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  INTRODUCTION


  bucket list: A list of things one hopes to accomplish in one’s lifetime.


  Although the idea is ancient, the expression has quickly entered popular culture thanks to the 2007 movie starring Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman. Two men with terminal cancer decide they’re sick of dying, create a list of all the things they’ve ever wanted to do and promptly run off to try to do them. Two of the greatest actors of their generation also challenge the audience: why do we need death to remind us it’s time to start living?


  One spring day as I rode my scooter to work, a car drove through a stop sign, causing me to crash into its side, executing a poor swan dive over my handlebars. In the process, I mangled my bike and cracked my left kneecap. It was, by far, the most painful physical injury I had ever experienced and, without doubt, the luckiest break of my life. Literally using the intermediary of an unexpected vehicle, Fate had decided to shake me out of my stupor. I had been stuck in an unsatisfying desk job, my romantic life a shambles, wrestling daily with the feeling that time was running out and I would never get the chance to see the places and do the things I’d always wanted to see and do. All that changed with the accident, and the fortuitous $20,000 insurance settlement that accompanied it. It was just enough to convince me that, pinching a few pennies and selling off more belongings, I could act on my dreams and make them a reality. The scariest day of my life was walking into a travel agency and booking a solo, twelve-month, round-the-world ticket to five continents—a ticket to visit all the places at the top of my bucket list.
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  Bidding friends and family farewell, I went off to hike the Inca Trail and visit the Taj Mahal, drink beer in Prague and sweet tea in Istanbul and sail down the Mekong River. Determined to record every moment of this one special year, I wrote long reports, edited photo galleries, reviewed my accommodations and interviewed every person I met—uploading it all to a simple website I called Modern Gonzo, in honour of my journalism hero, Hunter S. Thompson. One thing led to another—newspaper columns, a globally syndicated TV show—and here I am, veteran of over a hundred countries on six continents, more travelled than any one person deserves to be.


  Yet the more I experienced abroad, the more I was intrigued by my adopted home. Immigrating to Canada had been a bold move, but as a travel writer, I had spent the greater part of my Canadian life exploring just about everywhere else on the planet. My words and images had introduced millions of people to far-flung destinations, but rarely to the country that had welcomed me and allowed all this to happen in the first place. The Great Canadian Bucket List is my attempt to rectify that situation.


  This is not a guidebook, although it will inspire you with ideas, furnish some tips and, through an accompanying website, help you plan and even book your own itineraries. This book is a personal journey to discover what makes Canada—so large, so underrated—the special country it is. The list that follows, spanning every province and territory, was personally selected with an eye for the extraordinary, the unique and the quintessential. My profession and experience had trained me to research each item with an educated, selective eye, always asking, Why does this activity/experience belong on the Nation’s Bucket List?


  With a few exceptions (I am only one man, with a very, very limited budget), I endeavoured to experience everything first-hand, so that I could bring you along on the journey and not just rattle off facts from Wikipedia. Spanning adventure, culture, nature, history, food and oddball, there is something here for everyone, of all ages and abilities, of all incomes and interests. You will undoubtedly notice horrific omissions, but I’m certain you’ll also learn something new. My job, as a travel writer, has always been to inspire and inform—and, I hope, entertain in the process of doing so.


  Devising a nation’s bucket list is an epic responsibility, and so I’m looking forward to your thoughts about everything I missed, and also to your confirmation about when I got it right. A National Bucket List is only as strong as the people who create it, and the people who believe in it.


  This book is for Canadians interested in their very, very large backyard. It’s for students preparing their dreams, and for boomers and empty nesters finally living them. It’s for our guests, so that they too may know where to find the good stuff, and for new generations, to help them see the blessings this country has and why it’s important not to squander them. There are so many people to meet, so many kilometres to explore, so many adventures to jump into. Canada isn’t going anywhere, but each passing year reminds us that we most certainly are. You don’t always need a car accident to wake you up to the possibilities that surround you (although it certainly helped in my case). All you have to do is turn the page.


  Robin Esrock


  Vancouver, B.C.


  USING THIS BOOK


  You will notice this book includes little information about prices, where to stay, where to eat, the best time to go and what you should pack. Important stuff certainly, but practicalities that shift and change with far more regularity than print editions of a book. With this in mind, I’ve created online and social media channels to accompany the inspirational guide you hold in your hands. Here you will find all the information noted above, along with videos, galleries, gear guides and more.


  By visiting www.canadianbucketlist.com, you can also join our community of Bucket Listers, with exclusive discounts to many of the activities featured in this book, options to build them into customized Bucket List itineraries, as well as interactive forums to debate the merits of these, and new adventures on the Great Canadian Bucket List.
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