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The Coast Salish nations named it Quw’utsun’: “the warm land.” late Canadian TV chef and food 
writer james Barber called it “Canada’s provence.” it’s a place of fertile soil, a Mediterranean-like 
climate, and a profusion of farmers skilled at nurturing munificence from the land.

phOTOS 
ThIS SpREAD 
CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOp LEFT  
Riot 
Brewing Co.;  
Captain’s 
Catch at 
Rock Cod 
Cafe; Marina 
at Cowichan 
Bay; Beer 
flight at Riot 
Brewing Co.; 
inside CURe 
Artisan Meat 
& Cheese.

It’s Vancouver Island’s Cowichan Valley.
Just a 45-minute drive out of British Columbia’s 

capital of Victoria, the Cowichan Valley stretches 
some fifty kilometres along the TransCanada 
Highway from the coastal community of Mill Bay to 
the hillside town of Ladysmith. Located in the rain 
shadow of the Vancouver Island Ranges, the valley’s 
warm, dry summers and mild, wet winters provide its 
700-plus working farms with the longest growing 
season in Canada. Here, the Slow Food movement 
has taken deep root, and the farmstands and 
restaurants that dot the countryside make life for 
dedicated locavores easy.

The valley’s oldest vineyards were planted in the 
1980s. Since then, more than a dozen wineries have 
blossomed, some offering on-site restaurants (Cherry 
Point Estate and Unsworth Vineyards), cafes 

(Glenterra), gourmet picnics (Averill Creek), 
charcuterie platters (Blue Grouse, Emandare, and 
Zanatta), and even guesthouse accommodations 
(Emandare and Blue Grouse). 

Outdoor enthusiasts flock to the region’s 
mountains and coastlines to hike, camp, kayak, fish or 
simply comb the rocky beaches. For cyclists, gutsy 
mountain bike trails abound, and the Cowichan Valley 
Trail offers 122 km of more forgiving terrain on 
converted rail trails. Artists and artisans have found 
their home here, too, and music festivals and live 
theatre punctuate the vibrant arts scene.

 While my few days in Cowichan were just a toe-
dip into its culinary compass (with farm visits, 
cooking classes and wine-tastings limited by Covid 
health restrictions), here were some of my favourite 
experiences.
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…Outdoor enthusiasts flock to the region’s mountains and coastlines…
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ThIS phOTO 
Street signs, 
Cowichan 
Bay Village.

Chemainus
The story of Chemainus — like so many Vancouver Island 

communities — is one of resilience: from its establishment as 
a logging town in 1858, through the rise and demise of its 
forestry and mining industries, to its reinvention as a tourist 
destination with a thriving arts community. The 40-plus 
murals that grace its facades document that history, as does 
the glittering arts centre offering full seasons of professional 
live theatre.

Just off the Cowichan Valley Trail that runs through town, 
a bright red roof announces the presence of Riot Brewing 
Co., drawing us and our bikes on a shortcut toward its 
expansive patio. Under the guidance of our brew-slinger, we 
order flights of the delightfully backstoried beers: the Life 
Partners Pale Ale introducing us to the couple who founded 
Riot in 2016, and the Lipslide Lager providing insight into 
one of the owners’ skateboard passion. But the passions of 
Alyson Tomlin (a BC craft beer pioneer) and Ralf Rosenke 
and their team don’t stop there. Their aim is to create a 
community hub, with a firepit and a family-friendly lounge 
complementing their tasting bar, as well as open mics, live 
music and comedy shows, and fundraisers like Beer & Cut 
Thursdays (with proceeds going to the Cowichan Women 
Against Violence Society). Their ever-evolving roster of 
beers reflects collaborations with local coffee roasters, 
bands, barbers and fellow brewers. The award-winning 
Working Class Hero scores big points on my palate with its 
dark and mild toasty malt flavours, as does the Peachful 
Protest Golden Peach Sour, a limited release created in 2020 
to support diversity in brewing.

Riot offers a handful of snack choices like sausage rolls 
and samosas along with its brews, but encourages patrons 
to bring their own picnic, or order takeout from restaurants 
whose menus they keep onsite. We order lunch from Sawmill 
Taphouse & Grill, in part for its next-door location, but 

serves 4

Grilled Asparagus  
with Stinging Nettle & 

Hazelnut Pesto

stinging Nettles1 
2 cups

toasted 
Hazelnuts2 1/2 cup

Juice and Zest  
of 1 Lemon

Olive Oil 3 Tbs, 
more for garnish

sesame Oil 1 tsp

minced Garlic 1 tsp

Asparagus 1 lb, 
trimmed 

melted Butter  
1 Tbs

salt and freshly 
Ground Black 
Pepper to taste

1 Or kale or 
spinach.

2 Or sunflower or 
pumpkin seeds.

1 PREHEAt the grill to 400°F.

2 BRING a pot of water to boil over high 
heat. Add the stinging nettles and cook for 
2–3 minutes. Remove the nettles from the 
pot and plunge into a bowl of cold water. 
Strain and squeeze the nettles to remove 
as much moisture as possible.

