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Abstract    

 This paper focuses on the social phenomenon of lifestyle migration in connection to individuals 

living in Tofino, British Columbia. Based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out in Tofino, this 

paper asks the question of how participants create narratives around their lifestyle choices of 

neonomadic mobility. To help explore this question, three modes of analyses are applied: (1) 

looking to the figure of the nomad in history and as metaphor, (2) looking to contemporary 

forces and perceptions of being in postmodern landscapes as motivations to participate, and (3) 

how the embodied experience of place is felt. The study concludes that the social imaginaries of 

places such as Tofino both attract neonomadic travelers while also helping to perpetuating the 

nomadic state due to its empirical realities.  
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(1) Introduction 

Tofino is located on the west coast of Vancouver Island in the province of British Colombia, 

Canada and is situated on Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation ha-hoothlee (territory). It is a world-

renowned tourist location due to its lush temperate rainforest ecology and its many breathtaking 

beaches that offer a wide range of biodiversity located in tidal pools socketed along the intertidal 

zone as well as wave breaks that offer year-around surfing. Its resident population during the 

winter season fluctuates between 2,000 to 2,500 individuals, with the spring and summer seasons 

seeing a over twofold increase to approximately 6,000 inhabitants.  

 It was while traveling to Tofino a few years ago that the inspiration for my research 

found its inception. As I pulled into the parking lot at Incinerator Rock to unstrap the three 

surfboards stacked on my roof and dwarfing my Honda Civic, it was impossible not to notice 

that the parking lot was bursting at the seams. There were the usual cars and trucks, but also a 

proliferation of live-in vans and motorhomes, with a scattering of refurbished school buses (not 

unlike the one I spent a number of years in my youth living with my family while traveling 

across Canada) and other composite vehicles modded – both ingeniously and, at times, 

worryingly – into mobile habitations.  

 Where had all these people come from? I’d been traveling to Tofino since I was a child, 

and this particular summer being the first summer of the COVID-19 pandemic, there was an 

instant curiosity to know who these people were, where they were coming from, and what it was 

that drew them to Tofino. I could assume they were tourists, most likely, but maybe also a 

representation of those footloose populations of bohemian nomads I’d encountered in my travels 

throughout South East Asia and Latin America, or possibly the techno-nomads I’d read about – a 

growing population of people who only needed a Wi-Fi signal to punch the clock?  
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I began to try and answer these questions through conversations with friends and family 

that had, at some point in time, lived or worked in Tofino, and then, eventually, as my Honours 

research that this paper represents. My initial questions of origins and what brought them to 

Tofino began – with the insightful and patient tutoring of my Honours supervisor – to resemble 

two working research questions:  

 

  (1) How do practitioners of alternative lifestyle mobilities in Tofino, BC construct 

narratives around their mode of living?  

  (2) How does the construction of their narratives connect to their social imaginary 

of Tofino and how does this interact with the concept of home?  

 

 The focus of this study is based on how narratives of alternative lifestyles are created 

within the social phenomenon of lifestyle migration at the location of Tofino, British Columbia. 

The main issues being addressed are the identification of factors (historical, contemporary, and 

embodied) guiding the decision to participate in lifestyle migrations and how these factors are 

experienced and expressed through the types of alternative lifestyle mobilities practiced by the 

research participants.   

The central argument of this research, as it is addressed in section (4) of this paper, is that 

the subjective experiences of neonomads are shaped within the friction between the agency of 

the migrant and the agency location of migration itself (in this case Tofino). In support of this 

argument, this paper explores how alternative lifestyle mobilities, operating within the larger 

phenomenon of lifestyle migration, (4.1) are informed and shaped through the subjective 

perceptions of the nomad in history and through metaphor, (4.2) in response to having to 
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navigate state-sanctioned structural forces of economy(economic realities, housing, and property 

costs), and (4.3) as a search for the realisation of the self in relation to the environment where the 

self is most fulfilled to a more favorable lifestyle location. The argument in this paper attempts to 

measure the distance between my participant’s social imaginary of Tofino and the empirical 

realities of living in Tofino while practicing lifestyle mobilities (living in vans, motorhome, and 

trailers). It is the stretch of uncharted road between these two realities that my discussion finds 

its place and my argument draws its conclusion that some places act as loadstones for 

neonomads while also – once the individual arrives – through the material realities of their 

geographies, perpetuate the nomadic state whether it is desired or not by the neonomadic 

practitioner.  

The form of this paper begins with a general overview and introduction in section (1) and 

continues with a historical and theoretical exploration of the topic of the nomad and lifestyle 

mobilities in section (2) expressed in the form of a literature review on the topic. Section (3) 

offers an explanation of the methods employed throughout the research of this project in section. 

Section (4) puts the literature review in section (2) into dialogue with participants lived 

experiences, which forms both the discussion and argument sections of this research. Lastly the 

conclusion in section (5), which looks into the limitations of the research carried out as well as 

how these same limitations offer potential openings for future research on similar topics. 

