	ALL DESTINATIONS

	Banff & Alberta Rockies
Calgary
Edmonton
Halifax
	Jasper NP
Kootenay NP
Montréal
Québec City
Toronto
	Vancouver
Victoria
Whistler & Blackcomb
Waterton Lakes NP 
Yoho NP 


Banff

Overview

Comparing mountains is a subjective and imprecise business. Yet few would deny that the 640-km (397-mi) stretch of the Canadian Rockies that runs along the Alberta-British Columbia border easily ranks as one of the most extravagantly beautiful ranges on earth. Approaching the mountains from the east, you are struck by the wall of rock on the western horizon, made more dramatic by the bright snow that clings to the upper slopes well into summer. Near the south end of the range, in Waterton Lakes National Park, the view is particularly striking as the gently rolling prairies abruptly butt up against the rugged mountains. Farther north, in Banff and Jasper national parks, tree-covered foothills roll out of the mountains. 

It's obvious how the Rockies got their name. Awesome forces of nature combined to thrust wildly folded sedimentary and metamorphic rock up into ragged peaks and high cliffs. Add glaciers and snowfields to the lofty peaks, carpet the valleys with forests, mix in a generous helping of small and large mammals, wildflowers, rivers, and crystal-clear lakes, and you've got the recipe for the Canadian Rockies. 

There are vast stretches of wilderness that are virtually untouched by man in this part of Canada, the birthplace of Canada's national park system. About 25,000 square km (roughly 10,000 square mi) -- an area larger than the state of New Hampshire -- are protected in seven national parks in the Rockies and the Columbias. The only significant clusters of human settlement are in the town centres of Banff and Jasper, Waterton Park, and the area around Lake Louise. 

Wildlife is abundant, and from the highway you can see glaciers, lakes, valleys, and snow-capped mountain peaks. Although all roads in the Rockies offer stunning scenery, the Icefields Parkway, with more than 100 glaciers along the way, is without doubt the most impressive. Even if you're on a tight schedule, make a point of driving at least part of it. 

If You Have 2 Days 

The best option is to visit the Banff-Lake Louise region. One day could be spent in and around Banff, exploring, shopping, or just relaxing, perhaps with visits to one or two of the attractions on the outskirts of town: the Upper Hot Springs, the Banff Gondola at Sulphur Mountain, or the Cave and Basin National Historic Site. Some pleasant short drives are near town, too. On the second day, visit the Lake Louise area, including scenic Moraine Lake, where you can hike, rent a boat, or just sightsee. 

Alternatively, you could choose to make Jasper your destination and spend one day in and around the town shopping, taking the Jasper Tramway, and exploring Pyramid and Patricia lakes. The second day could be filled with a visit to one or two of the scenic attractions within an hour's drive of Jasper: Mt. Edith Cavell, Athabasca Falls, Maligne Lake , Miette Hot Springs, or Mt. Robson. 

If You Have 5 Days 

A few more days will allow you to explore a bit farther. If you are feeling energetic, an ideal option would be a two-day visit to the Banff- and Lake Louise areas, a day spent exploring the Icefields Parkway between Lake Louise and Jasper, and a two-day visit to the Jasper area. 

If You Have 10 Days 

This is enough time to do some serious exploring. You could spend five days touring the Banff- and Lake Louise areas, the Icefields Parkway, and Jasper and environs. You can spend the additional five days just relaxing, or you can focus on a specific activity such as hiking, which could easily fill up the remaining time. 

If you aren't one to sit around in the same spot for too long, spend the extra five days visiting the British Columbia Rockies -- Yoho National Park (perhaps visiting the famous Burgess Shale Site fossil beds -- reservations required), Glacier National Park, or Mt. Revelstoke National Park (overnight in Revelstoke). Golden is a destination in itself, and Radium Hot Springs and Kimberley make convenient overnight stops on the British Columbia side of the Rockies.

Calgary

Overview

With the eastern face of the Rockies as its backdrop, the crisp concrete-and-steel skyline of Calgary, Alberta, seems to rise from the plains as if by sheer force of will. Indeed, all the elements in the great saga of the Canadian West -- Mounties, native people, railroads, cowboys, cattle, oil -- have converged to create a city with a modern face and a surprisingly traditional soul. 

Calgary, believed to be derived from the Gaelic phrase meaning "bay farm," was founded in 1875 at the junction of the Bow and Elbow rivers as a North West Mounted Police post. The Canadian Pacific Railway arrived in 1883, and ranchers established major spreads on the plains surrounding the town. Incorporated as a city in 1894, Calgary grew quickly, and by 1911 its population had reached 43,000. More than 40 sandstone buildings constructed during that boom are still in use in the downtown core and the area was recognized as a National Historic District in 2002. 

The next major growth came with the oil boom in the 1960s and 1970s, when most Canadian oil companies established their head offices in the city. Today, Calgary is a city of about 933,000 mostly easygoing and downright neighbourly people. It's Canada's second-largest centre for corporate head offices. Downtown keeps evolving, but Calgary's planners have made life in winter more pleasant by connecting most of the buildings with the Plus 15, a network of enclosed walkways 15 feet (sometimes more) above street level. Among the major cities on the prairies, Calgary usually has the most reasonable winter, thanks to the warm chinook winds that blow in from the nearby Rockies. 

Calgary supports professional football and hockey teams, and in July the rodeo events of the Calgary Stampede attract visitors from around the world. Calgary hosted the 1988 Winter Olympics, and the downhill slopes and miles of cross-country ski trails are at Kananaskis, less than 90 minutes west of town. The city is also the perfect starting point for one of the preeminent dinosaur-exploration sites in the world, a world-class dinosaur-exploration tour at Dinosaur Provincial Park near Brooks and the Royal Tyrell Museum in Drumheller. The Glenbow Museum is one of the top museums in Canada, and the EPCOR Centre for the Performing Arts showcases theatre and musical performances. 

