING


SKIING AND SNOWBOARDING


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Entertainment and Events


BARS


NIGHTCLUBS


LIVE MUSIC


COMEDY


THE ARTS


CINEMAS


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Shopping


SHOPPING DISTRICTS


GASTOWN


STANLEY PARK


GRANVILLE ISLAND


COMMERCIAL DRIVE


OUTDOOR GEAR


BOOKSTORES


Accommodations


DOWNTOWN


WEST END


YALETOWN AND GRANVILLE ISLAND


KITSILANO


NORTH SHORE


CAMPING


Food


DOWNTOWN


GASTOWN


GRANVILLE STREET


YALETOWN


DAVIE STREET


CHINATOWN


ROBSON STREET


WEST END


GRANVILLE ISLAND


KITSILANO


WEST BROADWAY


NORTH SHORE


Information and Services


EMERGENCY SERVICES


TOURIST OFFICES


COMMUNICATIONS AND MEDIA


PHOTOGRAPHY


Getting There


AIR


RAIL


BUS


Getting Around


TRANSLINK


FERRY


BIKE


TAXI


CAR


Greater Vancouver


RICHMOND


DELTA


SURREY


BURNABY


COQUITLAM


NEW WESTMINSTER


LANGLEY


FRASER RIVER VALLEY


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, bake 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. Vancouver also 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


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 Stanley Park: This massive chunk of downtown has been protected in its forested, old-growth state for all time (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 Vancouver Maritime Museum: With displays for all ages, this museum catalogs the city’s rich and varied nautical past (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 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 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).


M Bowen Island: Many organized tours visit laid-back Bowen Island, but travel independently and you will have time to go kayaking or relax over lunch at a waterfront café (click here).
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.








PLANNING YOUR TIME


Deciding how best to spend your time in Vancouver is a personal thing: Outdoorsy budget travelers will spend their time (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, 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


The City of Vancouver


The City of Vancouver comprises 23 neighborhoods (suburbs), extending from downtown and the adjacent West End south to the North Arm of the Fraser River. Here lie the trendy beachside suburb of Kitsilano (known as “Kits” to the locals), home to Museum of Vancouver, and Point Grey, home to the University of British Columbia. The City of Vancouver also takes in some of Vancouver’s most expensive suburbs, including Shaughnessy.


Metro Vancouver


Surrounding this central core of neighborhoods, 20 additional self-governing municipalities, many incorporated as individual cities, fall under the umbrella of Metro Vancouver. South of Vancouver, the low-lying Fraser River delta extends all the way south to the U.S. border. Between the north and south arms of the river is Richmond, home of Vancouver International Airport. South of the South Arm is the industrial and residential area of Delta, as well as Tsawwassen, departure point for ferries to Vancouver Island. Immediately east of Delta is the city of Surrey. On the north side of Burrard Inlet, the North Shore is a narrow, developed strip backed up to the mountains and connected to downtown by the Lions Gate Bridge. North Vancouver lies directly across from downtown; to its west is the municipality of West Vancouver, an upscale neighborhood, and the secluded community of Horseshoe Bay, departure point for Sunshine Coast and Vancouver Island ferries. With Vancouver growing at an incredible rate, and as development to the south and north are restricted—by the international border and the North Shore Range—there’s nowhere to go but east. The residential sprawl continues east from Vancouver along the TransCanada Highway, with the highway passing the northern extent of the cities of New Westminster and Burnaby and to the south of Coquitlam and Port Coquitlam before crossing the Fraser River and continuing along its southern bank through Langley, Abbotsford, and Chilliwack.


Streets and Avenues


For a city that has grown in spurts, with no real planning, Vancouver’s street numbering system is surprisingly easy to understand. Throughout Metro Vancouver, avenues run east to west and streets north to south. Streets on the downtown peninsula run parallel to its spine, meaning they run in a northwest to southeast and southwest to northeast direction and are named for a variety of individuals. For numbering purposes, the downtown east-west division (from where “east” and “west” designations are given) is Carrall Street, and south of False Creek it’s Ontario Street. Numbered avenues begin on the south side of False Creek, continuing south to the Fraser River. In the south, avenues are numbered progressively from the border all the way to the Fraser River while on the North Shore avenues are numbered progressively from Burrard Inlet.


