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Child’s 
play
BC’s Broken 
Group Islands 
offer a true West 
Coast paddling 
experience with 
ideal conditions 
for families and 
novices
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As veterans of many paddling trips along the lakes and rivers of northern 
Ontario, getting onto the water is a priority for my wife, Francine, and daugh-
ters Islay, nine, and Lillian, seven, as we plan a trip to British Columbia’s 
coast. I’m familiar with the challenges of canoe tripping inland lakes and 
northern rivers, but as I initiate planning an ocean adventure I discover 
obstacles as numerous and daunting as heavy breakers beating up against a 
rocky coastline.

Generally I like to forge ahead on my own, but I also know the folly of 
venturing out on huge bodies of water I know little about. I’ve never paddled 
on the Pacific Ocean or been tripping with sea kayaks and I don’t know the 
west coast of Vancouver Island well enough to choose an appropriate route. 
I also have a tendency for biting off a little more than I can chew, which has 
resulted in some unintentionally challenging trips back home in Ontario.

It’s one thing to let ignorance and poor planning cause unpleasant sur-
prises for myself, but when I’m bringing my young family along it’s another 
matter. These factors coupled with the fact that we are simply running out 
of time lead me to consider the benefits of hiring an outfitter. Ultimately I 
decide that, when venturing with my wife and children onto the ocean for 
the first time, erring on the side of safety, convenience and luxury will help 
ensure I retain my paddling partners into the future.

The islands provide a sheltered haven … while still 
offering a real saltwater, West Coast experience.

So I stop trying to do it all myself and call Batstar Adventure Tours out 
of Port Alberni. Owners Blake and Rhonda Johnson often work with fami-
lies, have the gear and know the coast. After a few phone calls and e-mails, 
plans are set. We’ll paddle the Broken Group Islands on the west coast of 
Vancouver Island with double kayaks, fully outfitted and fully guided with 
all meals provided. Relinquishing control to an outfit that knows what they’re 
doing is a tremendous relief.

A preview
Once in Port Alberni our biggest challenge is packing our clothes and 
reporting to Argyle Pier for the first leg of our journey, not by kayak, but 
via the 128-foot Frances Barkley. She’s one of two ships operated by Lady 
Rose Marine Services carrying cargo, mail and passengers to points along 
Alberni Inlet and Barkley Sound. With kayaks and gear stowed, the three-
hour cruise gives us time to get acquainted with our guide, 31-year-old Kris 
Sillem, and fellow guest, Sabine Arnold from Germany, as well as get a taste 
of the steep and rocky shoreline of the inlet. When it widens into 800 sq km 
Barkley Sound, the low profile, forested islands clustered in the distance give 
us a preview of our destination.

The Broken Group are a tight cluster of about 100 islands compacted into 
a 50 sq km area within Barkley Sound. Part of Pacific Rim National Park 
Reserve, the islands provide a sheltered haven of bays, coves, narrows and 
inlets while still offering a real saltwater, West Coast experience.

Lillian Smedley (top) and Francine Dubreuil (middle); 
Gride Kris Sillem (bottom), with Lillian in the bow, 

shows off a batstar starfish.



The canoe runs … are at least 
200 years old and could be as 

old as several thousand.

Some options for reaching the islands 
involve paddling across large fetches of 
ocean, but the most convenient starting 
point is Sechart, once a whaling station, 
now a popular jumping-off point for 
the Broken Group Islands. The Pacific 
Whaling Company opened British 
Columbia’s first whaling station at 
Sechart in 1905 and initially processed up 
to 475 whales annually until 1912, when 
whale numbers fell into steep decline. By 
1917 only 90 whales were taken and the 
station closed. In the early 1900s Sechart 
would have been littered with whale 
carcasses, but today it hosts sea kayakers 
at the Sechart Whaling Station Lodge, 
which includes a large docking area and 
day-use building for paddlers travelling 
the Broken Group.

With kayaks loaded we make for the 
shelter of Canoe Island, a stone’s throw 
from the dock at Sechart, where Kris 
makes sure we’re comfortable and gives 
us some preliminary paddling instruc-
tions before heading into open water. 
Seven-year-old Lillian’s initial trepida-
tion about the 750m crossing to the first 
of the Broken Group is liquidated by the 
fast and stable ride of the 21-foot Seaward 
double kayaks, even with the slight swell 
of the ocean. Fear loosens its grip long 
before we slip into a narrow inlet and the 
lush and tranquil labyrinth of the Broken 
Group Islands.

After only an hour’s paddling we’re 
bearing down on our campsite at Keith 
Island, an Indian reserve. We imme-
diately notice a long section of beach 
entirely cleared of rock – a canoe run 
likely first cleared by the Nuu-chah-
nulth people, explains Kris. He says the 
canoe runs on the Broken Group are at 
least 200 years old and could be as old as 
several thousand. Convenient for landing 
kayaks, the run also points to the history 
of the island group as a summer home for 
First Nations.

