Lizzie Hunter

My Trip Across Canada
August 13th- November 29th 2016
Climate: Varied between 30 degrees and -15 depending on location and time of year!

After spending 108 days in Canada I think it's fair to say I had the time of my life. I met so
many wonderful people and had some unforgettable experiences. As someone who is about
to begin a Geography degree, and has had a long term interest in nature and sustainability, I
knew the diverse environment of Canada with its interesting geographical features would be
a fascinating place for me to visit.
I have had the opportunity to travel all across Canada from the West Coast all the way to
Montreal. I've been able to walk on a glacier, see bears and whales in the wild, and learn
about indigenous culture through speaking with First Nations and visiting their reserves.
My trip began in the centre of Canada in a small city called Winnipeg. With a large
indigenous population this was a great starting point when it came to learning about
aboriginal culture. I drove out the city to visit a reserve and observe a Powwow, a traditional
aboriginal celebration. Their clothing, dancing and music was so wonderful to see and it was
easy to forget that the indigenous people of Canada have had a difficult history.

I was quickly reminded of the reality of
indigenous life when I visited a First Nation
reserve a few hours’ drive outside the city
called Shoal Lake 40. This particular reserve
has never had running water (only bottled)
and Shoal Lake is used to provide water to the
city of Winnipeg. They also had no road
access to the reserve and a barge had to be
used to get across the lake. This is particularly
upsetting as in the winter the water freezes and the people must walk across the ice to
reach the services they need as boats can no longer be
used. However in the early winter and early spring the
ice is not fully frozen and unfortunately many people
have died falling through the ice trying to get across. It
was difficult to get my head around the fact that we
were in North America, such a developed part of the
world, yet there were people who didn't even have
access to clean running water and had to risk their lives
in such a way.
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I was shown around the reserve, their quality of life was so obviously different to mine and
even to the majority of people living in the city only a few hours away.

Whilst being shown around I also saw my first
wild bear picking through a rubbish dump, I was
the only person that seemed at all phased by
the bear but it was amazing being so close with
nothing between us.

While at Shoal Lake 40 I spoke to the former chief of the community Stewart Redsky who
educated me about the so-called '60's Scoop'. In the sixties in Canada many indigenous
children were taken away from their families without consent to be brought up with nonindigenous families and in residential schools where they were terribly mistreated. I was
shocked that I had never even heard about this part of Canadian history. He shared his own
personal experience of being taken away from his parents and how it impacted his life. He
spoke with such grace that you instantly had so
much respect for him.
Here is a video that explains the situation at Shoal
Lake 40 better than I can.
https://youtu.be/KHOJ0c2izbo

The disparities in wealth and development between
indigenous and non-indigenous people isn't a topic
that seems to be hugely talked about, especially not
outside Canada. However this issue arose again and
again across the country almost everywhere I
visited. People seemed very aware of it but not
hugely keen to talk about it. You couldn't help but feel some guilt that more wasn't being
done which explains why some don't feel comfortable talking about it.
Back in Winnipeg I visited the Canadian Museum for Human Rights which helped to educate
me further on the topic.
After spending time in Winnipeg I left the dry prairie heat (and mosquitos) to head towards
the West coast of Canada. Through a combination of driving and flying I truly appreciated
the vastness of the country. It is remarkable how much empty space there is. Before
reaching Vancouver I briefly stopped in Edmonton, a small city in Alberta just before you
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reach the mountains. I also visited Penticton where I got my first glance of the mountains.
This made me even more excited for adventures I had planned in the Rockies.

When I arrived in
Vancouver I felt
slightly overwhelmed
by the size and
bustle of the city.
However it had a
lovely vibe to it and
after meeting some
people in the hostel
we set out exploring
the city. The city
skyline with a back drop of the mountains was fascinating and it felt like no city I had ever
visited before. It was also lovely to be able to get a short bus out the city and be able to hike
in clean open air. It felt a million miles away from the city.

A few days later I jumped on a ferry across to Vancouver Island to visit a distant relative. It
was lovely to be shown around an island from a local’s perspective; you get to see things
that I would never have known were there. It was here that I had the opportunity to go
whale watching. I went out in a small boat with around 8 others into the waters of the
Pacific for a few hours. The guides’
passion and knowledge of the whales
was wonderful and I had the
opportunity to see a humpback whale as
well as a pod of orcas.
On Vancouver Island I also visited a
small town called Tofino. I fell in love
with this chilled out surfing town. Their
attitude to sustainability and protecting
the environment around them was
commendable and something I wish
more towns in the world had.
I also had an opportunity to hike through the beautiful rainforest on the island, something I
had always wanted to do.
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After around a week I headed back to the mainland to begin my adventure through the
Rockies. It was wonderful at this point joining in on an organised trip as it meant I could
enjoy the experience of being in the place I had dreamed of visiting for years.

