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AT L A S  O F  A D V E N T U R E

Everything about Canada is big – mountains, forests, waterways and coastline – and 
the scope for adventure within in this extraordinary natural landscape is immense.

CANADA
chunks, rather than attempting to eat the entire 
elephant.
The sheer diversity of Canada’s topography virtually 
demands visitors take an adventurous approach. 
The west packs in terrain ranging from the craggy 
spires of the Rocky Mountains and steep forested 
coastal ranges, to the dense forests and subarctic 
tundra of the northern provinces and the wild 
Pacific Ocean that pounds remote islands and the 
coast. Canada’s interior is a mix of rolling plains and 
immense lakes, the far north and its remote islands 
represent a quintessential Arctic landscape, while 
the east offers drama of a different kind, with its 
abundant rivers and lakes, towering sea cliffs, more 
islands and a rugged coastline abutting the Atlantic 

he world’s second-largest country 
backs up its physical size with 
an impressive array of outdoor 
opportunities, ranging from 
multiday hikes and paddling 

journeys to some of the world’s most iconic cycling 
trails and epic alpine climbs. Perhaps the ultimate 
adventure challenge is thrown down by the 
monstrous 24,000km-long, close-to-completion 
Trans Canada Trail (TCT), the world’s most 
extensive network of linked recreational routes – 
which joins east and west coasts and connects the 
Pacific, Arctic and Atlantic Oceans – and can be 
attempted by hikers, bikers, runners, horse riders 
and, in winter, skiers. You can, of course, bite off 

T
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Hiking
Canada is criss-crossed with trekking 
trails, including myriad multiday 
odysseys in remote areas, covering 
terrain that varies wildly from 

mountain ranges to lush, rich coastal rainforests, 
not forgetting the east coast’s barren but majestic 
cliff-side rambles. Hiking here doesn’t have to mean 
lugging a pack for weeks, though, because there 
are numerous day-hike options across the country. 
Heli-hiking is a brilliant option, as are lodge-based 
walking adventures, such as those found in the 
Bugaboos mountain range in eastern BC. These 
aren’t cheap, but the price is offset by the fact you 
can be transported by chopper to a trailhead, walk 
for most of the day, then be picked up and flown 
back to the lodge for a shower, dinner and a few 
celebratory drinks at the lodge bar.

British Columbia (BC)
If you only experience one multiday hike, it’s 
hard to beat the 75km West Coast Trail (WCT), a 
moderate-to-challenging seven- to nine-day ramble 
along the southwestern coastline of Vancouver 
Island, through the Pacific Rim National Park 
Reserve. It follows the route of an old rescue track 
that authorities (and survivors) used when the 
oft-wild seas of the Pacific Ocean smashed ships 
to pieces off the island’s coast. The terrain lurches 
from long, sandy beaches to dense rainforest and 
rivers, through to root-filled tracks, old (and new) 
duckboard sections and more than 70 ladders that 
take you over the most challenging parts of the track 
– and also deliver you at day’s end to your beachside 
campsite. It’s a truly remote hike; the only reminder 
that the outside world still exists comes around the 
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midway point, when Chez Monique’s – a rustic café 
set right beside the beach and run by 78-year-old 
Monique Nytol – emerges like a mirage. Downing 
an ice-chilled beer and tasty burger in the middle 
of one of the world’s most iconic multiday hikes is a 
memorable experience.

In the north of Vancouver Island, Cape Provincial 
Park boasts the North Coast Trail, a wonderfully 
wild and remote five-day hike that has all the appeal 
of the WCT but with far fewer people.

A very different walk can be tackled in BC’s 
northwest, on the 53km Chilkoot Trail. This 
retraces the route used originally by the Tlingit 
First Nations people, then by desperate treasure-
hunters in the late 1800s, lured from the world over 
by the siren call of the Klondike Gold Rush. The 
Chilkoot starts across the US border in Dyea, Alaska, 
travelling through coastal forest, before taking you 
back into Canada and northwest BC where you 
then start climbing high above the tree line into 
starkly beautiful alpine tundra through the Coast 
Mountains. The often snow-covered Chilkoot Pass 
(1074m) is a highlight; the crossing entails rock-
hopping up a near-vertical pile of massive boulders 
to the top where, if you are not blown off by the 
howling winds funnelling through the pass, you can 
look back down at the terrain you’ve just ascended 
and wonder how the early prospectors managed it 

with all their gear. The prospectors were required by 
Canadian law to carry with them an Imperial tonne of 
supplies in order to lessen the chance of them dying 
during the long, harsh winters. The landscape is 
sublime, as are the campsites along the trail.

