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Foreword



The smell of fresh coffee and fresh bread fills the air at True Grain Bakery in Cowichan Bay. It’s a sunny summer morning and Don Genova has snagged us a cozy wooden booth, the table laden with gooey cinnamon buns, golden croissants, hearty muffins, and a brownie for later, because, well, he knows about my deep love of anything chocolate. But before we tuck in, Don takes a moment to turn me and my partner’s attention to the handsome flour mill that holds a place of honour in the bustling bakery, gently illuminated behind a sparkling clean glass window.

With great enthusiasm, Don tells us that the treats we’re about to enjoy were made from locally grown Red Fife wheat, which was milled into flour in this very room. He introduces us to the proud bakery owner, and tells us the story of this special place, which is clearly a local hub. Don points out some of the cheeses and jams in the shop, and tells us who made them and why. Which makes this breaking of bread together all the more delicious. And we’ve earned it, because we’ve taken two ferries and pedalled plenty of kilometres to get here.

It’s July 2008 and my partner and I are in the middle of a DIY culinary bike tour of southern Vancouver Island and some nearby Gulf Islands. Our mission is simple: eat and drink delicious things made locally and meet some of the people who made them. In the pre-smart phone era, our main navigation aid is an illustrated winery map we found in a BC Ferry brochure rack earlier that spring and decided to follow on a whim. And because it’s 2008, there aren’t a heck of a lot of destinations or details on the simple map, but we’re confident we can cobble together an interesting itinerary. Because we have a secret weapon. And his name is Don Genova.

Like countless others, I first met Don on the radio, long before I was lucky enough to meet him in person. As an avid CBC listener, I particularly loved his weekly “Pacific Palate” feature, where he introduced us to an ever-changing menu of chefs, farmers, and makers. He shared the latest food trends as well as culinary traditions from the diverse communities that make up BC. I listened with envy whenever he brought in a tasty sample for Early Edition host Rick Cluff, who clearly looked forward to Don’s visits. A few years later, when I was lucky to find myself working at the Early Edition, I made a point of coming into the office extra early if there was even a slim chance to try some of the goodies Don had to share.

As delicious as those dishes were, what Don really nourished was a sense of community, and an understanding that food tells stories. He championed the importance of knowing where your food comes from, and shone a spotlight on local growers and makers. And because food brings people together, Don and I quickly became friends. Later, when he moved from Vancouver to Cobble Hill, we kept in touch.

Which is how I found myself eating a brownie for breakfast in Cowichan Bay (I couldn’t resist), fresh on the heels of watching a local cheese maker in action, with a plan to check out a really great ice cream shop later in the day, and maybe visit a local cidery where we could also get some excellent brick-oven pizza. All of these have been suggested by Don Genova. And there are even more ideas, which he enthusiastically jots down on a piece of paper for us. I know how lucky I am to have Don’s expertise to open my eyes and my tastebuds to the incredible bounty that is his backyard, and it crosses my mind that Don should write a book.

Skip ahead to 2014, and he has indeed written a book. The Food Artisans of Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands is a delicious tribute to the region, and a way for anyone to access Don’s wealth of knowledge. (You don’t have to ride your bike to his house and camp in the basement.)

Since then, local bounty has continued to multiply, with new makers and growers cropping up all over the region, producing everything from gin to tea to pickles to cheese. Things have inevitably changed since that first edition, with some makers closing up shop in the face of economic pressures, which makes resources like this even more vital in getting the word out about local producers. Don has kept up with it all, which leads to the updated edition you now hold in your hand. There’s even an expanded chocolate section. If my partner and I were to do that bike trip again, Don’s book would keep us on the road for weeks. But what a delicious ride it would be.

Margaret Gallagher

Host of CBC’s North by Northwest





Introduction



When I first came to Vancouver Island as a typical tourist, I made the same vow I’m sure many other visitors have probably made: “Someday I’m going to live here.” Over the course of several more visits, that vow was reaffirmed many times, and finally, in 2003, I did make the move. I settled in the Cowichan Valley, a perfect base from which to explore many parts of the region. I have been lucky enough to see the island and the Gulf Islands from the air, from the water, by bicycle, on foot, and of course by car. It’s a region best seen in as many ways as possible, especially when it comes to your palate. A walk in the woods yields juicy wild berries or earthy mushrooms; boating means great fishing, crabbing, and shrimping; and cycling on a hard-packed sand beach at low tides allows for scooping up oysters and digging for clams. I hop in my car to visit blueberry farms, hazelnut groves, and apple orchards. Then there are the growing numbers of farmers’ markets, wineries, cideries, and distilleries. I moved to Victoria in 2015, where I have discovered some surprising food finds in very urban settings, such as wild fennel growing out of sidewalks and a neighbour who donated one of her artichoke plants to me. The plum tree in my backyard yields many baskets of European Bradshaw plums, which I dutifully jam and sauce every year.

