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Abstract 

In this autoethnographic thesis, I share my personal learning journey of an attempt to 

cycle across Canada. Situated in heuristic methodology, this lived-experience research arose 

from feelings of discontent and confusion with my personal identity in the face of environmental 

and social crises of our time. These crises and associated uncertainty profoundly affected my 

work and confidence, particularly as an environmental educator. Using narrative as therapy to 

process my experiences of a self-propelled journey by bicycle, this inward-focused thesis 

explores the space between outward actions and inward dialogue. Through a combination of 

heuristic practice, gentle mindfulness and reflective narrative writing, I uncovered a powerful 

and therapeutic path leading toward self-compassion and resilience. Here, I suggest that 

reflective, personal inquiry work using a narrative approach can be illuminating and healing, as it 

offers the chance to be both author and active participant in our own complex and continually 

unfolding stories. 
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Introduction & Literature Review 

A Short Story  

Like most good stories, this one begins in an old growth forest next to a seaside castle. It 

is mid-August, and I am completing a summer residency on Vancouver Island for my Master of 

Arts in Environmental Education and Communication. I have been tasked with a ‘free write’ 

assignment, which feels a bit like a time-filler, but I humour the idea. Given ten minutes and no 

limitations on what to write, I wander outside the classroom toward the big, beautiful conifers 

that surround the campus. I find an inviting patch of grass, dry and straw-like from weeks under 

the hot sun, and pull out my laptop.  

Beneath this idyllic scene, I was spiraling downward. Only days before, I’d made the 

decision to drop out of my Master’s degree after the summer residency. Something felt 

indescribably wrong, deep inside me – I was directionless, afraid, and confused. It was as if I 

stood at an impassible, rushing river; knowing I was on the wrong side of the banks but terrified 

of the both the crossing, and of what I might find on the other side. I was not at peace with who I 

was, and it affected every part of my life. 

Much of this inner turmoil concerned my work and identity as an environmental 

educator. I had once been bursting with colourful ideas on how to ‘solve’ the world’s 

environmental problems; all I had to do was inspire people to care about the planet through pep-

rally style public education. But after an undergraduate degree in environmental science and four 

years working in academia, I had become pessimistic and stuck. As I descended into a rabbit-

hole of negative thinking–still receiving praise for my work–I began to feel like an impostor. 

Nothing I could do seemed good enough.  
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Where once I saw endless solutions and possibility, everything looked hopeless. I 

desperately wanted to get back to a headspace (and heartspace) where I felt empowered to create 

positive change in the world– but I looked back at my energetic naivety with disgust and 

embarrassment. My bubbly, optimistic approach to serious issues did not leave space to 

acknowledge the heartache of the unsolvable; of watching the world turn amid environmental 

destruction and injustice. Rather than face this pain, I distracted myself. In my personal life, I 

disengaged almost entirely from environmental and political issues to protect my heart from the 

discomfort of the truth. This only made me feel lazy and ashamed. 

Complicating this junction was a profound disconnection between my values and 

actions–essentially, with who I was. Who was I? What were my values, and how did I enact 

those values in the world? I dreamed of being courageous and brave–yet had I camped under the 

stars in solitude, or embarked on solo journeys in the wilderness? I didn’t even know how to start 

a fire, and was terrified of the dark. I berated myself for not being bolder. I imagined myself as 

somebody kind and compassionate, who meditated every day and knew how to cook delicious 

vegetarian meals–but I ate at McDonald’s and frequently felt jealous and judgmental. I couldn’t 

remember the last time I’d been a regular reader, and felt like a fraud every time I walked past 

the dusty shelf where books I claimed to love, sat, unread. I knew a bit about being a settler on 

unceded Indigenous land, but didn’t actively engage in action or allyship. I was afraid that I 

lacked the vocabulary to have meaningful conversations about it, and would be shunned for 

being ignorant. Though I identified as a feminist, one who cared about self-love and body 

positivity, I secretly loathed my own body and longed to be thinner, prettier, more feminine and 

delicate. The hypercritical, judgmental voice inside my head was vicious and unforgiving, and it 

affected every facet of my life–I didn’t like me.  
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It was immensely painful to realize how deeply disconnected I was from my values, my 

goals, and from the natural world that I had once advocated so fiercely for. If I were to finish my 

Master’s and continue in this field, something had to end this stalemate. Like a tiny, powerless 

pawn on the giant chessboard of the planet, I needed to determine my next move, yet, where was 

I moving from?  

The prickly dry grass scratches at my thighs as I write under the thick boughs of sweet-

smelling conifers. Earlier that week, seeing the mental state I was in, a wise mentor suggested 

that I take some time to observe myself moving through these challenging questions. Her words 

echo in my mind as I write. “Observe myself”, huh? What if I just write as honestly as I possibly 

can? What do I have to lose? Engaging in this act of authentic reflective writing, sitting with my 

thoughts and feelings, an idea emerges. It manifests as naturally and perfectly as a pearl; 

something beautiful borne out of dirt and grit. It feels true. It feels right. This would be the first 

emergent discovery in my research path.  

I feel a rush of joy and excitement, and leap up to perform a series of awkward and 

gleeful jumps around the courtyard. Returning to the group, a tad sweaty and out of breath, I 

blurt out with glee, “I’m not quitting the program. I’ll be back next summer, and I’m going to 

ride a bicycle across Canada to get here.” 

 

Origins and Inspiration  

In July of 2016, feeling overwhelmed and unsure about my future as an environmental 

educator and role in the world more broadly, I chose to follow a deep desire to identify and align 

with my values, and improve my understanding of my authentic self. I planned to ride a bicycle 
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across Canada on my own, gazing outwardly into the faces and landscapes around me, and 

inwardly to observe my response to this experience.  

I approached my self-propelled cross-Canada journey as a qualitative study. Taking a 

phenomenological approach, I have used autoethnographic, reflective writing to express and 

examine my experience of engaging in heuristic analysis. The impetus for this study was rooted 

in complex feelings of confusion and pain arising from a perceived divide between my internal 

and external selves: as an environmentalist, an educator, a feminist, a friend, a sister, a daughter, 

a colleague, and as a ‘me’. I knew I was not alone in experiencing feelings of hypocrisy, grief, 

and anxiety in the face of global environmental and social crises. According to the World 

Economic Forum (2017), “for 18-35 year olds across the planet, the biggest global concern is 

climate change.” Like so many other people my age, I have felt uncertain, frightened, and angry 

about the state of our planet and society. Given this, the work of this thesis inhabits a profoundly 

personal space while at the same time explores issues that are relevant to the largest age 

demographic on Earth.  

This project employs established methodologies for experiential, inward-focused 

research, and is also largely based on intentionally amorphous, self-willed pedagogy (Jickling, 

2015). Stories of individuals called to undertake great journeys in times of personal crisis, or to 

seek answers to personally compelling questions, are a well-known archetype of the heroic life 

journey (Campbell, 2003). Academically, the practice of following a deeply personal inquiry 

“should be regarded as the most ancient of methods, with a proven track record well before the 

advent of modern science and psychology” (Hiles 2001, p. 6).  

Within the field of environmental education, personal journey and mindful inquiry work 

is certainly present. In her 2013 Master’s thesis in Environmental Education & Communication 
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at Royal Roads University, Nicol Suhr embarked on a year of reflective journaling and 

meditation practice to explore her worldview, expand and deepen her ways of knowing beyond 

‘thinking’, and develop ecological embodied cognition (2013). Suhr’s research parallels mine in 

that she began her work feeling profoundly disconnected from her heart, having also worked in a 

reductionist education system that tends to reward dualistic thinking (Suhr, 2013).  

The work of Suhr’s supervisor, Dr. Robert Kull, instilled a desire for my own research 

journey to include solitude and immersion in the more-than-human world. Dr. Kull’s dissertation 

(later published as a book in 2009) captures his experience of living alone on a remote island in 

southern Chile for a year. I admire his rigorous commitment to self and spirit as worthy of 

research, which instilled confidence in my own project direction. 

Additionally, I am inspired and guided by the work of Dr. Hilary Leighton, whose 2014 

Doctoral thesis followed her personal journey through a wild rite of passage and explored the 

role of education as a catalyst for reclaiming and embodying our human wholeness. In this sense, 

I feel my project is a response to this exploration. As a student in the Environmental Education 

and Communication program, I was encouraged to consider inwardly-focused research as a 

valuable and acceptable academic pursuit. Yet, after an undergraduate science degree and years 

of working in a science department at a university, the ‘permission to look inside’ still felt 

dangerous in an academic environment I had experienced as rigidly objective and prescriptive. 

An open, flexible approach was essential to maintaining my commitment to authenticity 

in this work. I was inspired in part by Robyn Davidson’s 1977 trek across the Australian 

outback. She was 27 (my age at the time of this writing) when she took 4 camels nearly 2700km 

from Alice Springs to the Pacific Ocean–a journey that lasted over 9 months. In her 1980 book, 

Tracks, she reflects on her intentions of the trip: “…to be alone, to test, to push, to unclog my 
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brain of all its extraneous debris, not to be protected, to be stripped of all social crutches, not to 

be hampered by any outside interference whatsoever, well-meant or not” (p. 91). At the time of 

my trip planning, I too desired an experience that pushed me far beyond my comfort zone, into a 

space unknown and raw. Davidson’s gumption became a North Star for me when I felt pulled 

back to the ease and security of a life I knew I needed to radically alter or leave behind. 

Early on, this became a gendered experience. This seemed impossible to ignore, given the 

social cues I received as I announced and prepared for this journey. Inspiring my efforts outside 

of academia are the strong women in my life who exemplify the qualities I aspire to possess: a 

spirit of adventure, openness to learning, celebration of curiosity and desire to make sense of 

themselves in society.  

Ultimately, this experience unfolded against the backdrop of my desires to contribute to 

society as an environmental educator. As an environmentalist, a conservationist, and an advocate 

for the protection of natural spaces and species, it was embarrassing to admit my relationship 

with those spaces was strained and complicated. In many ways, it felt non-existent. Prior to 

undertaking this trip, I felt dizzied by the demands of my daily digital landscape, and paralyzed 

by the gravity of environmental crises happening all around me. I desperately sought solitude to 

simply be present with myself and with nature. Further, I felt called to explore my ecological 

identity and develop a sense of myself in relationship to natural and social ecosystems which 

Thomashow (1996) argues “is necessary grounding for the difficult work of environmental 

advocacy.” 
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Research Questions  

The following is a cacophony of questions, which were screaming my name loudly from 

all directions at the time of preparing for this journey. These questions acted as compasses and 

guides throughout the heuristic process; sitting with me on the bicycle and at the table in my 

post-journey reflective writing. It was impossible and inauthentic for me to narrow the scope of 

my curiosity to just one question. Therefore, I regard the following inquiries as interconnected 

and interwoven: 

Why don’t I feel good enough for the world? Why do I feel so disconnected, apathetic, 

and embarrassed about my relationship with nature? Can I have hope and optimism again for the 

future without feeling irreverent and shallow? Why don’t I feel joyful and interested in my work 

anymore? Who am I when the noise and distractions of daily life are removed, when I am pushed 

outside my comfort zone and into the dark abyss of uncertainty? What can be learned from 

solitude and reflection in nature? What is keeping me from having a loving relationship with 

myself? What feels authentic and true in an age of social media? Could listening to other 

peoples’ experiences and stories help me discover what is true about myself? How do I 

contribute to environmental protection and education as a settler on unceded Indigenous lands? 

In the face of the fear and suffering and inequality in the world, how do I respond in a way that 

feels meaningful and impactful? And finally, how can writing and reflective practices serve me 

in exploring these questions? 

The research frameworks guiding this study not only allow for a multiplicity of inquiries, 

but recognize the practice of writing as inquiry (Richardson & Adams St. Pierre, 2005). Each 

question therefore acted as a star in a constellation of self-discovery; guiding me in this 

experience and writing work.  
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Attempting to explore these questions demanded vulnerability. As a researcher, it was as 

though I was being called to go, alone, into a dark cavern where these big questions could echo 

around me. I was fearful that I would not find answers, nonetheless yearned for the opportunity 

sit with these questions in a meaningful way, and the privilege of time to explore them fully. 

 

Methodologies and Meaning-Making 

To attend to the natural unfolding of my research questions and fulfill the objective of 

exploring them authentically, I have used an experiential, phenomenological research approach 

(van Manen, 1990), blending heuristic analysis (Douglass & Moustakas 1985; Kleining & Witt, 

2000; Moustakas, 1990), autoethnography (Richardson, 2000; Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011; 

Larson, 2013), and narrative inquiry/therapy (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Heuristic analysis 

acts as the primary lens through which I observed and discovered, deeply felt, meditated with, 

intimately reflected upon, analyzed, and synthesized my experience and journey of cycling 

across the country. Both autoethnography and narrative therapy provided a structural foundation 

from which to explore experience and personal transformation through reflective writing.  

Further guiding my exploration were personal and academic interests in mindfulness (Kabat-

Zinn, 1994), settler-identity and decolonization (Lowman & Barker 2016), feminism and body 

image (Bordo, 2004; Ojerholm, & Rothblum 1999; Price & Shildrick 2017), ecological identity 

(Thomashow, 1996), and self-compassion work (Werner, Jazaieri, Goldin, Ziv, Heimberg, & 

Gross, 2012). 

Deciding to embark on this trip across the country of Canada in 2017 would provide an 

excellent platform to reflect on settler-Canadian identity–the year marked 150 years since then 

nation was founded. Though stereotypes position Canadians as friendly do-gooders, a darker 
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version of our identity has emerged in the mainstream. In 2015, a report from The Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada on the nation’s relationship with Indigenous peoples had 

rocked the country. It ignited fires of important and overdue conversations that continue burning 

today. I felt that by moving across this land I call home, using place as my pedagogy, I might 

reflect on how to be a better settler, ally, and learner. As Thomashow (1996) writes, “Place is the 

learning laboratory of ecological literacy.”  

The choice of a bicycle trip was not arbitrary. The bicycle offers a way of viewing the 

world at a different scale and speed than other means of transportation (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000). This has a dramatic effect on the experience of travelling through a place, and rich 

learning opportunities. After cycling across Canada with his family, Warner (2012) writes that a 

long bicycle journey “facilitates an openness to experience that enables diverse opportunities for 

learning” (p. 78). 

 

Living the Experience: Heuristic Analysis  

Heuristic research places enormous responsibility on the researcher, requiring direct 

immersion with the experience or questions being explored, and demanding attention to 

emergent symbols and patterns (Moustakas, 1990). This method allows for intuitive, self-

directed learning and relies on the researcher’s ability to illuminate a question by bringing it 

forth into existence (Moustakas, 1990).   

Moustakas (1990) identifies six key stages of heuristic analysis; 1) initial engagement, 2) 

immersion, 3) incubation, 4) illumination, 5) explication, and 6) creative synthesis. Using 

Moustaka’s framework, I have analysed my own process of discovery, which began once the 

seeds of an idea were sowed under the hot summer sun of 2016, and concluded with the writing 
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of this thesis three years later. Though Moustaka’s framework is oriented in a stepwise 

procedure, this entire period included ongoing reflection, synthesis and creative response to my 

experiences.  

Heuristic research “requires setting aside the skills of controlled, objective observation 

and surrendering to embracing subjective experience and leaping into the unknown” (Sela-Smith, 

2002, p.54). As is the case with other means of research, this requires letting go of expectations 

to see most clearly. As environmental activist and scholar Joanna Macy said in the 2010 film, 

The Great Turning, “If somehow, we could be given a pill, to be convinced ‘don’t worry it’s 

gonna turn out ok’ — would that elicit from us our greatest creativity and courage? No. It’s that 

knife-edge of uncertainty where we come alive to our truest power” (n.p.). 

 

Writing as Inquiry: Autoethnography  

Like a bright spotlight in a dim theatre, autoethnographic research places the lived 

experience of the researcher dramatically at center stage, amidst an elaborate backdrop of the 

society or culture where the exploration is taking place. By acknowledging that the lived 

experience of researchers occurs within a cultural context, autobiographic, reflective writing can 

reach beyond one’s own experience to explore and analyze the culture it occurs within (Ellis, et 

al., 2011). I have used my experiences in this research to form the basis of the thesis; writing the 

stories of those experiences and considering them within a socio-cultural context. This included a 

deeper review of topics that emerged naturally throughout the journey and writing process, 

helping to further contextualize my experiences, thoughts, and feelings. 

In the research presented here, the process and product of writing are of equal 

importance. Within the heuristic journey, autoethnographic writing was integral to stages of 
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illumination and creative synthesis. By using a narrative approach which, “stresses journey over 

destination” (Leighton, 2014, p. 54), I used writing to discover rather than to explain. Through 

this, I shifted from using writing solely as a tool to communicate with others, to a key, unlocking 

hidden chambers of unconscious knowing within my own mind and heart. 

Though autoethnographic work has faced criticism within the academy for its 

unorthodox, “evocative” approach (Smith-Sullivan, 2008), I believe there is immense merit to 

this work. Beyond the benefit to the researcher to discover through telling, stories and lessons 

learned from personal journeys or explorations can be powerfully important to share with others 

(Chalquist, 2015). They can bridge differences, provoke reflection, elicit emotional connections 

with others. “Because humans are born into a storied-world, they naturally learn to make sense 

of it through their own as well as others’ narratives” (Smith-Sullivan 2008, p. 1). It is my hope 

that sharing my research work in story form might elicit a response from readers that had both 

social and ecological implications. 

To address concerns of validity, Richardson (2005) put forth the lens of Creative Analytic 

Practice (CAP) through which to view autoethnographic work. The CAP framework asks the 

researcher to consider the following four evaluation criteria; 1) Substantive contribution; 2) 

Aesthetic merit, 3) Reflexivity, and 4) Impact. By asking questions like “Does the piece 

contribute to a greater understanding of social life?” (p. 964), “Is there adequate self-awareness 

and self exposure…?” (p. 964), and “Does this piece affect me emotionally or intellectually?” (p. 

964), Richardson attempts to hold creative analytic practice and autoethnography to “high and 

difficult standards (p. 964). To maintain a commitment to validity in my quest to explore realms 

within heuristic autoethnography, I have chosen to view my work through the CAP lens. 
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Writing as Healing: Narrative Therapy  

The final steps of the heuristic analysis method require a thorough review of the ‘data’ 

collected during an experience, and a creative synthesis or response as a process of meaning-

making and narrative structuring (Moustaskas, 1990). Following my eventual arrival on the 

Pacific coast, I entered a space of conscious and unconscious reflection to allow the tacit and 

intuitive knowledge gained from the experience to emerge from within me. During this period, I 

experienced a surprisingly painful and confusing depression, connected to thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences that arose during my trip. After some thought and exploration of ways to address 

this, the practice of narrative therapy emerged as a potential means to explore these feelings in a 

productive and compassionate way.  

Narrative therapy is a means of healing, working from the notion that “our realities are 

organized and maintained through stories” and “people continuously and actively re-author their 

lives” (Freedman & Coombs, 1996, p.11). By combining reflective audio-journaling, written 

contemplations, blog posts, poetry, photography, and personal communications, I have 

constructed an autoethnographic narrative of the journey that fits my understanding of the 

experience. For me, this therapeutic investigation occurred alongside the help of a counselor and 

thesis coach. Though neither aided directly in the narrative writing, their coaching of my 

emotions during the period of writing was immeasurably helpful. 

Narrative therapy is related to the practice of psychoanalysis as it provokes an internal, 

subconscious response to our experiences, and asks us to acknowledge those new thoughts and 

allow ourselves to be changed by them. For example, though environmental issues are 

overwhelming when viewed at a global scale, Lertzman (2015) argues that individual-level 
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alternative research and psychoanalytic work is one of the most underutilized tools in helping us 

collectively approach environmental issues more effectively.  

 

Data & Deliberate Design  

 Given that heuristic research involves self-reflection, self-discovery, and self-dialogue, I 

engaged in conversation with myself throughout this journey. My primary means of collecting 

data were field notebooks, audio journals, photos, and videos, as well as monologues-in-motion 

while cycling that are captured in heart and memory. I used a small digital recorder to create 

audio journals, which were recorded spontaneously or when the moment did not allow for 

writing. This also enabled me to capture soundscapes as well as immediate emotional reactions 

to my environment as it changed around me, or as I moved through it. When recording data 

during the journey, I focused primarily on the events and experiences and emotions as they 

happened, so that the reflection period afterward could build on the experiences for synthesis. 

The treatment of my data was circular and repetitive. To begin synthesizing, I poured 

over journal entries and photos, often several times in a week, to recount and re-live the 

experiences of the journey. I sat down and created a ‘Day by Day’ bullet-point account of the 

journey in as much detail as possible. Then, reflective journaling and writing was the means to 

contemplate my experiences from memory to provide the rich, nuanced details that may have 

been missed in the moment. By choosing to retro-actively notice my own self-talk (noted in the 

body of this work in italics), I also explored the uncharted emotional landscape I moved through.  