Sightseeing Tours 

Various tour companies run guided city-sightseeing excursions that cover historic and modern Calgary in either vans or buses. A typical 3- to 4-hour tour includes Fort Calgary and Canada Olympic Park; some include the Stampede Grounds, the Calgary Tower, and the Olympic Speedskating Oval at the University of Calgary. Prices range between C$29 for 1½ hours (without stops) to C$45 for 4 hours, which includes guided tours of Fort Calgary and Canada Olympic Park, as well as an elevation pass for the Calgary Tower. Some companies operate seasonally; reservations are required for all companies. 

Day trips to Banff, Lake Louise, and the Columbia Icefields are offered in buses or 15-passenger touring vans. The C$120 Icefields tour is 15 hours round-trip and doesn't include the C$29 SnoCoach ride onto the glacier. Banff and Lake Louise tours (C$94-C$107) generally run 9 hours and include a driver-guide who explains the history, geology, and ecology of the mountains. Some tours include shopping stops in Banff, a drive around Lake Minnewanka, Moraine Lake, Johnson's Canyon, and the Banff Gondola. A few tours go north to Drumheller and the Royal Tyrrell Museum or south to Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

Edmonton

Overview

Perched on the steep banks of the North Saskatchewan River, Edmonton is the capital city of Alberta and the sixth-largest city in Canada, with a metro-area population of one million. As the seat of the provincial government and home to the University of Alberta, the city is sophisticated and multiethnic, spawning a thriving arts community and fine restaurants. Known as "Edmonton Festival City," this provincial capital plays host to more than 35 festivals annually, including 12 major arts festivals during an 11-week period each summer. 

The thriving northern city is a boomtown that never seems to go bust. What started as a trading post morphed into a metropolis as a result of three major booms over some 200 years. In 1795, the North West Company and Hudson's Bay Company founded Fort Edmonton as a trading post on the banks of the North Saskatchewan River. Then, during the Klondike Gold Rush in 1897, Edmonton became a starting point for prospectors en route to the Yukon Territory. The annual 10-day Klondike Days Celebration in July celebrates this aspect of the city's history. Edmonton's third boom gushed from the ground on a cold February morning in 1947, when oil was discovered in Leduc, 40 km (25 mi) to the southwest. More than 10,000 wells were eventually drilled within 100 km (62 mi) of the city, and with them came numerous refineries and supply depots. By 1965, Edmonton had solidified its role as "oil capital of Canada" and today commemorates that role with an NHL hockey team known as the Edmonton Oilers and a Northern League baseball team known as the Edmonton Cracker-Cats. 

Edmonton's parks and green spaces aren't typical oil-town scenery. Twenty-two parks along the North Saskatchewan River valley encompass 18,348 acres, have 122 km (76 mi) of trails, and form the largest stretch of urban parkland in North America, known as the river valley parkland. 

Sights & Activities 

Edmonton is a composite of a handful of major neighbourhoods, each with its own mix of personality, history, and culture. The city's street system is a grid with numbered streets running north-south (numbers decrease as you head east) and numbered avenues running east-west (numbers decrease as you head south). Jasper (101) Avenue, the city's main street, runs east-west through the centre of downtown. With a mix of business, culture, and government, downtown is the city's core. The original Chinatown extends north on 97 Street from 105 Avenue to 107A Avenue. The "new" Chinatown, which includes the Edmonton Chinatown Multicultural Centre, runs along 102 Avenue between 97 and 95 streets. Little Italy, a smaller ethnic centre with a collection of shops and restaurants, stretches along 108 Avenue and 95 Street. The Avenue of Nations, northwest of downtown along 107 Avenue from 95 Street to 116 Street, has shops, services, and restaurants with Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Latin American, Polish, and Ukrainian influences. The West End includes West Edmonton Mall, "the greatest indoor show on earth," and the Original West End, with its carefully preserved Edwardian architecture. North of downtown is the Kingsway neighbourhood, which runs southeast to northwest, between 101 Street and 118 Avenue; neighbourhood highlights include the City Centre Airport, the VIA Rail Station, the Royal Alexandra Hospital, and Kingsway Garden Mall, the city's second-largest shopping mall. 

South of downtown, the campus of the University of Alberta stretches westward across the High Level Bridge at 109 Street on the south side of the river valley. To the east is the Old Strathcona neighbourhood. Heading south, 104 Street becomes Calgary Trail, which leads out of the city toward the Edmonton International Airport at Nisku and the suburban community of Leduc. 

Halifax

Overview

Halifax and Dartmouth, combined with the surrounding county of Halifax and known as the Halifax Regional Municipality gaze upon each other across Halifax Harbour, the second-largest natural harbor in the world. Once the point of entry to Canada for refugees and immigrants, the port remains a busy shipping center, with a flow of container ships and tugboats. Pleasure boats and yachts tie up alongside weathered schooners at the Historic Properties Wharf. Pubs, shops, museums, and parks welcome visitors and locals. In summer, jazz concerts and buskers, music festivals and sports events enliven the outdoor atmosphere. Art on exhibit, crafts sales, live theater, and fine food bring people here in all seasons. 

The film Titanic brought fresh attention to part of Halifax's history. Some 150 victims of the disaster are buried in three cemeteries here, and the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic has a Titanic display. 

A Good Walk 

Begin on Upper Water Street at Purdy's Wharf for unobstructed views of Halifax Harbour and wharf's pier and office towers. Continue south on Lower Water Street to the restored warehouses of the Historic Properties, a cluster of boutiques and restaurants linked by cobblestone footpaths. Stroll south several blocks along the piers to the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic; the wharves outside frequently welcome visiting transatlantic yachts and sail-training ships. Walk to the end of the block and cross Lower Water Street to Brewery Market, a restored waterfront property. Take the elevator at the office end of Brewery Market and emerge on Hollis Street. Turn left, past several elegant Victorian town houses, notably Keith Hall, once the executive offices of the brewery. 

