ROADSIDE DIARIES
HISTORY COMES CALLING IN COLLINGWOOD

BY LAUREN CARTER

Built at the base of the highest ski hill in Ontario, the province’s
largest mountain resort is an obvious hotspot for skiers and
snowboarders and those looking to enjoy a relaxing massage or
a martini beside a roaring fire. But visitors enjoying the many
charms of Blue Mountain Resort, a four-season recreational
community two hours north of Toronto, shouldn’t miss a visit
to the neighbouring city of Collingwood, where heritage, festi-
vals and great food experiences are plentiful.

Back in the mid-1800s, this now-booming tourist town was
choked with swamps and thick forests, and barely even a vil-
lage. Known at the time as Hen and Chickens Harbour, the
settlement only started coming into its own when the directors
of the railroad chose to connect the tiny town on Georgian Bay
with a shipping network.

Goods and passengers were carried by steamer between the
newly-named Collingwood and Owen Sound, Sault Ste. Marie,
Chicago and Milwaukee, among other places. The booming
shipping business also resulted in a new industry for the town

— shipbuilding. William Watts, who pioneered the industry in
Collingwood, began building shipping vessels in the 1850s,
and the Collingwood Dry Dock, Shipbuilding and Foundry
Company started up in 1882. The shipyards closed down in
1986.

These days, history buffs can explore Collingwood’s ship-
building past in Harbourlands Park. Wander a memorial walk-
way that pays tribute to shipyard workers, stare up at the mas-
sive grain elevators or explore the Watts Skiff Building. Nature
lovers won't want to miss the great views of beautiful Georgian
Bay, a body of water long admired by residents and visitors.

A more in-depth look at the history of shipbuilding in the
area can be had at the Collingwood Museum, housed in a reno-
vated 1873 train station overlooking the bay. The Bygone Days
Heritage Village west of downtown offers a glimpse of life in
Collingwood between 1860 and 1940, with a slightly ragtag
yet charming collection of about thirty buildings — some that
are reproductions and others that are original pioneer structures
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— moved to the site by a community visionary who had rescued
the buildings from demolition. Just outside of town, The Shef-
field Park Black History and Cultural Museum tells the sto-
ries of former slaves who came to Canada on the Underground
Railroad to begin new lives in rural Ontario.

Plenty of history is also on display in the centre of the city.
Pick up a walking tour brochure at the Collingwood Museum
and head out for a stroll through the streets. Composed pri-
marily of heritage buildings built of red brick and limestone,
Collingwood’s downtown core was the first district (as opposed
to a single site) to be listed in the Canadian Register of His-
toric Places. These days, the wide main
drag is full of shops, art galleries and /-" a—
restaurants. /

In early winter, the annual Santa j
Claus Parade and the Festival of /'
Lights — when carolers gather /
by candlelight — offer excep-
tional opportunities to get
into the holiday spirit
in this historic down-
town. During the
summer, the city
hosts several fes-
tivals — includ-
ing the Jazz
and Blues
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Festival and the hugely popular four-day Elvis Festival. In the
spring and fall, food lovers can take a restaurant tour, sampling
delectable items along the way.

During the colder months, visitors might opt to cross-coun-
try ski on several groomed trails, including those at mountain-
top Scenic Caves Nature Adventures, where snowshoers can
traverse — very carefully — across Ontario’s longest suspension
bridge, which hangs 300 metres above Georgian Bay. On a
clear day, the view is said to extend some 10,000 square
kilometres.

An afternoon spent out in the cold might

require some ideas for warming




up. If that’s the case, head to Frida’s Mex-
ican Tapas Bistro. Lined with reproduc-
tions of famed artist Frida Kahlo’s self-
portraits, this restaurant invites relaxation
and comfort. Settle into a lounge chair
to enjoy some mouth-watering Mexican
food, including Picadillo with Onion on
Corn Tortillas, and homemade enchi-
ladas. Aztec Soup and fresh guacamole
round out the menu.

Artwork created by regional artists can
be found at numerous downtown galler-
ies. The Blue Mountain Foundation for
the Arts exhibits the works of local art-
ists and offers daylong or weeklong work-
shops in clay sculpture, oil painting, cre-
ative writing and other media.

