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» DEEPLY DIF"F'Y Beaches, blue water and Gﬂrumaa on ice... Lake Huron is Canada's own secret California
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The beers are Mexican, the vibe is Californian,
the weather’'s Mediterranean. And the scenery?
100 per cent Canadian. Ellen Himelfarb goes

crazy for the beach vibe at Ontario’s lovely,
laid-back Lake Huron
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Huranima!; kiap an eye oul
for sunken treasure - wrecks
litter the seabed; cpposite,
child-friendly rock poabs and
shallows edge the lake
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can't recall the last time [ was
served beer from a cold aluminium
bucket. Bur here at this plastic table
on the boardwalk, with "70s rock
piped in from a monster speaker
and the periodic whiff of wack
I‘J'\-‘E‘_r' ICASING our nostrils, it f
just about right. This s a ladies’
night of sorts. The men are playing
golf on a cliff overlooking the
warter, so we've gone in search of ‘a
bit of rough’ on our genteel holiday.
ve found it in Grand Bend, amo

terraced taverns, alfresco clubs, sur

and ice-cream trolleys on this pre

picce of shoreline. The ;

and rhe only reminder thar we

that bracket is the gang of bare-bottomed

toddlers tottering on the beach before us:

no shirt, no shoes, no nappies, no problem.

If this scene were sold in postcard form, it
mighrt be mistaken for
Frea n southern Califo

ipe Cod, Virgimia
i - but

certainly not southwestern Ontario, on the
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shores of Lake Huron, a Grear La
sand is Florida-fne, the weather, too, at least
until October, The pace i1s slow, the hair
long, People surf here,

I'm from Ontario, but 1 lefr vears ag
live in London, thinking even Britain’s
weather would beat eternal winters of slush
seeping into vour boots, Bur this summer,
as | knock back a Corona and
tan lines slowly fade from my bare feer,
I think, *Oh, Canada?®
most Ongarians has a

atch the

AU |
specihic aroma. It emanates from a dank
cabin in coniferous woods, surrounded
by the ubiquitous grey rock known as
Canadian shield. And the lake water? To
call it refreshing would be polite. So it
seems incongruous o be adourimg the bare
torso of a lithe, sunburnt student as he
rakeboard,
the lare-afrernoon sun ricocheting off his

struts out to shore with his

mirrored Ray-Bans, Bur who's complaining?
Lake Huron is one of Canada’s
underrated treasures, There s hardly a

beach on its 6,000km of shoreline char isn't
perfectly suited for holidaymakers, whether
vou're sipping Corona or vintage champagne,
The Torontonians who throng here,
escaping the city’s smog and humidity on

summer weckends, are only beginning to

switch allegiance from rhe wildernesses

ka and

guin Provincial Park. But vou're just
Do encounter an American fr-::m

suburbs, The Victorian

further north in regions like Mus

Id, where we've pirched
r two weeks, is less than three hours
from both merropalises.
There are smart hotels off Bayheld's
/ith names like The Lictle
Inn. But they = especially if
earn Canadian dollars — wich superstar
chefs and an unspoken disdain for young
families. {We had a tussle with the wait
staff ar one, and left before our mains
arrived,) No matter. The prime propertics
line the lakeshore, and ours is a wobbly
Vicrorian house on a chiff high above




the beach, a handy ive-minute walk
from the town pulb.

I'he beach 1s Lake Huron's big surprise
— at least around its southern reaches, from
the village of Sauble Beach (dress code:
skimpy cozzie, Havaiana flip-flops) to
the border town of Port Huron, 240km on.
Fine white sand sits between two-storey
dunes on one side and water on the other, Go
for a swim and vour friends will warch vou

wade our forever, water no higher than vour
thighs, until vou're a sunburnt speck and the
sandbar finally drops o a swimmable level.
Maost of the private rentals have their
own access 1o rthe beach, down dozens
of wooden stairs, and public access s
evervwhere. Bur unless vou arrive on a hot,
sunny Sunday in Augost, vou should have
the beach to yourself. Huron may be the
best-kepr secrer thar nobody is keeping, but
the news is moving ar a leisurely pace. In the
carly mornings, we pad down the dunes to
watch the mist lift, and make small talk
with barefoor pensioners toring metal

detectors, or collecting recvelable bottles
left by teenagers at still-smoking bonfires.
Atfter breaktast we haul down our coolers,
hoist our beach umbrellas and simply...
exist, One of our posse raises her head
above magazine level just long enough w

say: ‘l am officially swearing off Nantucket.

Yes, Bavheld serves us well with s
clapboard cottages and therr friendly, salt-of
the-earth tenants, its lake-view parks, its
accessible village, its ice cream scooped by
stuclents out of a hole in the general-store
wall. We become regulars ar the Ritz, named
for its owner Martha Ritz and not for any
resemblance o the Piccadilly instirurion. The
har is a homely oak with chummy stools and
vintage-clad barmaids serving fine Bloody
Caesars (the classic Canadian cockrail of
vodka with Clamato, Tabasco and
Worcestershire Sauce). A squeaky screen
deser leads ro a rerrace of plasoe patio
furniture from which to chomp on pulled-
pork sandwiches and wartch fellow tourists
get their bearings on their Arst passegeiata.

