
he people at Maple Leaf 
Adventures, a boutique 

expedition company based in 
Victoria, are on a mission. 

They take beautiful, small boats 
that are an integral part of the 
history of the B.C. coast, and do the 
backbreaking work required to get 
them certified by Transport Canada, 
so that guests can be welcomed 
aboard to explore the coast’s beauty 
and secret places.

For more than 30 years, the 
award-winning company has 
specialized in nature and cultural 
experiences where guests 
become deeply immersed in their 
surroundings. 

Trips result in tales of wildlife 
sightings and new connections with 
coastal people, whose lives were 
formed by the rhythms of coastal 
tides, including communities with 
histories that date back millennia. 

But what makes the experience 
unique are its three “main 
characters” – coastal vessels Maple 
Leaf, a 1904 schooner; Swell, a 1912 
tugboat; and Cascadia, a modern 
catamaran. 

These small, yacht-like boats, 90 
to 140 feet long, have histories as 
rugged as the B.C. coastline itself, 
from halibut fishing in the Bering 
Sea, to towing hulking loads down 
scenic fjords.  

Today, they are gleaming with 
polished Douglas fir beams and 
mahogany cap rails and made 
comfortable and homey with wool 
duvets, coastal art and beautiful 
dishware. The boats are warm and 
steady hosts, each with its own 
stories to tell. 

Maple Leaf and Swell are icons of 
coastal history and draw memories 
from locals in port. 

“The vessels are a beacon of 
our new ideals for travel that is 
regenerative,” says Maple Leaf 
Adventure’s co-owner Maureen 
Gordon. “And ultimately, they create 
exceptional guest experiences that 
give back to the coast. That is our 
mission.” 

Chief executive officer Kevin 
Smith, who grew up in the region, 
says that after years of seeing 
destructive mining and logging, 
he decided to become part of the 
solution. 

“We have a powerful need to 
leave this place we love even better 
for future generations,” he says. 
“We are a conservation organization 
in the guise of a travel company.”  

Company advocacy efforts have 
helped to clean up marine debris, 
ban the grizzly bear hunt, form 
an emerging conservation-based 
economy on the coast and found 
sustainable tourism organizations.

These activities and the resulting 
relationships with other leaders in 
science, culture and conservation 
imbue the trips with great 
interpreters for guests who want 
to learn about and experience the 
region’s wonders. It’s part of what 
led National Geographic Traveler to 
honour the trips with the “Best of 
the World” designation.

Itineraries are planned around 
natural cycles when wildlife 
congregates. Cuisine incorporates 

local foraged delicacies; shore 
excursions are many; and 
Indigenous culture is an integral part 
of the experience. 

Smith is intimate with the 
landscape from his days as an 
adventurous kid and later, as a 
marine park ranger. A geographer 
by training, he does spend time 
behind a desk, but is happiest when 
captaining Maple Leaf, or leading 
expeditions on the other vessels. 
“I’ve spent my life cruising the coast 
and I know every nook and cranny,” 
he explains. “As a park ranger, I 
often experienced incredible things 
on my own and wanted to share 
them. Now, I get to share my 
favourite places with our guests.” 

MAPLE LEAF
Maple Leaf is Smith’s first love. The 
92-foot schooner, B.C.’s oldest tall 
ship, was built as a racing yacht for 
Canadian businessman Alexander 
Maclaren. She is the adventurous 
“grande dame” of the company. 
“She is like the Bluenose of the 
Pacific. She’s doted on by the crew,” 
says Smith. 

Converted to a longliner during 
the First World War, she fished 
halibut in the Bering Sea until the 
1970s, was then restored, and 
relaunched as a schooner in 1986. 
The vessel has 2,800 square feet 
of sail and can accommodate eight 
guests in four private sleeping areas 
with three shared bathrooms. There 
is also a wheelhouse lounge, dining 
lounge and outdoor seating. “It’s a 
bit like glamping,” explains Smith. 

SWELL
Handsome and salt-of-the earth, 
Swell is an 88-foot tugboat. Built 
in 1912 as a steam tug, she moved 
wood, coal, metal and machinery 
along the coast for 92 years. She 
even starred in an episode of the TV 
series The Beachcombers. 