Though not initially the intention of the research, circumstances lead me to sharing 

thoughts, experiences, and stories as they unfolded on my journey through a blog and social 

media photo platform, Instagram. This provided an interesting opportunity to explore research 
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questions around authenticity and vulnerability. Select posts from social media platforms have 

been woven into the fabric of the thesis as well as a reflection on my use of them during the 

research process. All photos are my own, except for one (p. 95) where the photographer is 

credited and has given permission for its use.  

This research lives outside the common format and approach of a traditional Master’s 

thesis. It does not attempt to describe natural phenomena through replicable experiments, or 

draw assumptions about how groups of people behave based on survey data, or test an 

educational method in the classroom. These are all excellent approaches to research, but they are 

not the intention of this work. As such, the format I’ve chosen for this thesis is also alternative in 

nature, to respect the authentic, deep learning that occurred through the creation of these pages. 

Most of the literature cited lives within the Conclusion, where I contextualize my learning within 

the larger field. Given that the trajectory of this learning is situated within my own life’s story, 

where my greatest references are my own experiences, I felt that leaning on others’ experiences 

or opinions to uphold my own ideas felt inauthentic and forced. Still, I have made efforts to 

acknowledge and honour the important work of those who have walked before me on parallel 

research paths.  

The body of this research is intended to be read as a story, not as an academic text. For 

this reason, I have chosen not to present photos in APA format as Figures, to include dialogue 

within the story without reference, and to omit citations for references to some familiar (to me) 

works such as movies or video games. This work is also an invitation for readers to reflect on 

their own life journeys alongside my own, and the use of unfamiliar, ‘scientific’ formatting 

would seem out of place, disrupting the author-reader relationship and conversational flow of 
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writing. It is important to note that many names within the text have been changed to protect 

privacy and maintain the flow of the story.  
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Onward and Inward 

Chapter 1: The Work of Letting Go  

 
Ducky, perched beside the cold Atlantic Ocean, on a practice ride only days before departure. 

 

I finally leave home on May 8th. Damn, does it ever feel good to write that sentence. I 

left home. I left. Home. There are a thousand reasons why I am leaving, and all of them slip 

away like rain on the pickup truck windshield as my brother drives me an hour north of Halifax 

to a small town where I would start my solo cross-country trek by bicycle.  

The drive from Halifax in the pickup is tense and silent. Suspended in that silence is the 

weight of the moment and everything that had led me there. Its presence is tangible and the 

gravity of it pulls us away from small talk or making jokes. I try to sit still, but inside I am 

pulsing with fear. I am beyond scared for the immensity of the trip ahead of me. What the hell 

are you doing? You’re not ready. Did you even pack everything? Are you fit enough? No, going 

to a few spin classes doesn’t count. You don’t have maps or really know the route for frig’s sake. 
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And yet, this dread is drowned in a chorus of voices screaming at me to just go. My mind aches 

to leave, pulling at me impatiently, as if, at a molecular level, my atoms had started heading 

West months ago.  

Earlier that grey morning, I walked out on the rain-soaked porch of my Halifax flat with 

red bike panniers in hand, and felt a difference in the air. Nova Scotian winters are infamously 

brutal and unfortunately persistent, but the tepid rain on this early May morning is carried by 

wind whispering sweet promises of spring. Still, my cozy flat is hard to leave. After years of 

migrating between cheap student apartments, short-term sublets, and bed-bug-ridden rentals, this 

beautiful, bright, spacious place feels like my first adult ‘home’. Home. Why did my embrace of 

this word feel so significant? Home; a place for family and love. A place that is supposed to offer 

safety and comfort and stability. There was a dark undertone to it, a bruised tenderness when I 

felt there for meaning. 

It was in this apartment, filled with my favourite artwork, trinkets, and plants, that my 

partner and I had cooked big potluck meals and laughed together, and where we’d fostered and 

loved a sweet dog named Toby. Though they were both gone from my life now, I could still feel 

the soft, folded imprints of their memory on the bed when I woke up in the morning. Each of 

their departures from my life was painful and difficult, and each took far too long. I was terrified 

to let go. I had settled into the idea of a life, job, and routine that I knew I didn’t want but was 

too afraid to leave. It was as if I had to pull, from my own clenched hands, the map of a life that 

was not mine.  

The initial idea for a cross-continental bicycle trip was born amidst this turbulence. When 

I finally summoned the courage to change course, something unnamed inside me hoisted the 

sails and caught the wind. The trip is a catalyst for movement and change; I don’t plan on 
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returning to Halifax anytime soon. In fact, I feel I need to be far away from here for as long as 

possible. I will arrive on the Pacific coast mid-August for my graduate summer courses, but 

beyond that is a blank space, wide open for writing myself into a new life. I tell friends and 

family about my trip with enthusiasm. I spend months in a chaotic frenzy of excitement, 

dreaming of grand adventures to come. But there is a darkness underneath it all.  

A bomb planted deep inside my being had been ignited and was exploding in slow 

motion, and I was doing my best to keep face. It was all encompassing, and the intensity of the 

pain and confusion during that time block out all words that might begin to describe it. I was 

experiencing overwhelming anxiety. I buzzed with anticipation. I felt utterly lost and small. All 

these words seem flat and categorical, when the emotions existed simultaneously at the very 

edge of my brain, as if I were viewing the world through a dark and violent kaleidoscope. I 

wanted this trip to fix me. 

    
May 8May 8May 8May 8, 2017, 2017, 2017, 2017    ––––    JournalJournalJournalJournal    

To touch the present,  

is to feel pain. 

 

So 

I don’t. 

 

I hitch my thoughts to a cloud, 

my feet  

to the wind 

and hurricane outta here. 
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The work of letting go and moving forward would be difficult, since I’d spent my entire 

life accumulating ties and connections to this place. Driven by an intense desire to know who I 

am with everything ripped away, the process of purging was a first step. So, I spent much of the 

cold, dark winter months sorting, gifting, or getting rid of every non-essential thing I owned. At 

first, it was hard to let go of even the insignificant items (no one should underestimate the deep 

melancholy of parting with a beloved Jade plant) but that hesitance was soon traded for an 

adrenaline-like rush of removing items from my life. With every object I said goodbye to, I felt 

lighter, freer, more peaceful–and by the morning I left, the house was completely empty. The 

wooden floors were bare and there was an echo in every room, each seeming too large to have 

held my life. I thought about the relationship that had flourished, floundered, and fizzled here; 

about all the boxes of crap I unpacked when moving in; about letting go of things I once thought 

were permanent. Everything necessary for a 3-month solo bicycle trip across a continent was 

now haphazardly crammed into four bicycle panniers hanging on a green bicycle. 
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My new home on wheels has her charms. Her name is Ducky, after a plucky, adventurous 

dinosaur from the ‘Land Before Time’ movies. The character, a sweet little Saurolophus, is 

positive in the face of adversity, beaming with curiosity and game for any adventure. I’ve always 

wished I could be more like her. Ducky rolled into my life following two unsuccessful attempts 

at purchasing cheap, secondhand bikes for the trip. Thinking I could fix them up myself, I bought 

a bicycle maintenance manual, watched some YouTube videos, and took to the local used 

listings. While taking one older bike for a ‘test ride’, it dawned on me that I had no idea what I 

was ‘testing’ for. It looks like a bike, it rides like a bike… what else are you supposed to check 

for again? Do you even know what you’re doing? You don’t know anything about bike 

maintenance, idiot. What if this thing breaks down in the middle of nowhere?  

Humbled and humiliated by my ignorance, I made the quick decision to buy a brand-new 

touring bike. I had romantically dreamed of doing the trip as cheaply as possible, plodding along 

on a charming-but-rusty steed, eating canned tuna and sleeping under bridges. My budget did not 

account for a new bike. So, I decided to market myself as a ‘brand ambassador’ and tell my 

travel story online to receive a generous discount from a kind and encouraging local bike shop. 

They offered me an incredible amount of help in exchange for acting as an ambassador for them 

online. I made a website. I agreed to post on my Instagram account. Already I felt I’d betrayed 

my dreams of a trip without outside influence; no cell phone, no social media–a true adventurer, 

a scrappy vagabond. Woven into my immense gratitude for the new bicycle was the feeling that I 

might have sacrificed something sacred and important to the trip. 

I tell myself that sharing my story might empower others to conquer their fears, but what 

if I can’t conquer mine? What if I fail? Who is the me that will show up in a social media 

presence? Is it the me I want to discover? Is it the me I want to cultivate? I feel like I don’t know 
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who I am. With a public blog and Instagram ‘likes’ to consider, I feel pressure to construct an 

identity that I think others will like, when part of the reason I feel the need to do this trip is to 

free myself from the obligations and expectations of others. Still, I had a shiny new green bicycle 

named Ducky. 

 

Instagram Post @haleyguesty April 27, 2017  

I think Carl Sagan once said, “In order to bake an apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the 

Universe.” Similarly, in order to ride a bike across a continent, you must first find a bicycle. After 2 months 

of ignorant Kijiji searching and hopeless, clutzy tinkering, I humbly recognized I didn’t have a clue what I 

was doing and reached out for help to my local bike shop. With warmth, wisdom, and generosity, I was 

pointed in the direction of this beautiful green machine. We now have exactly 1 week to get to know each 

other before we head out on the road together for 3 months. It’s not the scrappy, DIY vintage bicycle that I 

initially envisioned taking on this trip, but there is a lesson in learning to exchange my romantic narrative 

for realism - and I am extremely grateful to for this new bend in the road of my journey. Looking forward to 

seeing where these wheels take me. I leave next week! 

Tyler drops me off at a park on the Avon river near Windsor, where I unload the panniers 

and bicycle from the pickup truck and sit them next to a lonely looking bench. I wonder if 
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anybody ever sat there, or if this surprise visit is as strange to it as it is to me. After some 

jumbling and fumbling with all my bags and gear, Tyler gives me a big hug and tucks a letter 

into my jacket pocket. We attempt to take a selfie together. Our eyes are red from holding back 

tears and we’re both unsure of what facial expression the moment calls for, so unsurprisingly 

both land on the same look of surprise. Will you use this on Instagram, or on your blog? Maybe 

neither. You look so pale and your double-chin seems to have fused with your ugly thick neck. 

No, wait for a nicer photo from today.  

The past month has been full of difficult and painful goodbyes–to colleagues, friends, 

family–but I am absolutely not ready to say goodbye to my little brother. Of course, ‘little’ is 

hardly a fitting description of him. Tyler stands nearly a foot taller than me, lanky and with 

heavily tattooed arms. He is the front-man in a burgeoning local band, a creative lyricist and 

talented vocalist. He is a full-time student at the community college, studying recreation therapy 

to help people lead happy, healthy lives. On the surface, his life seems ‘together’. Yet this is a 

precarious balancing act for him. Like the first layer of ice on a lake in early winter, he is 

building himself to be stronger, but until then, he is vulnerable.  

Addiction runs in our family. I don’t know why, and I wish on every wishbone that it 

didn’t, but its gnarled hands have choked the family tree like an invasive vine. Counting myself 

lucky to have escaped its touch so far, watching my loved ones succumb to its power has, at 

times, felt impossible to bear. Over the years, I have fluctuated wildly between empathy, anger, 

desperation, despair, hopefulness. Why can’t they just stop? Can’t they see they’re hurting 

themselves and other people? Shouldn’t people be able to walk away from things that are bad for 

them? Shouldn’t we all be able to see how we are acting, and change? If we know a better way to 
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be, why is it so hard to change? And all the literature, TED talks, and articles I have reviewed 

lead to one dismal truth: you can’t change the way other people act.  

Two years ago, Tyler made the difficult and courageous choice to face his own 

addictions. When he returned from a rehab program, he came to live with me while he got his 

life in order. Over the past two years, I’d done everything I could to make sure he learned 

valuable and practical lessons. I had witnessed him experience relapses, depression, and just 

when things were starting to go well, a job layoff. I tried my best to help him navigate dark times 

with a fierce belief in his ability to overcome all obstacles. I’d been a sister, mentor, and friend. 

And as he pulls away from the park on the Avon river, waving goodbye in the truck’s rearview 

mirror with tears in his eyes, I feel a glowing, intense pride in the person he’s become.  

It’s hard to loosen your grip on the handles of another person’s life. For so long I’ve held 

tight to the idea that if I just stayed in Halifax a little longer I could fix the broken parts in the 

people I love. If I only worked a little harder I could fix the environmental problems in the 

world. One important aspect of environmental education is to engage with people so they can 

make better-informed environmental decisions and actions in their lives; to change behaviour. If 

I accept that I cannot change the way other people act, what does it mean for my dream to 

change the world for the better through environmental education? Acknowledging that truth 

makes my life’s work feel futile. Everything outside of me feels beyond my control, but turning 

my attention inward, I see cracks and fissures threatening to break. I need to heal myself first.  

That night after my first day of cycling, I would lay in bed in an old farmhouse and read 

the letter Tyler had put in my pocket, lovingly punctuating the end of this chapter in my life. He 

was giving me permission to let go. 

May 8, 2017 
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First of all, do not be afraid. If there’s one thing that you and everyone else have 

taught me, it’s to be aware of my own capabilities; especially when in doubt. A great 

deal of what I have accomplished has been done simply because I was told it could be. 

You will take this trip and you will face hard times, but you know you can handle it 

because you have faced hard times before and you’ll face hard times again (a Zen Koan 

reads: “When you learn how to suffer, you suffer much less”).  

Haley, you are exactly where you need to be.  

I want to say thank you, but I’m not quite sure how to do it. I’ve always figured the 

best way to show my gratitude was to do well in life, but there’s so much you’ve given 

me that I never even realized I needed. I think the best thing is just having somebody 

who actually listens, because if you don’t feel heard in this life, sometimes it’s hard to 

convince yourself that you matter. So thank you for making me feel like I matter.  

Lastly I just wanna say that I love ya. I know that you need to do this though, and I 

want you to remember that when adversity strikes, as wildly and as potently as when 

you first decided to do this.  

Live this crazy life, Haley. With courage and curiosity, humour and humility, live this 

crazy fucking life.  (You know I had to be dramatic).   – Love, Ty 

 

Chapter 2: Rite of Way 

Of course, I am lost less than 15 minutes into the trip. My directional mistake leads me 

away from the main road and through rural hills that rise and fall like laughter, as if each one 

were chuckling at the sight of me slowly pushing Ducky awkwardly upward. I’ve never been 

very good at reading maps, always relying on somebody else to take the lead on navigation. 

Now, I want to learn to do things on my own–to “take full responsibility of my own life” as 

explorer, anthropologist, and all-around badass, Robyn Davidson, would say.  

My heart thumps loud between my ears as my muscles try to catch up with the decision 

to ride a bicycle across the country. Catching my breath at the crest of a hill, I get a first view of 

the Annapolis Valley and it is sweet as honey. ‘The Valley’, as it is known, is the breadbasket of 

Nova Scotia, a warm pocket of the province with fertile soil and fresh ocean breezes from the 

nearby Bay of Fundy. Although it is only early May, the fields are already boasting a vibrant 

green.  
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The warm rays of Nova Scotian spring greeted me on Day 1 of my trip in Wolfville. 

I ride onward, listening to the quiet clicking of Ducky’s wheels turning, turning, turning. 

My goal is to cycle for a few days on secondary roads and old rail lines through the Valley, 

heading west toward the Digby Neck, a narrow peninsula where I will take a ferry across the Bay 

of Fundy to New Brunswick.  

I already feel behind schedule, thanks to packing procrastination and some delays in my 

“training”, which consisted of spin classes at the gym and a handful of bike rides around Halifax. 

During one of the longer test rides, my right knee ached in mysterious pain. I was furious and 

fearful that it would end the whole trip before it even started, but was told by a physiotherapist 

that I will just need to take it slow to start, to let my leg muscles around the knee build up. Turns 

out, spin classes aren’t the same as riding a touring bike all day with 50lbs of gear strapped to it. 

The wise cycling gurus at my local bike shop had recommended I do some test rides with 

panniers full of gear, to get a feeling for the heavy, delayed steering and wobble of a fully loaded 



ONWARD AND INWARD 

 
  32 

touring bike. I didn’t. And on top of this, I had to figure out how these damn ‘clipless pedals’ 

worked.  

Here’s the thing about clipless shoes–there are clips on them. I don’t know who had the 

bright idea for this misnomer but I’d like to congratulate them on their award for ‘Least-

Intuitive-Name-for-a-Shoe’. Every article I read about learning to ride in clipless shoes 

expressed a similar warning: “You will fall over while learning to use them”. I heartily hoped I 

would be the exception.  

A few days before leaving, I put them on for the first time to cycle a local trail. Though 

shaky and nervous at the start, after only a few kilometers, it felt like I was nailing it. The 

momentum made me forget I was even wearing them, and I enjoyed the moment of breezy 

confidence. Easing up to a stop sign intersecting with a busy road, I send a self-assured nod to 

the waiting drivers as I move to put my foot down. Except, my foot doesn’t budge. My feet are in 

the ‘clipless’ shoes, which are clipped in to the pedals, attached to the bike, which, at a standstill, 

slowly but surely begins to tilt sideways. I lean my body hard to one side, trying to counteract 

gravity and my own stupidity, but it is hopeless–I look up with a gulp, then fall fast and hard 

onto the pavement in a jumbly mess. Groaning, I scramble back up only to see an elderly lady 

behind the wheel of a red sedan quizzically observing the scene in front of her. From afar, you 

can’t tell if a cyclist is wearing clipless shoes or normal shoes, meaning that a line of cars just 

watched me cycle up to a stop sign, confidently nod in their direction, and fall flat from a 

standstill. 

After another hour of pedaling through rolling hills, I arrive in Wolfville–a small and 

eclectic university town surrounded by Acadian-era agricultural dykes. Finding a coffee shop on 

Main Street, I pull out my new bicycle lock. Wait, what about my panniers? I can’t lock them. 
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Shit. I hesitate as I realize I will need to get used to leaving all my belongings tied to a tree on 

the sidewalk. Inside, the cafe is inviting; lots of cozy places to sit, hot drinks to sip, and pastries 

to drool over. I find a table near the window and order a chocolate croissant and a latte. I already 

did a lot of exercise today, so I guess can have this.  

I brought a damn laptop on a cross Canada bicycle trip. This does not match up with the 

kind of rugged, free-spirit, independent trip I’d imagined for myself. But I need it for writing and 

uploading my blog. Eugh, why do I even care about a blog? I shouldn’t let that distract me from 

this trip. But I didn’t even finish all my work emails before I left. I need to use it to plan my 

route, search places to stay, and contact hosts I could stay with. I still owe a professor an 

outstanding assignment for my Masters I need to work on. There seem to be endless little tasks to 

complete, and I tell myself that once I have done them, the trip can really begin. 

When does anything really begin? I suppose it begins when we allow it to begin. When 

we open ourselves up to the world and say, ‘Here I am, I am ready’. I had worked hard to let go 

of so much in Halifax, why can’t I give myself permission to be present now? Instead, I let the 

tangled strings connecting me to my life in Halifax keep me distracted. Distracted from the 

discomfort of the moment, the paralyzing fear of uncertainty, the questions that might not have 

answers.  

Three hours later, my ‘short cafe stop’ has turned into a procrastination party of piddly 

computer work. Feeling frustrated with myself, and bloated from pastries and coffee, I leave the 

cafe to meet my friend Matt.  

I had said my goodbyes to everyone in Halifax, but offered an open invitation for anyone 

to join me by bicycle on my ride out of Nova Scotia. At the time, I hoped this would make me 

look less like a fearful girl on the edge of a meltdown and more like a cheerful adventurer. Matt 
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is in Wolfville working for a bicycle tour company; a job that frequently takes him around the 

globe to beautiful, obscure and remote destinations. He has the calm confidence and fascinating 

life experiences that I long for, and it makes me nervous to admit my insecurities around him. He 

knows a lot about bicycles and touring, and I want him to think I’m capable of doing this.  

I find him outside, and he waits while I fumble around with my bike lock as if it’s my 

first day using my own hands. Ducky is finally freed, and we take off.  

“This way, follow me!” I beckon through clenched teeth. 

Of course, we are lost in less than 5 minutes. I turn us around twice, then decide to take a 

‘shortcut’ to get back on route. We soon find ourselves huffing it straight up what must be the 

steepest hill in Wolfville. I inch my way up like a little caterpillar, while my friend easily pedals 

alongside, chatting and making an obvious attempt to go as slowly as me. I am mortified. He 

isn’t carrying 50lbs of gear, but I can’t see that through my blushing ego. All I can see is a girl 

who bit off more than she can chew, clearly demonstrating how ill-fit she is for the task before 

her. I want to take it lightly, to laugh it off, to have a calm confidence about it – but I just can’t. I 

am too proud for my own good. 