For more detail, consider the soft-cover atlas produced by Map Art (www.mapart.com). It is available at bookstores and convenience stores throughout the city.


Highways and Byways


Vancouver is one of the few North American cities without a freeway system. The closest it comes is Highway 1, the TransCanada Highway, which enters the city from the east, crosses the Fraser River at Burnaby, then crosses Burrard Inlet at the Second Narrows Bridge, and skirts through the back of the North Shore to Horseshoe Bay. From the east, reaching downtown from Highway 1 is easiest by taking Exit 28B and heading west along the Grandview Highway, then merging left onto Broadway (Highway 7) and turning north on Main, Cambie, or Granville Streets. From the south, Highway 99 (Highway 5 south of the border) passes through 45 kilometers (28 miles) of residential and industrial sprawl before crossing onto the downtown peninsula via the Granville Street Bridge. From the north, take Exit 13 from Highway 1 south along Taylor Way, turn left onto Marine Drive, and then take the first right after crossing the Capilano River; the next thing you know, you are high above Burrard Inlet on the Lions Gate Bridge. This three-lane bridge becomes one of the city’s worst bottlenecks during peak hours; try to avoid traveling southbound 7am-9am and northbound 4:30pm-6:30pm.
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Sights



Downtown Vancouver 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 Vancouver. Granville Street was Vancouver’s first commercial corridor, and if today you stand at its junction with West Georgia Street, you’re as close to the center of the city as it’s possible to be. From this busy intersection, Granville Street extends north toward Burrard Inlet as a pedestrian mall, leading through the central business district to Canada Place and the main tourist information center. Also within a three-block radius of this intersection are Vancouver Art Gallery, all major banking institutions, shopping centers, and the city’s best hotels. To the south, between Dunsmuir and Robson Streets, is the theater district and Library Square. Yaletown, the hot spot for tech companies, is farther south, bordered by Homer, Drake, and Nelson Streets. East along the waterfront from Canada Place, and still within easy walking distance of the Granville/Georgia Streets intersection, is the oldest part of the city, Gastown. Beyond Gastown, North America’s third-largest Chinatown is a hive of activity day and night. On the opposite side of the central business district is the West End and enormous Stanley Park (accessible by Robson Street) a 2-kilometer (1.2-mile) strip of boutiques and restaurants.


CENTRAL BUSINESS DISTRICT



M Canada Place



The stunning architectural curiosity with the billowing 27-meter-high (88 feet) 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 Expo86, 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 expansion 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.


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 the native peoples 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.


Guided tours are available. Kids will enjoy the children’s gallery, and adults will appreciate the special-events program, including a lecture series, films, and concerts. The gift shop sells a wide selection of art books, jewelry, and gifts, and the gallery café is always crowded.


Robson Square


The late 1960s saw a renaissance of civic buildings in major cities across the country, and Vancouver was no exception. An entire block was designated for a new courthouse complex, replacing the original across Robson Street. Architect Arthur Erickson’s unique design incorporates street-level public spaces adorned with sculptures and the Law Courts, a magnificent glass structure signifying an open and accessible court system.