By agreement with the Tseshaht 
First Nations Band, Batstar has estab-
lished an exclusive campsite for their 
clients on Keith Island. Although eight 
designated camping areas exist, a guar-
anteed campsite is a luxury in this well-
travelled area.

The Frances Barkley ferry was named after an 
adventurous English woman who travelled to 
the BC coast with her husband in 1787.

Keith Island: Islay and Francine 
(top right) pull away from 

the campsite. Kris (middle) 
prepares a scrumptious dinner. 

Islay, Lillian and Francine 
(bottom) suit up on the canoe 

run at low tide.
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Sand, slugs and a salty surprise
We try to alleviate our slight guilt at Kris 
doing most of the work by helping out 
when we can, but the seemingly imper-
turbable guide tells us to relax and enjoy 
the island. So we join the children, who 
have no problem leaving Kris to prepare 
supper, and play on immense chunks of 
driftwood and catch beach crabs that 
scurry over the off-white emulsion of 
sand, rock and crushed shells that make 
up the beach.

Everything is bigger than we’re 
used to … even the slugs.

Francine and I combine our play 
with scouting the beach for a flat section 
to set up our tent, but over dinner Kris 
informs us of the 3-4m tide that sweeps 
in nightly up to the treeline. Not only 
does he serve up a great meal and take 
care of important ocean tripping details, 
such as bringing an appropriate amount 
of fresh water, he also saves us from a 
salty midnight surprise.

Instead we take our tent into the thick 
forest and set up under the canopy of an 
immense Sitka spruce. Everything is big-
ger than we’re used to in this lush, coastal 
rainforest of spruce, western hemlock 
and red cedar – even the slugs. Islay is as 
enthralled with the thumb-sized black 
creatures as Lillian is revolted. So when 
Islay drops a moistened pinecone down 
Lillian’s back, saying it’s a slug, there’s a 
cacophony of screaming mingled with 
peels of laughter. Once calmed down, 
sleep comes easily.

Soft ground, thick camping mat-
tresses and light rain on the tent fly 
induce a long sleep. We don’t stir until 
Kris pokes his head into the vestibule 
the next morning with cups of steaming 
coffee and hot chocolate. We can take a 
hint and eventually work our way down 
to the beach where breakfast is ready and 
a picnic lunch prepared.

Natural history and 
cultural history
While Sabine and Kris take the singles, 
Francine and I each pair up with a 
daughter in a double kayak. This morn-
ing Lillian is more interested in looking 
around than paddling, but the speed of 
sea kayaks and the relaxed pace of the 
group mean I have little trouble keeping 

Francine is dwarfed 
by a giant cedar, 

called humis by the 
Nuu-chah-nulth. 

Western red cedars 
can live up to 1,500 

years and grow 
up to 75m tall and 
5.5m in diameter.

Sitka spruce can 
live up to 800 
years or more. 
The largest tree 
on record, located 
near Seaside, 
Oregon, is 65.8m 
tall and 5.1m in 
diameter.
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up even without the horsepower of a seven 
year old. At the Tiny Group, a subset of 
closely linked islands, progress slows at 
a narrow, shallow channel where Kris 
points out some of the sea life. Through 
clear water we see clams, sea cucumbers, 
starfish and crabs clinging to rocks and 
strewn about the bottom. Kris cautions 
the girls to disturb the creatures as little 
as possible, but lets them hold a batstar 
before setting it back on its briny perch.

In the Broken Group, paddlers are 
never far from shore. Some narrows 
are less than a paddle’s width apart and 
many passages are only navigable at high 
tide when mere inches of water allow 
passage to another cluster of islands, 
bays, beaches, coves and inlets that make 
up this paddling haven. As we round yet 
another rock point, Kris points toward a 
row of volleyball-sized boulders lurking 
just beneath the water’s surface at the 
mouth of a narrow cove. Once so plenti-
ful, the salmon would swim the shallows 
of the islands at high tide and become 
trapped behind the stone walls in the 
cove when the tide receded, he says. 
There are approximately 30 such native 
fish trap sites in the Broken Group.

After several hours of paddling, wad-
ing shallows and walking rocky shore-
lines, hunger draws us to a fine sand beach 
at Willis Island. Fresh sea air, exploration 
and the fact that someone else is doing 
the cooking results in big appetites.

After lunch we hike through a fern-
draped hollow whose moist floor is inter-
woven with the roots of enormous trees, 
including the largest cedar any of us have 
ever seen. We also see a few tree stumps, 
a little over one metre in diameter, near 
the shore. Kris says there’s never been 
large-scale logging of the Broken Group 
Islands, but some trees that could be 
easily felled into the water have been 
taken. These weathered stumps are usu-
ally about two metres high with deep 

notches cut into them. To avoid having to 
cut through the pronounced flare of the 
lower trunk, loggers had fit boards into 
these notches as a platform to cut from.