Turn right onto Bishop Street and right again onto Barrington Street, Halifax's main downtown thoroughfare. The stone mansion on your right is Government House, the official residence of Nova Scotia's lieutenant governor. Take a detour from Barrington Street onto Spring Garden Road and the attractive shops in the Park Lane and Spring Garden Place shopping centres; then walk west to the Halifax Public Gardens, where you can rest your legs on shaded benches amid flower beds and rare trees. A block to the north, on Summer Street, is the Nova Scotia Museum of Natural History. 

On your way back to Barrington Street on Bell Road and Sackville Street, you notice the Halifax Citadel National Historic Site, dominated by the fortress that once commanded the city. On a lot defined by Barrington, Argyle, and Prince streets lies St. Paul's Church; one wall within its historic confines contains a fragment from the great Halifax Explosion of 1917. A block north and facing City Hall is the Grand Parade, where musicians perform at noon on summer days. From here, the waterfront side of Citadel Hill, look uphill: the tall, stylish brick building is the World Trade and Convention Centre and is attached to the 10,000-seat Halifax Metro Centre -- the site of hockey games, rock concerts, and political conventions. Head down the hill on Prince Street, making a left on Hollis Street to Province House, Canada's oldest legislative building. North of Province House, at Cheapside, is the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, which showcases a large collection of folk art. Walk a block west to Granville Street and two blocks north to the Anna Leonowens Gallery, where you can peruse the work of local artists. Return south two blocks on Barrington to stop by the crafts displays at the Mary E. Black Gallery. A final stop lies to the south: Pier 21, a former immigration centre, houses a museum of immigration. 

Timing 

The city of Halifax is fairly compact; depending on your tendency to stop and study, the above tour can take from a half to a full day. Pier 21 could take several hours in itself, so you may want to visit it separately from the walk. You can drive from sight to sight, but parking is a problem, and you will miss out on much of the flavour of the city.

Montréal

Overview

Canada's most romantic metropolis, Montréal is an island city that seems to favour grace and elegance over order and even prosperity, a city full of music, art, and joie de vivre. In some ways it resembles Vienna -- past its peak of power and glory, perhaps, but still a vibrant and beautiful place full of memories, dreams, and festivals. 

That's not to say Montréal is ready to fade away. It may not be so young anymore, but it remains Québec's largest city and an important port and financial centre. Its office towers are full of young Québecois entrepreneurs ready and eager to take on the world. The city's four universities -- two English and two French -- and a host of junior colleges add to this zest. 

Montréal is the only French-speaking metropolis in North America and the second-largest French-speaking city in the Western world, but it's a tolerant place that over the years has made room for millions of immigrants who speak dozens of languages. About 14% of the 3.3 million people who live in the metropolitan area claim English as their mother tongue, and another 19% claim a language that's neither English nor French. 

The city's grace, however, has been sorely tested. Since 1976, Montréal has twice endured the election of a separatist provincial government, a law banning all languages but French on virtually all public signs and billboards, and four referenda on the future of Québec and Canada -- the last the cliff-hanger of 1995, in which just 50.58% of the population voted to remain part of Canada. Montréal, where most of the province's Anglophones and immigrants live, bucked the separatist trend and voted nearly 70% against independence. 

In 2003, passions seemed to cool after the balance of power shifted to the nationalist Liberals. However, a scandal over the way the federal government squandered millions on a public-relations campaign that was supposed to benefit Québec -- much of it going to advertising companies with governmental ties -- reignited separatist sympathies in 2005. But Montréal has survived these ups and downs with its buoyancy intact. And why not? Founded by the French, conquered by the British, and occupied by the Americans, it's a city that's used to turmoil. Montréal has a long history of reconciling contradictions. 

It remains a city of contrasts. The glass office tower of La Maison des Coopérants, for example, soars above a Gothic-style Anglican cathedral that sits gracefully in its shadow. The neo-Gothic facade of the Basilique Notre-Dame-de-Montréal glares across Place d'Armes at the pagan temple that serves as the head office of the Bank of Montréal. And while pilgrims still crawl up the steps of the Oratoire St-Joseph on one side of Mont-Royal, thousands of their fellow Catholics line up to get into the Casino de Montréal on the other side -- not necessarily what the earnest French settlers who founded Montréal envisioned when they landed on the island in May 1642. 

Those 54 pious men and women under the leadership of Paul de Chomedey, sieur de Maisonneuve, and Jeanne Mance, a French noblewoman, hoped to create a new Christian society. They named their settlement Ville-Marie in honour of the Blessed Virgin and set out to convert the native people. Mance established the Hôpital Hôtel-Dieu de St-Joseph, still one of the city's major hospitals. In 1659 she invited members of a French order of nuns to help her in her efforts. 

That order, the Religieuses Hospitalières de St-Joseph, now has its motherhouse in Montréal and is one of the oldest groups of nuns in the Americas. Marguerite Bourgeoys, who arrived 11 years after Mance, helped establish the colony's first school and taught both French and native children how to read and write. Bourgeoys also founded the Congrégation de Notre Dame, a teaching order that still has schools in Montréal, elsewhere in Canada, and around the world. Canonized by the Roman Catholic Church in 1982, she became Canada's first female saint. 