Over my years of exploring, I have met some very special people. They are the people who take great pride in their work and display a passion for the products they create. Whether they are farmers growing fresh ingredients, cheese makers coaxing curds from fresh cow’s, sheep’s, or goat’s milk, or chocolatiers crafting mouth-watering sweets, they all work very hard to make wonderful stuff for us to eat or drink.

The first edition of this book was written in 2014. At that time, I wrote about how our artisan culture was growing at a rapid pace. What I didn’t foresee at the time was just how fast it would grow. Yes, the pandemic years of Covid-19 took a bite out of more than one food artisan; there were setbacks, there were shutdowns from which businesses just couldn’t recover. On the flip side, though, because of disruptions in supply chains and an overall feeling that we all needed to support local businesses, some artisans managed to not only survive but thrive. More than ever, people care about where their food comes from and how it is produced, and they are driving the production of local cheeses, pasture-raised beef and chicken, and even sea salt from the waters around our islands. It’s hard to keep track of all the farmers’ markets that have popped up since the original edition, but the best way to keep up is by visiting the Island Farm Fresh website at islandfarmfresh.com. The site is brought to you by the Southern Vancouver Island Direct Farm Marketing Association, and you can find a searchable directory of some seventy farms all over south Vancouver Island.

A few other things I’ve noticed as the past decade flew by; the boom in social media means more artisans can get their word out about their products via whatever happens to be the trendiest platform of the day. In this book, you won’t find exhaustive lists of Tik-Tok, Threads, and X listings. I’ve stuck to websites, Facebook, and Instagram accounts as well as good old-fashioned addresses, e-mails, and phone numbers of businesses that welcome you getting in touch with them. The other thing I’ve noticed is how proud artisans are when they have a truly family-run affair. Having young blood in these businesses is a real bonus. We’re not entirely past the time of kids not wanting to take over the family business, but I’m encouraged by all the young people who are taking an important role in their parents’ professions. Make no mistake, however, creating a food or beverage product and promoting and selling it is hard work. But I continue to meet younger artisans over the years who have come to realize they don’t want nine-to-five office jobs and don’t mind getting into something they make and own themselves, even if it means getting dirty and working from dawn until after dark.

While I prefer to eat and drink food and beverages made from local ingredients, I have a far-ranging palate. I’m not going to give up coffee, lemons, olive oil, or cinnamon just because you can’t produce them on Vancouver Island. That’s why, in this book, I tell you where to find the best olive oils or spices from faraway countries. But keep in mind that we still produce a woefully small percentage of the food we eat on these islands, so where there is a choice, please purchase locally. You’ll encourage the growth of community-owned businesses and support people who really deserve your patronage.

This book is meant to salute and share my knowledge of all the great artisans, shopkeepers, and farmers I’ve met during the twentyplus years I’ve lived on Vancouver Island. I want to pass on their stories of how they got started and why I like their products. No snapshot in time like this book could cover all the artisans out there, so I’m asking you to trust my judgment. It’s not too much of a stretch; with my eating history, I have a pretty good idea of what makes an excellent product!


How this Book is Organized

In this edition the artisans are divided into six different regions. Comox Valley, as far north as Campbell River, Cowichan Valley, including Duncan, Mill Bay, Cobble Hill, Chemainus, and Shawnigan Lake, the Gulf Islands, Mid-Island, including Tofino, Ucluelet, Greater Nanaimo, Parksville, Qualicum Beach, Coombs, Port Alberni, and Ladysmith, the Saanich Peninsula, including Sidney and Brentwood Bay, and Greater Victoria, including Sooke, Metchosin, and Langford.

Each of the regions is then further split into categories such as bakeries, food products, and seafood. This book isn’t designed as a typical travel guide, although you will have to travel to various corners of the island and Gulf Islands to find some of these products as they may be available only at farm-gate shops or particular retailers; others will be available at your local grocery store or through a few clicks to do a mail order on your computer. Many smaller shops will happily bring in a product for you if you can demonstrate continued demand and loyalty.

