SETTING GOLD STANDARDS IN TRAVEL
There are always defining moments in every person’s life. Many are happy, life affirming events like births, marriages and world events that give us faith in society as individuals and collectively. Vancouver and Whistler residents added July 2, 2003 as Hosts for the 2010 Winter Olympic and Paralympic Games, February 12-28 and March 12-21st.   
We can plan now to add experiences that create our own “memory”. Whistler is a destination that both motivates and inspires on the slopes and off. Toronto and Quebec are also nurturing Olympic dreams. Let’s all make a New Year’s resolution to going into Olympic training for “The Good Life”  which is what GLV is committed to helping you enjoy! 
 
THE CANADIAN GOOD LIFE
In Vancouver, we are blessed with some of the best skiing in the world, and two world class ski resorts that together and individually are rated the top world class ski resorts. Individually they rock…separately they define the word awesome, which the dictionary should list as a world class ski resort with over 7000 acres of skiable terrain, 11km long runs and enough for a new run a day for 7 months plus the steepest groomed slopes, 33 lifts and 3 glaciers with 18 food outlets. North American magazines pile on the praise, with over 30 top awards to Whistler in 2003. Whistler is one of the crown jewels of BC ski terrain, but it is not alone. Our entire ski industry shines!  
While I have personally opted out of the downhill ski experience, it leaves more time to indulge in two pedestrian only “mountain high” après ski village experiences. Whistler exudes both sophistication and youth, and the not so secret password is fun. Here “young” is a state of mind-not a reflection of age. The pleasures of food and wine are evident with almost 100 restaurants, outdoor cafes and bars. Perfect “10”s are given to the ambiance and diversity of the shops and services that allow each guest to go for their own Whistler Olympic experience whether you stay in a  chateau slopeside, hotel or B and B.
ACTIVITIES GALORE-MOST AVAILABLE ON SKI HILLS WHEREVER YOU ARE
Whistler has once again been crowned king of the (down)hill deservedly, but there is more than one way to get that mountain high! Here are some of the reasons Whistler and many other popular Canadian ski resorts make for great vacations regardless of ages and stages. 
 
Most mountains offer terrain and activities that suit all levels of participation including special needs programs, child care and kids camps. Learn the basics and see how quickly you progress to intermediate and advanced programs.  Specialty programs give you the choice of enjoying tours designed for families, private groups, or people who want a unique dining experience included with the day or evening’s activity. If you are a resort regular with an annual lift pass, don’t forget to ask about annual pass insurance to protect your “investment”.  
 
 
Snowmobiling- 
      At Whistler, Cougar Mountain has specially designed the Learn to Ride and Family tour programs, as do most other Canadian ski resorts. Appreciate the mountains from a new perspective as you ride frozen lakes, glide through magnificent forests taking in breathtaking views. Tours generally last two or three hours. Kids under 12 are usually half price. Family tours use private guides with very small children in sleighs, while adults ride their own snowmobiles. I guarantee there will be lots of Kodak or digital moments. 
 
I FONDUE, CAN YOU?-[image: image1.jpg]



When you can combine snowmobiling or snowshoeing, entertainment, and eating cheese or broth fondue in a rustic log cabin on top of a mountain with wine and candlelight, then you have a memorable, fun and romantic adventure. Crystal Hut on Blackcomb stands out and has been the site of a few marriage proposals.     
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RIDERS IN THE NIGHT
The glacier capped peaks and mountain valleys that comprise most mountain backcountry are positively inspirational settings for adventure. Giving another perspective entirely, is night riding. Leave the twinkling lights of the village behind as you carve your own path to an evening’s adventure. The memory will last a lifetime.
 
 
DOG SLEDDING- Join your musher(or be one) and the team of Alaskan Huskies on a winter journey through spectacular terrain such as the Soo Valley Wildlife Reserve at Whistler or near Banff, Kananaskis, Canmore or Lake Louise in the West. Alaskan Racing Huskies, a cross breed of Husky and Greyhound are the unanimous choice for Sled Dog Racers. Dog sled bases are usually outside of the general ski area, but within 15 minutes to almost an hour.  Your "Musher" will teach you to be part of the harnessing and the staging of a dog team, plus provide a full interpretation of the dogs and tour procedures while you prepare the teams. Learn how to harness dogs, command the team and ride the runners. Most sleds hold up to 3. 
 
 
CROSS COUNTRY SKIING- One of the fastest growing winter sports also offers some of the best winter aerobic activity levels is cross country skiing. For those vertically challenged, this is the ideal way to explore the extraordinary scenery that usually is usually reserved for golfers and joggers. Whistler offers over 20 km of groomed trails all for $10 a day. If you are an off the beaten track kind of person, then experience the backcountry skiing at Powder Mountain. In the East, cross country skiing is even more popular and accessible beating British Columbia’s 57 locations compared to 69 in Alberta, 128 in Ontario and a whopping 130 in Quebec. 

 
SNOW SHOEING- Even our walking group goes snow shoeing for great cross training. Ex-skiers and hikers not into the risks of downhill, are taking to snowshoeing in droves. With technical shoe improvements, great variety of terrain and options, the questions are ,”how far, how long, and how extreme?  Choose a few hour nature tour,  night-time treks with fondue dinner, or for something really other worldly, an overnight experience.  A small rental charge opens the path into the silent wilderness-just you and virgin powder. New high tech shoes are a far cry from the trapper type  you still see at some rentals. Try both. 
 