WALKING TOUR: ROBSON STREET


After World War II, European immigration to Vancouver reached its peak. Robson Street, between Burrard and Jervis Streets, became an enclave of European businesses and transformed itself into Robsonstrasse. Today the colorful and exciting theme of these two blocks has extended almost all the way down Robson Street to the West End’s Denman Street and has grown to become 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 downtown end of this upmarket commercial corridor is glass-topped Robson Square (at Hornby Street). From this point, cross Robson Street to Vancouver’s original courthouse (now the Vancouver Art Gallery), a grand stone edifice designed by Francis Rattenbury. Heading east, the next few blocks hold the largest concentration of boutiques, cafés, and restaurants. If anywhere in the city could be called “coffee row,” then this would be it. Local companies Blenz and Bagel Street Café are well represented, and Seattle-based Starbucks has four outlets, including two kitty-corner to each other at Thurlow Street. Of the many bars and restaurants along this strip, the best place for a beer or a full meal is Joe Fortes (777 Thurlow St.), which offers some of the city’s best seafood and a rooftop patio overlooking Robson Street. Those with a sweet tooth are not forgotten; head to Daniel le Chocolat Belge (1105 Robson St., 604/688-9624) for chocolate treats and Candy Isle (625 Robson St., 604/669-7898) for a huge selection of sweet treats.


From the intersection with Jervis Street, Robson Street begins its gradual descent to the West End. The hustle and bustle is behind you, and the corridor is lined with hotels and motels that offer some of the best value to be found in Vancouver, a variety of restaurants, and apartment buildings from the 1960s and 1970s. Robson Public Market (1610 Robson St., 604/682-2733) occupies an impressive 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.


Two blocks farther west you find yourself at Denman Street: Turn left and you’ll reach English Bay Beach after passing through another restaurant-filled section of the West End; turn right and you’ll find bike rental outlets catering to Stanley Park-bound cyclists.
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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, whose distinctive château-style design topped by a copper roof reflects the heritage of hotels across the country that were built by the Canadian Pacific Railroad (CPR).


WEST END


The West End (not to be confused with the West Side, located south of downtown, or West Vancouver, located 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. On foot, walk along Robson Street and then south on Denman Street to reach pretty, park-fringed English Bay Beach. The golden sands, tree-shaded grassy roadsides, and sidewalks at the west end of the West End are popular with walkers, joggers, cyclists, and sun worshippers year-round.


The West End was first developed in the late 1800s, when the Canadian Pacific Railroad began building large homes for its high-ranking officials, with other wealthy families following. In 1901 a streetcar line opened down Robson Street, linking downtown to English Bay Beach and in the process increasing the popularity of the West End as a summer getaway. As real estate prices across the city rose in the 1930s and 1940s, many of the original mansions were replaced by apartment buildings. Today around 43,000 residents call the West End home, living in ritzy condos, high-rise apartment blocks, and the occasional Edwardian- and Queen Anne-era home. (It’s one of Canada’s most densely populated neighborhoods, with 115 residential units for every hectare—almost 10 times the city average.) As well as living closer together than elsewhere in Vancouver, the population is on average younger than in the rest of the city, with half of the residents between 20 and 40 years old. 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 the proximity of Stanley Park.



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.


It was Alexander Hamilton, land commissioner for the Canadian Pacific Railroad (CPR), whose proposal to preserve the end of Burrard Peninsula led to the creation of the park. Later named for Lord Stanley, Canada’s governor-general from 1888 to 1893, the park was dedicated for “the use and enjoyment of all peoples of all colors, creeds, and customs for all time.” Stanley Park’s creation demonstrated incredible foresight on the part of Hamilton and city leaders, considering that at the time most of the West End was wilderness and the vote took place on June 23, 1886—just 12 days after the entire city had burned to the ground. The biggest changes to the park in the ensuing years have been the work of Mother Nature, including a devastating windstorm in December 2006 that destroyed hundreds of trees.




VANCOUVER VIEWS


Whenever I visit a city for the first time, I like starting 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 (426 feet) above street level, 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 anytime 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.
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Canada geese are a common sight in Stanley Park.





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. North on Pipeline Road from the main entrance is miniature railway (604/257-8530), with carriages pulled by replicas of historical Canadian Pacific locomotives. 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 to Aug., free), the best place in the city to learn about local aboriginal 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 aboriginal dancers.


