Katy and John Ehrlich’s
Alderlea Farm & Café is
a popular spot for lunch
in the Cowichan Valley.

Taste of
Summer
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Gather a locavore bounty on a tour
through southern Vancouver Island’s
Pacific Marine Circle Route

Story and Photos by Jane Mundy

O

ne of the best things about the Pacific Marine Circle Route is that it is pretty much undiscovered by
food lovers. The southern Vancouver Island driving route offers everything from high-end resorts
serving gourmet meals to beachside shacks selling
pizza slices. In between, you’ll have long stretches
of highway mostly to yourself, without a Starbucks
or Golden Arches in sight.
In the not-too-distant past, a famously rough logging road connected
Port Renfrew with Lake Cowichan. In 2009, the British Columbia government bought the rights to the road and paved it and the circular route
around the southern tip of Vancouver Island was completed. Now, the
255-kilometre loop is a smooth drive from Duncan through the Cowichan Valley to Port Renfrew and on to Sooke (or vice-versa, depending
where you’re coming from). It can be covered in 24 hours, but it’s best
travelled over three or four days, especially if food and wine is your raison d’etre, interspersed with a little hiking and beachcombing.
A foraging workshop and a farmer’s market, both held Saturdays,
made our decision to start in Duncan. The magical thing about the
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Cowichan Valley is that just about everything is nearby, but each winery and
cafe, farm and guesthouse seems secluded, with nothing in sight but rolling hills,
rows of vineyards and verdant pastures.
Thanks to a Mediterranean climate,
local farms produce white asparagus,
organic greens and artisan cheeses,
including water-buffalo mozzarella.
Wineries offer award-winning wines
and balsamic vinegars. No wonder
these parts are dubbed the Provence of
Canada.

Teafarm
Even tea grows here! This year, Victor
Vesely and Margit Nelleman will harvest
their first crop of 200 Camellia sinensis tea
plants that can be sold to the public, despite warnings from agriculture officials
that tea couldn’t be grown in Canada.
But the true test will be in the cup.
Vesely said the stupidity of growing tea
here is matched only by his passion and
obsession. “No one in Canada is growing tea on a commercial level outdoors,”
he said, laughing. “Some people may be
growing tea in greenhouses or pots, but
like wine, you need the terroir to cultivate flavour, and extreme weather this
year was crucial to stressing the plants.”
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From Left:
The “impossible” tea crop
at Teafarm; a water buffalo
at Fairburn Farm; and
Bill Jones’ foraging
workshop at
Deerholme Farm.

They have already cooked
with the young tea leaves (I
had a delicious Burmese tea
leaf salad in Vancouver) and
Vancouver-based Liberty Distilling infused their leaves into
a gin.
Two terraces planted on about half-anacre overlook the tearoom that was converted from an old dairy barn. (Look upward and you’ll notice the original roof.)
Teafarm’s menu includes imported artisan teas blended with herbs and flowers
grown on the farm. Chinese Zodiac teas
are popular, especially if you know your
Chinese sign. We wiled away two hours
sipping teas that were paired with matcha cheesecake, little chocolates and ice
cream, all made locally.

Fairburn Farm & Guesthouse
We checked into Anthea and Darrel Archer’s 19th century farmhouse and immediately relaxed. All you can hear are
songbirds. All you can see are green rolling hills and a tractor or two.
In the early 1970s, Molly Archer started
farm vacations here, and tourists came
from all over the world. She cooked three
meals a day, taught school and raised a
large family, including Darrel. These days,

the Archers offer bed and
breakfast and water buffalo tours.
One-hundred water buffaloes live on the farm’s 53
hectares. Forty-five animals
are milked to produce mozzarella, bocconcini, brie, cream cheese
and a semi-hard cheese. Darrel calls
them “the girls”—I found soap made
from the girls’ milk in our bathroom.
Before breakfast, we met Darrel at the
barn, and he handed us milk bottles
to feed the calves. It’s love at first feed.
Here’s a day in the life of a water buffalo:
5:45 a.m.: Darrel brings the girls out of
the barn for milking.
10:00 a.m.: They stroll down the lane to
the field. Here, they while away the day
grazing; they have water and shade and
they nap lying down in a group, heads
on each other.
4:00 p.m.: Darrel opens the gate, where
they are waiting, and calls out, “milking
time, come on girls.” The girls, and one
bull, follow him into the barn, where
they have access to outdoors.
10:00 p.m.: Lights out and they’re all
lying down, asleep in their hay beds. It’s
a good life on Fairburn Farm.
After all that milking, we were starved.