But no matter where you live or where you visit, page your way through the different sections of this book to find something good to eat or drink. And don’t forget your shopping bags and coolers when you head out on “Saturday Sojourns.”




A Few Words About Sustainability

Shoppers want it all these days: local, seasonal, certified organic, and sustainable. Over the past few years, the word sustainable has become a catchword not only for the environmental movement but also for marketers and entrepreneurs eager to hitch a ride on the desires of those who want to be more careful with their purchasing power. But what is sustainability? The definition that the David Suzuki Foundation has used comes from the 1987 United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development: sustainability is “meeting the needs of the present generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs.”

For a little more detail, look at the foundation’s Sustainability within a Generation document: “Sustainability means living within the Earth’s limits. In a sustainable future, no Canadian would think twice about going outside for a walk or drinking a glass of tap water. Food would be free from pesticide residues, antibiotics, and growth hormones. Air, water, and soil would be uncontaminated by toxic substances. In a sustainable future, it would be safe to swim in every Canadian river and lake; safe to eat fish wherever they were caught. Clean, renewable energy would be generated by harnessing the sun, the wind, water, and heat of the Earth.”

That’s a mouthful. But look at the clues contained within the statement: “Food would be free from pesticide residues, antibiotics, and growth hormones.” That’s your key to seek out organic meats and produce and seafood from uncontaminated waters. What about when you see farmers advertising “no spray” or “pesticide free” produce at the farmers’ markets? Well, that’s not certified organic, and organic goes beyond the non-use of herbicides and pesticides. That’s when your own judgment must come into play. Talk to the farmer. Ask how the vegetables were grown. Do their chickens have access to the open air? What do they eat? If you do want to eat in a more sustainable fashion as per the definition above, you need to do a little homework. It’s a good idea to learn the difference between freerange and free-run, what pastured poultry is, and what the benefits of eating grass-fed beef or lamb can be.

You may come across the phrase “the 100-mile diet.” It was the title of a book written by Vancouver authors J.B. McKinnon and Alisa Smith and published in 2007. They told me they picked the figure arbitrarily out of the air. Even though they’re Canadians living with the metric system, they thought the 100-mile diet sounded better than the 160-kilometre diet. The concept of looking for lower food miles (or kilometres), i.e., food that hasn’t been shipped to you from great distances, is noble on the surface. The celebrated farmer/photographer/author/activist Michael Ableman of Salt Spring Island once said at a talk I attended, “I’d rather eat a non-organic bunch of broccoli grown on a farm down the street than an organic bunch of broccoli shipped in from Chile.” Local is better, right? Usually.

These days you don’t hear about the 100-mile diet too often. Instead, people may refer to themselves as locavores. You could try eating according to foodsheds. A foodshed can be defined as “a local bioregion that grows food for a specific population,” but your personal definition may also depend on your choices regarding how and where the food is produced and how it gets to you. But is there anything wrong with eating mangoes from Mexico or drinking coffee from Panama when these products are produced by farmers paid fairly for their crops and work and transported in large quantities by boat instead of fuel-gobbling jets? People in developing countries countries are depending on us for a living as well. You’ll come across many conundrums such as this when you are trying to live a more sustainable lifestyle. Choosing sustainable seafood is like shooting at a moving target. A species that was green-lighted by a monitoring agency this year may end up on the “exercise caution” or “endangered” list next year.

At the end of it all, no one can tell you exactly what the “right” choices are when it comes to the food you buy. It’s up to you. Here are some of the definitions you’ll come across on labels and signs while you are shopping for food.

∎ Certified Organic, Transitional Organic, Organic: Certified organic foods must be grown without the use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides and are not genetically modified organisms. They are processed without the addition of artificial flavours and colours. All the ingredients and other processes that go into making a certified organic product must be certified organic as well. For example, a certified organic chicken must be fed certified organic chicken feed, and that feed must be produced with certified organic ingredients. A product that has been certified organic means the producer has documented and passed all the standards set by its particular certifying association when it comes to the growing, processing, packaging, storing, and shipping of its product, complete with occasional onsite inspection. The certification is meant to prevent fraud and assure that the producer has adhered to a clear set of rules.