 

Tofino 

There is a place on Vancouver Island’s west coastline; a spur of coastal bedrock thrusting out 

into frigid waters through a series of wide sand beaches and shell-strewn alcoves. Nothing is 

found between itself and the nearest landmass to the West but the swell-bulged, foam-flecked 
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mud green expanse of the North Pacific Ocean – the nearest landmass being Japan some 6,956 

kilometers distant. It is remote, its landscapes dominated by vast curved beaches, their sand fine-

grained and the colour of ground oats. 

 

(2) Modes of Analysis  

(2.1) Nomad and the State  

“Those scattered beyond the boundaries of the city have long been subject of puzzlement and 

fantasy by those within its walls, as well as a metaphor for ways of being in the world” (Peters 

2006: 141) 

 

To view the nomad as a figure in history, the two diagnostic characteristics of freedom and 

mobility seem synonymous with the figure. Images of dunes or mountain ranges dwarfing a 

snaking baggage train as the nomad, face darkened by the sun, looks for next camp. Their fires 

illuminating new hearths each night and their eyes gathering new experiences like a valley 

gathers shadows, until they are not able to tell the same story twice, even if they wanted to. Or 

simply the Western individual leaving what they know, what’s familiar and safe, to blaze a trail 

into self-discovery – often times through the Global South – while shrugging off the materialist 

trappings of life in the Global North. Simplicity and struggle seem to offer a particular clarity 

when you have a return ticket home.  

 Representations of the nomad in this light are not hard to find in Western media 

entertainment (enter Into the Wild, Wild, Tracks, and The Way, to name a few) but their focus 

on this topic is not new and not the first. Ada Ingrid Engerbrigtsen (2017), in her journal article 

Key figure of mobility: the nomad, tells us that many early ethnographies in anthropology found 
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their focus on nomadic peoples, with the constructed nomadic image coming from the perception 

of the sedentary societies studying them. Edward Said’s (1978) seminal book Orientalism 

explores this very process through a historical examination of how the social image of the Orient 

was constructed through the process of ‘othering’, with the Occidental or Western powers 

building an image of themselves – Donna Haraway’s boundary project – through comparison 

and contrast to their perception of the Orient. Can one know the self without knowing first what 

the self is not? “It becomes clear”, Engerbrigtsen (2017) tells us, “that the figure of the nomad is 

a product of European obsession with understanding, encapsulating and excluding ‘the other’” 

(p.43).  

 If the nomad once stood “as the ultimate ‘other’ to modernist concepts of territory and the 

nation-state”, as often happens to social symbols that survive the passing of decades into 

centuries, its meaning has grown into a hybrid significance in the postmodern era. For 

Engerbrigtsen (2017), the focus of her attention is found in the critical opposition now being 

leveled at the popular representation of the figure of the nomad and the trend “towards 

exoticizing, romanticising, and increasing the separation of the conceptual figure from the living 

nomad” (p.43). My research, in its own way, also tries to close the gap between the narrative 

built around the conceptual figure and the living agents who see themselves as preforming a 

nomadic lifestyle.  

 There is value in examining the nomadic figure as an active trope, acting as shorthand for 

groups that embody life-words unaligned with that of Eurocentric notions of traditional 

habitation. In typical response by geographies undergoing or having undergone nation-building 

processes, examples of coercive state action towards populations that have been viewed as 

nomadic are not hard to come by. Enslaved Gypsy populations throughout Romania offer a 
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somewhat infamous example of this practice, while also highlighting the connections made by 

Western or Eurocentric powers between nomadic peoples and “a specific mode of production 

and a mental state…the relationship between subjectivity and landscape”, or in other words, the 

relationship between the person and the land they travel across (Engebrigtsen, 2017). When 

viewing the creation of the nomad as both a figure and metaphor in response to different ways in 

which diverse populations move across and interact with the landscape, it becomes clear that the 

concept of the nomad has been metaphorical since its inception.  

Why is it that this figure is viewed as a threat to the nation state? Is mobility itself enough 

to undermine and threaten sedentary hegemonic powers? Forced settlement programs carried out 

by the Norwegian government between the 1800-1900’s on Sami reindeer-herders would suggest 

so (ibid). One might look to the stateless, footloose habitations connected to mobile populations 

as a throwback to an earlier social state of existence, but there is also intentionality embedded in 

certain forms of nomadism. In the search for why the figure of the nomad might be seen as a 

threat, a fecund zone of inspection is found in the focus of attention that reshaped 

anthropological modes of investigation and positionality throughout the 1980’s; the control, 

normalization, and execution of power (Abu-Lughod, 1990; Marcus & Fisher, 1989; Mascia-

Lees et al., 1989; Willis Jr., 1974; Wolf, 1982). Rather than being seen as endangering order, 

progress, and stability, stateless societies might also be seen as resulting from “social 

mechanisms that are developed and reinforced to prevent the concentration of power…the 

resistance to the concentration of power is what makes stateless society a threat to state control 

and incorporation” (Engebrigtsen, 2017, p. 44).  