Alberta
The Willmore Wilderness, in the central-west 
of Alberta, sprawls over 4597sq km and boasts an 
estimated 750km of trails. This remote park is probably 
Canada’s best kept hiking secret – no roads enter, 
there are no bridges and no park entry fees. Walkers 
share this immense place with moose, bighorn sheep, 
mountain goats, caribou, wolves, and grizzly and 
black bears, in a landscape dominated by forest, huge 
mountains, glaciers, fast-flowing rivers and ridgelines 
up to 20km long. You can mountain bike and ride 
horses here, but off-trail hiking is what makes the park 
a standout. Ensure you are navigation-savvy, pack for 
all weather conditions, be bear-aware, and then look 
forward to as many days as you can spare experiencing 
some of the world’s best wilderness hiking.
Next door, in better-known Jasper National Park, there 
are myriad magical trekking routes, including the 
44km, 2- to 4-day Skyline Trail, which wends between 
Maligne Lake and Signal Mountain along an above-
treeline track to dish up one of the Canadian Rockies’ 
best backpacking adventures. 
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Ultimate challenge
Held in Quebec’s 

Charlevoix region, 
the annual Ultra-

Trail Harricana in La 
Mailbaie has races 
for all abilities and 

ages, from beginner-
friendly 5km and 
10km routes to 

28km, 42km and 
65km challenges, 
and the big one: a 

125km endurance epic 
through the region’s 

mountainous terrain.

Trail Running

Ontario
The 885km Bruce Trail, in Ontario’s east, follows 
the rugged Niagara escarpment country, and is one 
of Canada’s great long-distance trails. If you haven’t 
got the required month or so to tackle the full 
version, there is the Bruce Peninsula Traverse, a 
cut-down, 10-day taster. 

Newfoundland
On the eastern seaboard, on Newfoundland’s west 
coast, you’ll find the spectacle that is Gros Morne 
National Park, with its green-carpeted mountains, 
vast fiords, towering cliffs abutting the sea, and 
empty beaches. The Snug Harbour to North Rim 
two-day trek is superb, while for the more hardy and 
experienced, the Long Range Traverse beckons. 
This three- to four-day hike entails navigation along 
a barely discernible route. The rewards for all the 
effort (the second day entails a big climb up to the 
plateau) are epic views across the fiords from the 

massive cliffs, with (most likely) not another hiker 
in sight.

Quebec
Southern Quebec’s Les Sentiers de l’Estrie runs 
200km from Sutton (near the US border and 
Vermont) in the south to the township of Kingsbury 
in the north. There are campsites dotted along the 
trail, and you traverse two small mountains (Sutton 
and Orford) as you skirt the northern reaches of the 
Appalachian Mountains.

Nunavut
Canada’s Arctic province and its mix of landscapes 
– rugged mountains, vast beaches, tundra – contain 
plenty of hiking. The 177km Itijjagiaq Trail, in 
Baffin Island’s southern section, is more a route 
than a marked trail (there is a guidebook available), 
but there are nine huts along the way so it’s easy 
to link these up via the rolling hills and valleys 

With its topographic variety, Canada is 
a stunning trail-running destination. 
As you’d expect, ski/MTB resorts across 
Canada, such as BC’s Whistler, offer 

fantastic singletrack trails. Newfoundland and 
Labrador’s East Coast Trail, on the spectacular 
Avalon Peninsula, is an off-road running hotspot. 
Multi-use trails can be easily accessed at various 
points along the 300km route, offering running that 
takes you right out to the edge of the coastline, with 
the roar of the Atlantic Ocean for company.
The little adventure hub of Squamish in BC has 
become a rough running hotspot, with many varied 
trails of different distances, from the 6km Four-
Lakes Loop to the route of the Squamish 50, a tough 
80km race.  