After $4-million in refits, Swell 
became a luxury expedition ship 
in 2015, with a dining salon, aft 
deck lounge, top deck hot tub and 
accommodation for 12 guests in 
six cabins with ensuite bathrooms. 
“There are many stories around 
about her as a workboat,” says 
Smith. “She has quite a following.” 
On her Alaska trips, she is often 
recognized from her adventures 
there, which date back to the 1920s, 
he adds.

CASCADIA
A luxury adventurer, 138-foot 
Cascadia is the newest boat. 
“Cascadia is incredibly strong, safe 
and stable,” notes Smith. “She 
brings comfort to a greater range 
of people” – up to 24 guests in 
12 spacious ensuite cabins. She 
also offers a comfy lounge, large 
windows, alfresco dining and hot 
tub on deck for nighttime soaks 
while stargazing.

No matter the ship or itinerary, 
Smith aims to have his guests feel 
the same way he does. “We go to 
places that are difficult to get to,” he 
says. “Once we are there, people fall 
in love with them.” If so, it’s mission 
accomplished.
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A guest of Maple Leaf Adventures 
takes the helm of Swell. Built in 1912 

as a coal-fired tugboat, the boat  
was retrofitted to accommodate  

12 guests in six ensuite cabins.

Top: Maple Leaf Adventures offers several itineraries to 
different regions of the coast. Middle: Maple Leaf is a 92-foot 
schooner with a 2,800-foot sail. Bottom: The newest luxury 

vessel, Cascadia, a 138-foot catamaran, has 12 ensuite cabins 
for up to 24 guests, an alfresco dining area and a hot tub on 

deck, ideal for nighttime soaking and stargazing.

Join our guided expeditions for an insider’s odyssey 
through the nature and culture of the wild BC 
and Alaska coast. Private charters available.

GREAT BEAR RAINFOREST. 
HAIDA GWAII. 
ALASKA.
INSIDE PASSAGE.
SALISH SEA.

MapleLeafAdventures.com  |  250-386-7245  |  info@mapleleafadventures.com
Contact us for for 2021, 2022 and 2023 itineraries.

WHERE 
MAPLE LEAF 
ADVENTURES 
CAN TAKE 
YOU

Connecting with nature 
and culture in remote 
areas is a meaningful 
way to broaden your 
understanding of the 
world. But it’s not always 
easy to get there. 
Especially when there 
are no roads. Maple 
Leaf Adventure’s small 
vessels have the abil-
ity to snug into these 
places, allowing guests 
to experience the spec-
tacular B.C. and Alaska 
coastline in a way few 
others can. “We provide 
natural escapes that 
take guests on a journey 
of discovery,” explains 
Gordon. Here are a few 
examples of the areas 
and activities offered.

Desolation Sound 
The towering mountain 
peaks here plunge into 
deep water fjords, wa-
terways and passages. 
See seals, sea lions, river 
otters and bald eagles, 
picnic on secluded 
beaches, visit coastal 
hamlets and breathe 
in the fresh scent of 
conifers as you explore 
a rainforest trail. 

Gulf Islands  
National Park Reserve 
& Salish Sea 
Explore one of Canada’s 
most recently desig-
nated parks, comb the 
beaches for intertidal 
life, watch for seals, sea 
lions, dolphins and ea-
gles, and learn the tradi-
tions of the Coast Salish 
First Nation. Alternate 
itineraries focus on the 
area’s wineries, craft 
breweries and foods. 

Haida Gwaii 
A group of islands 
with rich marine life, 
rainforests and Haida 
culture. The eight-day 
trip covers the whole ar-
chipelago and includes 
visits to Gwaii Haanas 
and UNESCO World 
Heritage Site SGang 
Gwaay. 

Great Bear Rainforest 
The world’s largest, 
intact temperate 
rainforest is home to 
grizzly bears, spirit bears 
and wolf packs. Sail the 
fjords as 4,000-foot cliffs 
rise above you, visit 
First Nations villages 
and watch whale dorsal 
fins break the cool clear 
water.

Alaska 
Glaciers, bears, whales, 
rainforest and historic 
towns are highlights of 
this 10- or 11-day trip. 
An up-close adventure 
for those who love 
nature. “Big cruise ships 
can’t go this year, only 
small boats,” notes 
Gordon.

Iconic boats  
and secret spots
How to get the best of the West Coast with Maple Leaf Adventures
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