Why are you doing this trip if you can barely make it up one hill? Your face is probably a 

disgusting cabbage purple right now. It’s so obvious that you’re chubby and unfit for this. You 

can’t even navigate your way out of a tiny town without your precious little smartphone. He 

probably thinks you’re pathetic. You are pathetic. 

I get off and push the bike to the top of the hill in a silent anger. After only a few minutes 

of cycling together, I tell Matt that I am going to head off on my own. He seems confused and 

perhaps a little hurt, but all I can manage to push out through my embarrassment is a forcefully 

cheery, “Yup, gotta keep moving! It’s been great to see you, wish me luck, see you soon!”  
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I cycle away from him, and away from Wolfville, and away from the girl on the hill. 

 
 

- - - 

There was a second hill that day. I could leave the above story as is, because it truthfully 

illustrates the ugly, desperate clawing of my fragile ego that day. Yet, it is also truthful to 

acknowledge the second hill, a bigger hill that I tackled on my own after parting ways with Matt. 

It’s tempting to believe these two truths can’t co-exist. Things are much easier in black and 

white. But does this dualistic thinking serve me? What else have I omitted from my life story, 

and how does that affect who I believe myself to be?  

I am a few kilometers out of Wolfville. The landscape has shifted, and I’m in the sort of 

farm country where the houses are so far apart, each one is a quiet surprise. I get lost again. 

Moths are emerging for their nightly feast as I arrive at the bottom of a deep ravine adjacent to a 

small lake of still black water. From here, the road curves rapidly upward and around a corner of 

thick and formidable fir trees. I know at the top I’ll find my friend’s farmhouse where I am 

planning to stay the night.  
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Already in the easiest gear, I take a deep breath and start pedaling. My legs spin fast as 

the heavy bike gains momentum before the sharpest part of the incline. But by halfway, each 

pedal stroke feels impossible. My chest tightens around my thumping heart. Grunting and 

gritting my teeth, I try not to look at how much of the hill remains. Sweat drips from my temples. 

Just keep going. A little bit more. Just one more pedal stroke, come on Haley. This is a big hill, it 

makes sense for it to be tough.  

I am moving so slowly now that it is hard to keep my balance. I wobble. The bike leans 

over as if to suggest giving up. Ducky, you can’t quit! Come on little bike. I make it about three 

quarters of the way up before I dismount and lug my leaden legs the rest of the way up.  

Well, good effort, girl. In the early evening silence, beneath joyfully disorganized, 

fluttering moths, I smile to myself. 

- - - 

I make it to the beautiful old farmhouse that backs on a seemingly endless forest. When I 

finally knock on the door after dark, I am greeted by my old friend with a wholehearted kindness 

that feels like winning a gold medal.  

“Did you make it up that big hill on the way in? Nah, me neither most of the time. It’s a 

doozy.”  

We drink red wine and eat good food and enjoy a hot tub soak under the stars. Before 

falling asleep that night in a warm bed, I re-read Tyler’s letter. Burning tears quietly slip down 

my cheeks as I read his words of encouragement. He believes in me. Can I believe in me too?  

- - - 

The next morning, I pack my panniers and greet Ducky under dappled grey skies. 

Lowering my bottom onto the seat, I wince with pain and sit up quickly. Ouch. Even after the 
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relaxing hot tub soak, my muscles are sore and tender from a long first day in the saddle. But I’m 

not afraid of pain, it feels like an accomplishment, a reminder that I’m really doing this. Bruises, 

scrapes, and blisters are like little trophies of experience; each one holds a story. Perhaps I am 

longing for proof that I’ve pushed past fear into a life more fully lived. 

As I am cycling through the town of Berwick–Nova Scotia’s ‘Apple Capital’–the grey 

skies churn and dump crates of rain onto the Valley’s soil. I’m still not entirely comfortable 

steering heavy, wobbly Ducky alongside traffic, so to avoid the slick roads, I ride along an old 

railway line. Now converted into a recreational trail called the ‘Rails to Trails’, the network 

spans the province and is included as part of Canada’s new ‘Great Trail’. The year 2017 marks 

150 years since the confederation of Canada, providing a platform of fanfare for the ‘grand 

opening’ of the trail this summer. Though many people have asked me with enthusiasm, I won’t 

be cycling the full length of The Great Trail. Some of the sections are, less conveniently for a 

bicycle, comprised of rivers and lakes, meant to be paddled as part of the cross-Canada 

experience.  

I remember the railway tracks near my home before the ‘Rails to Trails’ was made. 

Walking with my mum between the two colossal parallel pieces of dark metal tracks, I recall 

jumping along the heavy wooden railroad ties that connected them. For years after they were all 

ripped up, you could look in the bushes next to the trail for treasures–bolts, spikes, oddly 

disfigured metal–things that held enormous potential for a childhood imagination. 

Rolling along the level gravel path, I think about how many crates of apples have been 

transported on that railway line. Nova Scotia produces over 40 varieties of apples across roughly 

200 apple farms (Government of Canada, 2012). Apples are the reason the town of Berwick even 

exists, thanks to railways and global trade. Nova Scotia sends apples to New Zealand. New 
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Zealand sends apples to Nova Scotia. Steam engine trains, fueled by wood or coal, once chugged 

along these rail lines full of apples, helping local farmers strike Scotian Gold.  

Reflecting on this, I feel a growing ambivalence. I want to condemn the fossil fuels 

industry for setting the planet on a potentially fatal trajectory. I want to celebrate locally farmed 

food and the small towns who thrive on agriculture. Can I do both? Why do I feel like I need to 

pick only one? 

The trail skirts around the back of an apple export facility where worn, grey wooden 

boxes are stacked high. I remember I have an apple in my pannier for a snack, and realize I have 

no idea where it’s from. I feel so disconnected from food. Agriculture is romantic to me, but I 

don’t work hard to learn about sourcing organic and supporting local. I’m just another ignorant 

faux environmentalist. I pedal onward, carrying on the tradition of moving apples along the 

railway line. 

 

- - - 
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I arrive, soaking wet, at Marie and Julien’s house around dinnertime. I have never met 

Marie or Julien, but they are expecting me. We connected online through a website called 

‘WarmShowers’ that helps those travelling by bicycle find shelter for the night while on the road. 

The website was recommended to me as I prepared for the trip, and though I am a little nervous 

of staying with strangers, I like the idea of staying for free as often as I can. My budget for the 

trip is tight. 

Marie and Julien live on ‘the base’–a Canadian Forces Military Base in Greenwood. 

When I was in elementary school, I knew a kid who loved to talk about his dad being away ‘on 

the base’, and I imagined a grey, flat, concrete pad with a soldier standing on it, indefinitely 

assigned to existing there. Even now, I don’t quite know what to expect an army base to look 

like.  

Pedaling through the quiet, shady streets at dusk, I notice how normal everything looks. 

There are no camouflage houses or doorbells shaped like grenades, just neatly mowed grass and 

impeccably clean sidewalks. 

Before I arrive at the gate I am greeting by two bouncing huskies, each excited to have 

some activity but wary of welcoming me too eagerly. Marie appears at the door, smiling. 

“Allô Haley! Oh, don’t mind them, they are just protective of me right now!” she says 

brightly, motioning to her small round belly. 

Marie welcomes me into her kitchen, where a handsome, broad-shouldered man is 

pouring spaghetti sauce over a steaming pile of yellow noodles. Though he is much younger than 

her, they are clearly in love. I can tell by way their bodies move together in the kitchen, plating 

pasta.  
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As we eat, they tell me their story. They met on the base, and quickly became good 

friends. Marie works in underwater welding and Julien is in some sort of combat role that I don’t 

quite understand but nod along anyway. Then, one night at a house party, “some good music and 

a bit too much Jack Daniels” lead to Marie’s surprise pregnancy. It was entirely unexpected. But 

rather than move on separately and awkwardly, they decided to keep the baby and move in 

together. 

“My older daughter is also in the military and lives on this base. She is 24 so she can help 

with the baby too. Julien and I figured we’d give the ‘dating thing’ a shot.” Marie laughed.  

Julien smiled at her, coyly. “I mean, why not?”  

And just like that, a little family emerged. I am captivated; they explain this with such 

levity. I love the air of simplicity and joy they have manifested in the face of this complicated 

situation. To them, it is unplanned but certainly isn’t complicated. They like each other, they 

each wanted a baby, Marie is pregnant, so there you go. Bing bang boom.  

We have a long dinner, chatting about our lives, and I think about the way we choose to 

tell our stories to ourselves and to the world. Theirs seems straightforward and effortless, and I 

can barely make sense of my own. Trying to describe who I am, or why I am doing this trip, or 

what I hope to gain from it, or where I am going next feels like trying to explain the shape of the 

sky to a star-nosed mole. Everywhere I look is complicated, messy, unbounded, painful. How I 

choose to explain the trip is changing every day, or several times a day, depending on who asks. 

Why do I need to change my story to suit others? Why do I want people to like my answer when 

asked? What is the truth? 

After dinner, we have tea in the living room, amid an impressive collection of weights, 

yoga mats, and other exercise equipment. Julien shows me how to use a foam roller to work the 
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muscles around my sore knee. The key is to push through the pain because it’s good for you. As 

I massage my tender IT band, Marie and Julien explain the mental toughness required for their 

type of work and lifestyle. The training they endure sounds mind-bendingly rigorous, but they 

both express finding joy through discipline. Remembering my intentions of daily meditation, I 

wish them goodnight and head upstairs to the spare room. Instead, I immediately fall into a deep, 

restful sleep, interrupted briefly by cold Husky noses poking under the blanket. I dream of them 

in camouflage, assessing my pheromones with advanced, highly accurate sniffing instruments. 

One barks to another, “All good in here commander, but she’s experiencing some emotional 

disturbance, sir. Might need a little lick on the cheek for good measure.” 

 

Chapter 3: Farewell to Nova Scotia 

 After a restful sleep and hot shower, I head off from Marie and Julien’s. Most of my 

clothes are still wet from the rainstorm yesterday, but I am surprisingly happy to be back on the 
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road with my green bicycle. It has only been a few days, but the traces of resentment I initially 

felt toward the bicycle are starting to fade. I say hello to Ducky in the morning, talk aloud to her 

while cycling, ask for her opinion on directions. In this decidedly solo experience, she is starting 

to feel like a companion. 

 Cycling slowly through Greenwood, I pass cars turning out of driveways on their 

morning commute and think about the daily routine I had only a few days ago. I think about how 

different everything is now, my senses heightened and my eyes wide open to the world like a 

child. Why couldn’t I access this feeling from my life in Halifax? The chill of the morning burns 

at my cheeks and it feels good. 

I continue riding west through the Annapolis Valley towards Granville Ferry, a tiny town 

that used to be a major ship-building port and popular ferry stop. Now that the river ferries aren’t 

running anymore, Granville Ferry has joined the family of ghostly rural towns across the 

province that are shrinking in population every year.  

In a riverside hamlet connected by a bridge–aptly named Bridgetown–I stop outside a 

closed coffee shop I remember visiting as a kid. Maybe it was the sparkly veneer of childhood, 

but I don’t remember it being so grey and silent here. Across from the closed coffee shop is a 

small grocery store, and although I probably have enough food for a few days, I am afraid of 

being without food.  

Entering the store conspicuously in my noisy, clicking clipless shoes and glowing neon 

safety vest, I certainly draw some attention on an otherwise grey day in early May. At the cash 

register, a short, smiling, woman with deep red hair howls in disbelief when she asks about my 

attire. 
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“Oh my sweet Jesus, you’re doin’ what now? Marilyn get over here, this girl here says 

she’s bikin’ her way ‘cross the country!” 

 An older woman with a short ashy blonde bob walks over from the manager’s office. She 

looks over her glasses and asks where I’m planning on staying. When I mention the campground 

in Granville Ferry, they shake their heads in unison.  

“Heavens dear, I don’t think they’re even open yet for the season!” Marilyn says 

knowingly.  

Well, shit. I don’t want to keep going to Digby today, that’s too far. I can’t risk pushing 

my knee. Remember the story you read about the guy whose knee pain turned into tendonitis 

because he did too much too soon? That could end the whole trip. On Marilyn’s suggestion, I 

phone the campground anyway, and surprisingly am received by the owner himself.  

“Oh, yeah we’re closed but you can go on in anyway.” he replies nonchalantly. “It’s 

pretty wet down there with all that rain we got but go ahead n’ pick a dry spot if ya can find one. 

Don’t worry ‘bout payin’ since we’re not technically open yet.”  

After answering the grocery store ladies’ questions, and promising to be careful on the 

road, Marilyn takes my photo. She says she’ll get her husband, editor of the local paper, to put it 

in the next issue. Rural Nova Scotia might be shrinking, but the hearts of the folks who live there 

are as bright and resilient as ever. 

- - - 

 This will be my first night camping. In the weeks before my departure I had purchased 

several fancy campy things at a fancy campy store that I hope will make up for my lack of 

experience and perhaps flatten my irrational fears. There are the rational ones too–being alone, 

getting hurt, angry animals, angry humans. But perhaps my biggest fear is of my own 
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incompetence. I know enough to know I don’t know enough. I’d taken a Wilderness First Aid 

course to learn CPR and first response “ABC’s”, but all the acronyms in the world didn’t give 

me confidence in myself.  

Once I arrive at the campground in Granville Ferry, it takes me the better part of an hour 

to find a campsite. I wander around the campground and examine every small plot of ground as 

if it was a math problem, or a piece of modern art. Too rocky. Too slanted. Too cramped. Might 

flood, if there’s a storm. Will that branch fall on me? Where does the sun rise in the morning? 

What angle should I place this thing? I am glad I am alone so nobody can see me circling my tail 

like an anxious dog. I finally select the one-and-only-perfect-spot, and set to work on dinner.  

 

Of all the fancy campy things, I am most intimidated by my new camp stove. The option 

of buying pressurized gas had been off the table due to my worry of a camp explosion leaving 

me faceless. Instead, I bought a simple, alcohol burning stove. My anxious brain can’t look at the 

bottle of fuel without imagining it spilling all over the place and a scene of flame and horror 

ensuing. I just have to pour in the liquid and light it on fire. Easy. Oh man. Just pour the damn 

fuel. Nothing is going to happen. You’re here to learn, aren’t you? Why are you here if you 
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aren’t going to challenge your fears? Come on Haley. I pour it, light it, and nothing explodes. 

Success. A little meal of cheap Sidekicks pasta–dinner never tasted so good.  

 Shortly after dinner, my cousin Tristan and his partner Laura arrive with their tent and 

bicycles to join me on the ride tomorrow from Granville Ferry to Digby Ferry. Since riding with 

Matt a few days earlier, I’ve been nervous of cycling alongside others. I don’t trust myself to act 

normal when I am feeling so crazy and insecure. I felt like there are two of me, enacting two 

versions of this trip simultaneously. One wants to have a grand ol’ time making her way across 

the country, meeting new people, asking them questions about their interesting lives, and inviting 

everyone to grab a bicycle and join her in an adventure convoy across a continent. The other just 

wants to be alone. 

- - -  

We begin the next morning by crossing to the south side of the Annapolis River on a 

narrow strip of land that I’d later learn is a human-made causeway. The causeway was built to 

replace a bridge, which had been built to replace a ferry connecting the historic military town of 

Annapolis Royal to the then-aptly-named Granville Ferry. Now, wedged into the middle of the 

land bridge is the Annapolis Royal Tidal Project, the only tidal power generating station in North 

America. It is another shot at prosperity for this small town, and again the river is central to it.  

Cycling past the tidal project with Tristan and Laura, I feel proud and hopeful. Tidal 

power just sounds so romantic, so progressive and environmentally harmonious. An information 

panel tells me that this plant alone provides enough power for 4500 homes in the area. I cross 

over the sluice gate, and daydream of a world where we thank the moon and the celebrate the 

tides for the energy to power our homes.  
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 It was only after the trip that I learn the tidal project’s place in the community isn’t as 

peachy as I painted it to be. At least two Humpback whales have been trapped in the river after 

chasing fish through the sluice gates. Atlantic Sturgeon, a threatened species in Canada, have 

been found downstream with fatal injuries that suggest turbines as the cause of death. And in 

2015, a young scuba diver was killed while performing a routine inspection of the underwater 

equipment. I am embarrassed of my naivety. I should know better. The rose that is our beautiful, 

complicated world is infinitely thornier than we allow for in our daydreams.  

- - - 

 Tristan and Laura are kind, caring, and thoughtful. I love them. And still, I can’t shake 

the feeling that it was a bad idea to have invited them, or anyone, on these first few days of 

riding. I try to conceal the fact that I am a mess. A complete train wreck. Riding in a line along 

quiet country roads, my internal monologue nosedives into vicious self-loathing. 

You probably look fat from behind, your chubby little muffin top peeking out over your 

tight Lycra shorts. Laura is so thin and beautiful. Did Tristan just sigh? They’re annoyed with 

you. They wish they hadn’t come. You are so, unbelievably slow. What makes you think you can 

bicycle across the continent? You’re proving right now that you can’t. You’re an idiot for 

thinking you can.  

We pedal silently together for another 20 kilometers. I know I will miss Tristan and 

Laura terribly, but it is not hard to say goodbye. I am squirming in my skin to get moving on, 

solo. We pull over in front of a paint-chipped convenience store, wood boards nailed across the 

windows like band-aids. I think I see doubt in their eyes. Or is it doubt in my eyes, reflected in 

theirs? I wish I could feel the warm embrace of their love, but I feel defensive and small. I wish I 

didn’t feel this way around people I love. I hug them and say “See ya soon”.  
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 I’m sure I am barely out of their eyesight when I heave a full sigh of relief. I shake my 

shoulders, I wiggle my bottom. I am beaming. I am alone, entirely content with my own 

company, free from judgments and expectations, whether real or perceived. The sun bursts out 

from behind the grey morning clouds and warms my Lycra-clad backside. Is it just me or are the 

houses here freshly painted?  

- - - 

When Digby ferry dock is only 10 kilometers away, I stop at a small beach beside the 

trail to touch the Atlantic one last time. I look at the choppy greenish sea, then down at my feet 

in the silly clipless shoes. Between them, nestled perfectly in the sand, is a piece of amethyst-

coloured sea glass in the sort-of shape of a heart. It is not smooth and rounded, but rough enough 

to still see the slick glassy edges from its former life as a bottle, or perhaps a vase. Amethyst is 

my birthstone. Holding it in my palm, I think about how sea glass finds its shape–a broken thing, 

serrated and sharp, tossed roughly by the sea in perpetuity. Eventually, the harsh sloshing of the 

sea smooths it over time, yielding a unique and beautiful treasure. I squeeze the amethyst heart 

tightly in my closed first and, trembling, take a breath of salty air. I feel like freshly shattered 

glass, landing coldly in the icy intertidal. Ugly and jagged. Exposed and vulnerable. Will the 

waves of challenges that lie ahead also smooth me? If I give myself fully to experiencing the 

motions, will I find a softer shape of myself? 

- - - 

 Ducky is safely locked in the ship’s cargo hold. I am standing on the top deck of the 

Fundy Rose, a passenger ferry connecting Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. It is windy, but I’ve 

come prepared with my warm woolly purple and blue scarf; my mother’s when she was a 

teenager. It’s one of the few things I’d borrowed from her that I haven’t immediately broken or 
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sooner-than-later lost. I wrap it around my neck and tuck my chin into the scratchy-but-cozy old 

fabric.  

 These last few days have felt like a warm-up, a sampler platter of what may come. I 

wonder about what lies ahead, feeling trepidations but not without gumption. The ferry leaves 

the dock unceremoniously, chugging a bit at first, then, easing into a pleasant pace. A fishing 

boat is heading home to its familiar dock, and I wave at it, leaving my familiar life behind.  

“… you are as powerful and as strong as you allow yourself to be, and the most difficult part of 

any endeavour is taking the first step, making the first decision.”  

–(Davidson, 1980, p. 254) 
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Chapter 4: Fear and Comfort  

Dusk is descending on Saint John by the time I roll Ducky off the ferry and into a cold 

drizzle. Under the cheese-orange glow of a streetlight, I get my bearings. I am exhausted, but the 

cheap hostel I hastily booked on the ferry ride is only about 10 kilometers away. I ride through 

the steep streets, checking my phone often to stay on course. It’s almost out of battery. You might 

actually have to navigate without your cushy 21st century technology, Haley. Everyone probably 

thinks you’re navigating this trip with real maps, not GoogleMaps. You’re too much of a 

scaredy-cat to do that. You’re a phony. You’re a coward. 

A deep, rumbling sound in the distance catches my ear; like the echo of a packed theatre 

filled with thunderous applause. Forgetting about my navigation situation for a moment, I follow 

the sound in the fading evening light, leading me to a breathtaking look-off high above the Saint 

John River. Here, water rushes toward the sea in a natural spectacle known as ‘Reversing Falls’. 

The powerful river crashing into the salty rising tides of the Bay of Fundy results in a white, 

churning froth on top of twisting, brackish whirlpools. It is mesmerizing; entirely deserving of a 

standing ovation.  