La Chute du Diable (Devil’s Fall) is a challenging 
route (345m of ascent) over often loose and rough 
singletrack through La Mauricie National Park in 
southern Quebec. Another challenging Quebec trail 
is the 18km Johannsen-Sommets-Grand Brule loop, 
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Mountain Biking
There is no one spiritual home of 
mountain biking – the sport is too 
diverse in its disciplines for that – but 
ask any off-road rider to nominate a 

dream trip, and expect to hear Vancouver’s North 
Shore mentioned immediately.  There’s more to 
Canadian MTB than freeriding, though.

British Columbia  
Right on Vancouver’s doorstep, the North Shore is 
globally acknowledged as the birthplace of freeride 
MTB. It consists of three separate forest-clad 
mountains – Cypress Provincial Park, Mt Fromme 
and Mt Seymour – which are striped with trails 
and loaded with features including steep, loamy 
flow sections, log runs, ravines, loads of slippery 
tree-roots, large boulder roll-overs and drop-offs, 
and any number of crazy timber jumps and narrow 
platforms, all winding through dense rainforest.

Since the heady formative freeride days that saw 
a youthful Wade Simmons and Brett Tippie getting 
big air off incredibly high ramps built among the 
forest’s towering trees, ‘the Shore’ (as riders term 
it) has not mellowed, but it has perhaps become 
slightly more relaxed. There is now a bunch of new 
runs catering for beginners and intermediate riders, 
while the legendary trails – Empress, Boogieman, 
Pipeline – are still challenging riders. 

British Columbia also boasts Whistler 
Blackcomb. Initially a ski-only resort, Whistler is 
now regarded as one of the world’s premier MTB 
centres, thanks to the 1998 opening of Whistler 

Mountain Bike Park. The green season now rivals 
the white months in terms of visitor numbers, with 
more than 100,000 riders flocking to the park to 
take advantage of the 47-plus trails that cover a total 
distance of more than 250km. The trails range from 
easy greens to challenging black runs, so it is just a 
matter of picking your poison.

Knitting all this together is the seven-day BC Bike 
Race (www.bcbikerace.com), with each stage dishing 
up around 1500m of ascent and descent across 
some of the best singletrack riding on the planet, 
including the North Shore, Vancouver Island and 
Whistler.  

Yukon Territory
Further north, Whitehorse offers over 700km 
within the city limits alone, the majority of it along 
sublime singletrack fringed by flaming fireweed. In 
midsummer, these trails bask under the midnight 
sun and the local clubs organise a 24-hour race 
where bike lights are banned. Nearby, Montana 
Mountain in Carcross has an MTB network built 
by the Tagish First Nation community, which is 
worldclass (Outside magazine recently named 
the trails of Whitehorse and Carcross as the 
International MTB Destination of the Year, placing 
them above everything BC has to offer).  

Quebec
Monte-Sainte-Anne packs in close to 150km of 
sublime MTB trails, spread across 115km of cross-
country routes, 25km of downhill runs (this has 
hosted a round of the UCI Downhill World Cup) and 
9km of enduro trails. The best part? It is right next to 
Quebec International Airport, so you can fly in and 
be riding the same day.

Newfoundland and Labrador
The pretty fishing village of St John’s hides a 
thriving MTB community and spectacular trails. 
These range from muddy, steep, root-laden downhill 
trails, such as the aptly-named Satan’s Choice (a 
200m descent in less than 1km), to beautiful coastal 
cliff-side rides, such as the moderate-grade Torbay 
to Flatrock Trail, that includes creek crossings and 
an awesome turnaround at Flatrock Point, looking 
over the Atlantic Ocean.