VANCOUVER AQUARIUM


A short walk through the forest from Klahowya Village is 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), Canada’s largest and the third largest in North America. Guarding the entrance is a 5-meter (16-foot) killer whale sculpture by preeminent native 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 marinelife, 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 sealife from the Gulf of Georgia, including the giant fish of the deep, halibut, and playful sea otters that 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 sealife, 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 below ground, represents Canada’s Arctic. A part of the complex is also devoted to the rehabilitation of injured marine mammals; Clownfish Cove is set aside especially for younger visitors; and there’s a packed interpretive program of talks and tours, including a 90-minute behind-the-scenes beluga tour for $130 per person.


SEAWALL


The following sights are listed from the information booth, which overlooks Coal Harbour, in a counterclockwise direction. From this point, Stanley Park Drive and the Seawall Promenade pass the Royal Vancouver Yacht Club and Deadman’s Island. Now a naval reserve, the island has a dark history, having witnessed many battles between native tribes, been the burial place of the last of the Coast Salish people, and been used as a quarantine station during an early smallpox epidemic. Off the island is a floating gas station, used by watercraft and floatplanes.


The first worthwhile stop at Brockton Point (which refers to the entire eastern tip of the park) is a collection of authentic totem poles from the Kwagiulth people, who lived along the coast north of present-day Vancouver. Before rounding the actual point, you’ll pass the Nine o’Clock Gun, which is fired each evening at, you guessed it, 9pm. Its original purpose was to allow ship captains to set their chronometers to the exact time. Much of the Brockton Point peninsula is dedicated to sporting fields, and on any sunny afternoon young Vancouverites can be seen playing traditional British pursuits, such as rugby and cricket. Around the point, the road and the seawall continue to hug the shoreline, passing the famous Girl in Wetsuit bronze sculpture and a figurehead commemorating Vancouver’s links to Japan. Then the two paths divide. The seawall passes directly under the Lions Gate Bridge, which made the North Shore accessible to development after its 1938 opening. Meanwhile, the vehicular road loops back to a higher elevation to Prospect Point Lookout, a memorial to the SS Beaver (which was the first HBC steamship to travel along this stretch of the coast), and a café (a stairway leads up from the seawall to the café).


The Lions Gate Bridge marks the halfway point of the seawall as well as a change in scenery. From this point to Second Beach, the views are westward toward the Strait of Georgia and across English Bay to Central Vancouver. The next stretch of pleasant pathway, about 2 kilometers (1.2 miles) long, is sandwiched between the water and steep cliffs, with Siwash Rock being the only distinctive landmark. This volcanic outcrop sits just offshore, rising more than 15 meters (50 feet) from the lapping waters of English Bay. If you’re traveling along Stanley Park Drive, park at the Hollow Tree and walk back up the hill to a lookout high above the rock.


Continuing south, the seawall and Stanley Park Drive converge at the south end of Third Beach, a popular swimming and sunbathing spot (and a great place to watch the setting sun). The beach’s southern end is guarded by Ferguson Point, where a fountain marks the final resting spot of renowned native poet Pauline Johnson. Second Beach is 1 kilometer (0.6 mile) farther back toward the city, where you’ll find an outdoor swimming pool, a pitch-and-putt golf course, a putting green, tennis courts, and lawn bowling greens. On summer evenings an area behind the beach is set aside for local dance clubs to practice their skills. From Second Beach it’s only a short distance to busy Denman Street and English Bay Beach, or you can cut across the park back to Coal Harbour.


LOST LAGOON


At the time of European settlement, Coal Harbour extended almost all the way across the peninsula to Second Beach. With the receding of the tides, the water would drain out from the head of the inlet, creating a massive tidal flat and inspiring native-born Pauline Johnson to pen the poem “Lost Lagoon,” a name that holds to this day. A bridge across the harbor was replaced with a causeway in 1922, blocking the flow of the tide and creating a real lagoon. Over the years it has become home to large populations of waterfowl, including great blue herons, trumpeter swans, grebes, and a variety of ducks. It is also a rest stop for migrating Canada geese each spring and fall. In the center of the lake, Jubilee Fountain (erected to celebrate the park’s 50th anniversary in 1936) is illuminated each night. A 1.6-kilometer (1-mile) walking trail encircles the lagoon, passing the Nature House (604/257-8544, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun. July-Aug., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun. Sept.-June, free) at the southeast corner, which holds natural history displays and general park information.


