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Adapted Travel by Mike Cohen

Vancouver and Whistler

My family and I spent our 2013 summer 
vacation in beautiful British Columbia, 
splitting our time between Vancouver and 
Whistler. Both spots are most accommo-
dating to individuals with special needs.

ACCESSIBLE VANCOUVER: With an 
estimated one in eight people worldwide 
living with a disability, disabled travellers 
now make up one of the fastest growing 
tourism markets. In North America alone, 
people with disabilities spend more than 
$13 billion each year on travel. Their big-
gest challenge - finding accessible travel 
destinations that will meet their special 
needs and heighten their travel experience.

Consistently among the top five most live-
able cities in the world, Vancouver also 
enjoys a reputation as one of the world’s 
most accessible places in which to visit. 
Thanks to its progressive transportation 
systems, innovative housing and recre-
ational opportunities, people of all ages 
with visual, hearing or mobility impair-
ments can fully enjoy business and leisure 
time in Vancouver. It is refreshing to see 
an entire section on the Tourism  Van-
couver website (www.tourismvancouver.
com) dedicated to the city`s accessibility. 
Special needs travellers can select from a 

number of categories, such as getting to 
and from Vancouver, experiencing the city 
and finding the necessary resources.

THE CITY: Surrounded by water on 
three sides and  nestled alongside the 
Coast Mountain Range, Vancouver has  
spectacular natural scenery and a bustling 
metropolitan core, and boasts one of the 
mildest climates in Canada. The Greater 
Vancouver region is home to more than 
two million people in 21 municipalities, 
making it the third largest metropolitan 
area in Canada.

WHERE TO STAY:  We were fortunate 
to discover a new spot, the Sunset Inn & 
Suites (www.sunsetinn.com).  Located  at 
1111 Burnaby, their long list of amenities 
gives you more for less. Hotels often pro-
mote “extra” services that will raise the 
cost of your stay.   

The executive one-bedroom suites are one 
of the newest offerings at the property. 
They have been extensively redecorated 
and offer a luxurious, relaxing setting that 
is more similar to home than hotel. These 
spacious apartment-style accommodations 
have all of the comforts of home. Among 
the amenities are  two TVs, a DVD player,  
an  iPod/iPhone player and charger clock 
radio, wall mounted air conditioning units 

in both the   bed-
room and living 
room and a private 
balcony.  

The hotel has free 
gated parking for 
one vehicle during 
your stay, a true rar-
ity for downtown 
Vancouver; a locked 
bike room; new and 
greatly improved 
high speed wire-

less and hard wired internet; a continental 
breakfast you can take back to your room, 
a daily newspaper delivered to your door 
and free local calls. Soon after checking in 
we had a minor question about something 
in our room and called the front desk. 
They said someone would come up.  For 
more information call toll-free at 1-800-
786-1997 (within North America). The 
main entrance and the first level garage are 
both handicapped accessible.

WHAT TO DO: Grouse Mountain (www.
grousemountain.com) offers the perfect 
destination for a truly rewarding and 
memorable experience. Here there are a 
variety of cultural, educational and out-
door adventures to choose from.  Most of 
Grouse Mountain’s summer and winter 
activities are complimentary with an ad-
mission ticket.

We began by taking the wheelchair acces-
sible Skyride up the mountain. High above 
towering Douglas firs, breathtaking views 
of the city of Vancouver, sparkling Pacific 
Ocean, Gulf Islands, and snowy peaks 
unfold as you take this journey. North 
America’s largest aerial tramway system 
is your gateway to the majestic nature of 
The Peak of Vancouver, and an experience 
in itself. Whether you’re in search of the 
perfect photo, or a picturesque dinner at 
The Observatory, your adventure begins 
with the Skyride.   It operates 365 days 
a year, departing every 15 minutes from 
8:45 am to 10 pm. In summer months, the 
first downhill Skyride departs at 7:30 am. 
A round trip Skyride is included with an 
Alpine Experience ticket  or annual mem-
bership.

Once up there, we headed 
directly to a fabulous show 
where some special birds 
were the stars: a falcon, an 
owl and a hawk. Guides 
spoke about their respective 
backgrounds and even had 
them do some tricks for us. 
Right next door was the bear 
habitat, with two grizzlies  
protected from the public by 
electric fences. We watched 
as they walked about, ate 
grass, lay on their backs and 
inched closer than we ex-
pected to folks with cameras 
in hand.

