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Explore the Gulf Islands by taste, vineyard by vineyard.
/'o STORY & PHOTOS BY DIANE SELKIRK

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

m "Te. ell 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.

I hadn't been expecting much from
the Cowichan wineries. In fact, I sort
of expected to drink something that

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, I 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

a re 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.
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The best option for visiting Morning Bay Vineyard
on North Pender Island by boat is to moor at
Poets Cove and then commute from there.

After spending time in the late sum-

mer sun, contemplating a glass of dark

purple nectar and wondering how Colin

made a wine that tasted so perfectly of

ripe blackberries without being sugary

sweet, I started to hatch a plan. Nor-

mally, boating is about mundane stuff:

fishing, beachcombing and maybe a little

sightseeing. But here I was, in the perfect

locale to combine two of my favourite

activities: sailing and sipping. (Don't

worry, I read PY's "Boats, Booze and the

Law," April 2007-I don't take the helm,
or get too rowdy.)
The Gulf Islands currently have seven

wineries and about 100 acres planted

to grapes on five islands (a winery on

Quadra recently closed, but there is

a new one being built on Gabriola).

I decided it would make a pretty nice

cruise to tour all of them. Because the

wineries stretch froth Hornby to Saturna
and we only had weekends available, we

decided to break the grand tour into a
few more manageable mini-tours.

S ATURNA ISLAND Saturna Island Family

Estate Winery is the oldest of the Gulf
Island wineries and one of the easiest to

visit by boat. The "estate" in their name

indicates that the 60 acres of vines have

been around long enough that they

produce sufficient quantities of classic
Pinot Gris, Chardonnay, Gewurztraminer,
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Pinot Noir and Merlot grapes to fill the

12,000 cases of wine bottled each year.

(Up until 2004, Saturna supplemented
their winemaking with grapes from
the Okanagan.)
When we visited, we tied up at the

strata dock in Breezy Bay (we were told

last year there was a conflict over dock

space between strata owners and visiting

boaters, but the new dock under construc-

tion should solve that problem). From Sat-

urna Beach, we made the 10-minute walk

up the hill, stretching it into 15 minutes

by stopping every few steps to snap pic-

tures of the vineyard and ocean.

At the top, I added a glass of wine to

the view. Another visitor, who was also

sampling the wines, told me that they are

vastly improved over previous years-a

fact that's reflected in the awards they're

beginning to win. As I sipped the light

fruity Pinot Gris and the startlingly good

Gewurztraminer, I learned that Saturna

also runs a summertime bistro that boasts

a tasty menu, making this the perfect spot

to buy a bottle of wine and enjoy a picnic

after a leisurely stroll through the vines.

NORTH PENDER ISLAND Neighbouring

Morning Bay Vineyard on North Pender

Island seems like it should also be easy
for boaters to get to, but I learned that
boaters who anchor off the winery end

up traipsing through the owner's yard-

something Keith Watt and Barbara Reid

are not so keen on. The option I dis-

covered was to moor at Poets Cove and

join a tour or catch a taxi to the vine-

yard. (Poets Cove also offers a tour that
includes wine tasting on Saturna and Salt

Spring, reducing the risk of being at the

helm if you overindulge.)

At Morning Bay, gardener, winemaker

and shop staff member Valerie Ployez

met us in the wine store then took us for

a walk through the terraced vineyards.

As we walked down the steep slope, she

explained what they are growing and

some of the farming methods being used.

Once again I was struck by the view-

this time it was out across Plumper Sound

toward Saturna-and pondered whether

vineyard terrain is chosen for the growing

qualities or the stunning vistas.

S aturna Island Family Estate Winery comprises
60 acres of vines, which produce about 12,000
cases of bottled wine a year.
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almost any anchorage. While there are
wine grapes growing on Thetis, Colin
Sparkes is particularly proud of his black-
berry wine. The fruit is picked on Kuper
Island by the local First Nations. I also
thought his blueberry port was pretty
darn good and didn't say no to a chance
to sample the fruit brandy. Colin makes
plum, apricot and pear schnapps as well
as grappa in a beautiful copper still he
brought from Germany.

HORNBY ISLAND The two wineries on

Hornby marked the end of our wine

touring. The more established of the two

is not a traditional winery at all, but a

Garry Oaks Vineyards is located on well-drained,
south-facing, sandy slopes at the base of Mt.
Maxwell, overlooking Burgoyne Valley.

meadery. Every time I try one of Middle

Mountain Meads'many honey wines I'm

surprised and intrigued. Blended with

fruits and herbs, the Lavender Cranberry

and Black Mead are my current faves.

They are lovely to sip while looking out

at a great view.
Middle Mountain is a bit trickier to

get to than some of the other winer-

ies, but owner Helen Grond says the

It's been seven years since Colin Sparkes (and
family) first cleared and planted the south-facing
hillside that would become Thetis Island Vineyard.
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At the small, owner-operated Carbrea Vineyard,
visitors can meet the farmers who work so hard
to make the young winery a success.

hike from Ford's Cove takes only about

40 minutes (and has breathtaking

views). Other options are to hitch a ride

or call the winery for a lift. Like most

of the winery owners, Helen says she is

happy to get people back to their boats

after they sample and shop.

Carbrea Vineyard, the second winery

on Hornby, is pretty new. When we vis-

ited they had sold out of all their whites,

which were reputed to be quite good for

such a young winery. The charm of vis-

iting Carbrea or any of the Gulf Island

vineyards is only partly found in the

wine though. At these small, owner-

operated farm gate wineries, visitors

have the unique opportunity to meet

pioneering farmers who are working to

master their craft.

ine, it is said, is a combina-

tion of many things. First, it's
flavoured by the land where

it is grown, and then it's influenced by

the people who tend the crops and blend

the grapes. There's something wonderful

about drinking wine that tastes of the
islands you're cruising in. When I take

a sip and close my eyes, I taste the late

summer sea breeze. 0

WINERY CONTACTS

SATURNA ISLAND FAMILY ESTATE WINERY

8 Quarry Rd., Saturna Island

250-539-5139

wwwsatumavineyards.com

M ORNING BAY VINEYARD

6621 Harbour Hill Dr., North Pender Island

2 50-629-8351

www.morningbay.ca

SALTSPRING VINEYARDS

1 51 Lee Rd., Salt Spring Island
250-653-9463

w ww.saltspringvineyards.com

GARRY OAKS WINERY

1 880 Fulford-Ganges Rd., Salt Spring Island
250-653-4687

www.garryoakswinery.com

THETIS ISLAND VINEYARDS

90 Pilkey Point Rd., Thetis Island

2 50-246-2258

www.thetisislandvineyards.com

M IDDLE MOUNTAIN MEAD

3 505 Euston Rd., Hornby Island

250-335-1397

CARBREA VINEYARD & WINERY

1 885 Central Rd., Hornby Island

250-335-1240

www.carbreavineyard.com
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