At the look-off is an old information panel about the Maliseet People; it catches me by 

surprise, and I immediately feel embarrassed. I wish I could say I was already aware of the 

Indigenous nation upon whose land I stand on, but I’m not. If the panel wasn’t there, I might not 

even have thought of it. Perhaps this is part of the privilege of being a settler; not having to 

know. The info panel is bland and paints a rosy picture of peaceful, idyllic villages located at the 

mouth of the river before settlers moved in. As the waters below me mix and spray, I feel a 

familiar churning in my stomach of guilt and anger. To reduce the complex history and 

contemporary culture to a plain informational panel is disrespectful and condescending. Settlers 
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didn’t just ‘move in’ because the Maliseet moved out willingly. I know there is a great darkness 

behind the information presented; a history of Canada that has been glazed over like the chipping 

varnish on the info panel. 

- - - 

Reversing Falls at dusk, New Brunswick. 

Gloomy evening clouds hang low in the sky as I arrive at the hostel. The address I have 

written down leads me to an unassuming house with green shutters, and I wonder if I’m in the 

right place. I knock on the front door. I wait. Nobody answers. Hmm. I wait a few more minutes 

before a woman appears at the side-gate and calls my name impatiently.  

“Haley? Yeah, this way.”  

She takes me around the back of the building, which looks considerably shabbier than the 

front, and we stow my bike under a blanket in an unlocked shed, overflowing with old fridges 

and rusted car parts.  

She shows me in through a fire escape door, leading me through a narrow, thinly carpeted 

hallway that smells of cigarettes and sardines. We pass door after door with faded numbers on 

them, and slowly I realize this is an old apartment building. But these are all hostel rooms, right? 

She doesn’t just run a hostel out of her own apartment, right? Finally, at the end of the hallway, 
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she opens one of the doors. It is slightly more pleasant once inside the apartment, but cigarettes 

and sardines linger in my nostrils. I am given a room with a bunkbed, shown the small, 

windowless kitchen, and am told there are two other guests but they’re not here right now. 

Satisfied with our brief tour, my host sits down in the living room in front of a TV, which has 

been flashing and humming in the background since my arrival.  

The first guest to arrive back is Erik, a young German man. He is fit, tanned, and well-

dressed. He seems nice, but I remain a little uneasy until I ask him what brings him here.  

“I’m actually riding a bicycle across Canada” he replies.  

I can’t help but break into a huge smile. I want to leap out and hug him. I excitedly tell 

him about my parallel path and we geek out over bike touring things for a while. What kind of 

panniers do you have? How many kilometers per day are you doing? What is your destination? 

What are you eating? Erik is regularly cycling more than double the number of kilometers I have 

accomplished on my longest day so far. He started a few weeks ago in Newfoundland and has 

stealth-camped his way through the Atlantic provinces. On paper, he is infinitely more prepared, 

experienced, and badass than me. But in the hostel kitchen, we are both just young people 

cycling across a country, and importantly, I don’t feel judged by him. 

George arrives at the door; a man probably in his early sixties with greying hair tied back 

in a greasy ponytail. The three of us congregate in the kitchen while he puts away groceries; it 

looks like he’s been here a while. George explains that he’s in town to reconnect with his 

estranged 18-year-old daughter, but she is resisting his reintroduction into her life after a long 

absence. The story sounds sort of sweet, but something in my gut is uncomfortable. I don’t trust 

him and I’m not sure why. He makes a point to mention that he’s recently quit drinking but I 

notice the 6-pack at the bottom of his grocery bag.  
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I head back to my room to work on my laptop. Hours later, I go to the kitchen for a snack 

before bed and find George still there, slurring his speech. I try not to judge him harshly for this, 

but a familiar pang of resentment is rising in me like a storm brewing. Erik emerges from his 

room and we make hot chocolate and chat a bit more about cycling. George keeps interrupting. 

We try to humour his increasingly ridiculous interjections, but at one point they become too 

irritating. 

“You know George, Haley and I have a lot of miles to cover so we both better get to 

bed.” Erik smirks in my direction. 

“Oh my God yes, better rest my butt for the saddle tomorrow” I say with a sigh. 

This comment does not sit well with George. 

“Excuse me WHAT did you just say? How DARE you take the Lord’s name in vain. Do 

you know what you’ve just done? You shouldn’t talk like that. You can’t talk like that. You’re 

going to hell. That’s blasphemy. You’re a blasphemous bitch. You’re all going to hell.” He is 

belligerent. He is waving his arms. He isn’t making any sense anymore. 

Erik rolls his eyes and walks away.  

I hastily sneak to the safety of my small room and lock the door, pressing my back firmly 

against it. Then, my heart catches up with my mind as I realize how familiar this all feels. I’ve 

closed this door before. I slunk to the floor, and my body seizes up in a tense shaking of sorrow. 

I couldn’t shrug it off with disdain like Erik could. This had entered my body like an arrow and 

hit a dark part of my memory. I knew George. I’d spent most of my adolescence dealing with a 

George. I wanted to hate George, just as much as I wanted George to be happy and well. But 

more than anything, I hated the part of me that wanted to hate George.  
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There is an orange cat on the bed and I don’t know where she came from but I am so 

grateful she’s there. I lie down and cry for George, I cry for leaving home, I cry for feeling so 

miserable around my friends, I cry for wanting comfort. The cat’s soft, gentle purring beside me 

is like a gift from the heavens as I slip from sobs into a blurry sleep. 

 
Instagram Post @haleyguesty 

YEP this happened. � This li’l gal is a 'Bluefaced Leicester', who will grow up to give 8lbs of fiber in one shearing!! 

 

In Hoyt, New Brunswick I stayed on an adorable little family farm that was home to awkward alpacas, shy sheep, 

oodles of chickens, three happy bouncing puppies, two curious little boys, and their parents, Rachel and Jason. 

 

With a lot of hard work, Rachel and her husband have turned an old fallow farm into a little slice of heaven, without 

knowing much about farming when they started. They had a beaming determination to learn by doing. Their joyfully 

curious attitude was so inspiring and important for me to see, and made me think… maybe I don’t have to have all the 

answers right now.  

 

I'm thankful for them hosting me and my tent in their beautiful century apple orchard in exchange for helping haul 

some wood. If you're ever near Hoyt NB, check them out! @BrigadoonFiberFarm  

 

#throwbackthursday #tbt #bicycletouring #biketouring #wanderlust #travelgram 

#farming #farmlife #sheep #newbrunswick #exploreNB #Canada #maritimes #womenwhobike #bikelikeagirl 
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- - - 

I spend a few days in Fredericton, the somewhat sleepy capital of New Brunswick. I stall 

there because I think I still have loads of computer work to do, because there might be some 

crappy weather, but mostly because I am afraid. Beyond Fredericton feels like darkness; 

uninhabited, desolate woodland for miles in every direction. I am terrified of my knee pain 

coming back, especially when I am in the middle of nowhere.  

The main source of my anxiety is knowing I will have to stealth camp for the first time. 

Stealth camping is exactly as it sounds; it involves finding a secret spot for a tent and sneakily 

staying there without being caught. It’s what I’ve planned to do on much of the trip, but facing 

the reality of it feels like staring a tiger in the face; a tiger I have lied about being good friends 

with. Yeah me and that tiger? We hang out all the time, it’s like, no big deal. Except here he is 

and I am shaking. 

My fantastic, funny friend Katie kindly lets me stay three nights with her in Fredericton. 

We met through volunteering for the same high school improv theatre organization and 

performed together occasionally. I was never stellar at it, but I loved the electric rush of putting 

on a good show. Fast-paced, witty banter extended beyond the stage to form the foundation of 

many friendships in that community. Yet my insecurities made me feel I had to constantly be in 

character to feel good enough. My anxiety grew, and I was tired of feeling I had to perform in 

front of my friends. So, a few years ago, I stepped back from that chapter of my life, and had lost 

touch with many people in it. Not Katie, and I feel so thankful for our continued friendship. We 

share meals, paint with watercolours, and play ukuleles together. We talk about the complexities 

of life. We make jokes and laugh a lot. It is glorious.  
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The morning of my third day in Fredericton, Katie leaves for work before I have all my 

gear packed up. I say a warm and grateful goodbye to her at the doorway, and turn to observe all 

my junk piled haphazardly amidst unpacked panniers. I crumble into tears like a sad, soggy 

cookie. It feels like leaving Halifax all over again. Anxious, apprehensive, and wholly 

unprepared to face what comes next, I start to spiral. You can’t do this. You know, you can stop 

here. You are in way over your head. You’ve had it so easy so far, you big baby.  

It takes me another three hours to leave Katie’s. Pacing around, I pack and unpack and re-

pack. I brush my teeth, then decide on a small snack, then brush my teeth again. I check the 

weather a few times. My sleeping bag gets re-rolled to save space even though the bags are 

adequately packed. In a state of pure, unbridled procrastination, I start cleaning. I clean my 

friend’s house to avoid cycling across the rest of the country. 

Finally stepping outside and onto Ducky again feels like a cliff dive; I hold my breath, 

close my eyes, and click the lock on the front door. Of course, I then spend another hour and a 

half in town looking for a sports bra and new socks, and I treat myself to some fancy sushi as a 

“grand and final send off into the wilderness.” Getting a canister of bear spray at a sports store 

called Radical Edge is my last stop on the way out of town. 

“You’re biking across Canada huh? When are you leaving?” 

“Uhh… I guess right now.” 

My lips tighten and I hold back more tears as I receive the holster of spray that I hope I 

won’t need.  

Two hours later and I am climbing the Keswick ridge, a notoriously hilly stretch of 

farmland.  Cute apple orchards selling sweet cider dot the side of the road. The pain in my right 
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knee is minuscule at first, but even at that first pang of tightness, I panic. I know it will only get 

worse. I decide to play dumb to my own body’s signal and pretend I don’t feel it. 

Another 10 kilometers and I am wincing at every pedal stroke. I unclip my shoe from the 

pedal and hobble onward using only my left leg to move me forward. By now, I haven’t passed a 

house in a long time and I know I will soon lose cell service. I decide to use some precious data 

to check my online map for nearby gas stations. Nothing ahead for almost 60 kilometers. The sky 

starts spitting raindrops, darkening the empty road.  

Propping Ducky up on a guardrail, I let myself deflate. My pathetic little whimpers turn 

into moaning sobs. I can’t believe it; this is the end of the trip. This is how it will end. Only a 

week in, on a rainy, remote stretch of New Brunswick, just days after leaving home. You’re such 

an idiot. You’re going to have to tell everyone that you couldn’t do it. Might as well call home 

now and tell them you give up. This is what you have been most afraid of since the trip began. 

Here it is. Wait a second… here it is. 

 Then, something deep within me shifts. A subtle sense of warm but firm determination 

borne out of stubbornness and hopelessness. A gentler, encouraging voice. If this is the worst you 

thought it could get, and you’re still here, you might as well just try a little bit more. What can it 

hurt? Even if you go one more kilometer and quit, it’s still one more kilometer. This was one of 

your biggest fears and you’re still here. So, just keep going.  

I set my gears to the lowest they can possibly go and begin the slowest bike ride of my 

life. I manage to go at the pace of a mosquito for another 3 hours. (I know this for a fact because 

I pedal so slow that I can’t out-ride the hordes of mosquitoes that envelope my bike). When I can 

finally go no longer, I turn into a driveway to ask for a place to camp. I don’t know how scared 
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and tired and in pain I am until the man who opens the door asks, “Hello, oh dear, what’s 

wrong?” Before I can even answer, he follows with, “Come on in, are you hungry?” 

Doug and Margaret welcome me into their home with a straightforward kindness you 

would only expect from a close relative. They offer me a bed and an ice pack for my knee, and 

together we enjoy tea and conversation about hitch-hiking, hunting, and taking care of others. 

They show me photo albums of their hunting camp, bring me on a tour of their impressive root 

cellar, and even suggest they could drive me to Edmunston in the morning if my knee isn’t 

better. Their generosity feels like a big happy, encouraging, hug for my heart. 

The next morning, over a delicious breakfast of eggs and freshly caught brook trout, 

Margaret asks, “It’s a big thing, to do this all alone. Are you scared?” 

“I’m scared. But I want to do this trip to prove to myself that I can do it, that I’m 

competent and that I can take care of myself.” 

She nods. “Well then, I think you’re doing it. Part of taking care of yourself is knowing 

when to ask for help.” 
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- - - 

Let this darkness become a bell tower 

And you the bell 

And as you ring 

What batters you 

Becomes your strength 

Move back and forth into the change 

 (Rilke, R. M., 2016)  

 

I set off from Doug and Margaret’s with a fresh sense of positivity and a rested, albeit 

slightly tender knee. It’s an unusually hot, humid day for early May–nearing 30 degrees by 

11am. The small towns of Nova Scotia seem like metropolises compared to the teensy rural 

villages of New Brunswick. A sign indicates that I am entering a large conservation area, so I 

know I will not pass another house for quite a while. Being farther away from civilization that 

I’ve been yet, fears of bears and cougars jump to mind, but the heat and sunshine keep my 

attitude bright.  

But even the sunshine can’t distract me from the growing pain in my knee. Okay, that’s 

it. Not again. This just won’t do, will it Ducky? We should…do…something. I stop on the side of 

the desolate road and pull out my bike tool kit. The bike shop in Halifax had told me I could 

adjust the position of my clipless pedals, but I had never bothered to learn how. With Allen key 

in hand, I sit myself down and start adjusting the bottom of the shoes. A few days ago, I couldn’t 

have imagined that I’d be fixing clipless pedals next to the road in a remote forested area very 

likely to have bears. But here I am.  

Satisfied with my tinkering, I pull the shoes back on and pick Ducky up from the 

shoulder of the road.  
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I start cycling. From the first pedal stroke, things are dramatically different. It feels like 

cutting through butter. Smooth, easy, completely painless. There must have been something 

slightly off with my pedal alignment–minor, but sufficiently askew to cause major pain. Like a 

Princess rid of the pesky pea, I felt a thousand times better and ready to take on the world. 

“Holy shit Ducky, we did it!! We did it!! We fixed the stupid pedals!!” I shout excitedly 

for all the innocent forest creatures to hear. 

- - - 

The following days fly by as I cycle fast, long days heading north through New 

Brunswick, the warming spring sun gracing my cheeks and the soft sound of my tires on smooth 

pavement. With the massive hurdle of my painful knee behind me, the trip starts to take on a 

different shape. I am far enough from home that I don’t know the roads or the communities 

anymore. Taking the leap from Fredericton feels like years ago. I can feel myself growing 

immensely; becoming comfortable in my tent home, learning to lean into the wobble of my laden 

bicycle on fast corners, cooking on my little camp stove without jumping out of my own skin. I 

spend a lot of time each day cycling in silence, without talking to another human. Just me, 

Ducky, and the landscapes we travel through together.  

 Before leaving Halifax, heaps of songs, playlists, and podcasts were recommended to me 

to listen to. But out here on the road, I prefer the silence. I am happy to be here. The gentle click, 

click, click, of Ducky’s wheels makes me feel like she is conveying her contentment, too. I talk 

to her as I would a close confidant. Never judging, she hears everything I confess; every secret 

anxiety I admit, every fart, and song, and soliloquy. I soar on the blissful peace of her quiet 

acceptance. Click, click, click.   
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Wendell Berry writes that,  

True solitude is found in the wild places, where one is without human obligation. One’s 

 inner voices become audible. One feels the attraction of one’s most intimate sources. In 

 consequence, one responds more clearly to other lives. The more coherent one becomes 

 within oneself as a creature, the more fully one enters into the communion of all 

 creatures (1990, p. 11). 

Am I meeting myself in this place of solitude? Who greets me when open the door to my 

own mind? Can she grow and change with me on this journey? 

- - - 

In the north-west corner of New Brunswick, near the borders of Maine and Quebec, lies 

the city of Edmunston. Since stepping off the Digby ferry, I’ve been following the Saint John 

River as it shoots nearly straight upward through the western edge of the province. But 

Edmunston marks the splitting of the Saint John; from here, the river bends downward into 
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Maine. Continuing along my northern route means I’ll now be following the Madawaska River 

into Quebec. This feels like another jumping off point – leaving something, now familiar, 

behind. Though I’m feeling braver now, I sense an anxious hum in my body, like a hive of bees 

congregating beneath my skin.  

I’ve never been particularly keen to visit Edmunston, but I need to stop there to find some 

WiFi and food. I drove past the city once on a road trip and felt deflated; smokestacks, heavy 

industry, grey buildings. Even its name is uninviting, like somebody drunkenly trying to say 

“Edmonton”. 

It’s been a long day of cycling, and I am eager to sit down, rest my butt, and enjoy a hot 

drink. I weave my way into the concrete city through busy roads and over bridges, and 

eventually to a café called, The Lotus Bleu. Inside, its brightly coloured walls are adorned with 

beautiful, intricate paintings of lotuses and Eastern deities. Lush plants fill each corner and 

smells of cinnamon and fresh baked scones drift over top the heads of the busy baristas. I grab a 

spot near the window, to keep an eye on Ducky locked up outside, and order a coffee and scone. 

While answering emails and probably procrastinating more important tasks, a woman with rosy 

cheeks walks by and smiles at me, her blonde hair in a messy bun. She approaches my table. 

“I see your bike outside, are you on a trip?” she asks curiously in a French accent. 

 I tell her about Ducky, and the trip, feeling immediately close with her. Her name is 

Danielle, and she introduces herself as the owner of the cafe. I sense she is eager to talk to me, 

and sits down with me as if we were old friends.  

“I see in you something that I recognize.” 

She tells me about the time she walked from the north to south of Africa in her 20s, and it 

excites me that she thinks I’d be capable of such an adventure. She is somehow both fierce and 
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gentle, brave, yet honest and open. She is incredible. I ask her about her fears during her travels, 

and open up about my confusion and pain about why I am doing this trip in the first place. She 

lowers her voice to a serious tone as if reciting ancient scripture. 

“Let me tell you something. Your intuition is like a muscle. Right now, you are 

strengthening it. You are doing what you need to do. Listen. Listen to yourself.” 

When I leave the cafe, she brings me a brown bag of baked goodies, and a 

recommendation to read The Alchemist. We share a warm hug, and she calls me her ‘little 

sister’. I try not to smile too wide at her affirmation. I’d like to be more like her someday. 
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Chapter 5: Travelling Across People 

 

I am at the border of New Brunswick and Quebec, staring in disbelief at the "Bienvenue" 

sign with tears in my eyes, when two cyclists roll up behind me on flashy new bicycles. Their 

front and backlights are blinking against the white light of a noon sun. Dressed in slick 

sunglasses, matching Lycra shorts, and blindingly neon yellow jackets, they introduce 

themselves as Oscar and Florence. They explain they are training for their own cross Canada ride 

to raise money for a Cancer foundation. 

My own reason for doing this ride was confusing to them; "For what? Alone? What are 

you raising money for? Are you raising awareness of anything?" 

“I mean, I guess you could say I’m awareness of myself, for myself.”  

Clearly confused but pluckily pleasant, they laugh and ask to take a photo of me with the 

Bienvenue sign. I oblige, and soon we are caught in a game of musical-cameras. A photo of me 

with the sign. A photo of me and Oscar with the sign. One of me and Florence with the sign. 

Another of Oscar and Florence with the sign.  

“Parfait! We can add these to our blog and newsletter.” 
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Each taking out a neatly packed snack from their front panniers, Oscar explains to me 

their every-calorie-counted approach to food planning for their trip. Each day they will have the 

same breakfast, and same pre-packaged snacks at set-intervals throughout the day. Lunches will 

vary every second day, and dinners will occasionally be eaten out at restaurants and hotels. I nod, 

trying to look impressed, and munch on half a stale muffin from Danielle at The Lotus Bleu. 

They each look at their watches and are eager to get going.  

“Where are you going today? We can cycle with you to Degelis!” 

Oh no. Please, no... I won’t be able to keep up with all my gear on the bike. They’ll think 

I’m an idiot for doing this trip at all. They make me feel so unprepared and unorganized. Shit. I 

have no choice but to cycle with them, we’re going the same direction. 

 As we cycle alongside a glistening river, it becomes clear that I am slower than them. 

Just keep pedaling. You are doing your best, in your own way. They seem odd, but nice, and they 

won’t judge you. Although I feel out of sync with my new companions, my heart warms as a 

gorgeous bald eagle flies low over our heads. 

“A good sign”, I smile. 

Florence shrugs. “Nah, just a sign of fish in the river.” 