 

The Eye of the Wind, meanwhile,  is inspir-
ing and revolutionary. This is the world’s 
first and only wind turbine that allows 
you to stand in a clear glass view POD at 
the top of the tower, three metres from its 
massive, rotating blades. Stand in awe of 
360-degree views as you come face to face 
with the future of responsible energy. The  
scenic Peak Chairlift will transport you to 
the apex of Grouse Mountain in a ride time 
of 14 minutes. At the summit, you will be 
amazed by a spectacular panorama that re-
veals the beauty and scale of Vancouver, 
and the grandeur of the Pacific Ocean as 
it graces the coastline for as far as the eye 
can see.

At the Vancouver Aquarium (www.vana-
qua.org) you come face-to-fin with over 
70,000 animals, including beluga whales, 
steller sea lions, dolphins, seals and more! 
Enjoy the dolphin and whale shows, sea 
otter feeds, and shark dives. Free-roaming 
animals abound in their popular Amazon 
Gallery.   For a unique hands-on adventure, 
ask about the Animal Encounters program. 
You can call their easy to remember phone 
number - 604.659.FISH. 

Visitors with a disability or special needs 
can request a 50 percent discount off of the 
general admissions price, or a free atten-
dant when paying full price admissions.  
Attendants with children under three with 
a disability can request a 50 percent dis-
count off the attendants’ general admis-
sions price. There is also a special acces-
sibility window.

PNE: If you like amusement parks, Van-
couver’s Pacific National Exhibition 
(www.pne.ca) on East Hastings Street 
is the place to go.  The 15 acre Playland 
Amusement Park is a popular attraction. 
Open from late April through the end of 
September it has hosted millions of thrill 
seekers of all ages since it opened in 1910.  
Playland’s marquee attraction, the beloved 
1958 Wooden Roller Coaster,  remains the 
most popular ride on the site and one of 
the most highly regarded wooden coast-
ers in the world. Designed by the legend-
ary ride construction team, Carl Phare 
and Walker LeRoy, the Playland Wooden 
Coaster rides over half a million people 

Ziplining in Whistler.

A delicious dessert from Joe Fortes.
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annually. The flume, though, ranks as my 
favorite ride. The PNE is wheelchair ac-
cessible. Disabled access is provided at 
one bathroom stop near the midway.

If you are planning a summer visit to Van-
couver, then you must include Theatre Un-
der the Stars  (www.tuts.ca) at the Malkin 
Bowl. The program’s  best of Broadway 
musicals have been delighting audiences 
in Stanley Park since 1940.   Every July 
and August they present two wonderful 
productions  on alternating nights. The 
summer of 2013 featured  Legally Blonde 
and How to Succeed in Business Without 
Really Trying on the stage. My family and 
I saw the former, purchasing our tickets 
online. Reserved tickets are $29 to $42 
for adults and $24 to $29 for children and 
youth. We really enjoyed this our second 
experience of watching theatre “under the 
stars.” Stay tuned to their website to see 
what productions are planned for 2014. 
The  Malkin Bowl is located right at the 
entrance of Stanley Park. It is easily acces-
sible for wheelchairs.

If you are a baseball fan, then the months 
of June, July and August represent an op-
portunity for you to see some good old 
fashioned minor league ball. The Vancou-
ver Canadians (www.canadiansbaseball.
com) play out of the prettiest little ballpark 
in North America – 57 year old Scotiabank 
Field at Nat Bailey Stadium. There are 
5,187 seats here, every one of them dandy. 
The Canadians are the short season rookie 
“A” ball affiliate of the major league To-
ronto Blue Jays, having switched over two 
years ago from the Oakland Athletics. 

There are a number of wheelchair reserved 
parking spaces at the ballpark and these 
are located in the  parking lot off of Ontar-
io Street along the east end of Scotiabank 
Field at Nat Bailey Stadium.  The team 
recognizes the needs of guests with dis-
abilities, and provides a  wheelchair access 
viewing platform for fans with accessibil-
ity needs and their guests located down the  
third base line of the ballpark. Wheelchair 
access is provided through the third base 
gate located at the  Southeast corner of  
the stadium. On the night I attended, the 

Developmental Disabilities 
Association (develop.bc.ca) 
had a special promotion for 
which more than 200 of its 
workers and sponsors were 
in attendance. Official Jason 
Smith told me the Canadians 
are great supporters of his 
cause. The Developmental 
Disabilities Association is 
a community living agency 
that provides over 50 com-
munity-based programs and 
services to children, adults 
and families with develop-
mental disabilities in Van-
couver and Richmond. They 
create extended networks of 
support, invest in individual 
needs, and strive for an in-
clusive and safe community. 

