Wine wanderings lead to idyllic vacation
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Alanna Rittich and Tim O'Hanlon, back from B.C.'s southern Gulf Islands

In their fantasy life, they're sitting on a terracotta terrazza in the Tuscan countryside, sipping a 1997 bottle of Brunello di Montalcino.

In reality, Alanna Rittich and her husband, Tim O'Hanlon, are wine enthusiasts who like visiting wineries near and far while expanding their palate and collection of fine blends.

That search for new grape varietals recently led the Calgary couple to British Columbia's southern Gulf Islands, where they not only found good wine, but great adventure.

Must-sees/must-dos

Rittich and O'Hanlon agree the major islands in B.C.'s coastal archipelago -- Saltspring, Mayne, Galiano, Saturna and the adjoining Penders -- make up an incredibly idyllic playground that's extremely affordable for Canadians. (See www.islands.bc.ca).

The couple aren't strangers to these parts, having ferried over to the islands several times before. But the August crossing through the Strait of Georgia, when the white-hulled ferry came to a standstill because of a pod of 24 orcas at Active Pass, was by far the most memorable. (BC Ferries: www.bcferries.com).

"It was quite a visceral experience to see these magnificent mammals in their natural habitat, and watch them jump from the water, flapping their tails," Rittich says.

Rittich and O'Hanlon saw a second pod the next evening in Trincomali Channel, only 50 metres away from where the couple was enjoying wine on an outdoor deck.

That rare viewing has left a lasting mark as the heart of the couple's summer vacation. But it wasn't their only close encounter with the region's prolific wildlife.

"While seated low in a kayak one afternoon, we came face to face, first with a group of blue herons and, a little later, a family of seals with a young pup," O'Hanlon says.

Besides outdoor pursuits that include kayaking, sailing, cycling and hiking, the southern Gulf Islands offer sessions of rejuvenation.

Rittich relished her stay at the Galiano Inn, which combines the ambience of a spa with the casual elegance of a Mediterranean-style oceanfront inn. The spa package with accommodations and gourmet breakfast starts at $275 per night, based on double occupancy.

The high-end menu at the inn's Atrevida restaurant features locally sourced, small-farmed organic produce, fresh wild seafood and a cellar offering B.C. specialty wines. Dinner for two with wine runs around $200.

(Galiano Inn, 134 Madrona Dr.; 1-877-530-3939 or www.galianoinn.com.)

Aside from full-service luxury inns, there's no shortage of charming bed and breakfasts and gabled cottages to help you settle into island time. (See www.bctravel.com/gulfislands).

Curious about Gulf Island wines, the couple took a motorboat to Saturna Island to visit one of the largest winery operations on B.C.'s West Coast. Saturna Island Vineyards, majestically nestled between the waters of the Pacific and sandstone cliffs, covers 24 hectares of vines producing Pinot Gris, Chardonnay and Gewurztraminer. The Pinot Noir stood out for O'Hanlon. "It's a good wine for a very good price," he says.

The vineyard's harvest celebration is held annually this September weekend. (Saturna Island Vineyards, 8 Quarry Rd.; 1-250-539-5139 or www.saturnavineyards.com).

While on Saturna, the couple stopped for lunch at the Saturna

General Store and Cafe, where O'Hanlon says he had the best hamburger of his life. Along with Rittich's fresh wild salmon salad, the bill came in under $20. (Saturna General Store, 101 Narvaez Bay Rd.; 1-250-539-2936; dinner reservations required).

Their visit the next day to Garry Oaks Winery on Saltspring Island didn't offer the same ambience as the Saturna winery's converted barn, but Rittich says its wines are worth boasting about, including the 2005 Estate Pinot Gris, an award-winning dry wine that's $21.97 a bottle.

(Garry Oak Winery, 1880 Fulford-Ganges Rd.: 1-250-653-4687 or www.garryoakswinery.com).

Rittich and O'Hanlon's trip to the southern Gulf Islands started as a quest to discover new wines. Their experience ended up just as much an adventure, punctuated by stunning natural beauty and extraordinary encounters with coastal wildlife.

Silvana Saccomani is a Calgary freelance writer whose column appears in the Travel section once a month.
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