I throw my head back and laugh aloud. This romantic signal of serendipity is, to them, a 

more mundane phenomenon. This moment illuminating how different we are from one another–

but then, here we are, the three of us cycling the same road in the same direction. 
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That night I stay with an amazing WarmShowers host named Sam, his wife, and their 

new baby daughter. They live in a farmhouse in the woods near Lac-Témiscouta, where I’d 

cycled along beautiful boardwalks and well-kept forest paths after departing from Oscar and 

Florence. Sam works in watershed conservation, and after a hearty pasta dinner, he pulls out a 

large map and shows me the Saint John River watershed. About 50% is in New Brunswick, 37% 

in Maine, and the remaining 13% is in Quebec. He tells me that the Saint John River is the 

‘Wolastoq’ in Maliseet, which means “the long and beautiful river”. I feel guilty when I realize I 

never thought about what the river’s name might be to the Maliseet.  

- - - 

From Sam’s, I have one last big day of cycling before a planned 2-day rest. A generous 

acquaintance has offered me the use of his seaside cottage in Kamouraska, but I must make it 

there by 4pm, before he heads back to Montreal for the week.  

I start the day on a wooded trail that diverges from the main road, far enough that the 

only sound is wind slicing through the prickly tops of conifer trees. I am feeling confident and 

brave to be alone on a trail in the woods, until I come across some fresh scat. Convinced it is a 

bear, I pedal the rest of the trail at full speed, singing nonsense songs at the top of my lungs.  
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My adrenaline recedes as I reach Riviere-du-Loup, where I order soup in broken French 

and rest on a sunny patio. From where I sit I can see the ocean; I’ve reached the St. Lawrence 

River. I should be proud and excited to be here, but I’m distracted and restless. I wonder what I 

should post on Instagram today. Am I gaining weight or losing weight? I hope Tyler is okay. I 

should call him. Once I get to Kamouraska and finish my outstanding assignment and emails, I 

will be ready to really begin the trip. As I pack up Ducky to leave again, a man in a fashionable 

black pea coat walks up to me without saying a word and gently places a small yellow flower in 

my hands. Surprised, I manage to sputter out a quiet ‘Merci’ before he winks and walks away. 

Now cycling south along the shores of the St. Lawrence, the wind is considerably 

stronger. It cuts against my sweater and makes every pedal stroke immensely more difficult. It is 

nearly 3 o’clock when I realize I am still 20 kilometers away, battling fierce headwinds across 

flat, open fields. Miserable, I alternate between tears of anger and tears of guilt for cursing at the 

wind. Fuck this. Fuck this whole thing. I’m not going to get there in time because of this stupid 

wind. Eugh, Haley, the wind is just being wind, it’s not trying to ruin your day. Think of all the 

things to be thankful of wind for; for cooling you on hot summer days, for carrying the seeds of 

beautiful flowers to new meadows, for bringing the rainclouds, for pushing them away. It’s just 

doing what it does, being what it is. Maybe you should try the same. 

Relief washes over me when I finally arrive at the seaside cottage. My host won’t be 

there while I’m visiting, so he shows me around. It is adorable but older than I expected, and a 

little creepy. Perhaps it is the room in the attic; full of antique porcelain dolls, black and white 

photographs of solemn faces, and vintage toddler dresses from the original family who built the 

home in the early 1900s. Or perhaps it is the words he says with a teasing smile before heading 
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out the door, “Well, have a few days, stay as long as you need. And don’t worry about any noises 

in the night time... it’s just an old house.”  

After he closes the door I feel a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach and my muscles 

tighten. I hate being alone here. Being alone on the trail has become delectable; being alone in an 

old creepy cottage is eerie and lonely. I make it through the night with the light on, indulging in 

chocolate and endless Netflix shows to comfort my running mind. 

- - - 

A creepy house at night is only slightly less creepy in the morning, so I spend the next 

day balancing on the edge of my nerves. My knee yelps in sharp pain, and memories of 

yesterday’s windy ride to Kamouraska blow through my body. To distract myself, I stay ‘busy’ 

on the couch, scrolling through the Internet, texting friends, watching more Netflix, and looking 

at the next leg of the trip to Montreal. From the window, I can see a flock of Snow Geese battling 

great gusts on the St Lawrence; screaming their heads off at the wind.  

It’s been a while since I updated my blog, but my mind still feels too distracted and 

distant to write anything reflective and meaningful. So, I write a blog cataloguing my ‘stuff’. 

There is something calming about taking stock of every item I’m carrying with me, busying 

myself by making little lists of this and that. Having enough ‘stuff’ comforts me, and I’ve felt 

tempted many times on the trip to make purchases I don’t need because I am scared. Even in 

grocery stores my eyes glaze over thinking about all the things I could buy to make myself more 

comfortable, safe, happy. Consumerism promises fulfillment, but I always feel empty after 

buying things I don’t need. I like how the storage options on a bicycle limits this, the practical 

limitation of space acting as training wheels for willpower. What do I make space for when I 

remove items I don’t need? Does owning few things help me feel closer to myself?  
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May 23, 2017 – Blog Entry 

 

I’m taking a rest day today at a cottage in Kamouraska, and for me, taking a break means staking stock of 

things. Emotionally, geographically, physically. So… 1) I am feeling moody and conflicted, but 

accomplished, 2) I am on the shores of the St. Lawrence River in Quebec, and 3) my right knee is 

whining a little bit, but otherwise well. 

 

Today I dumped out all my panniers (bike bags) and took stock of my stuff. I got rid of a looootttt of stuff 

before leaving on this journey–clothes, furniture, knick-knacks, kitchen stuff–and it felt awesome. I feel 

lighter on the bike, and everything I have with me feels useful and valuable in its own way. But I still have 

a lot of stuff. So, what’s all the stuff I carry with me on the bike? Funny you asked ‘cause I have this 

handy dandy list: 

 

A Big Ol’ List of Stuff for a Big Ol’ Bicycle Journey 

 

Bike Stuff 

- A bicycle named Ducky (she is a ‘Trek 520’ steel touring bike) 

- Helmet + dorky looking, but safety-ensuring, helmet mirror 

- 1 pair oversized, borrowed cycling gloves 

- Bicycle speedometer (to remind me jusssst how slowly I go) 

- 2 bike locks  

- Bike tools: multi tool, tire pump, spare tubes, patch kit, spare tire, chain lube, emergency spoke kit 

(please let me never need this ‘cause I don’t know how it works) 

- Rain booties (sound silly, look silly, but keep feet SO darn toasty) 

- High visibility triangle  

 

Camping Stuff 

- MSR ‘Hubba Hubba’ 2-person tent 

- 0C Sleeping bag + liner 

- Thermarest 

- Headlamp 

 

Clothes n’ stuff 

- Pajamas: 1 fleece top, fleecy leggings, thick socks 

- 2 pairs padded cycling shorts 

- 1 merino wool long sleeved under-layer (wool is so great, sheep know what’s up) 

- 3 zip-up mid-layers: one is cozy and full of duck down, but I leave a feathery mallard massacre behind 

me wherever I go, and the others are well-behaved synthetic  

- 1 pullover/hoodie 

- 3 lightweight t-shirts 

- 1 pair stretchy yoga pants/leggings for camp use and city use 

- 1 pair shorts 

- 1 oversized, borrowed rain jacket + 1 pair rain paints 

- 4 pairs socks + 5 pairs undies 

- Toque + baseball hat, gloves, cozy wool scarf 

- Off-bike hiking shoes 

- Sunglasses and clear glasses (found in an old chemistry lab at the University) 

- Toiletries kit 
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Cooking Stuff 

- Trangia camp stove set (includes pan + pot) 

- Fuel (alcohol/methylated) + -matches and lighter 

- Folding bowl (have yet to use it but love the idea of a bowl that FOLDS) 

- Utensils (spoon + spork) 

- Multi-tool with knife and saw 

- Camp suds + scrubby 

- Water purifying tablets (just in case) 

- Food: Salt / Cooking oil / Spices, Instant coffee + milk powder, Peanut butter, Hot chocolate mix + tea, 

Protein bars, Oatmeal, Maple syrup (used it up so fast, RIP) 

 

Other Stuff 

- Travel towel 

- Small backpack for day hikes/town trips 

- Ziplock full of encouraging notes and dumb jokes including 1 Lego Haley on a bicycle 

- 2 books (down from 4, the other 2 I’ve already mailed home) 

- Journal + pens/pencils 

- First Aid Kit 

- Duke The Uke (Ukulele) 

 

Electronic Stuff 

- Cellphone + charger + external battery pack 

- Laptop + case + charger 

- Small audio recording device (to make sure I don’t forget all the killer jokes I think about on the bicycle) 

 

Most of this stuff is packed into panniers; two on the front, two on the back, and a handlebar bag. 

The front ones hold about 20L of stuff, and the rear ones hold about 40L of stuff. My tent, sleeping bag, 

and ukulele get strapped on the back with bungees. 

“That’s the whole meaning of life, isn’t it? To find somewhere to put all your stuff.”  

         – George Carlin 

(2012, video) 

 

In the late afternoon, and the house groans and creaks. I hate this. Were those footsteps 

upstairs? Holy shit I wish I wasn’t here alone. I decide to go for a bike ride into town to get 

away from the house for as long as possible.  

Without her heavy panniers, Ducky feels incredibly light and agile. Geez, Duck, I wish 

you were this easy to pedal all the time, I murmur under my breath while I glide through the 

quaint town of Kamouraska. I stop at a cafe and get a chocolatey croissant. On the way back, I 
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take an impulsive right-turn down a steep side road; a longer route, but along the coast. The 

clouds sitting high above the sunset are an ominous grey-purple, but the golden evening light 

below them is still shining onto the rippling waves of the river. It is majestic. In a place like this 

I’d rather be camping than alone in that spooky house. I find a comfortable driftwood log and sit 

for a while, watching the show of colours as they change about the massive briny body of water. 

Immersed in the sunset, I almost miss the two scraggly young guys on touring bicycles on 

the road behind me. What. The. Heck. They are both University students from Toronto, heading 

East toward the Gaspé peninsula where their girlfriends will join them for a spring vacation. My 

prayers to the sea-gods are answered as they tell me they’re looking for somewhere to stay that 

night.  

I am overjoyed to invite them in and cook a meal together, making the eerie house feel 

more like a cozy cottage. I notice myself acting upbeat and cheerful in their presence, though I 

was feeling low and deflated before seeing them. As I watch them carefully portion out rice and 

garlic powder from their panniers, I feel guilty about my spending and overeating. They are so 

frugal, and you’ve been stuffing your face with treats since you left Halifax. We share good 

conversation and swap route tips for the respective roads ahead. They’re kind and non-

judgmental, confident and comfortable and in their friendship.  



ONWARD AND INWARD 

 
  71 

That night I don’t need to leave the light on to fall asleep. But before drifting off to 

dreamland, I reflect on the solitude I’ve chosen for this journey. Watching the Torontonians’ 

camaraderie and thinking about Oscar and Florence’s adorable teamwork makes me wish I had a 

companion on this trip. Have I driven people away to gain an isolation I now fear? What can be 

gained alone that can’t be found in company? Who am I when I am with myself, and why do I act 

differently when I’m around people? Which one is the real me? 

- - - 

I was just as relieved to be leaving the cottage as I was to have arrived. I part ways with 

my new friends; them heading East, me continuing West. The ride that day is glorious. The road 

veers inland from the mighty St. Lawrence, but fields of tall grass stretch out on either side of me 

like golden seas. By the end of the day, I am riding along the coast again in fading light. My 

destination is a small waterfront campground, which, like many others in Quebec, offers special 

rates for touring cyclists. I love this idea. It’s a brilliant way to encourage more eco-friendly 

tourism. Touring cyclists take up less space than campers, or even cars with tents. Plus, they’re 
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generally so tired by the end of the day that they’re off to bed nice and early. I indulge in the 

fantasy of a world where more people travel my bicycle, alleviating the need for carbon-

intensive, congested highways. Imagine, families cycling together for a vacation; perhaps not 

getting very far, but becoming very close.  

After I pitch my tent, I meet the cyclist setting up a tent next to me. Louis is from France, 

and was an IT specialist before he quit his job to travel the world. Almost instantly we leap into a 

rich conversation about life and how we choose to live it. He is open and honest about his 

confusion; he doesn’t know what he’s moving toward but he knows it was the right decision to 

leave IT work behind. This resonates deeply with me. 

In my first research contract following my undergrad, I investigated how much grade 

school students knew about the ocean. According to the tests, they didn’t know much. Excited to 

get to work to fix this ‘deficiency’, I soon found myself working on a project that would use 

virtual and online platforms to teach youth about the ocean. But all around me, crashing like 

giant cymbals were devastating reports about the dismal state of the sea–loss of habitat, declining 

biodiversity, pollution, climate change, overfishing, ocean acidification. I found myself asking; 

could education ever be enough to create the kind of radical change necessary to combat these 

massive, complex, wicked environmental problems of the world? Would knowledge gained from 

online learning ever be enough to foster the kind of connection necessary to defend the right of a 

healthy planet against corporate greed? The weight of the world’s problems sat cold and heavy 

on my heart, and I felt paralyzed to act. 

Louis and I wander to the edge of the beach. He wants to become a farmer to connect 

more closely with the land, but his love of the environment has its origins in video games. He 

tells me that playing ‘The Legend of Zelda’ as a kid inspired his love for nature as an adult. 
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There have been times in my life when I’ve sweepingly labelled video games as vapid time-

wasters that keep kids from getting outside. More than once, I’ve witnessed many environmental 

educators demonize video games as the antithesis of connection to nature. I want to view them as 

either good or bad. But Louis reminds me that there is more than one path to environmentalism. 

Still, there are no magic potions and secret passageways to save the day in the real world, and we 

both admit to feeling powerless in the face of the world’s wicked problems. I take a photo for 

Instagram as we watch the sun set over the dark hills on the north side of the river. 

 
Instagram @haleyguesty 
Last night I shared this mesmerizing, electric sunset with a travelling cyclist from France who works 
in IT but has dreams of becoming a farmer. We were both on the road because we felt a 
gravitational pull towards something new. As the sun burned behind the Laurentians, we spoke 
about finding meaning when you feel like a cog in the giant wheel of society, the different ways of 
connecting with nature, and the importance of taking risks and trying new things. A golden 
conversation under golden skies � . 
 
#bikewander #adventurecycling#womenwhoexplore #bicycletouring#biketouring #optoutside #bikelikeagirl#

adventureisoutthere #camping#campvibes #travelgram #Quebec #Canada 
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- - - 

As I approach Quebec City, I send a message to the next WarmShowers host I plan to 

stay with. His name is Alain, and when I mention my ongoing knee pain, he offers to join me on 

the ride into the city. I think back to my experiences riding with my friend Matt, and with Tristan 

and Laura. Shuddering with dread, I text him to say, “I’m going pretty slowly today, why don’t I 

just meet you at your house?” I receive, what I would learn is a typical Alain response, “Haley! 

Don’t give up! You can do this! Meet you at Saint-Vallier.” His encouragement surprises me, 

and soon I am cycling along a lean, Lycra-clad Quebecois man who looks entirely ready for the 

Tour-du-France. Familiar thoughts creep back into my head, especially with my slowed speed 

thanks to my knee, but Alain is gentle with my sensitivity and curious to learn more about my 

life. I feel myself softening in his presence. By the time we make it to Quebec City, we are 

laughing and stop to enjoy an ice cream together. 

Over dinner that night, he tells me. “You know, I don’t need to leave my community to 

travel. Here I can visit the mosque, the synagogue, the church, go to cultural festivals, and meet 

people. I might not travel across the world, but I can travel across people.”  

- - - 

Days later, I am pushing hard through a painful right knee on a hot, cloudless late 

afternoon. I’m exhausted and sore, and have no idea where I’m going to stay. In Quebec City, 

Alain encouraged me to visit a physiotherapist, who examined my knee and encouraged me to 

rest or pause the trip. I don’t want to give up. I want to keep pushing. I want to be tough.  

As if in protest, my knee growls at me with piercing pain. I’d passed a riverside 

campground a few kilometers ago, so I turn around and head toward it. Shit, it’s definitely closed. 

Okay Ducky, here goes nothing.  
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A group of men stand around a fire near the edge of the river, which has taken on a 

different personality here–calm, and flat like a lake. The men don’t speak much English, but I 

gesture to my tent and explain that I want to camp. They shake their heads and tell me they are 

closed for the season, and when they are open it is $20 per night. Damn. Even if I can convince 

them to let me stay, it’s too much. While I’m thinking of what to do next, they ask me the same 

questions I’ve answered with most people I’ve met so far: What’s your name? Where are you 

from? Where are you going? Are you seriously alone?  

Then an older man with rosy pink cheeks and tufts of grey hair like little storm clouds 

asks, “Why are you doing this?”  

It’s funny, the more I’m asked that question the fainter the answer seems to grow. 

Sometimes I change my answer to be what I think they want to hear. Sometimes I make 

something up that sounds good. This time I did neither.  

“I, I don’t know.” 

The man with the rosy cheeks looks at me intensely. His light blue eyes welling up, 

looking as flat and calm the glassy river behind him, he says, “You stay here tonight. For free. 

Come, eat with us.” The other guys take his lead and nod their heads. Grateful and slightly 

confused, I thank them in my awkward French with lots of head bobbing and bowing. Then I 

find a spot to pitch my tent and head to the group’s large RV parked nearby.  

It is warm inside, and fancy with leather seats. It smells delicious. I meet the wives of 

some of the men that had been gathered around the fire, and my host introduces himself as 

Marcel, a retired meat market butcher. Together, we eat prime cuts of juicy steak Marcel had cut 

himself, and drink red wine by the bottle. I don’t have a clue what any of them were saying, but I 

don’t need to. There is so much laughter. Every few minutes one of them breaks into boisterous 
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song and the others join on the chorus. Someone hops up to dance and the others roar with 

applause. It is genuine, loving friendship. It is happiness and care. I don’t need to speak the 

language. 

Marcel asks for a photo with me while the dancing continues. As he and I look at the 

photo on his phone, his voice lowered to a more serious tone. In broken English, he tells me his 

story.  

He and his best friend worked at the meat market since they were boys. They each met 

their wives working at the store. Marcel worked his way up to store manager, but never felt 

happy or satisfied with his life. He and his friend would spend days dreaming of travel and 

adventure. They planned to do it after they retired. Then, in his early fifties, his best friend died 

in a sudden motorcycle accident. That same year he took an early retirement and bought the RV. 

He made a vow to live in the moment and appreciate life every day. 

 I hug him, and he holds my shoulders firmly as he looks at me with tears in his kind eyes.  
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 “I see. I see what you are doing. This trip. This journey. This life. You do this for you. Not for 

nobody else. For you.”  

 
I wake up in my tent on the calm shore of the St. Lawrence feeling buoyant and 

determined. Reaching the island of Montreal at the end of the day is a surreal and momentous 

milestone. I realize I’ve cycled mind-blowing 125 kilometers in a day. My knee doesn’t even 

hurt. I am beaming, swollen with joyful disbelief. As I cross the bridge, officially onto Montreal, 

I let out a series of shamelessly loud squeals and shouts.  

A young man walking by sees my grand display and smiles in my direction. I am flying 

so high I smile widely back and yell and overly enthusiastic “Bonjour! Je suis cycled from 

Nouvelle-Écosse!”  

“Oh my goodness! Wow! Congratulations!” he offers me a high five, then a hug, as if 

joining me at my level of happiness and excitement. Our exchange is brief, but charged. He tells 
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me he has just returned from hiking the Camino de Santiago in Spain after being inspired after 

reading The Alchemist. I feel that I am supposed to meet him. He asks for my email address and 

we say a heartfelt goodbye.  

I ride through the warm evening light to my friend’s apartment, who generously hosts me 

a few nights. Days later, an email pops up in my inbox. 

 

Subject: Allô Haley! 

 

If there is one thing I can tell you, you’re giving yourself the best gift 

you will ever. 

 

So let the worries and all the trouble be a way to improve yourself and 

reinforce your self-confidence. And never forget that you're the boss! You 

take the decision for your life!  Now, you’re are giving yourself the chance 

to be the master of your own life. 

 

ALWAYS KEEP IN MIND, that you have inside of you, all that you need to 

achieve your goal!! YOU’RE THE BEST!!!! NEVER FORGET IT... 

 

Now, about my Camino, it was supposed to be 950km on the Camino del Norte, 

but I did 600km because my left knee didn’t want me to carry on!! But it 

wasn’t a big problem or a big frustration because, when you do that kind of 

path, you’re not doing it only to walk on the path, but to go inside yourself 

and to learn to know who you really are. 

 

I had a lot to learn about myself and most of all, to get rid of many fears 

and wrong ways of thinking. And now, I still continue to improve myself and 

to learn to be myself. 

 

It's the work of a life time, but now I enjoy it. And most of all, I LOVE 

WHAT I'VE BECOME AND I LOVE MYSELF.  

 

So go for it! I and everyone that love you, are ALWAYS behind you. 
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Instagram Post @haleyguesty 
Ducky being a ~city gal~ last week in Montreal. � We loved the bright lights, bike lanes, and endless 
cafes... but were also SO happy to get back onto the slow, rural roads lined by farmers' fields. 
 