Over 1,600 individuals and families in the 
Vancouver and Richmond area are ser-
viced by the Developmental Disabilities 
Association every year.

ARTS CLUB: Check out the magnifi-
cent Arts Club Theatre Company (www.
artsclub.com) at 1585 Johnston Street next 
to the public market. Shows are Tuesday 
through Sundays at what is called Western 
Canada’s largest not for profit organization 
of its kind, having been in operation for 49 
years.  Each year, over a quarter of a mil-
lion people experience the best in profes-
sional theatre Popular productions range 
from musicals and contemporary come-
dies to new works and classics.  While we 
were in town, the Arts Club was present-
ing the Tony Award winning Avenue Q. 

The Arts Club partners with VocalEye De-
scriptive Arts Society in presenting live, 
audio-described theatre at the Stanley In-
dustrial Alliance Stage and the Granville 
Island Stage. Performances are described 
for patrons who are blind, partially sight-
ed, and visually impaired. They are given 
a personal receiver and single earpiece 
that allows them to hear both the show and 
the live audio description at the same time. 
Wheelchair seating is available at each 
of  their theatres. Just provide a heads up 
when you book your tickets.

FLY OVER CANADA:   FlyOver Canada 
(www.flyovercanada.com)  is a breathtak-
ing, all-ages ride like no other. Here you 
take off into a huge domed screen with 
the latest in projection and ride technol-
ogy,  creating a true flying experience. The 
flight takes you from east to west across 
Canada, over some of the most spectacu-
lar scenery the country has to offer. High 
tech special effects and a beautiful origi-
nal soundtrack all combine to make Fly-
Over Canada an unforgettable experience.  
Operating hours are 10 am to 9 pm.  This 
$16-million, 30-minute virtual flight ride 
experience is located at the Canada Place 
pier in the former IMAX theatre. 

FlyOver Canada is committed to mak-
ing the experience for guests with mobil-
ity disabilities as convenient as possible. 

While they are unable to physically lift 
guests from wheelchairs in and out of the 
ride’s seating,  if you may need assistance 
transferring from your wheelchair to a ride 
seat on your own, bring a caregiver to as-
sist. The caregiver’s ticket is provided free 
of charge.

If you will be visiting  and require a wheel-
chair, it is helpful to provide advance 
notice of your attendance. Call 604-620-
8455 or email   info@flyovercanada.com 
to plan your visit.

CAR RENTAL: In preparing for my Van-
couver trip, I made the rounds with the 
different rental car companies. Whether  I 
called them directly, went online or tried 
the Priceline.com or expedia.com routes, 
the prices were always much too high. 
Then I came across Lo-Cost Rental Car 
(www.locost.com),  an outfit based just 
near the Vancouver International Airport 
and  the best prices and customer service I 
can report upon.  If you have special needs 
requirements, be sure to tell them. 

DINING OUT: There are some superb 
restaurants in Vancouver. Here are two in 
particular I strongly recommend.

Joe Fortes Seafood & Chop House (www.
joefortes.ca) on downtown Thurlow Street 
is indeed one of the city’s finest restau-
rants. With a commitment to freshness, the 
Joe Fortes kitchen receives daily local de-
liveries, ensuring that you’re guaranteed 
to find the freshest ingredients on your 
plate every day. The main dining room is 
anchored by a soaring horseshoe oyster 
bar. This Grand Room boasts large, cozy 
booths. The entrance is handicapped ac-
cessible so make sure to state your needs 
upon making a reservation. 

The Joe Fortes kitchen prepares each dish 
with a focus on natural flavours and fea-
tures the finest ingredients collected from 

Pacific Northwest farmers, fishermen and 
food artisans. Serving more than 50 kinds 
of fresh fish, including their legendary 
three-tiered Seafood Tower on Ice,  pre-
mium oysters and succulent chops,  their 
signature dishes have become a favourite 
of locals, celebrities and tourists alike.  

