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crisscrossed with large swaths of open finn in the UK. 
highway and marked by Gold Rush his- Norm met his v.rife-to-be Nan in 
tory and a forestry future. It is, perhaps, Thailand some 35 years ago while on a 
the least likely place in the province to business trip away from his ho me near 
expect a showpiece of tradi tional Thai London, England. About five years 
design. Yet here it is in front of me-the later, they were married and moved to 
Baan ·n1ai, an ornate Southeast Asian - Canada-a place Norm had long-loved 
styled edifice with a 3,000-square-foot and Nan immediately felt the same. But 
footprint atop a grassy knoll smack in Canada-and B.C.-is a big place. Why 
the middle of cowboy country. the Cariboo? 

This is Echo Va lley Ranch & Spa, a col- "It's peaceful," they tell me in unison 
lision of cultures that Norm Dove, who from the back patio of their home and 
co-owns the ranch with his wife Nan, the ranch's main lodge, which over-
dubs a "microcosm of Canada." It's a looks the Baan Thai. ln the late 1980s, 
place where travellers from Australia the former owner of Echo Valley Ranch 
and Europe come to work for the s um- was selling the property at the same 

Echo Valley 
Ranch & Spa 

" It's a fabulous lifestyle," says Norm. 
"Incredibly interesting people Aow 
through here. Never a dull moment." 
He looks outward at the serene envi
ronment that surrounds us."lt's an easy 
place to fall in love. We've had guests 
tell us that nine months after their stay, 
a baby was born." 

"The world comes to us ... We could 
write a book about the people we've 
me t here; about our family he re," adds 
Nan. 

This family is literal and figural. lt 
started with Nan's nephews, Numchai 
and Numchoke, and expanded from 
there-including Thai-bo rn Yalaporn, 
who married one of the nephews and 
became the ranch's first spa director. 
She has now been here for 22 years. 
And Mihoko, who came from Thailand 
to work fo r three months some 20 years 
ago-eventually marrying and starting 
a fa m ily with Darrel, one of the ranch's 
guides, who hails from Newfoundland. 
(During my stay, there was also a Que
becois wrangler named Audrey, and 
Aussie ranch hands Mag&rie and Steve.) 

"This is Canada! Our staff members 
are from seven countries this year!" 
laughs Nan. As homage to their non
stop cultural crossroads, Doves com
missioned the Baan Thai in 2004. It was 
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mer, where tourists from the UK Ki orm was selling his mechanical 
the U.S. visit regularly, where B.C. be 

the next and where Eastern roots m 
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FLANKED BY THE Marbl e Moun-
tains-Y.rith 2,200-metre Mount Bow
man as the centrepiece-and located 
alongside the dusty Fraser Canyon, 
Echo Valley Ranch is set in tradition al 
horse country thmugh-and-through. 
Stable Creek, a small Fraser tributary, 
mns through the property at the bot
tom of a 250-metre-deep gorge. Big Bar 
Lake, with its Caribbean colours and 
luxury cabins and the Big Bar Reac
tion Fe rry-the history of which dates 
to the 1890s-are also both nearby. An 
airstrip runs along the e ntry way to 
Echo Valley, welcoming the occasional 
private plane but mostly entertaining 
Norm's passion for small aircraft. (He 
fli es a Cessna 206 every chance he gets.) 
But a chat with the Doves immediately 
connects this B.C. ranch to both South
east Asia as well as Norm's past life as 
the owner of a mechanical engineering 
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engineel'ing firm. The Doves immedi
ately recognized the property, then just 
a light cattle operation, as special. 

""lliere's an energy to it/' Norm mus
es. They bought the 65-h ectare ranch, 
imagining it as an ideal place to host 
friends and family from time-to-time. 
"It expanded one building at a time. 

When you sell a business, well, the day 
after you sold it you have the same en
ergy as the day befoTe,"Norm says. And 
being an engineer at heart, he couldn' t 
stop tinkering. Hjs ongoing projects 
needed purpose, so the concept of a 
g uest ranch developed one small step 
at a time. The couple managed the 
property as it expanded until the late
'90s, when it could host some 20 visi
tors and s upport additional staff. From 
then, the Doves effectively became 
guests at their own ranch. 

designed by architect Dr. Pinyo Su
wankiri, who had previously served the 
Royal Family of Thailand, and, much to 
the Dove's surprise, took on this proj
ect pro bono after being moved by their 
story. Bt•ilt of regional wood by local 
tradespeople, th is impressive structure 
is replete with easily recognizable tra
ditional Thai features, yet also hides 
shapes that mirror the mountains and 
forests of the Cariboo region. rt's meant 
to symbolize harmony and the meeting 
of many cultures. 

THE REMOTE SETTING of Ecl10 VaUey 
espouses harmo11y as well, in the form 
of mindfulness and presence. There is 
no cellphone service. No TVs either. 
There is wifi, but it's spotty. (Netflix? 
LOL.) My phone becomes an alarm 
clock for the 7:30a.m. yoga class, held • 



Left to Right From Top: Ranch owners Norm and Nan Dove: 
the stocked trout pond; Norm's personal air strip; Yalaporn 
providing post dinner entertainment: the author on a trail 
ride; some of the antique farm equipment on display; one of 
the ranch's trail horses; the stables; the Baan Thai: and the 
main lodge with resident dog in foreground. 
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in the Baan Thai. After that, it's best to 
simply turn the device off and park it
as there is certainly no internet on the 
two-hour trail ride I'm set to embark on 
post-breakfast. 