Roedde House Museum


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 GASTOWN


Just 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 1900 the heart of the city had moved away from the waterfront, and as Gastown declined in importance it became rundown. By the 1960s this historical district held nothing more than decrepit Victorian-era buildings and empty warehouses. The government originally planned to redevelop the entire district, with intentions to construct an expressway through the heart of Gastown. The public outcry was loud and clear; Vancouverites were becoming more aware of their heritage. The plans were scuttled and Gastown was saved. A massive rejuvenation program commenced, and today historical 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 hold galleries, restaurants, and an abundance of gift and souvenir shops.


WALKING TOUR: GASTOWN


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).
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a rainy night in Gastown





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 into an upmarket shopping arcade. It also holds several eateries and the Steamworks Brewing Co., a brew pub-restaurant boasting harbor views. Next door to The Landing is Hudson House, built in 1897 as a warehouse and retail outlet for the Hudson’s Bay Company.


Continuing down the hill, on the corner of Water and Cambie Streets, is a steam clock, one of only two in the world (the other is a replica of this, the original one). Built by a local clockmaker in the mid-1970s, it is powered by a steam system originally put in place to heat buildings along a 10-kilometer (6.2-mile) 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, and then half a block south down Abbott Street to Blood Alley, the hangout of many infamous early-1900s 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. Behind this building is Gaolers Mews, the site of Vancouver’s first jail.


Water Street ends just around the corner at cobbled Maple Tree Square, the intersection of Water, Carrall, Powell, and Alexander Streets. Here you’ll find a bronze statue of Gassy Jack watching 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. Across from the statue is the Hotel Europe, a narrow triangular building. After its 1892 opening, the hotel quickly became recognized as the city’s finest hostelry.




“GASSY JACK” DEIGHTON


Born in England in 1830, John Deighton took to the high seas at a young age in search of adventure and fortune. Partnering with an American businessman, he set up a crude saloon at New Westminster, quenching the thirst of Cariboo-bound prospectors and getting the nickname “Gassy,” which in British slang described an obnoxious drunk. Forced out of New Westminster by his business partner, he set off to make his fortune elsewhere. On July 4, 1867, with just his native wife and a barrel of whiskey, Gassy Jack beached his small boat on the shore of Burrard Inlet below the sawmill owned by Captain Edward Stamp. Because Stamp had banned alcohol from his company town, Gassy Jack found an eager market for his liquor. The next morning, enlisting the help of locals, he erected a ramshackle saloon. With a rousing speech to the workers, he declared free drinks for everyone for the rest of the day and was on his way to making a small fortune.


The Globe Saloon, as Deighton’s enterprise became known, was soon a social center, and more buildings sprang up around his business. Three years after serving his first tot of whiskey, Gassy Jack became the first official landowner in Granville when he purchased Lot 1 of the newly laid out settlement. With tax collectors on his tail, he was forced to move his operation into a more permanent building, so he opened a hotel on his lot, providing both liquor and accommodations.


Life as a saloon owner took its toll on the entrepreneur. Wild drunken brawls brought unwanted attention from local police officers; he was continually hounded by tax collectors; and his wife died at a young age. Gassy died in a summer heat wave at just 45 years old. His funeral cost an unheard-of sum of $136.





EASTSIDE


Vancouver’s Eastside neighborhood lies between touristy Gastown and bustling Chinatown but is a world away from both. Although it holds little of interest to modern-day visitors, it has an interesting history and is a real eye-opener. The beginnings of Vancouver’s development are usually attributed to Gassy Jack, who opened his saloon to serve workers from a sawmill that operated to the east, on a spit of land beyond the foot of today’s Dunlevy Street. Mill workers could also find accommodation there, and Alexander Street developed as a residential area, with commercial buildings clustered around the intersection of Main and Hastings Streets. Around 1900, these early Vancouver businesses relocated to the heart of modern-day downtown, and residents who could afford it followed, settling in the West End. Eastside then became home to mostly working-class families, single men, and newly arrived immigrants.