Left, rock of ages: 500-million-
yoar-old fossils can be found
an the lake's escarpments;
above, cool down with a
Caorona and lime. Opposite,
forests line much of the lake

But our time in Bavfield is really all about
the beach. At the weekends, we challenge
bronzed 20-somethings to rounds of
vollevball and badmimton, golden retrievers
nipping at our heels, Come evening, we
climb to our vast garden to warch the sun
sink while the kids climb trees and our chef
{Dad) grills sausages and steams corn
bought in bushels from the roadside.

It vou can do withour amemines hike
emergency ice cream and overpriced garden
ornaments, vou can find a holiday let just
abour anywhere on Huron, from the wilder
Bruce Peninsula in the north, where old-
maoney Canadians have owned lake-frone
cottages for centuries, to Grand Bend in the
south, where students from the local
university reunite before Freshers' Week.

We do our share of beach-hopping, and
choose a favourite: the smart Oakwood
Resort, where the sand is meticulously
fltered daily, and the shallow descent trom
the car park is stair-free = a boon for those
with babes in arms. There's no fee to use
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Top left, misty moming: Tog
covers one of Lake Huron's
30,000 islands; above right,
40 lighthouses dot the shore;
right, lake waters teem with
bass, trout, perch and herring.
Opposite, Mennonites first
sottled here in the 18508

this beach, and we rake full advantage,
seeing as none of Oakwood’s guests seem o
be interested in joiming us. We succumb
to hypnosis from the lapping waves and
wonder if we haven't missed a crucial bit
of news, Tornado approaching? Shark
circling? End of the world migh# It's
remarkable that Grand Bend — where the
preferred form of transpore is the jet sk
and the drink of chowee 15 pink with a
parasol — is less than a kilomerre upwind.
Fhere are 60,000 permanent residents
in Huron County — an arca the size of
Cornwall = and many of them are still,
effectively, living in the 19ch century. On
the coastal Bluewarer Highwav outside
Bayheld 1s a Mennonite grocer hawking
tarm-tresh romaroes, homemade jams and
apple pres. Try not to collide with the horse-
drawn carriages as you leave the car park.
There are thousands of Mennonites, and
Amish too, between the shoreline and the
twin ciries of Kirchener-Warerloo, 100km
east of here, Track them down to the thrice-
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weekly farmers” marker in the village of
5t Jacobs, just north of K-W, where you can
also grab a handerafred Mennonite quilt

and join a carriage tour of the community.
AL S0me sTage you may want to rejoin the
215t century, though. And just 45 minutes
by car from Bavheld, our of the tidy fields
of gentlemen’s farms, rises the grear ciry of
London — capital of sourthwestern Onrario,
We make the trip to satisfy our urge to shop
for something other than souvenir haney -
and to revisit my alma marer, the University
of Western Ontario, on the north side of
town. But now, as a cinzen of the ‘proper’
London, | appreciate it as a curiosity in irs
own right. It has a River Thames, which
meanders in a contour not unlike the
orygimal. It has streers named for Piccadilly,
Pall Mall, Grosvenor, Bond, Cheapside
and Regent. Tes first bridge was called
Blackfriars —and it's still there in all its
rickery glory afrer 135 years. And its
central artery 1s Oxtord Strect, the
fast-food capital of the ciry.

In London, Ontario, vou can walk the
Thames from the UWO campus, through
the park system inro rown, siopping for
refreshment on Richmond Streer, where
preppy students try on their beer goggles at
infamous bars like the Ceeps and Barneys.
There is no shortage of places to pet
downright silly, but feeling self-consciously
over the hill, we soon hie the mall.

Back in Bavheld, things are livelier than
usual, It's a bank holiday, che last of the
summer, and there's a wedding in Pioneer
Park, the village green cantilevered over the
beach. Men wirh ries loosened, and women
holding high heels in hands, stumble down
the public access to banks of driftwood
that acr as makeshifr benches, sipping
champagne from plastic flutes, In town, the
Black Dog pub is standing room only as
visitors from maore remaote beaches search
for action. It seems we've lost claim to our
own private slice of bliss. And then, asifa
sign from Mother Nature thar summer has
ourstayed irs welcome, i starts to ram.



]
=]
0
&
i
o
8

Saubleo
Beac b,
Air Canada (0871 221
IrCAanada, o [
W N IMdmes
I. The Red Pump Inn

15 BES 95TH R Toronto ;
ata g aylinle 3 J LI

¥ [ 4 St Ja Cl:ll..li' f-‘f ;ﬁll B

*Crond - 3 :
s Kitchaner-
R Wn'tnrlg"é""

ERFILE. PHOT

-
Paort Huron o Lo oinetcsa

Iy Lake Huron Cottage Rental

—
F) b