I also recommend the Sandbar  Restau-
rant on Granville Island at 1535 Johnston 
Street. There is live music here seven 
nights a week and quite a marvelous ambi-
ance. The 300 seat restaurant was packed 
the night we chose to dine there. Guests 
can enjoy the bustle of the market, the 
non-stop energy of False Creek and the 
shores of Vancouver’s West End.  The 
Sandbar serves up the freshest seafood 
in a warm, sophisticated atmosphere. 
Along with your menu comes a clipboard 
called the Seafood Fresh Sheet, with holes 
punched next to the items that are fresh 
that day. We started off with some splen-
did sushi as an appetizer and also shared 
shrimp dumplings and cold poached 
prawns. For the main courses, selections 
varied from the amazing Mahi Mahi,  the 
Ahi Tuna, a two pound Atlantic lobster 
and  pan seared scallops. Open seven days 
a week from 5:30 pm. onwards, we will 
definitely return to this spot on our next 
trip and hopefully try other members of 
the group. There is an elevator to the right 
of the main entrance that can take guests 
with mobile needs directly up to the first or 
second floor. Handicapped stalls are also 
located in all restrooms.

ACCESSIBLE WHISTLER:  How ac-
cessible is Whistler?  Norm DePlume 
broke his neck skiing here a few years ago. 
“I won’t go so far as to say, ‘No big deal,’ 
but life rolls on, and so do I,” DePlume 
says. “I’m still skiing in Whistler, laugh-
ing at jokes, calling my mother on Sun-

The Peak 2 Peak is an incredible experience.

A view from a table at the Sandbar Restaurant.

(Continued on page 38 )
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A dolphin at the Vancouver Aquarium.

days and generally being a happy, healthy, 
and productive member of the community. 
Life rolls on.

“Admittedly, not many people think of 
Whistler as a place to find a lot of people 
with disabilities. It’s known for a rather 
active lifestyle and, thanks to the many 
after-school TV specials focusing on ‘the 
struggle,’ people with disabilities aren’t 
generally stereotyped as being all that ac-
tive.”

DePlume explains  that while some people 
are born with disabilities, a large number 
acquire a spinal cord injury later in life. 
They were active before their accident and 
have no desire to give up on that lifestyle 
just because they now use a wheelchair to 
help them get around.

In 1999, with just a handful of equipment 
stored in a closet, the homegrown Whis-
tler Adaptive Sports Program began taking 
people up the mountain to experience sit 
skiing. These days the program has grown 
to the point where they’re able to provide 
over 1,400 lessons each ski season, and 
have expanded into summer programs 
that include hiking, biking, canoeing, and 
kayaking.

Accessibility is built into Whistler Village 
with pedestrian-only streets, paved access 
to the Valley Trail and close proximity to 
transportation. The following links pro-
vide further information on getting around 
the town:

There is a comprehensive website for 
visitors with disabilities at www.whis-
tlerforthedisabled.com. Wheelchair ac-
cessible taxis are available from Whistler 
Resort Cabs - call 1.604.938.1515 to book.

BACKGROUNDER:  This was my fam-
ily’s  first visit to Whistler (www.tour-

ismwhistler.com), which is  less than a two 
hour drive from Vancouver and one of the 
host cities of the 2010 Winter Olympics.

The ski season in Whistler typically be-
gins around the third weekend in Novem-
ber, coinciding with American Thanksgiv-
ing. From there, both mountains are open 
daily for winter operations until late April. 
Blackcomb Mountain stays open for 
spring skiing and snowboarding until mid-
May. Summer glacier skiing and riding on 
Blackcomb Mountain starts the third week 
of June. In summer Whistler Mountain 
Bike Park  opens as a haven for riders of 
all levels and the Village Gondola, Peak 2 
Peak Gondola and Peak Chair are open for 
sightseeing.  

There is no better experience than the 
Peak 2 Peak Gondola. You first take the 
Whistler Express Gondola from the Vil-
lage, which takes 25 minutes. You’ll ar-
rive at the Roundhouse, a lodge where you 
can have lunch or a snack, and take in the 
spectacular view of the mountains on the 
opposite side of the valley. From here, hop 
on the Peak 2 Peak Gondola for a thrilling 
11-minute ride over to Blackcomb Moun-
tain. We then took a short bus ride to the 
7th Heaven open air chairlift way up to the 
top of the mountain, enabling us to view 
glaciers and whole lot of summer skiing.  
The Peak 2 Peak is wheelchair accessible 
in the summer while a sled is used in the 
winter to transport those in need to the 
summit.

ZIPTREK: Prior to this trip members of 
my family and I had never gone zip lining. 
However, upon discovering Ziptrek Eco-
tours (www.ziptrek.com) we felt secure 
enough to give it a try.