Without the certification, anything labelled simply “organic” means you are relying on the word of whoever is calling it that. No one has inspected the farm or production facility, and the food producer hasn’t necessarily followed all the regulations established by a certifying body. Different jurisdictions have different certifying bodies, and each body may have slightly different definitions as to exactly what they consider organic. For Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands, crops, livestock, and processing are accredited by the Islands Organic Producers Association (IOPA). Farmers and food producers who declare that their products are certified organic should be able to produce the paperwork that proves it. If a producer claims that what he or she is selling is organic, or organically grown or produced, that could mean almost anything unless they have the certification to back it up. Transitional organic means that a product is partway through the process of becoming certified organic, which takes three years.

∎ Biodynamic: Proponents of biodynamic farms and products believe this method of food production is superior to certified organic (or some would say “beyond organic”) because it pays more attention to soil, considering it to be one of the living organisms on a farm that must be nurtured and cared for along with the plants and animals. The method emphasizes the use of fermented compost and manures, planting and sowing crops according to the phases of the moon, and land use integration on the farm consisting of crop management, raising livestock, and the overall care of the land. Certification of biodynamic farms is handled in Canada by the Demeter Association.

∎ Free-run, free-range: Neither of these terms guarantees the product is healthier for you, the animals involved, or the environment. You see these claims most often on egg cartons and sometimes on meat and poultry packaging. Sustainable-food proponents look for free-run or free-range labels, since many of the eggs we eat are still produced by battery hens in small cages. Up to seven birds are crammed into each fifty-by-sixty-centimetre cage. The cages are just thirty-five centimetres tall and are stacked two to eight cages high—as many as four hundred thousand birds can be kept in one dimly lit barn. The birds suffer from feather loss and weakened bone structure and have their beaks removed to help prevent pecking injuries and cannibalism. The overall environment is also at risk because of the amount of manure and ammonia gas produced by these chickens living in such a concentrated space. Free-run means the animal is not living in a cage, but this is not a measurable standard, and the animal may still live in a crowded barn. Free-range means they have access to outdoors, but again, this is not a measurable standard. Free-range does not equal organic. In BC, certified organic eggs have another layer of scrutiny which includes regulations surrounding the birds’ diet, range conditions, health care, and transportation. Why should you bother sourcing eggs from a reliable source? First, improved animal welfare, and second, eggs from chickens that are certified organic and free-range are less likely to contain dangerous bacteria such as salmonella, and they are much more nutritious than commercially produced eggs.

∎ Grain-fed, grain-finished, grass-fed, grass-finished, pasture-raised: Most of these terms apply to beef and other protein sources like chicken, pork, and lamb. Grain is often fed to cows raised for beef; it fattens them quickly and develops the “marbling” of fat in choicer cuts. Some people like that marbling and the taste of the fat, but it comes at a price, since many cows spend at least forty-five days in Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOS). The animals are crowded into vegetation-less pens (in the case of cattle, a large cafo is at least one thousand animals) and fed unnatural diets until they are sent to slaughter to produce the largest amount of animal protein at the least cost to farmers. Unfortunately, this method also increases the risk of spreading dangerous E. coli bacteria and creates waste disposal problems, not to mention a huge amount of methane gas from the belching cows, whose stomachs are not designed to process grain.

Finishing an animal means selecting its diet for the 90 to 120 days before slaughter. Grain-finished means the animals may have been raised on pasture but fattened before slaughter on grain, although not necessarily in a cafo. You may also see “grain-supplemented” on a label for beef, which may mean the grain fed to the cattle was in small amounts so that the animal wasn’t sickened by it. Grass-fed and pasture-raised mean the animals spend their lives in pastures, eating grasses. Grass-finished means the animals ate only grasses and hay leading up to slaughter. This is another case in which it benefits you to do some research and ask questions of the butcher or farmer from whom you are buying your beef. To me, grass-fed beef has a much “beefier” flavour and the side benefit of having higher levels of omega-3 fatty acids and more vitamin E, beta carotene, and vitamin C than cafo beef. Grass-fed beef and lamb also have less saturated fat, cholesterol, and calories.

Pasture-raised chickens are kept outside in uncrowded bottomless cages that are moved down the pasture daily. The chickens eat the grass and bugs and leave behind their rich droppings to fertilize the pasture as it regrows in time for the next cycle of chickens.

When you are trying to live a more sustainable lifestyle, cost is also a factor. Certified organic, sustainable, and small-scale products are quite often more expensive than their mass-produced counterparts. Some of your eating lifestyle will depend on your economic situation. I’ve tried to learn how to do more with less. Because the grass-fed beef I buy is so flavourful, I’m satisfied with eating half the amount I used to. Some people choose to buy certified organic fruits and vegetables to replace the “Dirty Dozen,” products deemed to have the highest amounts of pesticide residues by the Environmental Working Group. Apples, strawberries, and celery are among the Dirty Dozen. The price differential is dropping, however; and it’s great to see certified organic produce sections in grocery stores growing because of the demand—on any given day you may find a certified organic product that costs less than its conventional counterpart. I’m thankful my mom taught me how to be a thrifty shopper, so I pick and choose where to spend my food budget in the most sustainable fashion for me.