Cowichan
Lake

V
Anthea’s breakfast includes water buffalo yoghurt, which is light and sweet,
and eggs from their chicken coop gathered that morning. It was hard to leave,
but we planned to fill our cooler before
getting back on the loop.

Duncan Farmers Market
You can’t miss it from the highway. Held
every Saturday in downtown Duncan,
this is one of the largest markets in the
province. It showcases butchers, bakers, candlestick makers, producers and
artisans growing just about every local
seasonal vegetable and fruit imaginable. And eggs and chickens. And artisan cheese. You can buy local wine and
spirits, and the selection of baked goods
is mindboggling. Needless to say, we
bought enough food to fill two coolers.

Deerholme Farm
We crashed a foraging workshop that
owner Bill Jones recommends you book
far in advance. (The workshops run
about eight hours including lunch.)
“Because of our monsoon rains in
February, this year will be good for foraging wild foods in the Cowichan Valley,” said Jones, “including nettles, wild
chicory, cattails, burdock root…” and
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Stay
Fairburn Farm:
fairburnfarm.bc.ca

Eat & Drink
Teafarm:
teafarm.ca

Wild Renfrew Seaside Cottages: wildrenfrew.com/
seaside-cottages

Port Renfrew Pub:
wildrenfrew.com

Fossil Bay Resort:
fossilbay.com

Sooke
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Whiffen Spit

Sooke
Harbour House

Alderlea Farm & Café:
alderleafarm.com
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To Do
Foraging and Cooking
Workshops with Bill Jones:
deerholme.com
Seaweed Tour with Diane
Bernard: sea-flora.com

Sooke Harbour Resort & Marina: sookeharbourmarina.ca
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the list went on. “ If your dog gets burdock stuck on its fur, that’s a good indication you can find it,” continued Jones
with a chuckle. “It’s fibrous in the spring.
Peel it and don’t eat the core or the yellow leaves.
I had no idea you can eat horsetails,
those pesky garden weeds. “They don’t
taste great, but if your plane crashes in
the middle of the woods, they contain
sugars and water for sustenance,” Jones
said as we passed dandelion greens and
morels around the table. We ate miners
lettuce and hummus made with stinging
nettle. Surprisingly, new cattail shoots
taste like cucumber. Also on the menu
that day was Fairburn Farm’s buffalo
mozzarella with spring greens and rhubarb with grand fir shortbread crumble
and truffle honey cream. Sadly, we had a
lunch date elsewhere.

Alderlea Farm & Café
Judging from the number of cars in the
parking lot, we’d come to the right place.
After snacking all morning, we weren’t
very hungry, so Katy Ehrlich suggested
the soup sampler and we were happy.
The adjoining tables on the patio, again
with stunning valley views, were almost
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buckling with burgers and
mile-high pies. We chatted
with some locals and they all
agreed the wood-fired pizzas
are “to die for.”

From Left:
In the garden of the
famous Sooke Harbour
House; a relaxing spot by
the sea in Sooke; harvesting seaweed with the
Seaweed Lady.

Wineries
The Cowichan Valley is home to several
excellent wineries, more than enough
to write a whole article about. We managed to wedge a few bottles of estate
wine from Blue Grouse Estate Winery
and bubbly at Vigneti Zanatta Winery
into the car before getting back on the
highway. Before turning to Port Renfrew,
it’s well worth stopping at Averill Creek
Vineyard for their pinot noir.