We see evidence of the Pacific’s 
fury as we round the western 

tip of Willis Island …

Amazement at the “big” continues 
back at the beach where Lillian finds a 
giant bull kelp. She’s captivated by the 
enormous bulb and thick turgid leaves of 
the drifting weed and insists on dragging 
it behind us once we return to the kay-
aks. With the ungainly plant in tow we 
have trouble keeping up with the others 
and it isn’t until I make her paddle the 

Keith Island: Islay and Lillian 
(top left) play on immense 
chunks of driftwood. Islay 
and Francine (right) inspect a 
starfish. 

Bottom: Islay and fellow 
paddler Sabine Arnold inspect 
a starfish found along the 
Thiepval Channel shoreline.



double kayak on her own that she agrees 
to release it to its lone drift.

Savage nature and tame travels
Occasionally the islands align to reveal 
the vast ocean that envelops us, and 
although calm today, we see evidence of 
the Pacific’s fury as we round the western 
tip of Willis Island, probably the most 
exposed portion of our route. It is wind-
less and calm, but as we round the point we 
feel the surge of the ocean swells. Where 
most of the islands have western hemlock 
and red cedar clinging right down to the 
high-water line, here the assault of waves 
place a tormented treeline about 10m up 
the steep, rocky shoreline.

As we work our way into Thiepval 
Channel we return to the calm embrace of 
the Broken Group. Near a sinister group 
of rocks in the middle of the channel it 
appears to be raining. As we get closer we 

see that the dappling of the ocean surface 
is caused by small fish breaking the sur-
face to avoid the group of seals who have 
corralled them into a large school. As we 
pass the low-slung lurking rocks Kris 
tells us about the Thiepval, a coast guard 
ship that chased a rum-runner through 
the narrow channel in the fog and never 
emerged. She’s on bottom near the rocks 
to this day.

It’s late afternoon by the time Keith 
Island appears in the distance. As we 
bear down on our destination I can’t help 
thinking that if the trip planning had 
been left to me we’d likely be halfway 
along an over-ambitious route scouring 
some wave-pounded shoreline for a safe 
place to land and heat up instant soup. 
Instead we’re learning about the area and 
receiving a great primer on sea kayaking. 
But most of all, paddling fully outfitted 
and guided is simply a lot of low-stress 

Web resources

Alberni Valley Chamber of 
Commerce www.avcoc.com

Batstar Adventures  
www.batstar.com

Broken Group Islands  
www.britishcolumbia.com/
regions/towns/?townID=4013

Lady Rose Marine Services 
www.ladyrosemarine.com

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nation 
www.nuuchahnulth.org

Pacific Rim National Park 
Reserve of Canada (Parks 
Canada) www.pc.gc.ca/pn-np/
bc/pacificrim

Port Alberni (Tourism British 
Columbia) www.hellobc.
com/en-CA/RegionsCities/
PortAlberni.htm

Tseshaht First Nation  
www.tseshaht.com

fun. It’s the type of family experience 
that might just encourage our girls to be 
lifelong paddlers.

With all bows pointed toward our 
campsite, Kris mentions he’s cooking 
sockeye salmon tonight. Even after a full 
day on the water, Islay and Lillian start 
paddling with renewed vigour. As our 
group of sleek craft converges near our 
base camp I say to Francine, “You know, 
this is pretty easy to get used to.”

James Smedley is an award-winning writer and 
photographer who lives in the northern Ontario 
town of Wawa near the coast of Lake Superior.

Kris and Lillian 
cut through 
a narrow 
passage along 
the Thiepval 
Channel.

Islay paddles on with the low-lying islands of 
the Broken Group and the mountains of the 
mainland in the background.

Pan-fried sockeye salmon makes a real 
treat at the end of a day on the water.
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Colin paddles a
Kevlar Asenté

“My Seaward kayak is beautifully handcrafted. The precision of finish and
design shows in every detail from the rudder system to the fiberglass seam.
No other kayak comes with Seaward’s attention to quality.”

The journey is everything

Temagami, Ontario, Canada
Northwaters.com

Northwaters Wilderness Programs
866 458 9974866 458 9974

Wilderness canoe-tripping programs for girls, boys, and co-ed ages 10-19.



In this issue

S P R I N G  2 0 0 6

Child’s play
Families and novices will find a true West Coast paddling 
experience tripping in BC’s Broken Group Islands.  
by James Smedley

The shamans’ gift
Despite ancient shamans and constant showers, eight voyageurs 
complete the first human-powered crossing in almost 100 
years of the east coast’s historic Maliseet Trail. 
by Sammy Solo

The agony of de feet 
Keep your feet happy with these tips for choosing 
appropriate paddling footwear and maintaining healthy feet. 
by Mike O’Malley

Killarney bound
Join two adventurers as they experience some forgotten 
wilderness in Ontario’s Killarney Provincial Park.  
by Kevin Callan

Behemoth
Saskatchewan’s Porcupine River offers a spectacular 
combination of wild rapids, gigantic falls, sheer cliffs, 
miles of wide open parkland and world-class solitude 
and wildlife viewing. 
by Bill Layman

27

33

39

46

KANAWA 3

20

Ph
ot

o 
by

 Ja
m

es
 S

m
ed

le
y