Towards the lake and located above
Country Landing (a popular gift, cloth-
ing and kitchenware store), Level Gal-
lery shows contemporary Canadian art
by over thirty-five artists, whose work
also appears on the walls of Trattoria Az-
zurra. During recent renovations of this
charming little Italian eatery, a window

WHEN YOU GO

Collingwood Museum
45 St. Paul St.
(705) 445-4811

www.collingwood.ca

Collingwood Downtown BIA
126 Hurontario St., Suite 301
(705) 445-5595

www.downtowncollingwood.com

Blue Mountain Foundation for the Arts
163 Hurontario St.
(705) 445-7843

www.bmfa.on.ca

Scenic Caves Nature Adventures
(705) 446-0256
WWW.sceniccaves.com
Rentals available

Blue Mountain Resort
108 Jozo Weider Blvd.
(705) 445-0231 or (877) 445-0231

www.bluemountain.ca

their home gardens will often bring
in the excess. Porter finds goodies
like puffball mushrooms during his
dog walks along the Bruce Trail.
Other mushrooms, including oys-
ter, lion’s mane and shiitake, come
from Northern Woods Specialty
Mushrooms in nearby Markdale.
In warmer weather, Doug harvests
wild ginger along hiking trails in
the area, and sources whatever else
comes available. “[When I was]
working in Toronto, ginger was a
very expensive wild product but
here, there are areas where it’s more
of a weed. It’s everywhere,” Porter
says.

Cheese and other fine foods are
the draw at Dags & Willow Fine
Cheese and Gourmet Shop on Pine
St. The store carries over seventy
varieties of cheese, including sev-
eral from Ontario. Get talking with
owner Steven Epstein, and you'll
come away with an education in ar-

into the kitchen was opened up “to entice

patrons to say hello and see where their

food is coming from,” says owner Andrea

Greyerbiehl. Homemade pastas, soups and blackboard specials
are created using many locally sourced ingredients.

More charm greets you at Café Chartreuse, where customers
can be found bustling near the counter, putting in their or-
ders for hearty soups and freshly baked French pastries. Special
events enliven the place even more. On Friday and Saturday
nights throughout January, February and March, the café fea-
tures fondues, including the classic cheese fondue, as well as
beef fondue Bourguignonne. Once maple season starts, guests
can settle in at one of two long tables to be entertained by local
fiddlers while a huge meal, including maple-baked beans and
tarte au sucre, is served in the Québécois sugar-shack tradition.
“It’s a celebration of spring and a clearing out of the larder,”
says owner Ruth Bourachot. “Except for the sleigh rides and the
sugaring off, we pretty much have it covered.”

Chef Doug Porter has local ingredients covered at his cel-
ebrated Simcoe County Restaurant. The casual restaurant’s
50-Kilometre Burger features meat from locally raised animals.
Ontario cheddar and local mushrooms can be added to a beef,
lamb, pork or veggie burger. Although he does not obtain every-
thing he needs from the immediate surroundings, Porter does his
best. Fresh ingredients come through a variety of sources. Dur-
ing the summer and fall, friends who have grown too much in

tisanal cheese, including his opin-

ion of the best local cheese-makers.

One of these is Stephanie Diamant,
formerly of nearby Milky Way Farm and now master cheese-
maker at Prince Edward County’s Fifth Town Artisan Cheese
Company. “It is difficult to get consistency with handmade
cheese,” says Steven. “But she'd make five wheels at a time and
— batch after batch — it was better than any cheese from Europe.
She just gets it.”

Pine Street and other avenues running off of Hurontario St.
also feature century-old churches and heritage houses, some of
which have been turned into elegant inns. At Third and Pine
Streets, the Thurso House Bed and Breakfast is an early-twen-
tieth-century mansion, one of a cluster of stately homes. Kitty-
corner to it is the Beild House Country Inn & Spa — designed
by renowned Toronto architect Eden Smith and built in 1909 —
which welcomes visitors into its intimate parlour, where nightly
dinners are served. After a day spent exploring the past, skiing,
or simply tucking into some luscious local fare, this could be
the perfect place to call home — if only for a night or two.

Whether your interest is in hitting the slopes, exploring the
region’s heritage or savouring the many options for enjoyable
eating, Collingwood is a town worth exploring. [

Lauren Carter is a freelance writer who lives in Orillia, Ontario.
Read her blog at www. laurencarter.ca.
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FUTURE ROADSIDE DIARIES ARTICLES - WE'D LIKE YOUR INPUT!
N B

Ontario is filled with charming historical villages, towns and cities that would make
ideal locations for our Roadside Diaries column. It’s tough for us to choose which
towns to write about, so we're asking for your help. Let us know what you love
about the town you grew up in or in which you now make your home. What sights
are there to see? Which restaurants, food shops and bakeries are sourcing local

products?
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Please send your suggestions to editor@edibletoronto.com. Who knows — we might even ask you to write the article!
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