Homegrown Hero: 
Andreas Hestler

Andreas Hestler, an 
Olympian who has 
ridden the North 

Shore for decades, 
explains the area’s 
history and appeal:

Until they started 
going big, it was just 
mountain biking for 

people who loved 
tech-gnar. As the 

movement to freeride 
began, and big bikes 

morphed to meet 
the requirements of 
what was being built 
and ridden, a schism 
occurred. Watching 

things take off – from 
ballsy huck-and-

hope to the birth of 
an entirely new style 
of fluid riding based 
on huge stunts and 

jumps – was amazing. 
The skills that evolved 

drew a line. Years 
later, while that line is 
still drawn generally 
on size of drop and 

bike ridden, the Shore 
is still a place that 

challenges everyone 
who needs a little zing 
in their lives. Now the 

bikes level the field 
and bring everyone 
together within an 

80th percentile, but 
you gotta love it or it’s 

gonna bite you!
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Cycle Touring and Bikepacking
Canada is a fantastic destination for 
cycle touring and bikepacking, the 
increasingly popular off-road version of 
multiday pedal-pushing missions, with 

the near-24,000km Trans Canada Trail (TCT) the 
biggest of a bulging bag of brilliant bike-able routes. 

The mountains and valleys of the Cariboo-
Chilcotin region (in BC) and Alberta’s Rocky 
Mountains are ideal for bikepacking. Options 
include following old trails and sleeping in huts on 
Vancouver Island, or taking it easier and cycling a 
rail trail with the family, staying at towns or lodges 
along the way.

Road cyclists up for a serious challenge can tackle 
the Crossing, a six-week, 6521km titanic traverse of 
Canada, from Vancouver to Halifax, in Nova Scotia. 
For the less ambitious cycle tourer, it’s hard to beat 
Prince Edward Island. Off the east coast, just above 
Nova Scotia and adjacent to New Brunswick, the 
island is easily accessed via vehicle ferry and has 
the brilliant Confederation Trail (itself part of the 
Trans Canada Trail), which runs 435km, from one 
end of the island to the other. Nova Scotia’s Cabot 
Trail is another three- to five-day road route that 
has beautiful coastal scenery and is achievable with 
reasonable fitness.

For the ultimate remote riding escapade, check 
out the Dempster Highway, a 730km gravel-road 
extravaganza that takes riders from 40km southeast 
of the Yukon Territory’s Dawson City, all the way up 
to the Northwest Territories’ town of Inuvik, 200km 
inside the Arctic Circle. The riding is challenging – 
there are only two towns en route, so you’ll need to 
pack plenty of supplies (including bear spray) – but 
the scenery and wildlife is epic; you’ll move from 
dense forest and big rolling hills, across and over 
the Arctic Circle into a lunar-like tundra-tussled 
landscape. The best time to ride is July–August, 
when the weather is better and you’ll enjoy 24 hours 
of daylight along the more northerly sections of the 
highway.

A 900km round-trip of Quebec’s Gaspe 
Peninsula is a serious challenge, taking cycle 
tourers along coastal highways with epic ocean 
views and through the vertiginous Chic-Choc 
mountains and the even steeper peaks in L’Anse 
Pleureuse. The recommended route is clockwise 
from Mont Joli; average time taken is 14 days. Those 
with less time might ride the 500km section along 
the Route verte (which, in its entirety, is a 5000km 
cycle network right around Quebec) that skips the 
northern section’s challenging mountains.
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Canoeing
Canada is synonymous with canoeing. 
The country’s waterways were initially 
navigated in open boats by First 
Nations people. Later, European settlers 

used them as avenues of discovery and then trade 
routes. Now, Canada’s many rivers allow modern-
day adventurers to explore the country’s more 
remote and wild areas. Rivers like the Yukon, Snake 
and South Nahanni are iconic and surprisingly easy 
to access, thanks to the many canoe-based outfitters 
and guiding companies.

Yukon Territory
The Yukon River flows right past the Yukon 
Territory’s capital, Whitehorse, en route to the 
famous gold-rush frontier settlement of Dawson 

City. There’s only one seriously technical obstacle 
en route, Five Fingers Rapid, which isn’t too 
challenging if you listen to advice and take the 
right line (it’s a boat-eater if run wrong). You can 
hire canoes in Whitehorse and there are brilliant 
riverside (and island-based) campsites along the 
way. The classic two-week trip is best done in high 
summer, under the midnight sun, which is when the 
Yukon River Quest takes place. The annual race sees 
paddlers take kayaks, one- and two-person canoes, 
SUPs and voyageur vessels (large eight-person 
canoes, the traditional boats of French-Canadian 
fur trappers), along this 715km stretch of the river 
almost non-stop.