3 COARsELY chop the nettles and place 
in the bowl of a food processer. Add the 
hazelnuts and pulse to form a coarse 
paste. Add the lemon juice, zest, olive oil, 
sesame oil and garlic. Process to a chunky 
purée. Season with salt and pepper and 
set aside.

4 COmBINE the asparagus and melted 
butter on a plate. Season with salt and 
pepper. Place the asparagus on the hot 
grill and char for about 5 minutes per side. 
Remove to a bowl and keep warm.

5 Add a couple spoonfuls of the nettle 
pesto to the bowl and stir to coat the 
asparagus. Transfer to a serving plate 
and drizzle a little pesto around the plate. 
Finish with a drizzle of olive oil.

This recipe is perfecT for spring, when both asparagus and 
nettles are in season. Bill Jones recommends wearing gloves when 
collecting nettles; wash them in cold water, drain, then blanch them 
to remove their sting. You can substitute kale or spinach if nettles are 
unavailable.
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serves 4–6

Fennel Salad with Espresso 
Vinaigrette & Goat Cheese

morph simple feNNel bulbs into a delicious salad with 
this unexpected dressing created by Chef Bill Jones. Use fresh 
espresso or strong French press coffee.

MAkes AbOut 1/4 Cup

Spanish Seasoning 
Powder

a versaTile rub ThaT works with potatoes, 
many vegetables, sauces and soups. When you add 
fresh garlic and a splash of olive oil, it approximates 
the flavours of chorizo sausage.

fresh Espresso 
¼ cup 

maple syrup or 
Honey 1 tsp 

white wine 
vinegar 1 Tbs

Juice and Zest 
of 1 Orange 

Grapeseed Oil 
4 Tbs

fennel Bulbs 2, 
stalks removed

Red Onion 1, 
peeled and 
trimmed

spanish 
seasoning 
Powder (recipe 
right) 1 Tbs

salt and 
freshly Ground 
Black Pepper 
to taste

Goat Cheese  
¼ cup, 
crumbled

Zest of 1 
Orange

Cumin seeds 
2 Tbs

Black 
Peppercorns 
1 Tbs

Coriander 
seeds 1 Tbs

dried 
Oregano 1 Tbs

Hot spanish 
Paprika 2 Tbs

salt 1 Tbs

1 COmBINE the espresso and maple syrup in 
a saucepan. Bring to a boil and reduce to 
about half the volume. Set aside to cool.

2 INA mixing bowl, whisk together the 
reduced coffee syrup, vinegar, orange 
juice and zest. Drizzle in the oil in a steady 
stream, whisking until incorporated and 
thick.

3 PLACE the fennel on a cutting board and 
trim off any dark green tips, leaving only 
the light green and white parts. Remove 
any outer leaves that are bruised or dry. 
Cut the fennel in half lengthwise and 
remove the hard core. With a sharp knife 
or mandolin, shred the fennel as thinly as 
possible and place it in a salad bowl.

4 CUt the onion as thinly as possible and 
add it to the fennel.

5 sEAsON the vegetables with the spice 
powder, salt, and pepper, and toss well to 
coat. Let sit for at least 30 minutes.

6 JUst before serving, toss with half the 
dressing and mix well. 

7 tRANsfER to a serving plate, top with 
crumbled goat cheese, and drizzle a little of 
the excess dressing around the plate. Serve 
at room temperature.

1 COvER a small plate with paper 
towel. Place the orange zest on 
the paper and microwave for 30 
seconds at a time until the zest 
is dry but not browned (time 
will vary with microwave). The 
zest will stiffen as it cools. When 
it appears dry, remove from the 
microwave and set aside.

2 IN A DRy SKILLET over 
medium heat, add the cumin, 
peppercorns, and coriander. 
Shake the pan and heat the 
spices until aromatic, about 1 
minute. Transfer spices to a plate 
and let cool. Grind in a coffee 
or spice grinder along with the 
orange zest and oregano.