The reality is there is no one answer, and it may seem like hard work to make the right choices for you and your family. But look at it this way: part of the homework is getting out and meeting new people like the farmers who grow great ingredients and the artisans who make great products such as cheese, preserves, and cured meats. Try these products cooked for you in local restaurants and from food carts, and then buy them at farmers’ markets and cook them at home for you and your family. As we move toward a more sustainable food-producing environment, you will meet more and more people who are just as committed to fresh local flavours and healthy foods as you are. And that’s not such a bad bit of homework after all.



Categories


Bakeries

When I was a kid, my mom would go to a variety of supermarkets on Thursday mornings (the sale flyers came in the paper on Wednesday), and in each store she would cruise by the bakery section and pick out whatever bread or buns were in the “reduced for quick sale” bin. We all ate it at home, as toast, in sandwiches, or eventually as breadcrumbs. I guess price overruled quality of the bread. While living in Terrace, BC, I came to treasure sprouted-wheat bread made with care at Fairhaven Farm near Kitwanga, about an hour’s drive from Terrace. Eventually I learned how to make my own bread, which I still do from time to time; however, with excellent bakeries to choose from in Victoria, there really isn’t much incentive, since they all do a better job on bread than I do. I’ve subjected most of the bakeries to my “croissant test” as well. For me, a perfect croissant is very flaky and crisp on the outside, with lots of moist layers of buttery goodness on the inside. Bread and baked goods are very subjective topics for most serious eaters; you may not agree with all my choices here, and chances are I’ve definitely left a few of the best ones out of this edition, so please let me know where they are and why I should visit them in the near future!



Beverages and Specialty Liquids

While I am trying to give everyone reading this book a good overall sense of this region’s artisan products, wine, beer, and spirits producers have been well covered in other books by other experts in the field. But I couldn’t resist adding a few of my favourite beverages to this edition. Some of the products you’ll read about here contain alcohol, others do not, and some of them are liquids that you don’t really drink, as in the case of the Venturi-Schulze vinegar and verjus. The good news is that, for people who are interested in tasting (or making) specialty spirits, the provincial government has made changes to some of the archaic laws that have been in place for decades. Mind you, the sole purpose of some regulations still in effect as I write this seems to be to discourage artisans from actually being able to make money in the alcohol end of the business.



Butchers, Charcutiers, and Salumists

Everyone knows what to find at a butcher shop and what butchers do. They take whole animals and cut them into more manageable pieces for the home cook: steaks, chops, chicken breasts, and so on. But you may be less familiar with the somewhat strange sounding charcuterie and salumi. Charcuterie is a French term (char for “sear” and cuite for “cooked”) for meats (traditionally pork) that have been cooked, cured, or preserved in some way; charcuterie could be something like a chicken pot pie, a fresh sausage, or a complex terrine of foie gras stuffed with truffles and baked in a rich pastry. A shop selling these products is also called a charcuterie, while the person performing this art is a charcutier. Salumi is an Italian term for cured meat, so a salumist is a person who makes salumi. Salumi includes prosciutto, salami, and pancetta as well as cured sausages, which are infinite in their variations. The best news is that we have a mix of traditionalists and newcomers to the art in this region, making products that, in some instances, mirror their roots in Europe and, in others, add regional twists. Don’t be afraid to try things like blood sausage or guanciale (cured pork jowl); otherwise, you’ll be missing out on new flavours and textures. Butchers, charcutiers, and salumists are “in” professions these days. We lost many small, privately owned firms as the general population started shopping in supermarkets, where most of the butchery is done in a centrally located distribution facility. That trend is reversing as more people demand to know where their meat comes from and ask for more local products. Some of the shops in these sections not only create products for sale in their stores but also prepare goods for other shops and restaurants.



Chocolate

There are many fine chocolate makers on Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands. Of course, chocolate is not a local ingredient, but more and more of our chocolatiers are starting to work with fair-trade cocoa, which guarantees decent working conditions and wages for the producers. You know there are two types of people in the world—cheese people and chocolate people. I am in the camp of the chocolate people. I could give up eating cheese, but never chocolate. Dark chocolate is my favourite, but I don’t mind savouring well-made milk chocolate from time to time.