 Within this example of how the figure of the nomad acts as a potential danger to the state, 

there is also found the allure inherent in the post-modern view of this same figure; the notion of 
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“difference as the shattering of classification”, with classification as the “controlling force at the 

basis of hegemony and sovereignty” (Engebrigtsen, 2017, p. 45). It is this mode of 

transformation, a fluid instability that defies categorisation with its unpredictability, that builds 

the assemblage of nomadic elements. Speaking directly to Haraway’s blistering critique of 

hegemonic power structures, Engerbrigtsen (2017) ilustartes how the “idea of movement and 

mobility became…leading metaphor and antithesis to the boundary keeping, classification and 

identity-obsessed, and unifying ideology of the modern era” (E, 46) 

 If the figure of the nomad can function as a form of protest against the state, this protest, 

in its embodied form of contemporary neonomads, might not be fully conscious, but rather an 

expression of the desire to break away from the perceived static norms of mainstream or ‘parent 

culture’ that have come to encapsulate the “vacuity and loss as underlaying constituents of the 

modern identity” (Pálsson quoting Hell and Schonle, 2013, p.177). “The nomad is an epitome of 

postmodern subjectivity”, Mari Korpela (2020) tells us, “it represents freedom and 

independence; it is a free-floating alternative subjectivity” in its metaphorical idealistic state” (p. 

3355). In postmodernity, the figure of the nomad then becomes a heroic figure, where “mobility 

as a liberating way of being and the nomad as a liberating figure and an agent of change fit hand 

in glove with the new political ideology of globalisation in the West” (ibid). “The nomad is an 

agent of change that represents a subversion of convention. A central aspect of the figure of the 

nomad is that it poses a challenge to state control and the stability, fixation, stasis, and unity that 

the state represents” (K, 3355).  

At its heart, the figure of the nomad “borrows features from ethnographic nomads, 

archaic or modern…developed to imagine the mentality of movement, a mobile habitus…to be at 

home everywhere” (Engebrigtsen, 2017, p. 45). It is in this notion of a mobile habitus, the ability 
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to be at home everywhere where discontinuity, in connection to my own research, is found. The 

dichotomy between nomadic agency and state structure can also be seen as the social imaginary 

of the nomad versus the empirical realities of the sedentary nation-state that the modern nomad, 

or neonomad, must operate within. This in turn rises questions of the individual agency allowed 

to the neonomad as they operate within the larger superstructure of state creations such as 

economic boundaries in connection to housing prices and availability, laws surrounding lifestyle 

migrations and mobilities, where they can occur within legal boundaries, and the limits of 

‘feeling at home anywhere’ when the individuals around the neonomad are composed of a 

shifting cast of individuals who are expressing their own subjectivities in relation to the notion of 

the figure of the nomad.  

 

(2.2) Mobilities Paradigm: Searching for the good life 

‘Lifestyle migration’, expressed in its simplest form is the social phenomena represented by the 

movement of individuals from their place of origin to a new location which is seen as offering a 

more desirable lifestyle (Benson & O’Reilly, 2009; Benson & Osbaldiston, 2014; Cohen et al., 

2015; D’Andrea, 2006; Korpela, 2020). Differing from economic or labour migration, lifestyle 

migrants are “these are migrations where aesthetic qualities including quality of life are 

prioritized over economic factors like job advancements and income”, although as is discussed in 

later sections of this paper, the lines between types of migrants are often blurred as the worlds of 

the participant’s social imaginaries collide with empirical realities expressed by the geographical 

destination (Benson & Osbaldiston, 2014, p.1). Some of the defining features of lifestyle 

migration are that of “privileged populations in search of a better way of life”, where the 

‘potential self’, or “idealized vision of the self”, is found through experiences gained during 
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travel or activated by a desired landscape and the connected boons of community (Thulemark, 

2011), health through sport and hobby, and a reduction in the corrosive materialism sometimes 

seen as inherent in urban, suburban or cosmopolitan landscapes (Benson & O’Reilly, 2009; 

Benson & Osbaldiston, 2014; D’Andrea, 2006; Korpela, 2020).  

  If the concept of lifestyle migration tells us what those who participate, in a general 

sense, are searching for, it does little to illustrate home as a force that might also be affecting 

participant’s choice in leaving in the first place. Seeing lifestyle migration “as a stage within the 

reflexive project of the self” is helpful in further articulating benefits to participant’s, but the 

phenomena should also be embedded in the contemporary “conceptual terrain” with “conditions 

set by late- or liquid modernity” (Benson & Osbaldiston, 2014, p. 4). Although migrations in 

human history are ubiquitous – the first great migration out of Africa for Homo sapiens setting 

the tone for a species defined by migrations – lifestyle migration, according to Benson and 

Osbaldiston (2014) finds its creation and growth from the shifting of daily arrangements between 

sociality and economy in landscapes of the post-modern era.  

 Mari Korpela’s (2020) article Searching for a Counterculture Life Abroad: Neo-

nomadism, lifestyle migration or bohemian lifestyle migration? looks to the forces and ideas that 

encourage members of affluent countries to participate in counterculture lifestyles such as 

lifestyle migration and mobilities. Her focus is active on the dichotomy between structure (state) 

and agency (nomad), as experienced by those choosing to participate in alternative lifestyle 

mobilities. Korpela (2020) tells us that “the concept of lifestyle migrations has become 

increasingly popular during the past decade”, finding the novelty of its approach in its “focus on 

people rather than places or populations” (p. 3353). Although the social phenomenon of lifestyle 

migration is the main focus of this paper, in section (4) – the discussion and argument section – I 
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argue that the agency represented by certain places in combination with the social imaginaries 

attached to them is of utmost importance to my participants. In many ways, this interplay 

between the agency of place and neonomads social imaginaries becomes a deciding factor in 

both where my participants travel as well as whether or not they are able to give up their 

neonomadic mobilities once they arrive at their locations.  