Piety wasn't Ville-Marie's only raison d'être, however. At the confluence of two major transportation routes -- the St. Lawrence and Ottawa rivers -- the settlement soon emerged as the leading centre for the lucrative trade in beaver pelts that underpinned the whole economy of New France. The beaver's dense underfur was used to make the felt hats that were a staple of European fashion for a century. The fur-induced prosperity led to the development of other domestic industries, including iron smelting, farming, quarrying, and some mining. Through it all, the city's religious roots were never forgotten. Until 1854, long after the French lost possession of the city, the Island of Montréal remained the property of the Sulpicians, an aristocratic association of French priests. The Sulpicians were initially responsible for administering the colony and for recruiting colonists. They still run the Basilique Notre-Dame-de-Montréal and train priests for the Roman Catholic archdiocese. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Any visit to Montréal should start with the peak of Mont-Royal, the city's most enduring symbol. Afterward wander down to avenue des Pins and then through McGill University to downtown. Make an effort to stop at the Musée des Beaux-Arts de Montréal and St. Patrick's Basilica. On Day 2, explore Vieux-Montréal, with special emphasis on the Basilique Notre-Dame-de-Montréal, the Chapelle Notre-Dame-de-Bon-Secours, and the Musée d'Archéologie Pointe-à-Callière. On Day 3 you can either visit the Parc Olympique (recommended for children) or stroll through the Quartier Latin. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Start with a visit to Parc du Mont-Royal. After viewing the city from the Chalet du Mont-Royal, visit the Oratoire St-Joseph. You should still have enough time to visit the Musée des Beaux-Arts before dinner. On Day 2, get in some shopping as you explore downtown, with perhaps a visit to the Centre Canadien d'Architecture. Spend all of Day 3 in Vieux-Montréal, and on Day 4 stroll through the Quartier Latin. On Day 5, visit the Parc Olympique and then do one of three things: visit the islands, take a ride on the Lachine Rapids, or revisit some of the sights you missed in Vieux-Montréal or downtown. 

If You Have 7 Days 

A week gives you enough time for the five-day itinerary, above, while expanding your Vieux-Montréal explorations to two days and adding a shopping spree on rue Chabanel and a visit to the Casino de Montréal. 

Québec

Overview

Québec City is widely considered to be the most French city in North America; roughly 95% of the people who live here claim French as their mother tongue. It is the capital of Québec province and includes the only walled city north of Mexico, Vieux-Québec (Old Québec). The old city is split into two tiers, separated by steep rock against which are more than 25 escaliers (staircases) and a funicular. 

Along the banks of the St. Lawrence River is the Lower Town, or Basse-Ville, the oldest neighbourhood in North America. Its time-worn streets brim with up-to-the-minute shops, charming restaurants, and art galleries, as well as touristy stores, all housed in former warehouses and residences. You can see the rooftops of the Lower Town from the Terrasse Dufferin boardwalk in Vieux-Québec's Upper Town, or Haute-Ville. The most prominent buildings of Québec City's earliest European inhabitants stand here. One often-photographed landmark is the castlelike Fairmont Le Château Frontenac, a hotel with copper-roofed towers and a commanding view of the St. Lawrence River. Many military sites -- fortifications and battlements -- and a number of museums and other attractions encircle the city. Beyond the town walls, old and new government buildings intermingle with the structures of a modern metropolis that grew up in the 20th century. Rue St-Jean is one of the city's trendiest neighbourhoods, home to many eclectic and affordable restaurants. 

Vieux-Québec is remarkably compact and walkable, even though it's not flat. The city can be a trial for drivers, and private cars are not allowed at all within Vieux-Québec, so it's best to make use of the city's good public transportation and to bring your walking shoes. 

Best of Québec City in 2 to 6 Days 

If You Have 2 Days 

With only a couple of days, you should devote one day to Lower Town, which is the earliest site of French civilization in North America, and the second day to Upper Town. On Day 1, stroll the narrow streets of the Quartier Petit-Champlain, visiting the Maison Chevalier and browsing at the many handicraft stores. Moving on to Place Royale, head for the Église Notre-Dame-des-Victoires; in summer there's almost always entertainment in the square. On Day 2, view the St. Lawrence River from Terrasse Dufferin and visit the impressive buildings of Upper Town, where 17th- and 18th-century religious and educational institutions predominate. 

If You Have 4 Days 

A four-day trip allows you to wander farther afield, outside the walls of the Old City. On Day 3, watch the pomp and ceremony of the changing of the guard at the Citadelle, and then wander through and have a picnic (with wine or beer, if you wish, since it's legal to possess and consume them in public areas in Québec City) on the Plains of Abraham, site of the battle that ended France's colonial dreams in North America and marked the beginning of British rule in Canada. In the afternoon, tour the National Assembly. On Day 4, check out the Musée National des Beaux-Arts du Québec or the Musée de la Civilisation. Then check out the city from a different vantage point -- aboard a horse-drawn calèche or from a walk atop the ramparts. In summer, do what the locals do -- grab a seat on an outdoor terrasse, sip a cool drink, and watch the world go by. 

If You Have 6 Days 

Six days will give you time to experience some of Québec's scenic countryside. Follow the itinerary above for a four-day trip. On Day 5, you could spend more time exploring Vieux-Québec. Or you could take historic avenue Royale (Route 360) east to Montmorency Falls, which are 30 meters (100 feet) higher than Niagara Falls. From here, continue east along avenue Royale through the centuries-old villages of the Côte de Beaupré, the breadbasket of colonial New France. Visit the colossal Basilique Ste-Anne-de-Beaupré in Ste-Anne-de-Beaupré, and then head to the Réserve Faunique du Cap Tourmente, an internationally recognized wildlife reserve. If you're here during spring or fall, you may be able to get within a few feet of thousands of snow geese, which make the park their home as they travel to and from the Arctic. You may also see dozens of species of birds and other animals (including bears) while walking the park's well-maintained trails. If you're here in winter, consider spending the rest of Day 5 and all of Day 6 on the slopes of nearby Mont-Ste-Anne. You might also want to try Le Massif, Canada's highest ski mountain east of the Rockies, or Stoneham. You may even be up for climbing the ice-covered canyon wall next to the Montmorency Falls. In summer, spend Day 6 on a boat cruise on the St. Lawrence River, or go white-water rafting down the Jacques Cartier River.

Toronto

Overview

Toronto is like New York, as run by the Swiss," actor Peter Ustinov is rumoured to have said. Indeed, this is a big, beautiful, and efficient city, one that has emerged from relative obscurity over the past half century to become the centre of culture, commerce, and communications in Canada. With its colourful ethnic mix, rich history, and breathtaking architecture, Toronto is non-stop adventure for the willing tourist from the top of the CN Tower to as far as the eye can see. 