#bicycletouring #bikewander #biketouring #bikelikeagirl #womenwhobike 
#womenwhoexplore #trek #bicycle #Montreal #Quebec 
 

Chapter 6: How the World Works 

 My final night in Quebec, I stay on a small island outside Montreal called L’Îsle Perrot. I 

am hosted again through WarmShowers by a man named Ben and his family, whom I meet at 

dusk after they return from a baseball game at the local sports field. I stay in his 10-year-old’s 

room, themed entirely around his favourite hockey team, the Montreal Canadiens, or ‘Les 

Habitants’, colloquially. Everything here is ‘Habs’–the lamps, curtains, memorabilia, photo 

frames–splattered in the red, white and blue logo. Though I offer to camp in the yard or stay on 

the couch, Ben is generous and adamant, and so I spend the evening with my toes sticking out 

past the edge of a small bed, beneath a “GO HABS GO!” comforter. 
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 I leave Ben’s house the next morning knowing that I need to make a big decision about 

my route. Today I will either go north, eventually past Algonquin Park toward Sudbury–or south, 

following either the Ottawa River or sticking with my current course along the St. Lawrence. 

The northern route worries me. There would be long stretches of the Trans-Canada highway, and 

I wonder if can cover the distances each day. Then there’s the uncertainty about where to stay; I 

still haven’t really ‘stealth camped’. The north is unforgiving; I imagine masses of mosquitoes 

and brigades of black flies emerging from a boggy hibernation, surrounding me as I push my 

way slowly alongside a busy highway. The southern route would see me pass through forest and 

farmland to get to Kingston, and then along congested roadways to Canada’s largest city, 

Toronto. Then there’s the middle route, through Ottawa, which feels safer as I know there will be 

lots of places to stay and to buy groceries.  

All routes will eventually take me west, but I know my experience will be wildly 

different depending on the choice I make. I’ve been contemplating this juncture since hitting the 

Quebec border, and the buzz of uncertainty inside my stomach is reaching its climax. I sneak into 

a Tim Horton’s close to Ben’s, where I spend hours sweating in front of my computer screen, 

researching route options and eating sweet, sticky donuts to calm myself down.  

A man approaches me to ask about my bicycle and the trip I am on. He is more interested 

in talking at me than hearing anything I have to say. 

“You’re not skinny. Normally bikers are skinny. Why are you doing this? You have 

troubles in your life? You don’t want to be safe, have husband, kids? That’s the life you want.” 

June 2, 2017 – Journal  

 

I’m always hungry 

And always full 

I’m looking 

But no longer sure what I’m looking for 



ONWARD AND INWARD 

 
  81 

 

Will I know when I find it? 

Will it be clear and beautiful like a glacial lake? 

Will it sparkle and shine like the stars? 

Will it sound like a crescendo and smell like a rose? 

 

Or will it be the pile of leaves at the end of an alley? 

The reflection in a used spoon? 

The sound of a slow sigh from a stranger? 

- - - 

 My final pick is the middle route, through Ottawa. A safe decision. What a non-decision, 

you coward. Still feeling behind schedule, I opt to leave the river and take an improvised ‘short 

cut’ to Ottawa. Cycling away from the water, I realize I have more-or-less been pedaling 

alongside rivers since Day 1. By following the natural twisting and bending of riparian routes, 

there had been a calming sense of direction. Departing now from the windy shores of the St. 

Lawrence feels like turning my back on a new friend I want to spend more time with.  

I cycle through a maze of bumpy rural roads. Rusty mailboxes stand stoically like 

sentinels at the end of long driveways which curve upward to farmhouses perched palatially atop 

agrarian kingdoms. It is beautiful here, but quiet. There are no children playing merrily in fields, 

or even that many cars on the roads.  

I remember reading once that less than 3% of Canadians are farmers. Less than 3%. All 

food production in the country falls to less than 3% of the people? This seemed outrageous.  It 

made me want to drop everything and become a farmer. Why would anyone abdicate this 

beautiful life? This rich landscape and meaningful work? This glorious and-- Haley, take off 

your rose-coloured glasses. This is a tough-as-shit job that probably barely pays the bills unless 

you sell your soul and monocrop your fields and use genetically modified seeds and fertilize the 
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crap out of them. Oh look, now you’re judging families who simply make choices to better their 

livelihoods. You don’t know them. You don’t know anything about how the world works. 

 

The border at Ontario is unceremoniously marked only by a blue and white sign reading 

‘ONTARIO’ pitched at the end of somebody’s driveway. Attempts at a nice photo with the sign 

are thwarted by my phone camera’s inability to flip the image correctly, so instead I capture my 

mundane crossing into ‘OIRATNO’.  

I end up in a small town called Alfred. It is nearing dusk, and I am tired, so I roll up to a 

small motel and ask if I could camp in their yard. A scruffy man at the front desk insists on 

showing me a series of motel rooms that I can choose from at a ‘reduced rate’. Each one is dank 

and dusty, reeking of cigarettes and beer, so I tell him I am grateful but would rather be out in 

my tent. He raises his eyebrows in disbelief and shrugs with clear irritation, “Ok fine. $20 to 

camp.” Jeez buddy twenty bucks?! All I want is a small scrap of your stupid Kentucky Bluegrass 
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sod to pitch a tent on for the night! Not even running water or a bathroom, you slimy piece of -- 

“Fine, I’ll set up just over there.” 

I could have said no. I could have cycled a few kilometers further and stealth camped in 

the woods, for free. But I’m tired. And this feels safer. I am still terrified of the idea of camping 

alone in the woods in the dark. At least this way I am near town and near other people.  

As I crouch cooking noodles over my little stove near where I pitched my tent, a pickup 

truck cruises into the parking lot and out spills a group of young men, several cases of beer, and 

two dogs. Wearing dirty jeans and reflective vests, the men immediately get to work cracking 

beers and toasting to one another over rowdy conversation. I stand up to stretch, maybe a bit too 

theatrically. Do I look stupid in these weird cycling shorts? Maybe they’ll invite me for a 

beer.  I’m fun and young and chatty, right? Or am I awkward and too serious for a crew like 

that? Do I even want to talk to people right now? Why do I even think they want to talk to me? If 

I was courageous and confident I’d just walk up to them and say hi.  

I sit and watch their party migrate from tailgate to motel room while I sip my noodles 

from my patch of lawn. 

 There is a small wash-basin beside the building, and I am cleaning up my dinner bowl 

there when a broad-shouldered balding man walking a little white dog saunters up to me. “Hey, 

how’s it goin’?” His tone indicates that he clearly wants to talk, but he keeps his hands tucked 

deep in his pockets and mostly avoids eye contact. 

“I’m pretty good, just cleaning up from dinner. Trying to beat the flies away, you know?” 

“Oh yah this time a’ day’s real bad for ‘em.” 

He walks a little closer. 

“What a cute dog, are they friendly?” 
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“Yah. That’s the problem. She’s kinda a service dog, you know, for PTSD. But I gotta 

get a new one soon. I need somethin’ big that can keep me down when I get angry, you know?  

I freeze. The hair raises on the back of my neck. I don’t even remember opening my 

mouth again in our conversation, I just pet the dog mechanically to occupy my hands while I nod 

my head, looking at the ground. Still, he continues talking for quite some time–telling me about 

getting kicked out of the army after getting in too many bloody fights, about his ability to snap 

between kind and vicious versions of himself without warning, about being alone and looking for 

a lady to call ‘his own’. 

“Well, uh, I better get going, these flies are getting pretty bad.” 

“Where ya staying?” 

 I glance over to my tent, sitting conspicuously behind me with Ducky parked next to it. 

Whyyyyy didn’t I wait to pitch it until I was done dinner? I could tell him I was continuing my 

cycle, or staying with a friend, or anything that wasn’t “Well buddy I’m staying in this little tent 

right here”. 

He looks over at the tent. 

“Ok then. You have a good night.”  

 He walks off down the road and I crawl into my tent trying to forget about it. I lay down 

to read my book. Time passes and I do forget about it. I feel happy and safe in my little tent 

home. As it is getting dark and I am about to turn on my headlamp, I hear footsteps. 

“Hey.” 

Shit. It’s PTSD guy. I lay still, my breath shallow. Maybe he will think I am asleep and go 

away. 

“HEY.” 
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His voice is louder and closer this time, only feet away from my tent. My tent; main 

protector from the cold, from rain, my saviour in the face of a massive thunderstorm, now feels 

like nothing more than a pathetic thin sheet of overly expensive synthetic fabric flapping 

uselessly around me.  

“Hi, um hello, yes?” I squeak. 

“I got somethin’ for ya.” 

 I lean over to unzip the tent flap. My heart throws itself against my ribcage repeatedly in 

protest. My brain moves slowly. This is it. This is the moment Dad warned me about. 

“Remember Haley, you have a bullseye on your back out there.” Those patronizing words now 

seem prophetic. Before opening the zipper, I curl my trembling fingers around my teensy pocket- 

knife. Cool air rushes into the tent as I push back the tent fly. I look up to see his figure obscured 

in the dimming light.  

“Got ya somethin’ to help ya with all that bikin’.” 

 He holds a small white plastic grocery bag and pulls out a pack of four ‘Boost’ protein 

shakes, vanilla, the kind my Nana used to drink. 

“Ya know, cause you use a lotta energy doin what you’re doin.” 

“Um, oh, wow, that’s really nice of you. Thanks.” 

 He nods and walks off. I sit there in my open tent at dusk. You don’t know anything about 

how the world works. 
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- - - 

Early the next morning, I pack up my tent and scurry off the motel’s lawn. Yesterday 

feels like a dream as I realize, I am going to make it to Ottawa today. The nation’s capital, and 

home to the Federal Government’s Parliament buildings. Given my timing, I know there will be 

plenty of ‘Canada150’ pageantry going on, and I want to see it. Not to celebrate, but to observe 

and reflect on how we choose to frame the story of our complicated collective identity.  

According to GoogleMaps, today I need to ride on a highway most of the way into 

Ottawa. Nervously, I steer Ducky from the quiet side-road onto an on-ramp, watching the wide 

shoulder narrow into a crumbling strip of pavement beside the road’s white borderline. It’s a 

nightmare. Four lanes of fast traffic in either direction. What day of the week is it? Is it always 

this busy here? Shit. There are so many transport trucks. Just stay calm, go steady, and don’t 

wobble. Don’t wobble.  

I inch along the highway, a tiny caterpillar compared to the behemoths beside me, taking 

deep breaths to keep my handlebars from weaving into certain death. Gusts of wind from passing 
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eighteen-wheelers push and pull my body like schoolyard bullies. Then, a close call with the 

ditch throws my eyes onto the broken body of a turtle. Moments later, another. Every few feet 

there seems to be another crushed carapace. My heart sinks. If I were to be crushed, my body 

would not be forgotten to rot on the side of a highway. There would be tears, and a ceremony, 

and a final resting place for me with flowers. Is my life more valuable than that of a turtle?  

In my distraction, I lose steady eye contact with the road and swerve only inches into the 

highway, but it’s still too far. I hear the thunderous low horn of a transport truck and sense it’s 

enormity behind me. I wonder if this is what the turtles felt moments before they laid in the ditch. 

I turn my handlebars hard to the right but the truck is already barreling past my left shoulder, so 

close to my body that it’s speed propels me forward with a jolt. We are moving as one now, me 

and 80,000 lbs of metal, in a reckless, ugly highway dance. Then just as abruptly as it began, my 

dance partner is gone, and I am left staggering off my bicycle between a crumbling shoulder and 

ditch full of dead turtles. 

Eyes swollen with tears, I walk Ducky off the highway at the nearest turnoff and shakily 

stumble into the nearest convenience store. My white knuckles grab everything chocolate and 

chewy they can find, and I sit on the concrete steps outside with a bag full of sweets. Like a 

zombie, I slam food into my face as fast as I can, unaware of anything else around me. When my 

breathing slows, I look at the empty wrappers in my trembling hands like a murder scene. 

Wiping the chocolate from my lips, I teeter back onto Ducky and follow slow side roads the rest 

of the way to Ottawa. 
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Fuck. I told myself I wanted to push myself beyond the borders of comfort. No wonder 

people tune out when we tell them about the terrors of climate change, species extinction, and 

acidifying oceans. Nothing like a proper dose of panic to stimulate our avoidant, comfort-loving 

lizard brains. I want a hug. 

- - - 

The Master of Arts in Environmental Education and Communication has the practically 

and affectionately shortened acronym of ‘MAEEC’. In Ottawa, Sarah–a MAEEC alumni–has 

kindly offered to host me in her apartment near downtown even though she is already hosting her 

friend Avery, another former ‘MAEEC-er’. After an intense day on the road, they welcome me 

in with huge smiles and the warm hugs I desperately need. 

That evening after a dinner, we sit on the upstairs deck, suspended in lush, leafy maple 

trees and the warm early June air. I ice my sore knee while getting to know Sarah and Avery. 

Both seem to be environmentalists to the core, and our conversation naturally centers on our 

interests in environmental education. Sarah’s infectious positivity perfectly suits her work; she 
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sails around the world as a mentor for youth learning science and leadership at sea. Avery is 

working in academia, doing research on settler identity and reconciliation in environmental 

education. Her confidence is simultaneously inspiring and intimidating. When I mention my 

interest in exploring that area of my own identity, I am blindsided by her (completely logical) 

follow-up question.  

“So, how are you doing that? How is it going so far? What have you learned?” 

“Uhm, I guess, I’m just… I haven’t really so far, done very much on it.” I stammer, 

utterly embarrassed. In her presence, I suddenly feel insecure about the validity of my entire 

project. Is this even academic research? You’re just cycling. You don’t have a solid 

methodology, or a reading list, or a plan. You are a fraud. You are so irresponsible. 

“Well, there is a blanket ceremony happening on Parliament Hill tomorrow you could 

check out. It’s an exercise about Indigenous history and goes through the colonization of land 

and oppression of First Nations people in Canada.” Avery offers with warm encouragement. 
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The next day, I join 800 other people in front of the Centre Block building to take part in 

the largest ‘blanket exercise’ ever done in Canada. Though I feel guilty and ashamed for not 

doing more to educate myself on Indigenous issues, I am profoundly grateful to be alive at a time 

when I sense there is a slowly growing groundswell of listening and reconciliation happening in 

Canada. There is much work to be done, I want to be a constructive piece of this complex 

societal puzzle, even if I don’t know how right now.  

A speaker opens the ceremony by noting today as the two-year anniversary since the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission released its 94 ‘Calls to Action’. The Commission was 

chaired by Senator Murray Sinclair, who the speaker quotes in their opening words: “Education 

is what got us here and education is what will get us out.” 
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As an environmental educator, where I’ve witnessed many well-intentioned non-

Indigenous people appropriate customs, romanticize cultures, and even blatantly ignore 

Indigenous voices. Environmental education work is inherently land-based–work to 

meaningfully connect learners with the Earth systems which sustain us, and which we are 

intrinsically a part of. What does this look like when we are working in ‘Canada’? 

Acknowledging the traditional, unceded territory where any environmental education takes place 

feels like a tiny, baby step toward a more just and ethical practice. I want more. I want a 

guidebook, a recipe for a more just future, step-by-step instructions on ‘how to be’ in this time.  

The exercise lasts about a half hour, and involves speakers from several First Nations. 

There is drumming, and prayer, but at the core of the ceremony is the narrative story of how the 

country of Canada was founded on the cultural genocide of Indigenous people. Dozens of 

colourful blankets lie on the ground, representing Turtle Island; the land of First Nations, Inuit, 

and Métis communities. As the story of colonization is told by various speakers at the front, the 

blankets become segmented, removed, ‘traded’, or stolen. We are given kerchiefs and flags, 

denoting different members of communities. I am given the role of child, and am removed from 

my blanket when I am forcibly taken to Residential School.  

In 1867, only nine years after settlers asserted Canada as a nation, the Federal 

Government passed the Indian Act. This sweeping policy forced communities from coast to coast 

into fragmented, segregated, and often isolated ‘Indian Reservations’, and defined who was and 

was not Indigenous. Residential schools were formed, with the intention to ‘take the Indian out 

of the child’. Years later, amendments to the Indian Act would ban traditional spiritual 

ceremonies such as the community potlatch, and prohibit bands from accessing legal services. 
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The splintering of communities and erasure of cultures–all in one neatly packaged, heartless, 

horrible, dreadful document.  

I look around the crowd, into the faces of the people standing next to me. Reconciling 

these facts against today’s ‘friendly Canadian’ image has been a hard pill to swallow for many. 

And for those who do recognize past injustices, harder still to accept the fact that mistreatment, 

systemic oppression, and racism are an ongoing part of the Indigenous experience in Canada.  

Toward the end of the exercise, a young woman takes the microphone and in a confident 

but quivering voice, speaks about missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls in Canada. 

Since the 1970s, thousands of Indigenous women and girls have disproportionately been the 

victims of violence. Unsolved cases sit cold on law enforcement desks, forgotten in time to the 

‘friendly Canadian’ public, yet never to the communities who lost loved ones. My mind flashes 

back to the turtle carapaces on the side of the highway. The way we treat the dead says so much 

about how we value a life. I look down at my hands, and reflect on the privileges of being born 

into a white body. They are plentiful, and so normalized that I’m probably not even aware of 

most of them.  

The ceremony concludes as the sun begins to set. Elders walk around offering tissues, 

and folks begin to fold up blankets and the crowd disperses. Cycling back to Sarah’s under bright 

red ‘Canada 150’ banners, I wonder: do I want to celebrate my settler Canadian identity, 

knowing what I know about the nation’s past and present injustices against Indigenous people in 

Canada? What does Canada Day feel like to Indigenous people? How can I act in solidarity 

during this ‘celebratory’ sesquicentennial year?  

- - - 
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Chapter 7: Stronger Than You Think 

Although yesterday was a rest day, my knee is still tender and sore. Sarah has weekend 

plans at a cottage near Kingston with Avery and her mom, so she generously offers me her 

apartment to stay in while she’s away. She gives me a long hug. 

“You got this.” She says, squeezing my shoulders. 

 What did I do to deserve this kindness? 

I find a physiotherapist not too far from the apartment and manage to miraculously book 

a same-day appointment. After some tests, I’m offered shockwave therapy, which I’m told may 

or may not actually help my knee heal. The electric buzzing on my leg at the physiotherapist 

feels nice, but it doesn’t fix things completely. After some deliberation, I’m told I likely have a 

sprain in a muscle near my knee.  

“Will cycling make it worse?” I ask, trying to block out the reality of her words. 

“Well… but it won’t make it better.” She admits. 

“But, will it make it worse?” 

She shrugs. I decide to keep going. I don’t know if I can do this, I don’t feel capable, but 

I’ve come this far and I’m not giving up yet. As I pack up and leave Sarah’s house the next 

morning, I find a small note she’d slipped into my handlebar pannier: You are stronger than you 

think. 
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- - - 

Two slow days later I make it to Perth, Ontario, where I stop at a cafe for ice and Internet 

to send an email to my brother. 

 

June 5, 2017 

Ty, 

 

I'm really worried about my knee. I've been icing it at this café in Perth, 

but it's still hurting. So scared about the rest of the trip. And I just 

learned that it's supposed to shit rain all tonight and tomorrow. Don't have 

anywhere to stay tonight, and am 30km away from my goal destination for 

today. Still, I have a feeling things are going to work out. They always do, 

even when they don't. 

 

Big love. 

Hales 

 

 

June 5, 2017  

 

Haley, 

 

It would be a shame if you let the prospect of arriving on time 

diminish the opportunity to breathe in and enjoy your surroundings. 

Obviously, you have a deadline and there are reasons for picking a 

destination and sticking to it. You're the type of person to do everything at 

once, and this is not the time or the place to think that way. 

 

Get as far as you can, but you're going to end up getting in your own way if 

you refuse to accept your own physiological limitations. Does that make sense 
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at all? Go easier on yourself. You are the only source of your happiness 

right now, and that's more important than ever before. 

 

Are you going to bike through the pain, but at the price of ruining your 

knee? Or are you going to rest for as long as it is necessary and pace 

yourself, to feel better physically and mitigate the risk of permanent 

damage, burnout, etc. 

 

I have a feeling you'll go somewhere in the middle, but no matter what you do 

- go easy on yourself. Be forgiving to the fact that nothing ever works 

out the way you plan and problems will always, always arise. As you said, 

it'll work out even if it doesn't. You got it. 

 

I love you. Good luck. 

Ty 

 

 

June 6, 2017  

 

Ty, 

 

I left the cafe yesterday in low spirits - not sure of where to stay, not 

having money for a motel, and not wanting to camp.  

 

That's when I was approached by three smiling, grey-haired women, who told me 

they had been friends since kindergarten and all turned 70 this year. They 

did the usual, "Oh wow, all the way from Halifax?! And you're doing this 

alone?!" and one of them even asked to take my picture.  