Japanese were the most prominent group of Eastside immigrants, settling around Oppenheimer Park and opening businesses along Powell Street in an area that became known as Japantown. Most local Japanese were interned during World War II, and Japantown was all but abandoned.


Today Eastside has the lowest median income of all Vancouver neighborhoods, just one-quarter of the city’s average. These low-income residents live in old hotels and boardinghouses, mostly in what are known locally as single-room occupancy units (SROs). Because the SROs lack living areas and often kitchens, these residents spend their days outside their cramped accommodations, gathered on the streets and in local squares and parks. East Hastings Street, between Carrall and Main Streets, is infamous across the country as a hangout for down-and-outs and is best avoided day or night.


Civic pride has been a long time coming but is slowly creeping into parts of Eastside. Redevelopment of the immediate waterfront was jumpstarted in the 1990s with the opening of Ballantyne Pier as a second cruise ship dock; old Japantown is slowly regaining its original character; and new high-density housing projects are replacing the old. Of Eastside’s 20 heritage-listed buildings, 2 are worth searching out. The Carnegie Reading Room (401 Main St., 604/665-3010, www.vpl.ca, 10am-10pm daily, free) at the busy East Hastings and Main Streets intersection, opened in 1902 as Vancouver’s first permanent library, with an upstairs collection of artifacts that were collected by the local history association and were to become the nucleus of the Museum of Vancouver. Blending architectural styles, this imposing stone structure at the head of Vancouver’s most infamous street now serves as a much-used community center and a gathering point for social activists. The other building of note is the 1936 St. James Anglican Church (303 E. Cordova St., 604/685-2532, www.stjames.bc.ca), a classic example of the moderne architectural style, complete with a slate roof, belfry, and colorful lancet windows.


Eastside’s only official sight is the Vancouver Police Museum (240 E. Cordova St., 604/665-3346, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., adult $12, senior $10, child $8), one block north of the Hastings and Main intersection. It catalogs the history of Vancouver’s police and the notorious criminals they chased. Formerly a courthouse, the museum houses historical police equipment, some intriguing seized items, and re-creations of the city’s most famous crime scenes. To get there from downtown, avoid walking the length of East Hastings Street and instead take bus 3, 4, 7, or 8 north along Granville Mall.


CHINATOWN


The first Chinese came to the city in the 1880s to help the rail line construction. In total, the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) employed 17,000 Chinese, 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 face of Chinatown changed dramatically through the second half of the 20th century, as the local population gained civic pride, and loosening immigration restrictions in 1967 saw the population grow quickly with Chinese from around the world. New community facilities were built, restaurants and westernized stores opened, and the streets came alive during traditional celebrations and street fairs.


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 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 costs from $10 per ounce, but 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 offers 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.


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. The center also sponsors activities ranging from bonsai displays to cooking classes; admission varies according to what’s going on.


Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden


Gardening enthusiasts won’t want to miss the peaceful and harmoniously designed Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden (578 Carrall St., 604/662-3207, http://vancouverchinesegarden.com, 9:30am-7pm daily in summer, 10am-4:30pm daily the rest of the year, adult $14, senior $11, student $10), behind the Chinese Cultural Centre. Designed by artisans from Suzhou, China—a city famous for its green-thumbed residents—the garden features limestone rockeries, a waterfall and tranquil pools, and beautiful trees and plants hidden away behind tall walls. The garden is styled around Taoist traditions of balance and harmony, achieved through the use of buildings, rocks, plants, and water. 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. Worth your while are the tours (free with admission) conducted up to eight times daily. During summer, Enchanted Evenings held on the first Friday of each month give visitors a chance to tour the gardens and taste teas from around the world. 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, just making it narrower than at first planned. The result is a building 1.8 meters (approximately 6 feet) wide, noted in the Guinness Book of World Records as the “narrowest building in the world.”