CAT SKIING- Want lots of powder without the expense of heli-skiing? Then think like a cat towards high backcountry alpine. Twelve fit inside Bombardier snowcats  (think  Hummer on a tank!)  and score about six to eight runs on untracked powder. Ensure you have an avalanche transceiver and know how to use it. About $400 a day includes transportation, a hearty lunch shared in the cab and a certified guide. It’s a golden experience for a silver price.  
TOBOGGANING, SLEDDING AND TUBING-Do it yourself fun family activities-Find your inner child and don’t forget to make at least ONE snow angel! 
Ice Skating- Inside/Outside
I grew up in New York and everyone skated, whether it was Rockefeller Center or a local rink or frozen pond. I keep my skates, and my special socks with bells. as they evoke some of the most memorable winter activities growing up. Most resorts boast NHL sized indoor rinks like
, Meadow Park at Whistler. 
 If skating outdoors, or playing old fashioned hockey on a frozen lake is your thing, just bring your sticks, sweaters and puck, and you will soon be a team of similarly minded new friends. 
 
 

SHOP-No resort would be complete without great shopping (still THE NUMBER ONE travel activity!) Part of what makes shopping in resort towns so much fun is while you see  trendy name stores, there are no department stores. Here, artisans and purveyors of “The Good Life” are willing to find just the perfect momento.
   
SPA-While Whistler does not yet boast a destination spa resort, every Fairmont resort hotel in Canada and many others have a strong commitment to wellness and relaxation, and spas are where it is at. The Vida Wellness Spa at Chateau Whistler focuses on holistic health and healing, as do the Willow Stream Spas in many Fairmont properties including the Banff Springs Hotel. The philosophy reflects life’s necessary balance of inner calm, outer vitality, (don’t forget the pleasure factor) and  emphasizes spiritual health and well being. If not, there’s always the gym.  

 
FOOD AND WINE-Over the past few years, Whistler in particular has received enormous respect,  honours and accolades from elite critics to resort guests alike. Araxi, Bearfoot Bistro, Quattro, Wildflower, La Rua and Aubergine all won top recognition this year in Wine Spectator. The friendly atmosphere, service and creative menus of all these eateries will make your dining experiences as memorable as your exploits on the slopes. Bill Gates is so fond of his Whistler experiences that he has taken to naming Micosoft products after Whistler icons like the Longhorn!
 
 

TAKING A  WELL DESERVED BREAK-FROM THE KIDS
Whistler’s awards came in all shapes and sizes including number one family resort this year. Many resorts offer similar types of programs..
 
SKI KIDS – It is hard to tell who is more proud after a day on the slopes..the instructors or the kids, judging by smiles and grins. Most ski resorts divide kids into age groups from roughly infant (3 months) to adrenaline filled 17 year olds, offering hourly, daily programs or 2 and 5 day Adventure Camps. Bonding and progress are enhanced by keeping the same group and instructor. 
Look for a special kids-only area on the ski hill away from adult skiers and snowboarders. It offers a protected and safe "kid friendly" winter environment. 
KIDS APRES SKI / KIDS NIGHT OUT - It’s the equivalent of kid’s happy hour. You are bushed but they look like Duracell bunnies. Why should adults have all the fun? From 4pm on, it’s Yippee, no adults (Yippee, no kids)! Outdoor games, special dinners, movies, storytelling, and lots of fun and surprises make a perfect end to a perfect day for all.  
   

GOING FOR THE HOTEL GOLD     

 
While others are going for the gold on the ski hill, non skiers can be happy checking out the entrée gold amenities at the number one rated Fairmont Chateau Whistler Hotel where my Virtuoso guests also are invited for an alpine high tea on the mountain and an upgrade upon check in if available. Fairmont Hotels practically wrote the book on Ski Experiences in Canada. There are great packages and rates, and Virtuoso rates always include a special amenity or experience. I’m checking into Chateau Lake Louise’s exclusive “boutique” floor similar to Crystal Cruise’s Penthouse decks. Goodbye parking and luggage. Hello check in on 7th Heaven..aka, the 7th floor, where your wish is their command. Besides an old fashioned sleigh ride, and the usual winter activities I am also going on the Maligne Canyon Ice Crawl while at the Jasper Park Lodge. My recouperation is already booked at the Willow Stream Spa at the Banff Springs Hotel. 
THE GOLDEN RULE-Remember, no one in the entrée gold lounge ever has to know that your hearty breakfast is not fuel for the slopes, and EVERYONE deserves après ANYTHING hors d’ouvres. Ask your agent or try Fairmont Hotels online or 1 800-527-4727.
 
SUMMER GOLD
WhileWinter 2010 looms large for BC residents, let’s not forget the upcoming 2004 Summer Olympics in Athens August 13-29th. I am especially proud to be related to Mark Winter on the Canadian Equestrian team, so I went to my favorite Greek gods of the travel industry, the Panos Family who operate Omega Travel for retail clients and OTI which guides many top North American agents for their client’s Greek Odysseys.  
Most hotels in Athens have been designated for Olympic officials and many cruise ships are chartered for large corporate presence. What do mere mortals do? Check out www.landofthegames.com where you will find a great selection of accommodation and what venue it is close to. Perhaps you might want to live on board a yacht and sail the islands between event tickets! Call 604 738-4212 email: info@omega-travel.com . 
 
Whatever you choose; set your standards high and go for the GOLD.
 
Randi Winter is a Passionate Travel Specialist. She specializes in customized individual, group and special interest opportunities worldwide including cruising, spas and adventure travel by land, sea and air. As contributing travel editor for several lifestyle magazines, her vision is to offer you a new travel vocabulary and with it, new travel experiences that will take you from dream to memory.  Contact her at 1 800 745-7753, 604 261-7871. Email: passionatetravel@novus-tele.net 
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