 

Then came the question I honestly never quite know how to answer, even a 

month into this thing - "Why are you doing this?". I paused for a second to 

decide on my answer, then one of them squinted her eyes and pointed a finger 

to her temple, questioningly. I nodded and pointed a finger to my temple, 

then to my heart, and just said "Yeah".  

 

In that moment, they all seemed to get it, or at least I thought they did. 

Then they started going on about Clara Hughes, the Olympics, and Bell Let's 

Talk Mental Health Day - so maybe they didn’t. 

 

They asked where I was staying and I said I was going to go check out the 

local campground. Their eyes widened as they warned me about the rain - I 

told them that I'd found a motel on the edge of town and I would go there 

only if the campground wasn't ideal.  

 

Before I could turn and bike away, one of the ladies pulled out their wallet 

and held out a $50 bill. "No, no, it's ok, thank you but I can't accept that 

- that's alright, thank you, no, thank you" I stammered. I didn't have a 

choice. She pushed it towards my hands, and when they wouldn't open, she 

stuffed it down the front of my shirt. 

 

"Listen. We are your mothers. Please don't camp tonight. Go to a motel, stay 

warm, and have a bath." Another lady opened her wallet and did the same, all 

while I stammered and stumbled, and refused, and thanked, and finally, just 

cried. I hugged my mothers through big fat tears and went off towards the 

motel.  

 

On the way to the motel I told this story to somebody in town and they said 
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"Yeah, I don’t think it’s supposed to rain until tomorrow. They were probably 

worried about you because of the homicides at the campground last year." 

 

Things work out, even when they don't. 

 

From a warm motel in Ontario, 

Hales 

- - - 

Before I open my eyes the next morning, I know the rain has started. I hear the muffled 

percussion of raindrops from under the covers of a cozy, soft, plush motel bed. Yellow light from 

the bedside lamp makes the 1990’s style room glow with warmth. It feels like a cocoon, and I 

wish I could stay in it forever.  

Last night I sprawled out across the charmingly small room, panniers unpacked, piles of 

clothes and clutter occupying the floor. I made soup in the microwave, played ukulele to myself, 

enjoyed a warm bath, and organized and re-organized my notebooks. All the while, my knee 

throbbed. I wanted to ignore it. I tried to keep my attention on something else–anything else. I 

made busy work out of everything, buzzing around the room like I was following dotted lines on 

a treasure map to nowhere. 

Pulling myself out from under the crisp sheets, I lean over Ducky to glance out the 

window. The whole world looks grey and sodden. Cars slow down on the road as they gurgle 

through lake-like puddles. Eugh. Ducky, I do not want to go out in this. I know, I know what, am 

I going to melt? Come on girl, you know you gotta go. Get your raincoat on and head out of 

there. Your knee feels a little bit better, right? Just go. No, maybe I should stay, what if today my 

knee craps out on me and I’m in the middle of nowhere? I am so afraid of this trip continuing, 

and so afraid of it ending because of this knee. After plenty of indecisive pacing back and forth 

across my dry, snug 200 square foot cocoon, I pack up my panniers and walk out into the rain. 

It isn’t too bad once I get outside–rain always looks worse when you’re not in it. Maybe 

most things look worse than they are. Instead of slamming into my shoulders with atmospheric 
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vengeance, raindrops pluckily plop around me, almost softly. This was a good decision. I’ve 

barely finished navigating through the puddles on the motel driveway when I hear a voice. 

“Haley! Allô, Haley!” 

Looking across the empty road, I see a soaked cyclist waving his arms wildly at me. He 

smiles broadly and dashes across the lanes to meet me. Giving me an abrupt but warm hug, he 

introduces himself as Fabien, and explains that he knows me from my blog. 

“I knew from reading your posts that we were in the same area, and then I saw Ducky! So 

I knew it was you!” 

Fabien is from France, and has taken a year off to do a round-the-world bicycle trip. 

Starting in North America, he plans on circumnavigating the globe using mostly a bicycle. 

Considering this, his gear set-up for this massive undertaking is remarkably minimal. A few 

efficiently packed panniers containing: a small tent, a small bag of clothes, a small bag of food. 

That’s it. He tells me he stealth camped in the rain last night, near the motel, and I try not to feel 

embarrassed and guilty about my comfortable motel bed. 

“Okay, well let’s get going!” he cheerfully exclaims. 

He’s assumed we’re cycling together today. Normally, this would have insulted and 

frustrated me. But a big something has shifted ever so slightly inside of me. Where I once saw an 

ugliness, I see a different sort of shape now. Something softer. A jagged piece of sea glass made 

smoother over time. 

“You’ll have to go slowly, my knee has been bugging me… and I’m not very fast to start 

with!” I laugh.  

We pick up a few groceries before leaving town, and I wrap my knee in the special tape 

the physiotherapist gave me. The busy highways near Perth fade into quiet, winding country 
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roads as we make our way west, slowly. Being with Fabien lifts my spirits; his gentleness, his 

honest sense of adventure. He is kind without being coddling, and direct without being 

presumptuous. It rains on us all day, and we chat and laugh as if the sun was shining brightly. I 

almost forget about my knee. Almost.   

We are only 20 kilometers into the day when I start to seriously worry. The pain is only 

getting worse. It feels like a hot, sharp knife is poking around inside my knee. I didn’t do enough 

stretches. Fuck. Maybe I should have used an ice pack last night instead of the hot bath. You can 

stop for the day, you know. No then you’ll be weak just like you always are. Just stop now. You 

can’t stop now, don’t stop now.  

 Fabien sees that I am struggling. My pedal strokes have shifted from perfect circle to 

awkward ovals in my attempt to mitigate the pain. 

 “Bad knee! Fuck you, knee!” he hollers, looking down at my leg. 

 I cackle with laughter at his bizarre and beautiful offer of support, and shout obscenities 

at my knee alongside him. Dissociating myself from my body like this makes me feel better. I 

don’t feel culpable for the pain. And then I realize, Fabien doesn’t think I am responsible for it 

either. It’s just bad luck and a bad knee. This whole time I’ve figured that people would assume 

I’m faking it, or that I want to be in pain so that I can dodge the rest of the trip. Part of me had 

started to wonder if I supernaturally summoned this pain with my fear and anxiety over 

completing the trip. Now here I am, in the rain on a rural highway in Ontario screaming and 

cussing and laughing at the realization of having a human body like everybody else. I am not 

guilty. 

 We pull in to a Silver Lake Provincial Park, only 30km from Perth, and set up our tents 

near the lake just as the rain is subsiding. As no park attendants are in sight, we toast to a free 
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night of camping over hot noodles. The sun dips low over the lake and ignites the treeline in a 

deep purple and orange glow. We sit on a picnic table and watch the colours converse with one 

another, meeting and shifting and merging with grace. It is mesmerizing, and I soon find myself 

reaching for my uke. Other than Katie, I haven’t played ukulele in front of anyone on this trip. 

But Fabien smiles and pulls out his harmonica as I clumsily play a few tunes. 

Happiness is not a place, 

It’s the road you take, 

And who you choose to walk it with. 

(The Wind and The Wave, 2016, Track 4.) 

 
Photo: Fabien Freyburger. Used with permission. 

Chapter 8: Moth Wings 

 In my dream that night, I am cycling along a trail, just like the ones converted from old 

railways. On either side of the smooth, level gravel path are rows of sturdy conifer trees. The 

warm air flows over my face as I move. I look down and see my shadow, only there is no 

bicycle. It is just me. Then, the shadow moves and grows like an amoeba, uncertain in its shape 

until it settles into a final form. Two big wings have grown out of my back–not feathery and long 

like a bird, but broad and square-like, with pointed tips. Not elegant and graceful like a butterfly, 
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but sturdy and strong. Moth wings. I look down again at the shadow on the trail, and watch it lift 

off the ground. The trail and landscape move quickly beneath me, becoming a blur of dark 

greens and browns. I fly west. 

- - - 

 Fabien and I pack up our tents the next morning and share a hot breakfast of oatmeal and 

coffee at our picnic table near the lake. I tell him I’ve decided to sort out this knee once and for 

all, even if it means pausing the trip for a bit. Back at the main road, I wish him best of luck on 

his travels and hope our paths can cross again. I watch him cycle off in the opposite direction as I 

stick out my thumb in the direction we came. 

 Luckily, I don’t have to wait too long in the heat before Ducky and I get a ride to the 

Perth Hospital in a pickup truck by a kind farmer. Surprisingly, the ER entrance has a bike rack, 

where I lock up Ducky in the shade before entering through the sliding double-glass doors. The 

waiting room is a dark and cool reprieve to the intense sun outside. There are a handful of other 

people sitting in the small room; a mother holds her squirming toddler who seems oblivious to 

the gash on his forehead; a young man with a yellowish complexion sits on his phone in the 

corner; an older woman with a shaved head sits quietly smiling at the mother and toddler. 

  At the sight of people in various stages of health and pain, I can’t help but reflect on my 

own life. I look down at my throbbing knee. This certainly sucks, but I’ve been incredibly lucky 

with health in my life. I remember doing a professional development course on ‘Gratitude’ with 

other staff at the University, where we were asked to look at a sheet of words and circle what we 

were most grateful for. As we each took a turn listing our top five, I was struck at how many 

people had circled ‘health’. I look up at the woman with the shaved head, and for the first time 

really feel why that would be something to be grateful for. 
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A nurse in colourful, patterned scrubs comes down the hallway and calls my name. She 

walks me through a series of cream coloured rooms with pleated, seafoam curtains hanging from 

the ceiling. The familiar, sterilized hospital smell persists as we move through the medical maze 

to a bed where I am asked to wait. Moments later I am joined by handsome young doctor, his 

thick, dark hair striking against his white coat.  

“So, on a bit of a trip, are we?” he asks with a smile. After some questions and a cursory 

look at my knee, he orders an x-ray. I’m thrilled. 

“That’s great. I am so eager to just get to the bottom of this so I can keep going. No 

offense, Perth is great, but I need to meet a deadline.”  

I return from the x-ray and sit on the bed behind the seafoam curtain, listening to the low 

hum of machines and muffled conversations. Frig I hope he has good news. I hope there is a pill, 

or a shot, or an exercise–something I can do to make this go away. I have to keep moving. 

Handsome doctor returns with three printed x-ray photos in his hand. 

“So, I have good news and bad news.” he says, sitting on a plastic swivel chair next to the 

bed. My heart sinks.  

He begins again, matter-of-factly. “Well, we couldn’t find anything in the x-rays. So, that 

means no issues with your bones, which is good. But, I think you have tendonitis. It’s an over-

use injury, meaning you might have tried to do too much. I’d suggest at least two weeks of rest, 

then try cycling again and see how you feel. If it’s not feeling better in two weeks, it will 

probably take a month or longer to recover so I’d recommend you cancel the rest of the trip.” 

He pauses a moment, seeing my contorted face, and offers in a quiet, gentler, tone, “Your 

body is delicate, you know. Treat it with care.” 
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Stunned and overwhelmed, I walk out of the hospital and into the white heat of midday. I 

knew this could be coming, but somehow still am not prepared. I wander around aimlessly for an 

hour, everything looking washed out and surreal. Eventually, Ducky and I find a campground on 

a river, entirely empty as it’s a Tuesday in early June, and I go through the motions of setting up 

camp. In minutes, my tent home is up under the shade of a tall oak tree. I pull over the fly and 

throw some clean clothes in the tent. Ducky gets propped up nearby, and I take out my sleeping 

bag and mat before organizing my food. I putter around, moving things between panniers and 

adjusting my tent position to keep busy.  

When I run out of things to organize or re-arrange, I do something I haven’t made space 

for in over a month; I sit down to read. I brought along four books in my panniers when I left 

Halifax. As one of my goals was to become a more active reader, I figured this was the perfect 

opportunity. I told myself, I’ll read every night before bed, and maybe in the morning after 

reflective journaling or quiet meditation. But after a month on the road, I’d mailed three of the 

books home and not meditated once. 

The only book that remained was Jon Kabat-Zinn’s (1994), Wherever You Go, There You 

Are, a book about mindfulness and the practice of meditation. Kabat-Zinn was influential in 

introducing Western audiences to the concept of mindfulness not as a religious concept, but as a 

tool for living a happier, healthier life. I’m intrigued by it, though I haven’t yet opened the book 

yet. Perhaps there is a reason it is the last book standing. 

Sitting on the grass under the radiant late spring sun, I spend the afternoon soaking in the 

book’s gentle but powerful observations about how we choose to live our lives. I am struck by 

the suggestion that we keep ourselves distracted to avoid the pain of the present moment, the 

hard work of noticing the now. Kabat-Zinn (1994, p.11) writes, “Mostly, we run around doing. 
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Are you able to come to a stop in your life, even for one moment? Could it be this moment? 

What would happen if you did?” 

So, I heed the encouragement to stop, to be, without expectation or judgment. I breathe. 

In the silence, the doctor’s words echo around the cavern of my mind. Your body is delicate… 

My body is delicate. His words are like an excavator, digging at the soil of my deepest emotions 

and memories. What is unearthed is ugly and hard to look at, but what else is there to do? For the 

first time since the trip began, I don’t have anywhere to cycle to; nowhere to run. 

The ugly truth is this: a secret wish of mine on this trip was to lose weight. Cyclists 

bodies always seem so skinny and fit, and I hoped my arrival on the west coast would feel like 

the emergence of a butterfly out of a cocoon. I thought, I might go through hell for a few months, 

but I’ll emerge thinner and better than ever! This trip will fix me. In my mind, my body is the 

farthest thing from delicate; since high school all I’ve seen are wide shoulders and muscled legs. 

As a teen, seeing the changes in my growing body, I did every horrible thing I could to shrink 

into the body shape I longed for. I was brutally ‘successful’ in losing nearly 30lbs in only a few 

months. Everybody said I looked great. Now in my late twenties, I again figured I could beat the 

hell out of my body until it obeyed and became skinny and delicate. Yet there was the doctor, 

telling me that my body is indeed delicate, and worthy of care. 

Under the softy swaying branches of the oak tree, I weep–releasing years of buried pain. 

There is nowhere else to be but here, in this moment, honouring these feelings for what they are. 

I stay in this space for a long time, until I need to pull on my warm sweater as the sun dips 

behind the trees and the blue glow of twilight sets in. A moth stumbles haphazardly through the 

air, and flits about my head as if to get my attention before landing on my knee. I look at their 

delicate wings, folded flatly so that I can see every subtle grey pattern against my skin. A moth’s 
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life begins as a slowly moving caterpillar, tied to the understory before undergoing her 

transformation. Leaving her familiar world behind, she takes flight in a new phase of existence. 

But unlike the graceful butterfly, the moth emerges under the cover of night, trusting her senses 

to guide her. She moves unpredictably through the air, changing course often–but always 

searching for the light. And though she doesn’t appear as beautiful as the butterfly, her wings are 

just as delicate.  

Feeling the tingly softness of the visitor on my knee, I close my eyes and vividly 

remember my dream from last night. Thank you. When I open my eyes, she is gone.  

That evening a huge, glowing moon hangs low in the sky, so striking and luminous that I 

am moved to play ukulele to welcome it into the night. The silence following my serenade is 

blissful, as I sit in peace with the present moment. More moths emerge from the darkness, 

reminding me that I am enough, exactly as I am now. Finishing the trip won’t solve anything, or 

prove to anyone that I am worthy. I am enough, just as I am.  

 
Instagram Post @haleyguesty 
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Like moth's wings, 
My body will carry me far 
And toward the light. 
 
Like moth's wings, 
My body is delicate and fragile 
And will suffer under greedy palms. 
 
Over the past few weeks, my right knee pain has been getting worse. I finally threw in the proverbial towel 
and hitchhiked to a hospital to have it examined. I'm iiiiincredibly thankful that nothing is wrong with my 
bones, but I was told I have an over-use injury that requires at least a week's rest. Learning this, I felt as 
low and as deflated as a helium balloon in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. But now I think this an 
important lesson, and just as much a part of this journey as anything else. I pushed myself hard to make it 
to Ontario - mentally, emotionally, and physically. Now it's time to move forward with a more genuine 
compassion for myself and my body. Setting my intentions like a compass* and following them with love. 
*PS- heck yes still heading West 

 

Epilogue: Wherever You Go, There You Are 

The two days I spent at the campground in Perth were the most blissful moments of the 

entire trip. Even the voice in my head began to feel softer, more curious rather than judgmental. 

It’s okay Haley, you’re going to figure out what happens next. You’re stronger thank you think. I 

read, played ukulele, looked at the trees, and listened to the river. When my eyes tired from 

reading, I simply sat, breathing and enjoying the sun–granting myself permission to engage in 

the magic of not-doing.  

Stopping for two weeks of rest meant I wouldn’t make it to Royal Roads in time for 

summer residency, so I took a train to Winnipeg to cut out a leg of the trip. The two-day 

passenger train ride across the vast Canadian shield was mesmerizing; the land sprawling 

outward in front of the grunting train as if travelling at the edge of an ever-expanding universe.  
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I arrived in Winnipeg as the city was experiencing a natural phenomenon even biologists 

found bizarre; an explosion of moth caterpillars. Entomologists reported that the life cycles of 

three species of moth caterpillars had synchronized for the first time in decades, leaving 

Winnipeg completely covered in webs. 

Again, the generosity of the WarmShowers community amazes me, and I am hosted by a 

wise, creative woman named Sacha. We become very close in my time there, cooking together, 

going geo-caching, and doing a very tough but fun gym class. Yet the buoyant satisfaction I’d 

experienced in Perth had begun to lose a tiny bit of its sheen. The vicious voice had crept back, 

and I distracted myself with shopping, scrutinizing intensely at every mirror. 

Alas, my attempt at cycling again after a period of rest proved futile. My knee was just as 

sore as the day I cycled with Fabien in Ontario, so I officially called off the trip. Serendipitously, 

just as one door closed, another opened. A friend was planning an epic Arctic paddling trip and 

had somebody drop out last-minute. Well I guess you don’t need good knees to paddle a canoe. I 

booked a flight to the Yukon from my tent in Winnipeg. 
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We paddled over 400km in the wild and beautiful North for 16 glorious days, passing 

into the Arctic Circle where the forest gives way to the Taiga, or ‘land of little sticks’. Time 

seemed to stand still as our small group of four navigated rapids, avoided encroaching forest 

fires, survived summer thunderstorms, and fished on the banks of fast, turquoise water. It was the 

most intense, remote wilderness experience of my life; what I’d hoped for when planning the 

bike trip.  

The land we moved through is Gwich’in Territory, and after nearly 7 days of paddling 

without seeing another human, we were lucky to be invited up to a remote fish camp by an elder 

named Mary Snowshoe. Though many Gwich’in people have now adopted different ways of 

living, Mary lives off the land the way she was raised. She proudly showed us her active fish 

smoking shed, freshly stretched moose hide, and the big hill behind the cabin, which she ‘still 

climbs to this day’. Mary also pointed out a troubling reality of life in the North; climate change. 

We had experienced two warms weeks without rain, and I’d noticed the slumping riverbanks. 

With permafrost thawing, land was slipping into the water and destroying riverside fish camps. 

Mary’s is safe, for now, but some of her relatives haven’t been so lucky. 

We paddled through the channels, 

The river invented 

Fallen trees against the open, braided fields 

 

Like soldiers lost in battle 

Smoke in the distance 

Signal of a war 

Soon to come 

 

But at first light, you know 

That’s where the fireweed grows 

And with every fallen soul 

Something rises, or unfolds 

Just like the river 

So it goes 
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At last, I arrived on Vancouver Island at Royal Roads for the last summer residency of 

my Masters. I should have known better, but could not suppress my expectations of a jubilant, 

victorious crescendo to my journey. Instead, I felt embarrassed and empty. I struggled for words 

to answer that inevitable question from peers and professors, “So, what did you learn?” Deeply 

embarrassed, I feel that my grand adventure yielded no significant insights into the human 

condition, no clear recommendations for environmental educators. 

In September, I am invited to present at the 9th World Environmental Education Congress 

conference in Vancouver. While on my trip, I had reached out to the Chair of the conference and 

pitched my ‘grand tale of self-discovery and adventure’ to gain funding for registration fees. I 

arrived at the conference amid turbulent, dark feelings of failure. I survived my presentation, 

though jumbled and emotional, but felt I had let myself and the attendees down.  

 The following fall and winter were extraordinarily difficult. I found a great job and 

decide to stay on Vancouver Island, but I slip into a confusing depression. I felt like I’d failed 
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Campbell’s ‘Hero’s Journey’, and had nothing worthwhile to write a thesis about. With the help 

of a counsellor at the University, I was granted a medical leave and spent time genuinely 

working on the parts of me that needed love. I wrote songs, poetry, and journals reflecting on 

what had happened to me during the summer, to try and make some sense of it. Slowly, and with 

much effort, support, and intention-setting, I made it to a place where I was happier, healthier, 

and ready to write this thesis. 