Less experienced paddlers can spend 14–17 days 
exploring 300km of Big Salmon River, from Quiet 
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Lake to Carmacks on the Yukon River, cutting 
through the Salmon Mountains, or take on a section 
of Wind River, accessed via float plane from the 
put-in point of McClusky Lake, with journey’s end 
10 days later at Taco Bar or, for those wanting a 
longer trip (an extra three days), Fort McPherson. 
More experienced paddlers should check out the 
mighty Snake River, another floatplane-accessed 
(from Duo Lakes) paddle, offering more rapids (mix 
of grade I and II with intermittent III) and a far 
longer journey, of 500km to Fort McPherson.

Northwest Territories
Sensational South Nahanni River takes paddlers 
through some of Canada’s most spectacular 
terrain as it wends through deep canyons inside 
Nahanni National Park Reserve and the Mackenzie 
Mountains, and it offers plenty of land-based 
activities along the way, including day hikes 
up nearby peaks. It’s also quite a challenge for 
canoeists – rafters have an easier time) thanks to its 
intermittent rapids. Most guided adventures (canoe 
and raft-based) kick off at what is a major highlight 
of the journey: Nailicho (Virginia Falls), which drops 
96m and is an incredible sight. From the base of 
the waterfall, you follow the river down for eight 
to 10 days, camping on the banks each night, until 
journey’s end at the First Nations community of 
Nahanni Butte.

Ontario
This province’s many canoeing destinations 
include two standouts (both part of the 42-strong 
list of Canadian Heritage Rivers). Boundary 
Waters–Voyageur Waterway (a mix of lakes and 
rivers that straddle Ontario’s southern border 
and into Minnesota in the US) is both a brilliant 
adventure canoeing destination, and at the same 
time a memorable history lesson; this route was the 
main link between Montreal and Lake Winnipeg 
during the 18th and 19th centuries. It was used by 
fur-traders initially, and then explorers looking to 
punch through the wilderness and further on into 
the wilder west.

Contained within a provincial park of the same 
name, the French River is also rich in First Nations 
and Voyageur history. Initially used as a travel 
route by indigenous people, such as the Huron and 
Ojibwe (there are numerous archaeological sites 

along the river), it was later navigated by fur traders 
and explorers, including Alexander Mackenzie. 
The river packs in rapids, waterfalls, gorges and 
lakes as it makes its way 105km from Lake Nipissing 
to Georgian Bay. You can opt for day canoe trips, 
overnighters or the full French River journey.

British Columbia 
For family-based canoe adventures, BC’s Bowron 
Lake Provincial Park (in the Chilcotin region of 
the province) and its world-rated Canoe Circuit is 
a must. This circuit (book ahead, only 25 canoes 
are allowed on the circuit daily) is 116km, takes 
paddlers across six separate lakes (Indianpoint, 
Isaac, Lanezi, Sandy, Spectacle and Bowron) and 
takes five to seven days. For those with less time, 
there is the shorter West Side Trip. This sees you 
paddle from Bowron to Unna Lake. Both options are 
brilliant, offering stunning views across the Cariboo 
Mountains, the chance spot iconic Canadian 
wildlife, including bears and moose, and sublime 
lakeside campsites.

Saskatchewan
The Churchill River runs west–east through 
northern Saskatchewan before finally emptying 
into the Arctic at Hudson Bay, Manitoba. The river 
itself is comprised of a chain of lakes linked together 
by waterfalls and sections of rapids (which can be 
either run or portaged around; the river is suited to 
paddlers of all skill levels) and was used more than 
a century ago by Canada’s Voyageurs. The most 
popular way to run the 105km Saskatchewan section 
of the Churchill is by putting in at Sandfly Lake and 
finishing at Otter Rapids, but you can opt for longer 
or shorter journeys. Most guides/outfitters are based 
in the township of Missinipe. 

Quebec
No matter how far you want to paddle, La 
Verendrye Reserve (around three hours’ drive 
north of Ottawa) and its 800-plus-kilometres of 
canoe routes (one-way and circuits) has myriad 
options, including the Gens de Terre River on its 
eastern border. This five-day, 79km canoe journey is 
classed moderate-difficult, with plenty of portaging. 
The last 50km, in particular, earns its ‘difficult’ 
moniker, thanks to technical rapids and travel 
through deep canyons with minimal egress points. 
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Sea Kayaking
It’s not all about open boats and single 
blades, though, Canada also offers 
sensational sea kayaking. 