My steed, an agreeable though flatu
lent quarterhorse named Piper, clip
clops in behind Audrey's black-coated 
warmblood, a large equine common in 
the sport of dressage. We meander from 
the stables, shooing away the triad of 
industrious border collies who yearn to 
join our ride, and into the adjacent bo
real forest. I spot trees with humanoid 
faces carved in their trunks-the work 
of master artisan Michael D. Blackstock, 
whose carvings also adorn the ranch's 
cabins. My favourite from the ride is 
"Ancient Spring," a wide-eyed visage 
etched into a Douglas-fir that grows 
alongside the oldest natural spring on 
the property. It's the embodiment of 
the spirit said to live in the water. An 
offering of tobacco is appreciated. 

After lunch, r retire to the spa for 
Thai massage. As anyone familiar 
with the practice lmows, Thai massage 
is intense. Rather than just a simple 
rubdown, I'm compressed, stretcl1ed, 
pulled and rocked for 90 minutes. Clas
sical Thai music plays softly while a 
chickadee chirps outside; a collision of 
cultures in its own right. Following the 
workover, J grab a fly rod and wander 
to the trout pond; a grass-rimmed wa
terbody stocked with Gerrard rainbow 
trout that reach four kilog1·ams, even in 

this relatively small pond. Dragonflies 
buzz the glassy surface; mosquitoes 
hang from the brim of my hal. I cast 
to the rise of healthy trout as a light 
breeze cools the Cariboo sunshine. If I 
was any more relaxed, I'd melt. 

Under Yalaporn's direction, the staff 
had been cooking since shortly after 
breakfast, giving regular head chef 
Todd the day off as the Thai crew pre
pares a supper smorgasbord of sump
tuous and spicy Thai dishes. At least 
one guest has taken the role of sous 
chef-but anyone is welcome to learn 
traditional cuisine from these skilled 
cooks. (Yalaporn is said to be a patient 
teacher.) 

And true to Nan's assurances that a 
lively cast of cl1aracters always flows 
through Echo Valley, along with the 
various guests-who've come from 
around the U.S., England and [reland
in flies a helicopter and out steps a gre
garious Swiss German named Henry. 
He lives at the next ranch over and flies 
in most Thursdays for Thai njght. "You 
can't get food like this anywhere else 
around here," he says, before I pepper 
him with questions about his chopper 
and the other high-flying toys he and 
Nom1 buzz the Cariboo skies with. 

Dinner ends with Yalaporn appear
ing in traditional regalia to perform 
a dance \'lith Lina, a reluctant tod
dler. Aftenvards, we aU join in, each 
of us employing our unique experi
ences to attempt to mimic the intricate 
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Audrey washing down 
her horse, post ride. 

handwork the dance requires. 
The following morning, Norm and I 

take to the skies in his Cessna 206. He 
wants to show me a wide-angle view 
of the region he so adores. We lift off, 
surrounded by thick pine and Douglas
fir. ln minutes, we're over a desert-like 
section of the Fraser Canyon that looks 
more like Arizona than B.C. We skim 
the alpine environs of Mount Bowman 
to get a closer view of its limestone, 
which the sunset had so marvelously 
illuminated with alpenglow each night. 
We even swing over Hemy's neigh
bouring ranch and spot his airstrip, 



an oversized asphalt landi ng area that 
could accommodate a passenger jet
perfect match to the man's big person
ality. Just as the fo ur-passenger Cess
na's jostling begins to turn my stomach, 
we cruise over emera ld Big Bar Lake, 
make one l. ast pass over the Echo Valley 
property and return to the gro und. TI1e 
area isn't just a cu ltura l mash-up; just 
about every in land ecosystem in the 
provin ce is represented within a 30-ki
lometre circle. 

"WE'VE SPENT THE past 22 years 
worrying more about other peoples' 
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happiness than our own. It's a business 
by default," Iorm explains as we say 
our goodbyes at the main lodge. 

Are these altruistic mantras just part 
of what Echo Valley Ranch is selling? 
Perha ps. But the Doves com e by it 
honestly and I'm buying it. 'orm and 
Nan could have sold th e engineering 
firm, retired and s pent their days with 
their fee t up on the porch of their pri
vate Cariboo homestead. It' would have 
been simplet·-the place even gener
ated income through its small cattle 
business. But a sprawling private estate 
would not reflect their treasured values 

of inclusivity, family and friendship. 
"This place wou ldn't be the same with 

just the two of us," Nan says."It's meant 
to be shared." l,. 

IF YOU GO -
Echo Valley Ranch & Spa is open from 

April 1 to October 31 . Ali-inclusive rates 
start at $240 per person, per night 
(some exclusions). evranch.com 
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