Coffee Roasters and Tea Blenders

As I sit at my computer writing this, I am sipping from a heady mixture of black Assam tea, cardamom, and vanilla bean, designed to match my Chinese zodiac sign by a tea blender near Duncan. That tea blender and one other have been going through the painstaking process of planting and tending tea plants in favourable climate zones here so we can have a taste of homegrown tea leaves. Tea is my choice in the afternoon and evening, but I must start my day with coffee, and once again we are spoiled with choices. While coffee shops are ubiquitous, the people who own many of the smaller shops roast their own beans, creating signature blends according to their own philosophy of roasting. This category is highly subjective—stating which shop does the best job of roasting coffee beans or has the best blend of tea is to invite fierce debate. Everyone has their own preferences in what they want in a cup of coffee or tea. The companies listed here are those that I have tried personally and like, based on at least one of the following criteria: the quality and flavour of their products, and the service, ambience, and atmosphere of the retail outlets run by the owners. As with beer and wine, we are enjoying a renaissance of creativity in this part of the province with these products. It’s easy and cheap to buy your hot or cold beverages in supermarkets, gas stations, and vending machines, but if you venture off the beaten track, your reward is unique flavour crafted in small batches by dedicated entrepreneurs.




Cooking Gear and Kitchen Shops

Anyone who has ever visited my kitchen knows that I like good kitchen equipment: high-quality pots and pans, knives, and gadgets. I have strict guidelines when it comes to gadgets. They really must work, and they really have to be useful. You’d be surprised how many gadgets you can buy that don’t really make your life all that much easier or don’t stand up at all to regular use. The shops you’ll find here have all the “good stuff” you need for your own kitchen as well as great gift ideas for the other chefs and cooks in your life.



Dairy – Cheese, Ice Cream, Gelato, Yogurt

British Columbia’s dairy industry is in its infancy compared with the Old World, or even the province of Quebec, where cheese making has been going on for centuries. While there isn’t the age-old tradition of milking cows and transforming their milk into cheese and other products here, we are catching up quickly, especially with a growing list of artisans on Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands. Milk production is quite a high-tech operation these days. I’ve visited farms where cows wear microchips to identify them as they enter the milking parlour and pedometers to monitor the number of steps they take each day. Too many or too few from a cow’s average can alert the farmer to a possible illness or agitation. Computers monitor the daily production levels from each cow, and bovine nutritionists create specialized diets to optimize production. It’s a far cry from the days of milking by hand into buckets and shipping the milk in metal cans.

This thriving industry provides a local source of milk for drinking and has also spawned artisan production of high-quality cheeses and yogurts, made not just of cow’s milk but of sheep’s and goat’s milk as well. Water buffalo herds are being milked as well, and this milk turns up in cheese, yogurt, and ice cream. Many of our cow’smilk producers belong to the Island Farms co-operative, which was started on Vancouver Island in 1944 but is now owned by Agropur, Canada’s largest dairy co-operative. Co-op members own most of the quota, as it’s called, across Canada, in accordance with regulations set by provincial milk marketing boards. Luckily, our federal government has never approved the use of growth hormones in dairy cows, as they can be quite detrimental to the long-term health of the cow. However, some cheeses produced here may have milk ingredients produced outside of Canada in other jurisdictions that do allow growth hormones, such as some of the American states. When you support small makers of artisan dairy products, who use only local milk in their creations, read the labels on those products. You will never see “modified milk products” listed as an ingredient. Modified milk products from the United States, such as skim milk powder, casein, and whey protein concentrates, are allowed in Canadian food products such as cheese with no labelling of their origin. If you believe in better animal welfare as part of a sustainable lifestyle, you will avoid products that may have been produced with milk from cows injected with bovine growth hormone, or rbst. While containers of fresh Canadian milk are never supposed to be produced with rbst, avoid milk products such as cheese and yogurt that list “modified milk products” or “modified milk ingredients” on their labels.



Farms and Farmers

The farms included in this book welcome visitors or have farm-gate or farmers’-market sales. I’ve always felt that it’s important to get to know the farmers in your area. They have their fingers on the pulse of what’s happening with the weather and growing seasons and often provide advice on what I should be doing or even not doing in my own garden. Without exception, they are hard workers and usually spend seven days a week during the growing season labouring to provide you with top-quality products. Don’t be surprised if you see the names of these farms popping up frequently on restaurant menus around the region, for chefs know a good thing when they taste it, and the direct farm-to-fork movement has been gaining momentum over the past few years. For a full, updated list of farms, you can visit islandfarmfresh.com.