Port Renfrew
We saw just a handful of cars on the
55-kilometre stretch from Cowichan
Lake to Port Renfrew, and landscapes
filled with old-growth forests. Closer to
Port Renfrew, which still has that “end
of the road” feel, you’ll find some of the
country’s biggest trees. We hiked beaches with driftwood the size of Smart cars.
And not to be missed is Botanical Beach
at low tide. Tide pools teeming with marine life are surrounded by California

mussels and gooseneck
barnacles, a rare delicacy
to be sampled later.
With hiking behind us, we
checked into our waterfront
cottage at the newly renovated
Wild Renfrew Resort with yet another
spectacular view. Just across the road,
the Renfrew Pub’s cuisine was a pleasant surprise.
“As more tourists discover ‘Wild Renfrew’ and the pub I’m focusing more on
local products, wines and craft beers
and craft distilleries,” said chef Kevin
Loewen. We tucked into the freshest
halibut “halibites” and Salt Spring Island
mussels, and all the breads and desserts
are made from scratch. Coming this
summer, a fish-processing plant at the
end of the dock means fish and seafood
can’t get any fresher. Bring an empty
cooler to take home locally caught salmon, halibut and crab.
Halfway to Victoria is the sleepy town
of Shirley and the Fossil Bay Resort. The
cabins could do with renovating but the
view is worth a sleepover. We unpacked
our cache from the farmers market, uncorked a bottle of local wine and made a
toast to Cowichan Valley’s bounty.

Sooke
I’ve been eating the food at Sooke Harbour House for more than three decades.
Looking back, owners Frederique and
Sinclair Philip were a huge influence on
me. Their chefs served all things local and
seasonal when the rest of the country was
eating chicken Kiev and Cajun catfish.
“All the chefs who worked here understood that working with local and seasonal
food gives you the best results,” said Sinclair. “With the freshest ingredients, not
only does food taste better, it also allows
creativity rather than a paint-by-numbers
menu that never changes.”
Sinclair said it’s harder to find local fish
and seafood these days, but there are
more market gardens and greenhouses.
“Some farmers are growing high-quality
pigs; there are more wild foods because
more people are foraging and we grow
more indigenous plants.”
Before dinner, armed with glasses of
champagne, we toured the garden with
Sinclair. It’s a beautiful spot, but more important, we find many of the ingredients
that appear on the menu. From grand fir
tips to begonia stems, flowers, herbs and
weeds are all employed in sauces, foams
and glazes, giving chef Brock Windsor’s

inventive cuisine its distinctive edge. This
garden is so famous that its gardeners offer regular tours and talks.
Our four-course menu spread over four
hours, each course perfectly paired with
B.C. wines, several from Vancouver Island.
Among the highlights were gooseneck
barnacles, side-stripe shrimp and halibut,
all fresh and local. And each dish is so artfully presented it’s hard to resist taking
photos at every course.
A stone’s throw from the garden
is the saltwater garden at Whiffen
Spit. Wearing rubber boots, we followed Diane Bernard, also known
as the Seaweed Lady, to a sea
grass bed. Harbour seals sprawled
on rocks nearby.
She told us about the culinary and
health value of edible seaweed varietals
found along the coastline as we rubbed
the gel-like substance found on rockweed,
a kind of marine aloe vera, on our skin.
(Bernard used to supply chefs with edible seaweeds, but now she makes a line of
seaweed-based skin care products called
SeaFlora, also in Sooke.) Because there are
strong currents here and no closures for
pollution, we chewed limpets and periwinkles at low tide as blithely as any seabird.

The circle route has it all: sand and surf,
wind and waves, and a wide range of places to stay. But most of all, it has the rich
bounty of this region. The next morning,
as we heaved ourselves on to the Swartz
Bay–Tsawwassen ferry with a cooler full
of Vancouver Island products to explore at
home, we decided to eat local whenever
possible—so we devoured White Spot
burgers with secret sauce.

If You Go

There are three BC Ferries
routes from the Lower Mainland
to Vancouver Island, one from
Horseshoe Bay in West Vancouver
to Nanaimo’s Departure Bay, one
from Tsawwassen to Nanaimo’s Duke Point,
and the Victoria ferry from Tsawwassen to
Swartz Bay. If you are heading to Duncan
from the ferry in Swartz Bay, you can avoid
driving over the often-congested Malahat
by catching a BC Ferries sailing from Brentwood Bay to Mill Bay. bcferries.com
For more information about Vancouver
Island, visit tourismvi.ca.

BCm•31

