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Explore the Gulf Islands by taste, vineyard by vineyard.
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sat on the hill looking down across tangled vines
and out past the forest toward the Gulf Islands. Colin
Sparkes sat beside me, gesturing toward the vineyard
below, his voice rushing along. I was captivated by the

view but caught something about how many vines were
planted per row and how they would soon form some
sort of canopy called a Geneva double curtain. Then I

drifted off again.

“I tend to get carried away,” he told
me. “Tell me to stop if I'm covering too
much.” But it didn’t matter; I liked half-
hearing the winery owner tell me about
the vines, and Thetis Island’s history,
while I sipped wild blackberry fruit wine
and absorbed that gorgeous view.

My family visits Thetis Island quite
often by boat, but until now we’d never
made it far enough inland to check out
the vineyard. But a recent trip to the
wineries in nearby Cowichan Valley—
which included stops at Cherry Point,
Blue Grouse and Zanatta Vineyards, as
well as Merridale Ciderworks—made
me curious about what else the nearby
islands might offer.

[ hadn’t been expecting much from
the Cowichan wineries. In fact, I sort
of expected to drink something that
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tasted similar to the stuff my father-in-
law used to make in his basement and
serve to unsuspecting guests, claiming it
was wine. But instead, [ sampled a vari-
ety of delightful wines made from grapes
with musical but unfamiliar names like
Ehrenfelser, Ortega, Auxerrois and
Madeleine X Sylvaner.

Grape growing is relatively new to the
region. The first vines were planted in the
Duncan area on an experimental basis in
the 1980s; commercial sales didn’t really
begin until the late 1990s. The results
have been pretty exciting, though. The
climate and soil in the Cowichan Valley,
Saanich Peninsula and the Gulf Islands
are well suited to grape growing—business
is booming and the awards are sailing in.
The area now boasts 20 or so wineries,
with more cropping up each season.