 Since the concept of a social imaginary holds a number of meanings and is of importance 

to my analysis, it is helpful to define what it is. The first of the definitions comes from the work 

Arjun Appadurai (1996), an anthropologist focused on globalization studies defines it as a 

concept used: 

 

to bring together the old ideas of images, especially mechanically produced 

images (in the Frankfurt School sense); the idea of the imagined community 

(in Anderson’s sense); and the French idea of the imaginary (imaginaire) as 

a constructed landscape of collective aspirations (p. 32). 

 

Taking Appadurai's (1996) definition, I mean the term to also engage with this second definition 

by Noel Salazar (2012), who uses the term in tourist studies: 

 

imaginaries as socially transmitted representational assemblages that 

interact with people’s personal imaginings and are used as meaning-making 

and world-shaping devices (p. 864). 
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Where lifestyle migration is seen as a concept that “focuses on people’s ongoing identity 

negotiations and processes of migrations”, the agency exercised within this phenomenon also 

unfolds within landscapes ordered by state-sanctioned power structures despite the very act of 

neonomadic mobility often being connected to a mode of habitation that subverts hegemonic 

control. It is important to remember also that the landscape of Tofino in particular is also shaped 

and effected by forces of globalization in connection to high living costs, housing shortages, and 

municipal sanitization in keeping with a particular tourist aesthetic. Where the majority of the 

studies on lifestyle migration and neonomadism (Benson & O’Reilly, 2009; Cohen et al., 2015; 

D’Andrea, 2006; Korpela, 2020) tend towards looking at transnational migrants, who often travel 

from the global North – from a place of relative privilege and stability – to the global South in 

search of a more desirable – if temporary – lifestyle location (where the local currency of the 

global North almost always counts for much more than the local currency and allows for a higher 

status lifestyle if that is what is desired), in the case of lifestyle migrants in Tofino, although I 

can’t speak for all those who fall into this broad and somewhat nebulous category, my 

participants are all Canadian and have traveled from places in Canada where the cost of living is 

comparable, if a little less, than that of Tofino itself.  

 In the case of my participants, and in contrast to Korpela’s (2020) comment on the study 

of lifestyle migration being defined by its departure of investigation into place to that of the 

person, the question of what it is about Tofino that draws lifestyle migrants to its location is of 

key importance to this study. While its physical environments – and the representational images 

its environments allow – play a prominent role in lifestyle migrants choosing Tofino as a desired 

location, the social imaginary that often begins with images of its environments but continues as 

an index, icon or symbol becomes just as important as the physical reality of its landscape, if not 
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more so. In much the same way that the previous section investigated the disparity between the 

figure of the nomad and the living participants who perform the neonomadic lifestyle, Tofino 

itself holds contradictory realities to those who desire to live there, the friction created by the 

disparity between these two realties being further examined in section (4) of this paper.  

 In relation to the struggle between structure (society) and agency (neonomad), the 

concept of ‘bohemian lifestyle migration’ offers a critical lens to the larger phenomenon of 

lifestyle migrations through the attention it gives to the structural forces lifestyle migrants often 

have to navigate. Where lifestyle migration mobilities tend to accentuate the decision by 

participants to remain on the move, it offers less insight into the structural assemblages they 

move through and are forced to interact with. Neonomads “do not float in some postmodern 

space where they move wherever and whenever they wish”, Korpela (2020) reminds us, “they 

move to specific places located within the borders of specific nation states and very often must 

leave these places after a specific period” of time (3358). Korpela (2020) continues to say that 

many of the lifestyle migrants she worked with (expatriates from the global North in India) 

would have liked to say in the places they took up as their temporary place of residence, although 

due to governmental regulations, were not allowed to do this.  

Although my own participants are not transnational neonomads as in Korpela’s (2020) 

ethnographic research, there are parallels connected to the potentially overstated freedom and 

agency of both groups as to the possibilities of long-term habitation in areas that they choose to 

travel to. Much like the discrepancy between the figure of the nomad as symbol and those who 

preform neonomadic lifestyles in practice, there is a substantive distance between my 

participant’s social imaginary of Tofino and the empirical realties that structure the same 

location.  
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(2.3) Home, Homing and Place 

 

“That things should happen 

twice, and place  

share the burden of remembering. Home,  

the first cliché. We say it  

with aspiration as the breath  

opens to a room of its own… 

Home is what we know  

And know we know, the intricately  

feathered nest. Homing  

asks the question.” (McKay, 2000, p. 19-20) 

 