Food Products

The Food Products section in each region is full of foods that have been manufactured or processed in some way. I would prefer to call them goodies, for lack of a better word. They will add to your enjoyment of food or drink. Many of them are available in the specialty shops listed in the book, but that availability will constantly change and grow, so it’s best to check with the company to find out exactly where you can find its creations. In some cases, they may only be found at a farmers’ market, but that gives you the chance to get out and meet the people involved in the companies.

When you talk to them, you may start to get a sense of all the hard work they must do. Many of these foodstuffs started as home-kitchen ventures, with daily or weekly piles of pots and pans and counters to clean up, jars to sterilize, or bags to fill and label. Many hours go into creating the names, logos, packaging containers, and labels. Don’t forget social media—they need to build a website or blog, get on the various social media platforms, and make sure all the accounts are updated! Not to mention the financial accounts, invoices, receipts, taxes. Once their baby becomes more popular, they might have to create or rent a commercial kitchen, hire employees, and so on. It all becomes a bit daunting, especially when they may have started off on their own or as a couple; then their world changes, for the good, one hopes. It means all they do is think about their creation, the next flavour, the next sale. Somehow, they persevere, and a lot of the devotion comes down to the smile they get from a repeat customer, or a story of a new way their food was enjoyed. All of us eaters are part of the process—these people need our constant support, so get out there and get some goodies!



Sea Food, Fresh and Processed, Fishmongers, and Direct Fish Sales

If one were asked to define West Coast cuisine, no doubt fish and shellfish would make their way into the resulting description. It’s no wonder—we have some of the finest seafood available anywhere in the world. Entire cookbooks have been written about our Pacific salmon and Dungeness crab. Oh, the crab! I had never bought and cooked a live Dungeness crab until I ended up in the parking lot of a nondescript hotel in Prince Rupert in the mid-1980s. In the back of his beat-up pickup truck, a crabber had a large tote bin full of just-landed crabs. “Five bucks,” he said and handed me a plastic bag that seemed alive with activity from any number of points along the bottom seam. After a brief struggle to avoid getting my fingers pinched, I popped the crab into a pot of salty, boiling water. About half an hour later I was surrounded by empty shell, my fingers sticky from crab juices and melted butter. Since I learned how it worked, Dungeness crab has been part of my diet for over twenty-five years. Salmon? I’ve had the distinct pleasure (and exhaustion) of landing a few large chinook fighters, later eaten as boneless fillets and carefully cured lox. I’ve devoured countless chunks of sockeye in sashimi and was educated in the mild yet underrated flavour of a pink salmon that had been treated with kid gloves by a sustainable-minded fisherman who barbecued it right on the deck of his boat. We also can enjoy the most delicate flaky halibut, succulent sablefish, and terrific albacore tuna.

Shellfish are the best in the world here. Tiny Kusshi oysters slurped raw from the shell, or giant beach oysters, breaded and fried; Manila or savoury clams for my linguine con vongole; the biggest and juiciest mussels. My favourite small crustaceans are spot prawns, but sidestripe and humpback (also known as king) shrimp can be even more delicious. I even like some of the lesser-known delights, like geoduck, gooseneck barnacles, oolichan, and sea urchin. The best mussels that make an appearance on a regular basis in retail outlets are from Salt Spring Island. Unfortunately, my favourite BC Honey Mussels are hard to come by, even though they are farmed in the northern Gulf Islands. Some of our finest seafood gets sent to Vancouver and beyond immediately, before we ever get a chance to enjoy it. Luckily, the number of fishers who will sell their product directly to the consumer is on the rise. Inside the book you’ll find listings for individual boats or co-ops of fishers getting together to offer their products.

Slowly, I’m visiting more seafood shops. They are one of those specialty shops that fell by the wayside when we started going to supermarkets, and because we don’t eat as much fish as we should, perhaps, the resurgence in this kind of shop has lagged behind butcher shops, for example. Some supermarkets that have dedicated space to fresh seafood and live tanks with crabs, clams, and mussels have woefully undereducated staff when it comes to providing information consumers want to know: whether the seafood is farmed or wild, where it was caught, when it was caught, and how to cook it. Look for the Ocean Wise logo or those of other sustainable seafood programs on restaurant menus and supermarket and fish-shop counters. That way, you can be sure that the products you are buying are from sustainable sources.