Ziptrek Ecotours is the pioneer of zipline 
tours in North America! With an award 
winning ecological curriculum and the 
highest, longest, and most ziplines around, 
Ziptrek offers an entertaining combina-
tion of education and adventure. On the 
Ziptrek Bear Tour, one gets to experience 
stunning aerial vistas over Fitzsimmons 
Creek. This tour is perfect for families, 
groups and those who have never ziplined 
before. There are five incredible ziplines, 
joined by a network of suspension bridges, 
boardwalks and trails.   I was quite nervous 
in the weeks leading up to this experience, 
but because the first zipline was really one 
for beginners it removed all of my jitters. 
Our two guides, Catie and Niall were fan-
tastic and really made us all feel at ease. 
Ziptrek is an outdoor adventure activity 
and operates in all weather conditions. 
Reservations are strongly recommended. 
There is a 24 hour cancellation policy, a 
275 pound upper weight limit. Guests 
must be a minimum of 15 years old to zip 
without a guardian. Ziptrek will be setting 
up shop in Mont Tremblant, Quebec next 
spring. If you are visually impaired, you 
can participate in this program but must 
have  a personal guide. Unfortunately, this 
is not an accessible activity for someone 
in a wheelchair.

WHERE TO STAY:  I have 
always appreciated explor-
ing Fairmont hotels. We had 
a great experience at The 
Fairmont Chateau Whistler 
Resort  Hotel (www.fair-
mont.com/whistler), which 
does indeed define mountain 
luxury.

An all season resort destina-
tion, The Fairmont Chateau 
Whistler hotel offers a seam-
less blend of year-round 
adventure and unsurpassed 
guest service for business or 
pleasure. With mountainside 
ski out the door convenience 
and an on-site Whistler golf 
course, the classic elegance 
of this award-winning hotel 
offers a modern alpine setting featuring 
exceptional dining, full resort amenities, 
a Vida Spa and Fairmont Gold - Fair-
mont’s exclusive lifestyle hotel experi-
ence.  There are an incredible 550 rooms 
here (15 of which are fully handicapped 
accessible), an in-house reservation cen-
tre for all Whistler activities and a rental 
station for bikes and ski gear. A small and 
pretty shopping plaza is part of the facility 
as well, featuring an art gallery and some 
boutiques.   We just loved the two outdoor 
pools, one for lap swimming and the other 
which connects to an indoor one. There are 
three whirlpools, sauna and steam rooms 
and two outdoor plexipave surface tennis 
courts. There is a spa and health club. The 
entire facility is wheelchair accessible.

For dinner, the Wildflower and the Grill 
Room are particularly popular. The latter 
is Whistler’s newest destination for excep-
tional chops, steak and seafood. Our group 
had the pleasure of experiencing the lat-
ter.  Reservations are highly recommended 
and they can be made online or by tele-
phone. This is fine dining at its best, with 
delicious appetizers such as the heirloom 
tomato salad. Their eight and10 ounce ten-
derloins, rack of lamb and seared halibut 
are recommended. For the table, there is 
a selection of side 
dishes you can share. 
We opted for the 
truffled Yukon gold 
mashed potatoes 
and the sautéed BC 
mushrooms. For des-
sert, the chocolate 
mousse cake  went 
over well.

DINING: We heard 
some very good 
things about the 
Brewhouse Restau-
rant ((http://www.
markjamesgroup.
c o m / b r e w h o u s e .
html)   and our party 
of five was not disap-
pointed. This is one 
of the busiest spots 
in the Whistler Vil-

lage all year round. With a separate res-
taurant, bar and mezzanine, the Whistler 
Brewhouse is capable of accommodating 
groups large and small. The pub has a cozy 
two-sided fireplace and lots of TVs, mak-
ing it the perfect place to watch the game 
when you’re tired from playing all day. 
The restaurant is warm and family friendly 
with a great kids’ menu and a huge patio 
for Whistler’s long, hot summers. The cui-
sine is an inspired and appetizing mix of 
barbeque and rotisserie classics, with ex-
ceptional pizza and pasta options. These 
flavours are complemented by their range 
of handcrafted ales and lagers, brewed on-
site. Our party of five shared some starters, 
the fish tacos and tuna maki roll and de-
cided upon a few different main courses: 
the wild mushroom pizza, mac & cheese, 
a 12 ounce angus stripline and chicken & 
ribs. The food and atmosphere was great. 
We particularly liked the cute model train 
which made its way through the restaurant 
on miniature tracks above us. The main 
entrance is wheelchair accessible.

Mike Cohen is the editor of Inspirations. 
Email him at mcohen@inspirationsnews.
com, follow him on Twitter@mikecohencsl 
and at www.sandboxworld.com/travel.

An outside view of Nat Bailey Stadium.

A view from the top of Grouse Mountain.