To try and understand the embodied experiences that occurs between neonomads and the 

landscape of Tofino, I wanted to step away from the potentially artificial glow of sociological 

analysis. The approximation of human experience that language represents, the distance between 

language and the experience it tries to replicate, can sometimes be shortened through the use of 

metaphor (Magrane et al., 2020; McKay, 2001). In an attempt to combine the poetics of 

embodied experience with the interaction and resonance of place, this third mode of analysis is 

rather a meditation on what it means to be in place, while tracing the faint tracks left by the 

transformation of place into home through the rewilding lens of geopoetics.  
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What is geopoetics? It is a burgeoning field that studies how habitation in landscape is 

expressed through traditional and novel forms of poetics, or on a much wider scale, offers a sort 

of oblique approach of analysis to the nature/culture boundary – explorations into its porosity, or 

its absence all together, in certain cases. Eric Magrane (2020) helps to articulate the different 

“mode” offered by geopoetics “as (1) creative geography, in which poetry itself is produce as 

geography and geography is practiced as poetry/poetics; (2) as literary geography, in which 

geographers interpret poetic texts; and (3) as geophilosophy, in which the “earth-making” of 

geopoetics is theorized in forms that are not necessarily recognizable as “poetry” (p.2). 

“Geopoetics,” Magrane explains, “can also take the form of route-finding, living, or other kinds 

of making practices,” perhaps further confusing the many emergent forms the practice can and 

does take (p.2). Or, for the purpose of this study, the poetry of home-making in place, and how 

this process unfolds and is affected by the agency of the landscape (both imagined and material) 

it occurs within. Geopoetics exists “where the “geo” and “eco” overlap, there – at an intersection 

of the material and the “insubstantial,” creating a spatial or “poetic practice rooted in a place as 

an interspecies “environment” (in the basic sense of that term, what environs or surrounds one)” 

(p. 3). In other words, it is not just the biotic, human presence that is considered in the practicing 

of geopoetics, the the non-human and even abiotic natural agents that encompass the 

environment one inhabits. Geopoetics acts as “the “grounding” of a poet’s sense of place within 

the larger cultural and historical forces that undergird that place” (p. 4). Land becomes saturated 

and stratified with not only the things that have occurred on it throughout the temporal 

unfoldings of millennia, but also the cultural and personal significance we each carry inside of us 

in relation to particular landscapes – it is the “understanding of the interplay between landscape 

and culture as multidirectional” where the  aim is “not necessarily to reassert that lineage, but to 
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“remake” it” (Magrane, 2020). To connect the practice of geopoetics to Haraway’s eloquent and 

scything analytics of positivist academic knowledge construction, “geopoetics is not a place of 

god-tricks, written by no one,” but “an act of trying to “properly be in place,”” where 

“relationships are inscribed by and into place” (Magrane, 2020, p. 7). What geopoetics ultimately 

offers is the “possibility of articulating and shaping an inner geography” (ibid).  

 How is it then that geopoetics interacts with notions of home? Canadian poet and 

essayist, Don McKay, speaking in concert with Magrane’s concept of an ‘inner geography’ tells 

us that “home, we may say, is the action of the inner life finding outer form; it is the settling of 

self into the world” (2001, p.22). For McKay, the act of claiming home is also an act of 

ownership over the immediate environment that it is situated in. The self is substantiated through 

this interaction between the individuals – ‘I’ – and the identification and naming of a home; 

“home substantiates the self and separates it from the world…it establishes the place where 

representation and recollection occur” (McKay, 2001, 22-3). Aside from this, McKay (2001) 

tells us that “home is also the site of our appreciation of the material world”, which aligns well 

with why my participants choose to make Tofino their home for the various reasons outlined in 

the following section (p. 4). “To make a home” McKay (2001) tells us, “is to establish 

identity…but it is also, in some measure, to give it away…we might try to sum up the paradox of 

home-making by saying that inner life takes place: it both claims place and acts to become a 

place among other” (23). McKay (2005), quoting John Berger, an essayist and art critic, points 

towards how “home is represented,” to some, “not by a house but by “a practice or set of 

practices” by which a person creates paths in time and space” (p. 19).  
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 My hope is that through putting into dialogue geopoetics with the narratives of my 

participants, the resulting emergence might trace the ephemeral and transient interplay between 

the their embodied experiences in connection to Tofino as landscape and agent.  

 

Tofino  

Dark protrusions of bedrock rise in broken islands not far off the shore, covered in Stellar 

sealions and Glaucus gulls, their barks and cries mixed with the aortal hammer of surf. Swart 

socketed stones lay like calcified whales on sand in the liminal, intertidal zone, their surfaces – 

when exposed by low tide – hold swirling metropolises of biotic life; sea stars, chitons, plated 

isopods, and sea urchins, skin moist, wrinkled and dark green, tentacles pale white to translucent 

pink, their bodies hanging like pendulous fruit in the open air. An ever-changing tidewrack of 

sun-bleached, wave-rounded logs – from branches no thicker than a child’s wrist, to trunks wide 

enough to be used as the singular slab of a dinner table – announce the storm line above the 

high tide mark where winter tempests surge into the beach grass and shrubs, transgressing 

boundaries seldom crossed in the summer months. 