The city officially became Toronto on March 6, 1834, but its roots are much more ancient than that. In the early 1600s, a Frenchman named Etienne Brûlé was sent into the not-yet-Canadian wilderness by the famous explorer Samuel de Champlain to see what he could discover. He discovered plenty: the river and portage routes from the St. Lawrence to Lake Huron, possibly Lakes Superior and Michigan, and eventually Lake Ontario. Of course, the native Huron peoples had known this area between the Humber and Don rivers for centuries -- and had long called it "Toronto," believed to mean "meeting place." Later, a bustling village called Teiaiagon grew up here, and then it was the site of a French trading post. 

After the British won the Seven Years' War, the trading post was renamed "York" in 1793. More than 40 years later, the city again took the name Toronto. Following an unsuccessful American invasion in 1812, several devastating fires, and a rebellion in 1837, there was a slow but steady increase in the population of white Anglo-Saxon Protestants leading into the 20th century. Since WWII, though, Toronto has attracted residents from all over the world. And unlike the American "melting pot" phenomenon that melds everyone together, Toronto is more of a "tossed salad" of diverse ethnic groups. 

Nearly two-thirds of the 4.5 million residents who now live in the Greater Toronto area were born and raised somewhere else. And that somewhere else was often very far away. Nearly 500,000 Italians give Toronto one of the largest Italian communities outside Italy. It is also the home of the largest Chinese community in Canada and the largest Portuguese community in North America. The city hosts close to 150,000 Jewish people, nearly as many Muslims, and tens of thousands of Germans, joined by Greeks, Hungarians, East Indians, West Indians, Vietnamese, Maltese, South Americans, and Ukrainians -- more than 80 ethnic groups in all, speaking more than 80 different languages. Toronto is also the home of Canada's largest gay and lesbian community. 

What this immigration has meant to Toronto is the rather rapid creation of a vibrant mix of cultures that has echoes of turn-of-the-20th-century New York City -- but without the slums, crowding, and tensions. Torontonians embrace, and take pride in, their multicultural character, their tradition of keeping a relatively clean and safe city, and their shared belief in the value of everyone getting along and enjoying the basic rights of good health care, education, and a high standard of living. 

Although the assimilation of these various cultures into the overall fabric of the city is ongoing, several ethnic neighbourhoods have become attractions on their own for locals and visitors. These include Kensington Market (west of Spadina Avenue between College and Dundas), Chinatown (around the Spadina Avenue and Dundas Street intersection), Greektown (Danforth Avenue between Chester and Jones), Little Italy (College Street between Euclid and Shaw), Corso Italia (St. Clair Avenue West between Lansdowne and Westmount), Little Poland (Roncesvalles Avenue between King and Dundas), Portugal Village (Dundas Street West, west of Bathurst), Indian Bazaar (Gerrard Street between Coxwell and Greenwood), and Koreatown (Bloor Street West between Bathurst and Christie). 

Toronto is also a city filled with boutiques, restaurants, and cafés, and of course there are plenty of shops -- above ground and on the PATH, Toronto's underground city -- an 11-km-long (7-mi-long) subterranean walkway lined with eateries, shops, banks, and medical offices. 

And then there are the oft-overlooked gems of Toronto: the beach-fringed Toronto Islands. These eight tree-lined islands -- and more than a dozen smaller islets that sit in Lake Ontario just off the city's downtown -- offer a welcome touch of greenery. They've been attracting visitors since 1833, especially during summer, when the more than 550 acres of parkland on the islands are most irresistible. From any of the islands you have spectacular views of Toronto's skyline, especially as the setting sun turns the city's skyscrapers to gold, silver, and bronze. 

Toronto, in a in a nutshell, is clean, safe, and orderly. Yet somehow dynamic and exciting, because it's also a city of great activity. After New York, it's the second largest destination for live theatre on the continent. Every September the city hosts an international film festival. In mid-2003 the ground was broken for the city's first home to both the Canadian Opera Company and the National Ballet of Canada. Benefactors include native son Isadore Sharp, founder of Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts. 

When the 2,000-seat, C$100 million opera house opens in 2006, it will be called the Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts. Toronto also has numerous sports teams, including the Blue Jays, the Raptors, and the Maple Leafs. And there are year-round festivals to keep you warmly entertained in the colder months. And that's just for starters. 

Toronto in 3 Days 

If it's your first visit, select a couple of landmarks: tour the CN Tower and see a game at the Rogers Centre; then visit Harbour front. On your second day, visit Chinatown and Kensington Market, spend the early afternoon at the Art Gallery of Ontario, then browse through the shops of Queen Street West. Begin your third day in Yorkville and visit the Royal Ontario Museum. Spend the rest of the day in whichever neighbourhood most appeals to you or at one of the farther-flung sights, such as Casa Loma, the Distillery District, or the Toronto Islands.

If You Have 5 Days 

To see and experience all that is Toronto, you should plan a stay of at least a week. Five days is enough to see many of the highlights: the Art Gallery of Ontario, the CN Tower, the Rogers Centre, Harbour front, the Distillery District, Casa Loma, and plenty of the neighbourhoods from Kensington Market and Chinatown to Little Italy and Yorkville. These itineraries don't include side trips to Niagara Falls or the theatre festivals at Niagara-on-the-Lake and Stratford, so you'd need to adjust your plans to include them. 

Day 1 

The four icons of modern Toronto are close enough together that they can all be visited on a single, albeit busy, day. Start at Queen and Bay streets at the eye-shape City Hall. (Its quaint predecessor, Old City Hall, is across the street.) Walk one block east to the Eaton Centre, at Yonge Street. The atrium-style roof is worth a peek even if you don't stay to browse the 300 or so shops. Next, head south on Bay Street through the Financial District, with its handsome skyscrapers; head west on Front Street to the spectacular CN Tower. It's not hard to find -- just look up. Take the speedy elevator to the observation deck and then lunch at the 360 Revolving Restaurant. 