West Coast
Kayaking around the coves and islands immediately 
off Vancouver is incredible – places such as Bowen 
and Pasley Islands – but for paddling bordering 
on otherworldly, explore Haida Gwaii, off British 
Columbia’s northern coast, just 50km south of Alaska. 
This archipelago – dubbed Canada’s Galapagos, owing 
to its isolation and resultant richness in unique land 
mammals and plants – comprises more than 200 
mostly uninhabited islands that cop the brunt of the 
Pacific Ocean’s tides and storms. Also home to the 
Haida people, the islands contain numerous historical 
and cultural sites, including the Unesco World 
Heritage Site of SGang Gwaay Llnagaay (Ninstints), 
with its Haida village remnants, carved memorial 
and mortuary poles. Campsites are found on most of 
the larger islands, usually just up from each beach, 

tucked in under the shelter of dense forest. Due to 
its remoteness, the wildlife here is less bothered by 
human visitation, allowing you to get quite close 
(sometimes too close... ).

Johnstone Strait, between BC’s Vancouver Island 
and the mainland, is fantastic for wildlife-spotting 
kayakers, with a number of BC’s resident orca pods 
often seen here. The paddling is suited to all skill 
levels in this area, allowing you to focus on spotting 
these magnificent marine mammals. A number 
of local outfitters offer multiday trips using semi-
permanent campsites located at remote beaches 
along the island’s eastern coastline. Nothing quite 
beats being woken by the sound of an orca or large 
whale exhaling just offshore.

East Coast 
Canada’s eastern seaboard also offers equally 
impressive adventures. Quebec’s Mingan 
Archipelago National Park is a world-renowned 
kayaking destination, with numerous small islands, 
wind and water-eroded rock formations and myriad 
reefs and islets. Short paddling adventures are 
possible, but with 100km of navigable waterways 
linking the park’s islands and islets, and camping 
allowed on a number of islands, multiday kayak 
escapades are a good way to explore. The western 
section of the archipelago is the most accessible, 
due to the number of island campsites, but you need 
to be relatively experienced as the changing winds 
and tides can be dangerous.

Newfoundland and Labrador boast around 
28,000km of coastline, along with a multitude of 
bays, fiords, rivers, lakes and inlets. As well as the 
majestic coastline, kayaking here provides the 
opportunity to check out icebergs (famous Iceberg 
Alley is found off the Newfoundland coast), beluga 
(and other) whales and the region’s birdlife.

Nova Scotia is packed with kayak-friendly 
locations and epic landscapes; here you will often 
be paddling below dramatic sea cliffs that can reach 
200m in height, or weave in and around some of its 
coast’s rugged rock formations, channels and water-
carved caves. The province’s famous Bay of Fundy 
is dotted with sea stacks and caves for kayakers  
to explore, plus there’s the area’s huge 12m tides  
to experience.

AT L A S  O F  A D V E N T U R E
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White-water Paddling
Whitewater paddlers (kayakers and 
rafters) are spoilt for choice. The 
1270km-long Ottawa River is famous for 
the volume of its rapids, with different 

sections of the river suited to kayakers and rafts. 
The Main Ottawa River offers the ultimate all-
round experience, with class IV rapids combining 
with big holes, challenging chutes, waterfalls and 
calmer sections that pass river islands and beaches. 
Middle Ottawa is rated class III–IV while the Lower 
Ottawa River is ideal for both families and beginner 
paddlers, with its less intimidating class II rating.

A more remote rafting experience can be found on 
the Tatshenshini River, which starts in northern 
British Columbia, loops north into the Yukon 
Territory and wends back into BC before finishing 
in Alaska. Guided is the best option (unless you’re 
highly experienced) and adventures can last 
10–15 days. You’ll paddle past an ever-changing 
landscape, from canyons cutting through the St 
Elias Mountains to glaciers (Walker and Novatak), 
via class III–IV rapids, before joining the Alsek River 
and floating past icebergs – and two more glaciers – 
on Alsek Lake for the last part of the journey.
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