 

(3) Methods 

There were times where I could feel the moist coast air change with the tide as it started to rise, 

seep into the tent and into my sleeping bag where it wasn’t drawn up around my face.  

 Morning was very cold. There was ice on the tent poles and my hands and feet hurt while 

packing up, but then we got to the car and found a coffee shop in downtown Tofino where I 

worked on my essay for a while and am now writing this journal entry.  
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 Feeling a little nervous to get out there and still have to check the recording equipment. 

Guess we’ll see how it all goes (Notes from field journal).  

  

Although I’d previously led an interview over zoom in an ethnographic methodology 

course, this project was my first field site experience in my undergraduate career. There was 

certainly more excitement than apprehension as I navigated my time-bitten Honda Civic along 

the winding #4 Highway that leads towards Tofino – the only road, in fact, that leads to the field 

site I chose for my research.  

 Due to previous restrictions connected to the Covid-19 pandemic, I hadn’t been sure if 

I’d be able to conduct in-person interviews at all. After being accepted into the Honours seminar 

and then speaking with one of my instructors who encouraged me to pursue the possibility of 

traveling to Tofino, I soon found myself driving along the winding highway that crosses the 

Insular Mountain range rising diagonally like a fleshless spine along the middle length of 

Vancouver Island. After a particularly cold night camping on the beach, I was driving from 

parking lot to parking lot, checking spots that I’d seen thriving with mobile inhabitants in the 

summertime, but now winnowed down to a few cars and vans, and none of the casual lounging 

in the sun I’d seen previously.  

 In the end, I carried out three in-person interviews that ran approximately thirty minutes 

each and left feeling fortunate that my participants would take the time out of their day to speak 

with me as well as riding a bit of a high that I had gotten out there and carried out some live 

research with real individuals. For over a year I’d been wanting to come to Tofino and speak 

with these people who filled the parking lots and backroads, these neonomads who I’d been 

theorizing about for over two years, reading academic journals on other’s research in the field as 
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well as watching movies such as Nomadland and neonomad YouTuber’s posts on living the 

untethered life. I’d finally made contact and the narratives they gifted me where pleasantly and 

surprisingly not what I’d expected.  

My data collection methods are based on fieldwork – going out to Tofino to meet with 

members of my research population – and three subsequent semi-structured in-person interviews 

that each lasted approximately thirty minutes long. My in-person interviews in connection to my 

research population and trip to Tofino as a field site was okayed by the University of Victoria’s 

Human Rights Ethics Board. Although I had a number of general questions to guide the 

interviews, for the most part I encouraged the conversation to go in the direction that my 

participants wanted to follow as they told me their narratives around participating in lifestyle 

mobilities in Tofino.  

 All three of my interviews were carried out in the field site of Tofino between the dates 

of February 22-24th (the tail end of the spring semester at University of Victoria), with the first 

occurring after I spotted a camper van sporting the painted text “Nomad Art Show”, across the 

side of its roof and stopped off at the business attached to the parking lot to enquire about the 

owner of the van (Maidenhair). That first interview happened right outside the business in 

question in the seating area provided. My other two interviews occurred the following day – after 

having struck out trying to find participants in one of the beach-side parking lots to local surfing 

beaches – I ended up stopping off at a local campground that offers lodgings specifically to 

individuals working in Tofino – this location having been pointed out to me by one of the locals 

working in town having told her a little about the research I was involved in. After walking 

around the camp site briefly, I met with Marcus, who agreed to participate, and then met Ocean 

through my interview with Marcus.  
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 My approach of semi-structured interviews at my field site of Tofino worked well 

enough, in relation to the smaller number of interviews (3-5) needed for the Honours project. 

What seemed to work best in travelling to the field site in person was the small, unofficial 

conversations that sprang up when grabbing a coffee in the morning, or during small talk with 

local’s through, typically, customer service interactions. In these instances, I found that people 

were quite enthusiastic to speak with me about the difficulties of working and living in Tofino as 

a lifestyle migrant or, in many of their cases, working tourists.  

 What didn’t work well was going during the low season when the number of neonomads 

living in motorhomes and camper vans was considerably less than it had been when I’d visited 

the previous summer. I had expected this, but due to time allowances in connection to ethics 

clearance and the need to gather data to analyse before the end of the semester, there was a 

limited window of opportunity to carry out fieldwork in. The length of time I stayed in Tofino 

conducting my fieldwork – two days in total – also turned out to be a limitation, as I made 

several contacts who were either returning to their vans or resting on the beach in between bouts 

of surfing who would have been willing to participate at a later date. Unfortunately, two days in 

the field did not allow this.  

 The most prominent limitation experienced was the inability to conduct follow-up 

interviews with participants, as following initial analysis of the interview content, I found a 

proliferation of further questions I would have liked to ask my participants, although, this is 

maybe something that all ethnographers experience and not a limitation easily overcome without 

repeat or long-term fieldwork opportunities.  