3 COmBINE the ground spice 
mixture with the paprika and 
salt in a mixing bowl. Stir until 
spices are evenly distributed. 
Store in an airtight container for 
up to 2 months.
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primarily for its farm-to-table tapas and smokehouse specialties. 
Sawmill takes pride in producing house-baked bread, scratch 
sauces, and house-smoked meats as well as pulling handcrafted 
Neapolitan-style pizza from its forno oven. Their Smoked 
Meatballs arrive at our table tossed generously with house 
marinara. But the Beef Brisket Poutine proves the real star: tender 
meat nestled with cheese curds on crispy pomme frites and 
drizzled with rich beef jus.

Duncan
With a population just under 5000, Duncan is the Cowichan 

Valley’s largest community and commercial heart. Its historic 
downtown hosts numerous galleries, shops and cafes, as well as 
Canada’s only year-round outdoor farmers’ market, where 150-
plus vendors offer locally harvested produce and seafood, culinary 
products and artisanal crafts, clothing and furniture. In partnership 
with the Cowichan Tribes First Nations, Duncan has garnered the 
moniker “City of Totems” by developing one of the world’s largest 
outdoor collections of publicly displayed totem poles, which 
visitors can explore on guided or self-guided walking tours. 

Just north of the city is Westholme Tea Company, an 11-acre 
former dairy farm that is Canada’s only commercial tea grower. 
Here, ceramic artist and former chef Margit Nellemann and tea 
connoisseur Victor Vesely have successfully nurtured hundreds of 
tea seedlings through ten Canadian winters, producing farm-
grown teas that express the unique land, soil and climate of their 
location. Perhaps nowhere is this terroir captured so completely 
as in their Maple-Smoked Green tea, whose original rendition saw 
frost-bitten tea leaves and twigs cold-smoked with wood chips 
from a maple tree felled on the property. Westholme’s hand-
harvested teas are sought after by international aficionados and 
some of the flowers and leaves find culinary applications among 
local chefs and artisans. Case in point: the award-winning Kazuki 
Gin produced by Sheringham Distillery.

In addition to producing their own teas, the husband-wife team 
imports pure teas, spices and herbs from small-scale organic 
farms worldwide. These they mix by hand into more than a 
hundred tea blends according to recipes informed by Nellemann’s 
well-developed palate. Three of these fascinating blends make it 
into my shopping bag, including the perfect-for-cold-brew Sweet 
Morocco that combines green gunpowder tea with West Coast 
peppermint, orange peel and unrefined stevia leaf. The shop also 
offers a selection of tea accessories, including Nellemann’s hand-
built stoneware pieces incised with her original designs. 

Cowichan Bay
An important fishing ground for thousands of years, Cowichan 

Bay now attracts travellers eager to experience its rich marine and 
bird life from the seat of a kayak or a whale-watching boat. Even 
more visitors come to explore the shops and cafes of the 
picturesque waterfront village. 

A stroll along the shore takes us past the Cowichan Estuary 
Nature Centre — where volunteers bend over buckets, intent on 
eelgrass restoration — and onward to the Rock Cod Cafe. A village 
mainstay for almost 30 years, the Rock Cod vaulted into the 

MAkes 6

Stuffed Peppers with  
Corn, Rice, & Egg with a  

Soy-Ginger Sauce

Red Bell 
Peppers 3

Cooked Rice  
2 cups 

Corn kernels  
1 cup, cooked  
or frozen

Eggs 2, beaten

fresh Cilantro  
2 Tbs, minced

salt and freshly 
Ground Black 
Pepper  
to taste

Olive Oil 2 Tbs

vegetable 
stock or water 
1 cup

Light soy 
sauce 2 Tbs

fresh Ginger  
1 Tbs, minced

sesame Oil  
1 tsp

Hot sauce 1 tsp

Green Onions 
2, trimmed and 
minced

tapioca starch 
or Cornstarch 
1 Tbs

1 PREHEAt the oven to 350°F.

2 CUt the peppers in half lengthwise 
and remove seeds and membrane. 
Place in a roasting pan and set 
aside.

3 IN a mixing bowl, combine the 
cooked rice, corn, eggs and cilantro. 
Season with salt and pepper and 
stir to combine. 

4 fILL the pepper shells with the rice 
mixture and drizzle with oil. Place in 
the oven and bake for 20 minutes, 
or until peppers soften and tops 
brown.

5 mEANwHILE, in a saucepan, 
combine the stock, soy sauce, 
ginger, sesame oil, hot sauce 
and green onions. Bring to a boil, 
reduce the heat and simmer for 2–3 
minutes.

6 mIX the tapioca starch with enough 
water to make a thin paste. 