Some of your best bets for finding a high-quality supply of West Coast seafood may be on the docks or at your local farmers’ market. Visiting a port where fishers bring in their catch is definitely fun—although you’ll have to do some work to figure out a fisher’s schedule (always subject to change) and what they might have available. Always ask to see the catch before you buy and ask when it was caught. If a boat has been out for many days, or even a week, you may be better off buying a fish that was frozen soon after it was caught instead of a fresh fish. More and more fishers are also showing up at farmers’ markets with frozen or canned products. It’s a good opportunity to chat and ask about the sustainable-fishing techniques now practised by many smaller fishers. You could also investigate getting a year-round supply of seafood through a community-supported fishery. These are like community-supported agriculture programs, but instead of paying a farmer upfront for a share in the upcoming crops, you pay a fisher upfront for a share of whatever they catch in the coming season.



Specialty Shops and Specialty Grocers

I am drawn to specialty food shops in our region like a fly to honey. The great thing is that more shop owners are putting their faith in local food and beverage producers to help stock their shelves and giving them a chance to get known. When an artisan decides to sell to a retailer, it is a major decision that usually requires a greater capital expense, perhaps a profit-sharing arrangement with a distributor, and a much more important commitment to providing what they make on a regular basis—sometimes on a moment’s notice. I am very thankful that there are a growing number of shops here that make it easier for island artisans to promote and sell their products. On the other hand, I admit that I am not an ideological everything-I-eat-must-be-local kind of guy. I enjoy eating foods that we can’t produce here or are a specialty of a different country, and there’s lots of those mentioned in this book, too. Please read on and enjoy!
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1 Comox Valley


	Black Creek


	Campbell River


	Courtenay


	Cumberland


	Royston
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Comox Valley



I have a soft spot for the Comox Valley. In this book, the listings cover the space from Campbell River down to Royston and Cumberland. For most of the years I’ve lived on Vancouver Island, I’ve spent some time every summer attending the amazing Vancouver Island Music Festival or the exciting BC Shellfish Festival, where I’ve presented cooking classes, emceed culinary competitions, and judged oyster shucking contests (not for the faint of heart). The Comox Valley Farmers’ Market is truly a market for farmers and food artisans, and I’ve spent many happy Saturday mornings there filling my shopping bags with top quality fresh produce, baked goods, and even bedding plants to take home to my raised-bed gardens in Victoria. I think the restaurants in the Comox Valley were the first outside of Victoria to really embrace the farm-to-table movement as I discovered during my first visits there. Pioneer chefs Ronald St. Pierre at Locals Restaurant really went out of his way to encourage local farmers, but he always demanded top quality and, in that way, encouraged them to be better. I remember going into Locals at its first location and seeing the portraits of the farmer suppliers hanging on the wall and a whole rack of business cards of those farmers. After fifteen years at Locals, Chef St. Pierre and his amazing front-of-house wife Tricia decided to retire in 2023, but the new team in place is as dedicated to maintaining the farmer–chef connection as the original owners were.

Along with the farms, there are many distilleries and wineries to visit, and if winter sports are your thing, the valley is home to the top ski resort on Vancouver Island, Mount Washington. Canadian Forces Base Comox is the major employer in the area, and many of the people who work there have travelled overseas as part of their rotation in the cfb, and I was once told they bring a certain sophistication in food and drink back from their travels, so it’s just a little easier for restaurants to expand and modernize their menus to embrace that diversity of palates.
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Food Artisans of Comox Valley


	Amara Farm


	Blue Moon Estate Winery and Cider Worx (Raven’s Moon Craft Cider)


	Clever Crow Farm


	Crabby Bob’s Seafood


	Denman Bakery, a.k.a. Vassili’s Bread Shop


	Denman Island Tea Company


	Eatmore Sprouts


	Edible Island Whole Foods Market


	Gunter Brothers Meats


	Honey Grove Artisan Bakery


	Island Pastures Beef


	McClintock’s Farm


	Natural Pastures Cheese Company


	Prontissima Pasta


	Royston Roasting Coffee House


	Shelter Point Distillery


	Tannadice Farms


	The Butcher’s Block


	The Cure Hot Sauce Company


	The Mustard Lady


	Tree Island Gourmet Yogurt


	Vancouver Island Salt Company


	Wayward Distillation House


	Saturday Sojourn
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