 

Tofino  



 24 

Pass the haphazard palisades of beach wood begins the foredune ridge; spiked heads of dune 

wildrye, beach pea and costal strawberry. Further still, matting kinnikinnick spreading in its dry 

green pools and salal with its leaves tough as bark marching into the contortion of shore pines, 

the scabbed bulk of Sitka spruce. It is here that the temperate rainforests of the Pacific west 

coast rise – lush, rain-drenched, wind-cragged, bristling branches whose growth flows with 

incessant wind, giving the perception of an entire landscape hunched and reaching and frozen in 

motion; each needle-laden bough stretched to its tip as if wishing to touch the same ineffable 

westward object that remains forever out of reach. 

 

(4) Discussion: Argument & analysis  

(4.1) History  

Maidenhair’s van, the first of my participants, is parked outside her work. Across its top is 

painted “Nomad Art Show”. Maidenhair, like the other two participants that I interview, was not 

born or raised in Tofino, but moved here three years ago from a suburb of Ottawa. When I asked 

her why she’d left her hometown, she tells me “just generally, I wanted to do something 

different. I was done with university and at that point I was planning on going to Korea to teach 

for a little while and it fell through… so I hitchhiked across the country and decided there was a 

lot more things for me everywhere else but in Ottawa, so I just decided to stay away from it” 

(Interview with Maidenhair, 1:39). Maidenhair’s sentiment of there being more outside her 

hometown for her is a common thread woven through each of my participants narratives. 

Freedom through mobility. The postmodern figure of the nomad, even when not named directly,  

is a persistent trope.  
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 When asking Marcus, born and raised in Kingston, Ontario, and now a five-year resident 

of Tofino, what he thought of the figure of the nomad in connection to freedom, he tells me “I 

look at my… parents and I look at my friend’s parents and I don’t know. I think that people are 

old and sick and they still have a big list of things they gotta do” (Interview with Marcus, 27:24). 

For Marcus, the nomadic lifestyle offers access to fulfilment through experiences connected to 

mobility and travel, as well as a further articulation of the self in relation to the search for a 

healthier lifestyle.  

Marcus’ tells me that the catalyst that initially got him to travel across the country was his 

girlfriend accepting a graduate school offer in the Vancouver area. His father, who was 

terminally ill at the time had also encouraged him to go, telling Marcus that he would do the 

same thing in his place.  west coast is connected to his girlfriend at the time got accepted to do 

her masters at SFU. Marcus’ narrative, although glorifying the nomadic lifestyle, is also shot 

through with the sometimes solemn reality that being rootless beings. “Tofino can be a very 

lonely place to be”, he tells me, elaborating that people in Tofino tend to be cliquey, coming to 

stay for a few months then leaving. “Don’t really focus too hard on building good friendships, I 

guess? But yeah, I’m homesick for sure” (10:22). Marcus’ narrative of how he views the 

nomadic existence is deeply entwined with notions of home – the loss of human connection that 

being away from home can cause – and the difficulties inherent in making lasting relationships 

due to the transient nature of lifestyle migrants in Tofino.  

 Ocean, also coming from Ontario and having spent over a year in Tofino, first 

encountered Tofino – while helping her mother take care of her father who had fallen ill – 

through the medium of surf videos. Although Ocean did not expresser her travels as directly 

connected to the situation at home, as Marcus did, all three participants shared a general feeling 
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of home as a static environment, a location where people and place did not grow at the same 

pace, or in the same direction as they did while traveling.  

 Maidenhair spoke to this directly and insightfully when I asked her if she ever got 

homesick while traveling. “You get to feel so many different lifestyles travelling,” she tells me, 

“you go back [home] and you feel like its holding you back, that the people didn’t do the same 

evolution as you did so you go back and suddenly you don’t have anything to talk about because 

people just don’t really get it” (4:04). The sampling of lifestyles that Maidenhair mentions is in 

many ways at the core of the desire for lifestyle migrations, fueled by the notion that there could 

be a place out there with the optimum lifestyle that offers the best fit possible for the individual.  

This interaction between the desire to travel as viewed as a way to break from 

mainstream or ‘parent culture’ speaks to how the figure of the nomad is viewed as a figure in 

opposition to that of the state-sanctioned norms of existence where home is stationary, limiting 

the type of experiences one can have and the personal evolution these experiences are seen as 

cultivating. 

This transference between mobility and freedom, if acting as encouragement for my 

participants to begin their travels, offers difficulties in practice that began to show themselves as 

I went through the transcripts of my interviews and began to tie the common threads of my 

participants narratives together.  

 In an attempt to examine the space between the figure of the nomad and the experiences 

of my participants, it became clear that where that traditional or practicing nomadic groups had 

and continue to have sociocultural structures that move with them, where the modern neonomad 

is – as my participants all seemed to share – ultimately alone in their travels. Home is behind 

them, static, a place they miss for what it was in the past – which means their sociocultural 
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support structures that are connected to home are left behind when they leave. The subjective 

experiences of loneliness experienced by my participants seem to corroborate this missing sense 

of community and a sense of, while taking your home with you in your van, home without close 

kin.  

Freedom and loneliness then, in connection to neonomads in Tofino, emerges as a 

common theme between the neonomad existence in Tofino. It could also be argued that some of 

this loneliness or disappointment experienced by my participants also stems from the distance 

between the social imaginary of Tofino that Maidenhair, Ocean, and Marcus all carried with 

them, and the empirical realities of the place itself once they arrived.  