It was a fast pace ten days staying in a different
place every night and seeing more lakes and
waterfalls than I could possibly imagine. My
particular highlights were firstly, standing on the
Athabasca glacier surrounded by mountains and
fresh air. Everyone learns about glaciers at some
point in a classroom but I never thought I would
actually have an opportunity to stand on one. We
were also shown how much the glacier had
retreated in the last one hundred years, partly naturally but also
due to climate change. It was sad to realise that in another hundred
years where I was standing wouldn't even exist anymore. My
second highlight was spending a night in a 'hostel' with no running
water, Wi-Fi and limited electricity. As someone who liked to feel
connected to home I was nervous at first but this was a great
opportunity to bond with the group travelling together and we
spend the evening gathered around a campfire looking at the stars,
playing games and telling stories. Unfortunately there was no
toasting marshmallows as we were told that the smell would attract bears.
This part of the trip along with many
not have been possible if it hadn't
Travelling through the Rockies is not a
thing to do. The Rockies are a hub for
people from all across the globe,
stayed in touch with and made good
Rockies are now my favourite place
world so far and I know I will return

other parts would
been for KRET.
cheap and easy
travellers and I met
people who I have
friends with. The
I've been in the
one day!

Here is a short video I made about my
mountains:
https://youtu.be/UsT2mBDSUho

time in the

After a few more days in Vancouver I said
goodbye to the friends I had made. As someone
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who is naturally introverted I wasn't sure how easy I would find meeting people and making
friends. However when people who are travelling alone from across the world come
together, you develop a deep bond even if the only thing you have in common is that you
like to travel. It was so easy to get talking to strangers, particularly in a hostel situation, and
very quickly become friends.

I then took a long flight jumping over to the east
of Canada to Ontario. It was at this point where I
learned the impact of living off instant noodles
and very little fruit. I was ill for the best part of a
week, but I learned an important lesson in
independence (you still need vitamins).
I managed to fit in a bit of sightseeing in the
capital, Ottawa. I visited the parliament buildings
but unfortunately no sign of Justin Trudeau. I then
took a train to Montreal in Quebec. This was my
first experience of being in a French speaking city in Canada. Montreal is truly passionate
about the fact they speak French and even their stop signs are in French (this isn’t even the
case in France!). Thankfully my GCSE French allowed me to get by and I adored this beautiful
city. Old Montreal felt like I had jumped across to a French town with its cobbled streets
and old buildings. I would have loved to have spent longer in Montreal.
After a couple of days I got another train to the city
of Toronto. This city felt
huge compared to ones I
had just been in so I
quickly made my way out
to the suburbs where I
stayed with a
conservationist. She was
great at educating me
about the wildlife in this part of Canada; from the birds to the
Coyote’s that I could hear howling at night. She also took me on
plenty of walks in wooded areas so I could see the beauty of the
turning leaves.

I also had the opportunity to be a proper
tourist and visit Niagara Falls. I thought the
falls were beautiful but I had no idea there was
a bustling city surrounding the falls. It was a
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weird juxtaposition having such a built up area surrounding one of the most beautiful things
in nature.

After a few more days in Ontario I hopped back over to Manitoba to spend the rest of the
trip back in Winnipeg. I was excited for this as I knew I had lots of interesting things lined up
and I was also about to experience the beginning of a Canadian winter.
While in Winnipeg I volunteered at a project called ‘Bell Tower’. It was a food bank but so
much more. On Fridays, beginning around lunchtime, a lorry would turn up full of food no
longer wanted/ donated by supermarkets. We would then spend the afternoon creating
hampers to give out in the evening for people in the city that needed them. In the evening I
also help set up tables and cooked meals for people that were coming to collect hampers.
There was also live music during the meal which created a really fun atmosphere for
everyone there. It took a lot of effort from everyone involved to help the day run smoothly
and I was in awe of the organisation that went into it.
This was one of the most fulfilling things I took part in during my trip. I met people who
were unemployed, people suffering from mental health issues, and even Syrian refugees; all
who had fascinating stories and were so kind to me.
At the end of the evening, often the volunteers all went for dinner and this was a lovely
opportunity to make friends.
During the week I also took some classes at the University of Winnipeg. This was a lot of fun
and a good opportunity to get a taste of university life. I went to a few classes on the
housing market in Winnipeg. I found it pretty confusing but the class involved a lot of
leaving the classroom, exploring the city and seeing all the different areas which was a lot of
fun.
In Winnipeg I also had another opportunity to visit a First Nation reserve where there were
talks all day about indigenous attitudes to climate change. As a lot of indigenous beliefs are
centred around the earth and water being sacred this was a fascinating event to attend. I
heard from elders in the community to people the same age as me. As a community along
with many others they made it clear that more has to be done to protect the earth.
I loved the city of Winnipeg. It didn’t have the glitz and glam of other Canadian cities but
was full of wonderful and kind people who gave me the impression they could live there
their whole lives and never leave, but live a fulfilled life.
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This trip wouldn't have been possible without the generosity of the trust. KRET has enabled
me to say yes to things I would have had to turn down and for that I am extremely grateful.
Everyone I have met on this trip no matter their age, either wishes they had a gap year, or
couldn't recommend it enough. I also could not recommend it enough. I know this was the
perfect time for me to travel, to learn, and to be independent, and I know I may not get
another opportunity like this!
Thank you.
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