YALETOWN


In the mid-1880s, land was set aside on the north side of False Creek for the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) to build engine yards, thus moving existing facilities from Yale, along the Fraser River Canyon. The area quickly became a hive of activity. Canvas camps set up by the original work gangs were slowly replaced by semipermanent structures, with the CPR providing shacks for married men and a barge moored in False Creek for single men. Although separated from downtown by total wilderness, other businesses sprang up. Centered around the Yale Hotel on the corner of Granville and Drake Streets, they served workers and helped create Vancouver’s first official suburb.


Jump forward 100 years and through a variety of transformations to the early 1990s, and Yaletown’s empty warehouses and rundown industrial streets were in desperate need of revitalization. Nearby Granville Island had been transformed in the 1970s; much of False Creek had been revitalized for Expo86; and modern residential towers had been constructed across the water. In contrast, the area between Homer Street and the waterfront, bordered by Drake Street to the west and Nelson Street to the east, was left a relic from the past. The rundown feel of Yaletown began changing in the early 1990s, and by the end of the decade, its once-empty buildings had become a hotbed of high-tech. Brick warehouses, originally built for the garment trade, were revitalized. Old loading docks created the ideal environment for artists and architects to ply their trade. A large tract of industrial wasteland was rezoned for a high-tech park that catered to the needs of knowledge-based companies. Finally, the old cafés and corner stores were replaced by trendy bistros, gourmet supermarkets, specialty retail shops, and one of the world’s hippest hostelries, the Opus Hotel.


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 it had been all but abandoned and was in desperate need of a facelift. The head of False Creek was transformed for Expo86 with the construction of the Plaza of Nations (which held the Expo’s BC Pavilion) and 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 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 the 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, www.bcplacestadium.com) 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 Expo86, 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), 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 over Canada accompanied by the sounds of Canadian musicians. The Omnimax theater, with one of the world’s largest such screens (27 meters/88 feet wide), is still here and features science-oriented documentaries. Admission to Science World is $23 per adult, $19 per senior or student, $15 per child; with a ticket to one Omnimax film, admission is $28, $25, and $22, respectively.


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 urban 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 (604 666-6655, http://granvilleisland.com, 9am-7pm 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.




[image: image]


the boardwalk along the Granville Island Public Market and marina, with a view of the Burrard Bridge and the Vancouver skyline





At the opposite end of the island is the Emily Carr University of Art + Design (1399 Johnston St., 604/844-3800, www.ecuad.ca, 7:30am-11pm Mon.-Thurs., 7:30am-6pm Fri., 8:30am-5pm Sat.-Sun., 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.


Granville Island Water Park (www.falsecreekcc.ca, 10am-6pm daily July-Aug.), North America’s largest free waterpark, is behind the False Creek Community Centre (near the entrance to the island). It features slides and pools, as well as a variety of fun geysers and sprays. Lifeguards are on duty at all times.


Practicalities


Grab a tasty bite at the Granville Island Public Market, and take it out onto the wharf to enjoy all of the False Creek harbor activity—in summer the water teems with sailboats, small ferries, and barges. Beyond the market is Bridges, a distinctive two-story yellow building overlooking the water, with dozens of outside waterfront tables.


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.


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. Greenspace 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. After browsing through the forestry and mill-town displays and the metropolis of Vancouver exhibit, you’ll end up in the gallery of changing exhibitions, where you never know what you’ll find. 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.


On the east side of the museum is 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, www.spacecentre.ca, 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, www.spacecentre.ca, donation), which is open for public stargazing from 8pm to midnight on Saturdays when the skies are clear.



M Vancouver Maritime Museum



Just a five-minute stroll from Museum of Vancouver is 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. To get there from downtown, take bus 22 south on Burrard Street or walk down Burrard Street to the Aquatic Centre and hop aboard a False Creek Ferry.
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