Next, pay a visit to the tower's neighbour, the spectacular Rogers Centre. You should buy tickets ahead of time for a Toronto Blue Jays baseball game. Or, if the stadium is not in use, you can take a guided tour (call ahead). Leaving the Rogers Centre, walk or take a taxi south to Queen's Quay Terminal, part of the city's Harbour front Centre. There's plenty to do here, from shopping and browsing the galleries to taking an impromptu pottery-making class. As the sun sets, take a stroll along the waterfront and then head to one of the great restaurants nearby. The streetcar running along the centre of Queen's Quay (make sure the sign in front says Union) will take you back uptown to Union subway station. 

Day 2 

Prepare for a mix of culture and shopping. Spend the morning exploring the original Chinatown -- laid out west along Dundas Street behind City Hall -- all the way over to the "new" Chinatown, in and around the busy Spadina Avenue-Dundas Street intersection. Cross Spadina and turn right for the colorful Kensington Market. Settle into a restaurant along Baldwin Street or walk south on Spadina to Queen Street West (five short blocks) and make a left to check out the funky shopping district with restaurants and cafés. Spend the afternoon at the Art Gallery of Ontario (at Dundas and McCaul streets), with its outstanding Henry Moore collection. In the evening, pick your favourite ethnic cuisine and head to one of the city's excellent restaurants. 

Day 3 

Begin the day amid the Yorkville boutiques, at the northwest corner of Yonge and Bloor Streets. Shops in restored Victorian residences, and outdoor cafés (plenty with strong Italian espresso) may charm the credit cards out of your pocket. Before the country's most chic shops settled here, Yorkville was a hippie haven in the 1960s, attracting emerging musical artists Joni Mitchell and Gordon Lightfoot. 

The shops spill onto Bloor Street West, and the strip between Yonge Street and Avenue Road is sometimes referred to as Toronto's 5th Avenue. Your next stop is the nearby Royal Ontario Museum, at Bloor West and Queen's Park, with pieces from the worlds of art, archaeology, and science; even though some galleries are closed due to ongoing refurbishment, plan to spend some time here. (Across the street is the Gardiner Museum of Ceramic Art, and a short walk west on Bloor Street West is the Bata Shoe Museum at St. George Street.) In the evening, take in a play, a concert, or a comedy show at Second City. 

Day 4 

If you're here in summer, take the subway south to Union Station and then walk to the docks at the foot of Bay Street and Queen's Quay to catch a ferry to the Toronto Islands; the view of the city skyline is an added plus. Make sure you know which of the many islands suits you best; in summer, particularly on weekends, kids have the run of Centre Island. In winter, take the kids to the Ontario Science Centre, with its engaging exhibits and demonstrations. The Science Center is 11 km (7 mi) northeast of downtown. Another far-flung spot worth a visit is the McMichael Canadian Art Collection, an outstanding museum with works by Canadian and First Nations artists, on 100 wooded acres. When you're back downtown in the evening, look for a place where you can dine alfresco -- patio dining, as the locals say -- or head to hip College Street in Little Italy. 

Day 5 

Roam some special neighbourhoods in Toronto. Purchase a TTC Day Pass, which allows unlimited use of transit vehicles after 9:30 AM Monday through Friday (all day Saturday and Sunday) and is available at subway stations. Some areas to the east of downtown are Rosedale, an affluent neighbourhood with antiques shops, and The Danforth, with Greek restaurants. At Church and Wellesley Streets is the centre of the gay community. Southeast of that is Cabbagetown, which has handsome 19th-century homes. 

King Street East is Toronto's new home furnishings and design district, and streetcars running east from here will take you to the Beaches, a great place to stroll the lakefront and shop. The Esplanade area at Front Street has an increasing number of trendy eateries, but St. Lawrence Market, with stalls of prepared and fresh foods, has been here forever. East of the Esplanade is the Historic Distillery area composed of art galleries, boutiques, restaurants, and home to many festivals year-round. 

West of downtown along Bloor Street is the artsy Annex community, and south along Spadina is the western border of the University of Toronto downtown campus. The surrounding residential area has cafés and good second-hand bookstores, particularly around Harbord Street. You'll find intriguing eateries everywhere.

Vancouver

Overview

One of the most beautifully sited cities in the world, Vancouver is much more than a pretty layover for Alaskan cruises. The Pacific Ocean and the mountains of the North Shore form a dramatic backdrop to the gleaming towers of commerce downtown. Vancouver is a new city when compared to others but one that's rich in culture and diversity. Indeed, it's become a hot destination, so hot, in fact, it's been chosen, with Whistler, to host the 2010 Winter Olympic Games. 

The arts scene bubbles in summer, when the city stages most of its film, music, and theater festivals. You'll also find opera, ballet, and symphony, as well as plenty of pubs, bars, and nightclubs. The cuisine scene is equally vibrant and diverse. Superb Chinese food and creative Pacific Northwest cooking, long on seafood, are special treats, but other fine ethnic menus also dazzle. 

For all its culinary and cultural temptations, Vancouver also provides great strolls. One obligatory amble is through Gastown, the oldest quarter, now brimming with cafés, shops, and lofts. Adjacent is Chinatown -- the third largest in North America -- site of the Ming Dynasty-style Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden. On Granville Island, buskers, art studios, and a bustling public market delight the senses. A half-hour drive west, on the University of British Columbia campus, the Museum of Anthropology serves as a window on civilizations that flourished here long before the British sailed in. A celebrated aquarium and other attractions punctuate nature's work in the trail-laced wilderness of Stanley Park, just blocks from the city centre. Kitsilano Beach, a short hop across English Bay, is as trendy as the neighbourhood around it, but nearby are hidden coves where you can contemplate, among other things, how clever you were to vacation in this splendid place. 