7 Add to the simmering sauce and 
whisk until thickened. Remove from 
the heat and keep warm.

8 tRANsfER the roasted peppers 
to a serving platter and pour the 
sauce over the top. Serve warm.

chef bill JoNes uses long sweet peppers to create 
this vegetarian dish reminiscent of a popular dim sum item 
usually made with shrimp or fish mousse.
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ThE rECipES ACCOMpAnying this article 
are from The Deerholme Vegetable Cookbook 
by Bill Jones (Touchwood Editions, 2015.) Since 
2005 Deerholme Farm has been inspiration-and-
info-central for all things culinary in the Cowichan 
Valley. here, French-trained chef, food writer, 
award-winning cookbook author and food/wine 
business consultant Jones shares his expertise 
in local and wild foods through seasonal food 
dinners, hands-on cooking classes and wild 
food foraging walks.  Book your spot or find 
out more at www.deerholme.com 

Riot Brewing Co.
www.riotbrewing.com

Sawmill taphouse & grill
www.sawmilltaphouse.com

Westholme tea Company
www.westholmetea.com

Rock Cod Cafe
www.rockcodcafe.com

true grain Bread
www.truegrain.ca

CuRe Artisan Meat and Cheese
www.facebook.com/cureartisanmeatandcheese/

Cowichan Valley trail
www.cvrd.ca/121/cowichan-Valley-Trail

Cowichan estuary nature Centre
www.cowichanestuary.ca

Cherry Point estate Wines
www.cherrypointestatewines.com

unsworth Vineyards
www.unsworthvineyards.com

glenterra Vineyards
www.glenterravineyards.com

Averill Creek Vineyard
www.averillcreek.ca

Blue grouse estate Winery
www.bluegrouse.ca/Home

emandare Vineyard
www.emandarevineyard.com

Vigneti  Zanatta
www.zanatt a.ca

public imagination with an appearance on the Food Network’s 
“you Gotta Eat Here” in 2012. Fish and chips are the raison 
d-être here, so I steer for the Captain’s Catch section of the 
menu featuring local fish (grilled, battered or prepped with 
one of the cafe’s signature crispy coatings or spice blends) 
that can be mixed and matched with ten different side dishes. 
My classic battered cod arrives perfectly crisped and wharf-
fresh; the creamy clam chowder, redolent with herbs and dill.

Rock Cod owner Jacob Hokanson is a former commercial 
fisherman and serves only sustainable seafood sourced 
through the Ocean Wise stewardship program. Local craft 
beverages from Red Arrow Brewing and Merridale Cider are on 
tap at the bar, and a celiac-friendly menu offers gluten-free 
versions of almost every dish.

Just down the street, a growing queue on the sidewalk 
attests to the quality of product and welcome to be found 
inside the bakery at True Grain Bread. Established in Cowichan 
Bay in 2004, and now with locations in Courtenay and 
Summerland, True Grain stone-mills 100-percent BC-grown 
organic grain to create handcrafted European-style breads and 
baked goods. Ancient grains and heritage wheat form the 
foundation for everything here, from rustic, chewy loaves to 
delicate, laminated pastries. An array of flours and other 
home-baking ingredients are also on offer, as well as granola, 
hot cereals, pancake and waffle mix and house-made pastas. 
With considerable restraint, we choose a crusty French 
baguette and a four-pack of pillowy cinnamon buns.

A short drive takes us to the Valleyview Centre shopping 
village, home of CURE Artisan Meat and Cheese. This deli and 
charcuterie shop was launched in 2014 by Brad Boisvert, a 
Culinary Institute of America-trained chef, who ran a French-
inspired locavore restaurant in Cowichan for several years. 
Here, he turns his talents to creating pâtés, terrines, sausages 
and cured meats from locally sourced antibiotic-and-hormone-
free pork and grass-fed beef, as well as duck, rabbit and lamb. 
Those questing for the perfect charcuterie board will find it all 
at CURE: from a large selection of imported and local cheeses 
to a cornucopia of house-made pickles, mustards, chutneys 
and relishes, right down to the boards themselves, crafted by 
Vancouver Island woodworkers. Island artisans figure 
prominently, by way of salt, jams, kimchi and pasta. So too do 
nature’s seasonal gifts, like local chanterelles, lobster 
mushrooms and spot prawns. Fleshing out the offerings are 
dinner kits, salads, baked goods and an array of imported 
delights. Sensory overload is a hazard here, but the charming 
staff comes to our rescue with samplings of wine-washed 
cheese and barrique-aged honey balsamic vinegar. 
Predictably, both find a place in our shopping bag before we 
drive off through the mountains of this remarkable culinary 
valley. 
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caTHERinE Van BRUnscHOT is a Calgary-based 
food and travel writer. read more of her stories at 
www.catherinevanbrunschot.com

Clickit
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