When I felt well enough to tackle the writing of this thesis, an even deeper level of 

reflection and realization began. This brought its own challenges, as the process of re-discovery 

involved some pain and temptation to slip back into negative self-talk and guilt. The level of 

self-examination and self-reflection autoethnography demands is intense and fraught with 

emotional, psychological and other kinds of challenges. To support myself, I consciously and 

unconsciously used lessons gained in my journey experience. Exercise and time spent outside 

were healing and calming practices that helped get me in the headspace to be able to write. When 

guilt about productivity arose, my unhealthy impulse was to lock myself away from social 

situations that I didn’t “deserve” to experience until I’d finished writing to an arbitrary deadline. 

Breaking this habit has been a continual learning experience in balance, but I am proud of the 

space I made in my life for things that make me feel happy and healthy (horseback riding, 

making crafts, hiking, learning how to whitewater canoe), even in times of stress against 

crushing deadlines. 

Months crept by, and feeling stalled in my writing, I remembered Margaret’s words from 

rural New Brunswick: “Part of taking care of yourself is knowing when to ask for help.” Feeling 

claustrophobic and uninspired, I enlisted the support of a local writing coach for a few sessions. 

She worked with me to uncover further truths that I was unable to see myself. Perfectionist was 
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never a word I’d identified with. Other people were perfect, not me. Yet with Janet’s help, I 

realized that my desire to be perfect was preventing me from writing, and was likely the root of 

much of the pain that catalyzed this thesis. As fall approached and I felt sorely behind my own 

timeline, my incredible thesis supervisor offered a generous gift. Together, for nearly two 

months, we wrote together from 6:30am to 7:30am, texting one another as a means of 

encouragement and accountability.  

In the end, this thesis was accomplished the same way my bicycle trip was; by following 

my intuition, believing in myself, and with the immense support of a community behind me.  

 

 
Conclusions 

Given the nature of this work as part of a larger life story, it feels odd and unfitting to title 

this section ‘Conclusions’. Rather, this seems a fitting space to circle back to the beginning and 

to dig deeper into the fruits of this labour. Here, I also hope to offer reflection on how themes in 

the work might be valuable for others, and though I undertook this experiential research for 

profoundly personal reasons, there is reason to explore its relationship to environmental 

education more broadly. As this is a project with multiple methodologies inter-weaving and 

supporting one another, I will also review the respective strengths and challenges that affected 

my use of them. Finally, though I have had many profound moments of clarity on this journey, I 

am left with more questions than when I began. Rather than perceive this as a shortcoming of the 

research, I am choosing to celebrate my continued curiosity by included many of those questions 

in this Conclusion. 
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Here and Now: Living the Experience  

Heuristic research served as the backbone of this inward-focused exploration. I found it 

helpful to consider my experience through the lens of Moustakas’ six phases: initial engagement, 

immersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis.  

My initial engagement with this project began long before I knew I would be using 

heuristic analysis as one of my research methods. In the opening story of this thesis, I recount a 

difficult and painful time, where I turned inward for guidance, tapping into the ‘tacit knowing’ 

which is a foundation of heuristic methodology. This ‘initial engagement’ was also the period of 

planning and preparing for the bicycle journey and formulating the questions I intended to focus 

on. I consider the phase of ‘immersion’ to include the entire journey West, including the bicycle 

journey and subsequent adventures. Moustakas (1990, p. 26) writes that the elements facilitating 

the immersion process include “spontaneous self-dialogue and self-searching, pursuing intuitive 

clues or hunches, and drawing from the mystery and sources of energy and knowledge within the 

tacit dimension.” After arriving on the West Coast, I lived on Vancouver Island for a year in 

relative isolation from the family, friends, and familiarity of my home in Nova Scotia. The six 

months following my journey were fraught with self-doubt and depression; I felt I’d failed. 

During this time, I did not do any writing, being totally unable to connect with the purpose of my 

research. Interestingly, the time that elapsed between the trip and the writing of it served a 

profoundly underestimated purpose. Moustakas refers to this period as ‘Incubation’, likening it to 

the silent period of nourishment after a seed has been planted.  

Finally, in the spring following the trip, I experienced an ‘Illumination’. It had been six 

months since I’d ridden Ducky. She was propped up in the corner of my apartment, and I felt 

guilt and shame when thinking about her and the trip. Finally, I decided to take her for a short 
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ride. Pedaling along a quiet local trail, I noticed the impulse to chat with myself. Nice day, huh 

Ducky? Gosh, I’ve missed you. I’ve had some hard times lately but how great was our time 

together, huh? I learned so much. Wait – did I just say learned so much?! Yes – that is the truth! 

A great rush of joy consumed me as I realized that Ducky had not only been the vehicle I used to 

travel onward through Canada, but also the vehicle for my travelling inward to the self I needed 

to meet. She had become like a mirror, providing a space where I could unapologetically speak 

my true thoughts, only to have them reflected at me in the silence that follows. As Moustakas 

(1990, p. 15) writes, “In self-dialogue, one faces oneself and must be honest with oneself and 

one’s experience relevant to the question or problem.” And it was with brutal honesty that Ducky 

helped me meet the darkest parts of myself. Yet she also helped me understand that I could 

choose different thoughts; I could choose to be a cheerleader for myself. This revelatory moment 

allowed me to enter a phase of illumination, where I began writing and noticing other gifts the 

journey had given me. Finally, I experienced the processes of Explication and Creative Synthesis 

as a braided process, where the creation of a narrative using autoethnography also served as a 

means of analysis.  

At every step in this demanding and difficult process, phenomenological, heuristic 

analysis was present, though at times it did not feel like research at all. I say this, not to 

undermine its validity as a method of research, but to point out the pervasive narrative of 

academic ‘worthiness’ that seeps through to the student experience. As a student and former 

practitioner of social science research, I was taught that the subjective was the enemy, and sensed 

that even ‘objective’ social science research must fight for a seat at the table of respectable 

inquiry. The raised eyebrows I have received when explaining my approach to this thesis is a 

testament to our singular, narrow-minded view of what constitutes acceptable research.  
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I should point out that one of these raised eyebrows was my own; I had deeply 

internalized this social narrative. Fear of judgment made choosing to use the open-ended, 

intuitive process of heuristic inquiry felt like a bold, defiant act. In this way, I believe heuristic 

research is a fitting method for personal transformation work, as it requires faith in the face of 

uncertainty and a trust in the process to yield meaningful results. The professors at Royal Roads 

University who guided me here are progressive in recognizing that these explorations can be 

truly ‘Life Changing’ – the school’s aspirational slogan.  

I wonder, though, if my chosen medium of writing kept me within the understandable 

realm of academia. How might this project have been received if I’d chosen to express my 

learning through interpretive dance, or a graffiti mural, or through music? In moments of 

questioning the usefulness of phenomenological research for the broader field of environmental 

education, I leaned on the words of van Manen (1990, p. 45), paraphrasing Heidegger, who 

asked, ‘the more important question is not: Can we do something with phenomenology? Rather, 

we should wonder: Can phenomenology, if we concern ourselves deeply with it, do something 

with us?" 

Still, I faced challenges in completing this work within the formal setting of a University. 

Hiles (2001, p. 2) writes, that heuristic inquiry “does not suit a fixed time-frame for research”. 

Therein existed a constant tension between the necessity to give myself fully to the work, and the 

expectation of completed milestones and timelines. I was extremely lucky to have a mentorship 

team who understood the need for a flexible timeline as the research progressed and as life 

circumstances made engaging with the work impossible at times. Like cycling beside a river, I 

felt the course of this work always changing and bending, splitting off only to rejoin at a 

confluence of learning. 
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Writing as Inquiry, Writing as Healing 

Though lived experience research initially requires full engagement in the present 

moment, it must be followed by the telling of those experiences. As Lum (2014, p.162) writes, 

“Reflections that lead to self-understanding and transformation of consciousness are best 

conducted with the use of narrative inquiry, hermeneutic, phenomenological, critical and 

intentional studies in the investigation of meaning making cognitive organizing processes.” 

The process of writing this thesis as a form of narrative therapy was rich with learning 

and illumination, as I made sense of memories, past feelings, and questions that remained after 

the initial journey. Many lessons were unlocked through the activity of writing about experiences 

that I could not see while experiencing them. There were times when writing evoked in me 

incredible pain; sometimes in unfortunate moments like at a café or public library. Still, this was 

working me at a deep level; healing parts of me I did not know needed to be healed. 

As one of my research goals was to examine my own authenticity, I frequently asked 

myself; how can this be truthfully written? By resisting the urge to craft empty, beautiful 

sentences, and instead focusing on what felt entirely true, I could move past dead ends and 

creative blockages, and into a realm of discovery through writing. This would not have been 

possible without the illumination phase of my heuristic process, whereby I recognized the need 

to be my own cheerleader and adopt a ‘learner’ rather than ‘judger’ mindset while writing. 

Telling this story in a way that felt genuine and true to me was therefore incredibly empowering.  

By reflecting on how I chose to tell my own story, I came to understand how the personal 

narratives we choose affect our perception of our own identities. The stories we tell matter, but 

so too does the way we choose to tell stories (Freedman & Coombs, 1996). The narrative I 
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created in this thesis was filtered through my understanding of the world, yet it is through writing 

that my understanding of the world has shifted. This supports Freedman and Coombs (1996) 

assertion that our realities are organized and maintained through narrative, which are constantly 

changing. I am left wondering, in environmental education, could the use of reflective narrative 

writing be helpful for learners struggling with personal identity, environmental guilt or shame? 

My own writing of the trip occurred over a year after the experience itself. This 

highlights the importance of recording the experience as it happens–as I did through field notes, 

audio recordings, photos, emails, social media and my blog. Were it not for these data, the 

recounting of my journey would have been much more difficult and may have resulted in an 

entirely different narrative. Still, there is an inherent tension between lived experience research 

and writing about it. This work attempts to capture my experiences in narrative, but it cannot and 

will never fully do so. It’s impossible to recreate an individual experience. That’s what makes 

experiential education so powerful: it is personal and can’t be replicated. We might be moved by 

a story, or movie, or video game, or VR experience – but I believe the power of a lived 

‘significant life experience’ accesses a deeper level of learning. In her review of ‘significant life 

experiences’, Chawla (1998) notes that these events are often the foundations for shifts in 

perspective or environmental behaviour. And as Moustakas (1990, p. 15) writes, “knowledge 

grows out of direct human experience and can be discovered and explicated initially through 

self-inquiry” 

I want to be careful not to position writing as the only form of self-inquiry. My decision 

to use narrative reflection as the product of creatively synthesizing my experiences was personal. 

As a young girl, I loved writing–yet I’d let this passion fade away, mainly because of fear of 

judgment. For this reason, choosing to write a story about my experiences was another layer of 



ONWARD AND INWARD 

 
  116 

self-advocacy and personal development. While writing, I noticed those same fears of judgment 

creeping in, constantly. Exploring the origins of those fears, I recognized that there is a pressure, 

as a storyteller, to also be a ‘knower’. Yet, my work revolved so much around not knowing. Can 

a good story end with questions? Can my story end with questions? 

 

Learning at Low Tide: Emergent Themes  

Like staring out at a sea looking for what lies beneath, it is only at low tide that hidden 

treasures are revealed. Likewise, this research yielded many emergent insights, gifts, and themes 

that I will carry forward with me into my life and career as an environmental educator. Here I 

will explore some of the major themes that arose for me in this research experience. 

 

Vulnerability, connection, and community.  

As I prepared for my trip, and voiced my intention to complete a cross-country solo 

bicycle ride, the same question echoed throughout my conversations; “Are you scared?” My 

response was often a point-blank, “Yes”, before trying to steer the conversation elsewhere. I was 

looking forward to the fear. I thought that by being vulnerable and alone in the face of fear and 

discomfort, I would find clues to the map of myself, or great insights into my ‘true nature’. This 

inflated expectation did not account for the people I would meet along the way. 

I had missed the great power of vulnerability; the power to build community. In so many 

moments on this journey, as I nervously asked for help or exposed my fears, I was met with love 

and kindness and generosity–be it from friends, family, strangers, and WarmShowers hosts. In 

receiving that love, I accepted the parts of myself that were scared; learning to find strength in 
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my vulnerability. This was truly a people-powered journey. Every person I met was part of the 

rich, porous soil that helped me grow and kept me safe along the way.  

A connection with another person is a gift you can only receive after walking a tightrope 

woven with vulnerability; hands will meet you on the other side. Vulnerability is the thread from 

which we weave human connection (Brown, 2010). The writing of this thesis has been another 

long walk across the tightrope. 

 

The Power of… Pause. 

Mindfulness asks us to keenly observe the present moment and our responses to it, 

without judgment (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). Studies have shown that mindfulness practices can help 

with reducing stress and anxiety, (Grossman et. al 2004), and countering depression (Segal et. al 

2013). Yet, as I have learned in this research, this practice of simply allowing the present 

moment to unfold requires you to be ready to accept it.  

In one of my graduate courses, students were told of the benefits of mindfulness and 

meditation, and were then invited to practice meditation five days a week. Even though I knew of 

the supposed benefits, I found that every time I sat down, I was flooded with feelings of despair 

and confusion. It was as if, by being silent, I left the door to my mind unlocked, and all sorts of 

unwelcome guests entered. I realized that my hectic, busy schedule had become a coping 

mechanism for my pain. In the Introduction of his book, Wherever You Go, There You Are, Jon 

Kaba-Zinn (1994, Introduction x v i i) writes “No one can do this job of waking up for us”. 

I envisioned the bicycle trip as a way to get the space I needed to address this pain. Yet, it 

took the stopping for my bicycle trip to help me tap into the source of stillness I’d been seeking 

all along. It was in my time of not-doing that I realized that I’d been getting in my own way 
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since day one. The irony of needing to pause the trip to access this space of deep learning speaks 

to the rushed, distracted nature of my life. Do, do, do. Go, go, go. Onward, onward, onward. 

Thoreau (1862) would have been displeased, as it was he who asked in his essay, Walking, 

“What business have I in the woods, if I am thinking of something out of the woods?” (p. 5).  

When I finally allowed myself to take the Exit ramp off the ‘Destination Highway’, I felt 

a profound liberation. From my own expectations, and from expectations of society, from the 

pain in the world. I realized that the pain and grief within myself came from intensely judging 

the fact that I could not fix the pain and grief I perceived in the world. I was not perfect. I let 

myself feel it and breathe through it. I didn’t try to fix it, I just let myself exist alongside it. That 

was powerful and incredibly healing, and I was reminded of a poem by Rumi, called (fittingly 

for my name),  

The Guest House 

This being human is a guest house. 

Every morning a new arrival. 

 

A joy, a depression, a meanness, 

some momentary awareness comes 

as an unexpected visitor. 

 

Welcome and entertain them all! 

Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows, 

who violently sweep your house 

empty of its furniture, 

still, treat each guest honorably. 

He may be clearing you out 

for some new delight. 

 

The dark thought, the shame, the malice, 

meet them at the door laughing, 

and invite them in. 
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Be grateful for whoever comes, 

because each has been sent 

as a guide from beyond. 

  – Rumi, trans. Barks et. al 2004 

 

I arrived at my practice of mindfulness only when I was able to. Yet, I wonder how 

different my life would have been had I been introduced to this concept earlier in life? 

Millennials are experiencing the pain of perfectionism more than ever, leaving young people 

depressed, burnt-out, and insecure (Smith et. al 2018). In school, students are thrust forward 

through grades and courses without space being made for silence and reflection. Initiatives like 

the Mindfulness in Schools Project, or MiSP, have been shown to contribute positively to student 

well-being and improve low-grade depressive symptoms (Kuyken et. al 2013). What might the 

world look like if students of all ages were invited to sit, nonjudgmentally, in silence and 

reflection?  

 

Impostor Syndrome and the magic of curiosity.  

When working at the University in Halifax, I held a position as a project leader in an 

ocean science education project, and I was terrified. Convinced I was not good enough for the 

job but afraid of being ‘found out’, I judged myself harshly for not knowing all the answers. This 

classic case of ‘Impostor Syndrome’ (Young, 2011) wasn’t so obvious to me. Reflecting on my 

work at the University, I see now that I’d wanted to hide my curiosity from others, because I 

feared it would ‘expose me’ as not having all the answers; not being fit for the job. I had become 

stagnant in my learning, rigid in my attitudes, closed off to the possibilities of growth. 

This fear not only stifled my curiosity, it drove me toward increasingly dualistic thinking 

– lumping things and people into broad categories of good or bad, right or wrong.  There was no 
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room for nuance when decisions had to be made quickly and with confidence. I know I am not 

alone in this. There is a comfort in certainty. Especially in times of uncertainty and distress, 

dualistic thinking emerges as a defense mechanism. Some might seek comfort through things 

like alcohol, food, television–numbing the pain of the present moment through distraction. What 

does this mean when considering the prominent narrative of fear-based environmental messaging 

we see in the media? Might this accidentally push people farther away from connecting with the 

issues, back toward the hurtful habits of seeking comfort?  

 It was in the process of completing this thesis that I came to see the simple antidote of 

curiosity. By choosing to be gently curious about myself, the world, and others in it, I let go of 

the need to have all the answers. Instead, I embrace and celebrate my identity as a life-long 

learner, even in leadership roles. The pressure of putting things in categories of good/bad, 

right/wrong, is lessened when our purpose is not to categorize but to ask questions we are 

genuinely curious about. I could have a ‘don’t know mind’, and let go of the desire for hard 

answers (Shrobe & Wu, 2004). Gentle curiosity is a powerful compass to help us navigate a 

complex and painful world. This growth has also led me to asking better questions, and being a 

better listener.  

 

Environmental Identity and Relationship with Self. 

When I began this project, I expected my trip to be a bit about self-exploration, but more 

about my relationship with the natural world. I wanted to dissect that relationship to find out why 

I felt so disconnected. Yet, at the end of the trip, I felt I hadn’t at all fulfilled my goal. It was only 

in the process of creatively synthesizing the trip that I realized how wrong I was. Whether it was 

cursing and crying with the moaning wind, feeling in kinship with the rivers, or taking life 
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lessons from a moth. I didn’t dissect my relationship with nature, but I engaged in relationship 

with nature.  

What if my relationship with my body was affecting my relationship with the earth? I 

wanted to fiercely love and defend the biosphere, yet could not accept my ‘imperfect’ physical 

body as a part of that biosphere. Further, I felt that I did not have the ‘body’ of an 

environmentalist. I was not slim from only eating kale, or wiry from weekends spent hiking, 

climbing, and camping. Yet these are the bodies I’ve seen on activist videos, and in outdoor 

education promotional material. Even within the environmental movement, thin-privilege exists. 

Overweight people are often equated with the greedy, gluttonous, consumeristic society that is 

destroying the planet. This fat-phobic narrative needs to be recognized and addressed within the 

environmental movement. 

Today, I still struggle with accepting my body, but it helped me cycle over 1600 

kilometers through Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and Quebec, to Ontario. Now it’s telling me to 

listen to it with love. I intend to engage in an ongoing dialogue with my body, to respond to Eve 

Ensler’s (2004) invitation, to deepen my relationship with my knees, my back, my stomach. 

After exploring landscapes in Canada, this is like walking into an unexplored region of my heart; 

one where I treat myself with respect and love. 

 

Onward and Inward, and Onward  

In one of my graduate courses, I recall a professor encouraging students to not let a 

Master’s thesis consume our lives. In the academic hierarchy of things, graduate work was 

simply a chance to try out a new methodology or question, before moving on to more serious, 

comprehensive work in a Ph.D. It was certainly not supposed to be our ‘life’s work’. 
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Interestingly, I think I have done exactly what the professor warned; I allowed this work to 

permeate my life and sneak into every crevice of my identity. Their warning was appreciated, but 

this is what I needed. Doing this research gave me permission to spend time reflecting on who I 

am, my values, and to be open to learning from the world. 

And these are not lessons I expect to learn only once. I’m going to need to learn this 

again and again. I still struggle every day with my self-image, and my avoidance to discomfort, 

be it a difficult conversation with a loved one, or confronting the reality of the climate crisis. 

Though I know gentle curiosity about myself is a more effective way of moving forward than a 

verbal beating, I still find myself caught in loops of self-flagellation. This work must be ongoing, 

given care constantly like the tending of a growing plant.  

Joyfully, I have a new set of questions to sit with as I move into a new chapter of my life 

story. I could see my questioning as proof that I’ve not answered fully what I set out to do. But 

the light that shines into my prism now refracts a different pattern. Proof of transformative 

growth is not tested with surveys and quizzes; it emerges in the way we respond to receiving 

terrible news, when faced with overwhelming challenges, or in daily conversation with others.  

So, what next? The way I teach and create environmental programming has changed. The 

work I choose to do might change. How I enter into relationships, how I build community, and 

how I hold hope for the future has changed. But more importantly, the way I treat myself will 

change, and that will change everything. 
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