Best of Vancouver in 1 to 4 Days 

Day 1 

If you have only one day in Vancouver, start with an early morning walk, bike, or shuttle ride through Stanley Park- to see the Vancouver Aquarium Marine Science Centre, enjoy the views from Prospect Point, and take a stroll along the seawall. If you leave the park at English Bay, you can have lunch on Denman or Robson Street, meander on foot past the trendy shops between Jervis and Burrard streets, and then walk northeast on Burrard to view the many buildings of architectural interest. Alternatively, you can exit the the park at Coal Harbour and follow the Seawall Walk to Canada Place, stopping for lunch at a seaside pub or restaurant. From Canada Place, follow Burrard Street southwest to Robson. Either way, the Vancouver Art Gallery and the Vancouver Lookout! at Harbour Centre also make good stops. 

Day 2 

On Day 2 take a leisurely walking tour of the shops, eateries, and cobblestone streets of Gastown, Chinatown, and Yaletown. 

Day 3 

On Day 3 head to the south side of False Creek and English Bay to delve into the public market and the many boutiques, eateries, and theatres of Granville Island. Buses and ferries provide easy transit, and touring the island is best accomplished on foot. (If you drive, parking is available, but traffic to the island can be congested, especially on weekends.) 

Day 4 

On Day 4, tour other sights beyond downtown Vancouver. Make time for the Museum of Anthropology on the campus of the University of British Columbia. Also visit the Vancouver Museum, the H. R. MacMillan Space Centre, and the Vancouver Maritime Museum, all in the Kitsilano area. Plan to dine at one of the innovative restaurants in Kitsilano or in the upscale South Granville neighbourhood. If you'd rather play outside, head to the North Shore Mountains, where you can swing high above the Capilano River on the Capilano Suspension Bridge and take in the panoramic city views as you ride the Skyride to the top of Grouse Mountain. Or, venture to the East Side and browse the funky boutiques along Main Street or Commercial Drive.

Victoria
Overview

Worth the trip for the ferry ride alone, Victoria is a stunner. The capital of British Columbia, it's full of stately Victorian structures such as the Parliament Buildings, outlined at night with thousands of starry lights. Victoria grew up Anglophile but has been reinventing itself as a city of the Pacific Rim, with due regard for its Asian and native heritage. You can still find a proper afternoon tea, but you'll also find the country's oldest and most intact Chinatown and, at the Royal British Columbia Museum, the definitive First Peoples exhibit. Don't miss Beacon Hill Park; it provides spectacular views of the Olympic Mountains and the Strait of Juan de Fuca, as well as a slim chance for baseball fans to get hooked on cricket. North of town, Butchart Gardens' 55 glorious acres are a celebration of flowers and garden styles -- Japanese, Italian, rose -- with summer fireworks and live music. 

Farther north, the rest of Vancouver Island stretches 483 km (300 mi) end to end -- North America's largest Pacific coastal island. At Strathcona Provincial Park, in the middle of the island, stargazers escape the haze of city lights, as do hikers, canoeists, and campers. Whales and seals are among the sights at the Pacific Rim National Park Reserve, but winter storms, symphonic in their grandeur, are the draw for tempest lovers. At the park's northern edge are funky, charming Tofino and island-dotted Clayoquot Sound, where lodging options include high-end wilderness retreats. What you can't put a price on is the experience, spiritual for many, of the stillness, the clarity of light, the beauty all around. 

Best of Victoria in 1 to 10 Days 

If You Have 1 to 3 Days 

For a short trip, Victoria- is a fine place to begin. There's plenty to explore, from the flower-fringed Inner Harbour and the museums and attractions nearby to Market Square and the shops and restaurants of Chinatown. World-famous Butchart Gardens on the Saanich Peninsula is only a half hour away by car, and you might take a full day to explore the beautiful grounds. On Day 3, head west to Sooke or north, over the scenic Malahat region, to Duncan, Chemainus, or Nanaimo, which has ferry service to the mainland. 

If You Have 4 to 6 Days 

A brief stay in Victoria- can be followed by a tour of Vancouver Island. Follow the itinerary above, heading to Sooke on Day 3. Day 4 allows time to see the Quw'utsun' Cultural and Conference Centre in Duncan and the murals and restored Victorian buildings of Chemainus. On Day 5, one alternative is to trek across the island to the scenic west coast to visit Ucluelet and Tofino (pick one for your overnight) and spend some time whale-watching or hiking around Pacific Rim National Park Reserve. Another choice is to continue up the east coast to visit Strathcona Provincial Park or to do some salmon fishing from Campbell River. Spend Day 6 retracing your steps to Victoria or Nanaimo, for ferry service to the mainland. 

If You Have 7 to 10 Days 

A longer trip allows more time to explore the area in and around the Pacific Rim National Park Reserve or to visit Bamfield or the Broken Group Islands on the Lady Rose, a coastal freighter that sails from Port Alberni. If you're exploring the east coast, you could visit one of the rustic islands; Quadra, Denman, and Hornby islands as well as the Southern Gulf Islands of Salt Spring, Mayne, and Galiano are all easily reached by ferry. Otherwise, head north toward Port Hardy to see the resident whale pods near Telegraph Cove. From Port Hardy you can continue a tour of British Columbia on an Inside Passage cruise.

Whistler and Blackcomb

Overview

Whistler and Blackcomb mountains, part of Whistler Resort, which will host the 2010 Olympic and Paralympic Winter Games, are consistently ranked among North America's top ski destinations. Between them they have the largest ski area and two longest vertical drops on the continent, as well as one of the world's most advanced lift systems. The ski-in, ski-out village has enough shops, restaurants, nightlife, and other activities that it's easy to fill a vacation without ever hitting the slopes. In winter the resort buzzes with skiers and snowboarders from all over the world. In summer the pace relaxes as the focus shifts to cycling, hiking, golfing, and boating around Whistler Valley, although heli-skiers will still find snow. Whistler's Mountain Bike Park is quickly becoming a top summer draw, in large part because every year it introduces ever more innovative jump-infested trails.

Sights & Activities 

At the base of the Whistler and Blackcomb mountains are Whistler Village, Village North (also called Marketplace), and Upper Village -- a rapidly expanding, interconnected community of lodgings, restaurants, pubs, and boutiques. Locals refer to the entire area as Whistler Village. With dozens of hotels and condos within a five-minute walk of the mountains, the site is always bustling. Another village centre, called Whistler Creek, is developing along Highway 99 a couple of miles to the south. 

Whistler Village is a pedestrians-only community. Anywhere you want to go within the resort is within a few minutes' walk, and parking lots are just outside the village (although as a hotel guest, you may have access to underground parking). The bases of Whistler and Blackcomb mountains are also just at the village edge; in fact, you can ski right into the lower level of the Fairmont Chateau Whistler Hotel. 

Glacier NP
Overview

Northwest Montana's seemingly endless mountain ranges shimmer under the Big Sky, reflecting the state's motto, Oro y Plata (gold and silver). When the Lewis and Clark expedition traveled through the region, they found lush forests surrounding glaciated valleys teeming with wildlife. Not much has changed today, as you can see in 1.2-million-acre Glacier National Park. At the top of any northwest Montana must-see list, Glacier remains open year-round. You'll have the most company in summer, when people come to drive the jaw-dropping Going-to-the-Sun Road, but winter has undeniable charms. The park's cross-country skiing and snowshoeing trails lead to turquoise waterfalls and cedar forests where, if you're lucky, you just might hear the howling of wolves. 

The massive peaks of the Continental Divide are the backbone of Glacier National Park and its sister across the border, Canada's Waterton Lakes National Park. These parks embody the essence of the Rocky Mountains. Coniferous forests, thickly vegetated creek bottoms, and green-carpeted meadows and basins provide homes for all kinds of wildlife. Melting snow and alpine glaciers yield streaming ribbons of clear, frigid water, the headwaters of rivers that flow west to the Pacific Ocean, north to the Arctic, and southeast to the Atlantic via the Gulf of Mexico. In the backcountry you can see some of the Rockies' oldest geological formations and numerous rare species of mammals, plants, and birds. The Going-to-the-Sun Road, which snakes through the precipitous centre of Glacier, is one of the most dizzying rides on the continent. 

In the rocky northwest corner of America's fourth-largest state, Glacier encompasses more than 1 million acres (1,563 square mi) of untrammeled wilds. It came into being under the aegis of President William Howard Taft in 1910. Great Northern Railway baron Louis Hill's "See America First" campaign drew wealthy Easterners to the new park, where he'd built lodges, chalets, roads, and trails, many of which are still in use today. Along the 720 mi of trails are 37 named glaciers, 200 lakes, and 1,000 mi of streams. Neighbouring Waterton Lakes National Park, across the border in Alberta, Canada, covers another 130,000 acres. In 1932, the parks were symbolically unified to form the Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park in recognition of the two nations' friendship and dedication to peace. Both parks continue to be maintained by their respective park services. 

Beyond Glacier stretch 2.7 million acres of northern Rockies wilderness, most of it roadless but some of it visible along impossibly scenic drives. Accessible lands offer stellar bird-watching, fishing, golfing, bicycling, and skiing (both downhill and cross-country). Hiking trails lace mountains and meadows, cross streams, and skirt lakes all over northwest Montana. 

In the 200 years since Lewis and Clark passed through, Montana's population has grown to 902,000, and much of it has concentrated in the Bitterroot, Missoula, Mission, and Flathead valleys of the northwest. The largest city in the area, with a population of approximately 57,000, Missoula is a business and shopping centre and home to the University of Montana, as well as to many arts and cultural attractions. In and between friendly towns such as Hamilton, Stevensville, Kalispell, Polson, and Whitefish are well-preserved historical sites and small yet resourceful museums; entertainment includes everything from local theatre to Native American festivals. Civilization, however, perches on the edge of seemingly endless wilderness: visit this part of the world for its wildlife, its water, and its pristine lands.

Planning Your Time 

Since Northwest Montana is famous for its mountains and waterways, a good place to start your trip here is Glacier National Park. Topping the list of its many don't-miss sites is Logan Pass on the Going-to-the-Sun Road, where you may encounter shaggy, white-coated mountain goats as they lunge across cliff faces or tiptoe through the parking lot. From the visitor centre at Logan Pass, several hikes lead to backcountry splendour; the most popular and spectacular is the short trail that climbs to Hidden Lake Overlook. Even for non-hikers, Logan Pass offers magnificent fresh air and great views: both sides of the Continental Divide, numerous lakes, streams, and waterfalls, and wildflowers (especially in July and August). 

Among the best in the state, northwest Montana's seven alpine ski areas are led by Big Mountain Ski Resort in the Flathead Valley. If you come in summer, be sure to take a chairlift ride to the top: from there you can see the Canadian Rockies, the peaks of Glacier, and the valley. Nearby, railroad fans and history buffs will appreciate Whitefish's Stumptown Historical Museum and Kalispell's Central School Museum, both crammed full of local history, plus a few humorous exhibits. Water lovers find ample room for all kinds of sports on Flathead Lake, the West's largest natural freshwater lake. Artsy types should stop in Bigfork, on the lake's northeast shore, where galleries dominate the main street, and eateries are often galleries, too. Finish off your time in the Flathead Valley with a visit the Flathead Indian Reservation, whose People's Centre offers a glimpse of local Native American art, historic photographs, and artefacts. 

If your travels include Missoula, you can figure out the lay of the land via a short hike to the M on the mountainside above the University of Montana's Washington-Grizzly Football Stadium. From here you'll see the Clark Fork River, downtown's Missoula Art Museum, and, way off to the west, the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation Wildlife Visitor Centre. 

In the forested Bitterroot Valley, where many travellers follow Lewis and Clark's trail, stop at Traveller's Rest State Park for perspective on the expedition. Plan on floating and fishing the Bitterroot and other local rivers, and in early July watch the Senior Pro Rodeo if you're in Hamilton. At one of the valley's guest ranches, be sure to sign up for a trail ride into the Bitterroot or Selway wilderness areas and along surrounding U.S. Forest Service trails. Wherever you go, don't forget your cowboy hat and your "howdy."