 

(4.2) Contemporary Navigations 

Despite the conscious and potentially subconscious connections between my participants and the 

figure of the nomad as a lifestyle that stands in opposition to the norms of mainstream, state-

sanctioned society, the distance between my participants social imaginary and the empirical 

realties of Tofino are in many ways scaffolded with the very structural forms of control that they 

might be trying to escape in the first place. It is in this friction between structure (state) and 

agency (neonomad), that I argue the subjective experiences of the neonomads represented by my 

participants are formed.  

 Looking to what they are looking for in Tofino helps to illustrate both what their social 

imaginary of Tofino looked like before interacting with its material realities as well as further 

articulating what sorts of lifestyle they were looking for and what sorts of meanings are attached 

to these types of lifestyles in the first place.  
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 It is cool in the outdoor seating area where I am interviewing Maidenhair despite the 

slatted sunshine falling through the gazebo we sit under. Although all three of my participants 

fall into the broad category of lifestyle migrants, each crosses into the various branching 

definitions of further articulated types of migrants. Where lifestyle migration to Tofino is 

concerned, I’d thought that landscape aesthetics would feature first and foremost in the minds of 

my participants. Maidenhair offered particular insight into aesthetics disposition, although it 

wasn’t necessarily connected to her narrative in the way I’d thought it would be. When I ask her 

if aesthetics affected where she chooses to park her van, to place her home, she tells me “I would 

like to say yes, but really no…Tofino is so beautiful but I don’t feel at home here and Cortez has 

this beautiful beach but then I go to the beach maybe once a month there…I do feel a particular 

home feeling when I go and see the beaches there but I think it’s really more of a community 

type of thing”(Interview with Maidenhair). Although Maidenhair arrived on the West Coast 

almost three years ago, she has spent the majority of that time moving back and forth between 

Crotez Island (one of the Gulf Islands located in the Strait of Georgia on Vancouver Islands 

Eastern coast) and Tofino, with Cortez Island being the place she wishes she could live fulltime, 

and Tofino being the place she comes to work.  

 Where aesthetics held more importance for Maidenhair is in connection to the structural 

limitations put on lifestyle migrants, or more specifically ‘vanlifers’ in both Tofino and 

throughout the Gulf Islands. ““I don’t hate Euki and I don’t hate Tofino,” Maidenhair tells me, 

“what I hate is how you can’t be parking anywhere and everything is so damned expensive… 

And for those people getting ticketed all the time like that, it runs you out of towns”. Offering a 

possibility for why this is, she tells me “the reason in my opinion that the police do that at Salt 

Spring too is that they don’t want to have poor people living somewhere because it looks bad on 
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the tourist town…Salt Spring is even worse [than Tofino]”. This sort of aesthetic governance or 

aesthetic sanitization featured prominently in Maidenhair’s narrative around why living the 

neonomadic lifestyle on the West Coast is as difficult as it is: “I don’t like the idea of not letting 

people stay somewhere just because it’s not pretty, because that is, in my opinion, elitist” 

(Interview with Maidenhair). Where Maidenhair travels as a form of gathering experience, she 

found that Tofino did not offer the type of community she was looking for, finding it instead on 

Cortez Island, but, as she told me, there is often “no work where the living is easy” (Interview 

with Maidenhair). Tofino, in relation to Maidenhair, after the closing of Poole’s Land, no longer 

offered what she’s looking for: “ever single time I come here – after Poole’s Land is closed – I 

feel like I do not belong here whatsoever”. This theme of not belonging is a common thread in 

Maidenhair’s narrative and seems to encapsulate why she continues to practice her neonomadic 

lifestyle. The discontinuity between the community expected or desired in Tofino, with its high 

living costs and limited housing, offers a deeper insight than just a measuring of the distance 

between the social imaginaries of my participant’s and the empirical realities they face. It also 

offers the first glimpse towards the agency of the landscape of Tofino itself – in this case 

connected to cost of living and housing shortages limiting the duration of stay for some people 

who might want to spend a longer time there. This new perspective on agency of place allows for 

more than just a focusing on the agency of the neonomad, or even rather than the splitting into of 

the dichotomy of structure (society) and agency (neonomad), but rather a viewing of the layered 

features and agencies of the landscape of Tofino itself and how this in turn is represented by the 

layered agencies within Tofino. These layered agencies can take the varied form of bylaws 

fueled by Tofino homeowner’s desired neighbourhood aesthetics (local), effects of globalisation 

on the rapid increase in housing prices (global), or the proliferation of mold and mildew that 
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plague the various habitable vehicles of neonomads due to the incessant rainfall and high 

humidity of Tofino’s landscape and its corresponding weather systems (environmental).  

Ocean’s narrative, connected to traveling to Tofino primarily due to her love of water and 

the significance she sees this element in relation to healing properties, also shows connections to 

the structural realities of Tofino’s agency and the distance between her social imaginary of what 

life would be like when she got there. “It’s just very healing to be in the water and surfing and 

what not”, Ocean tells me, expanding on how “its enjoyable…and ya, so I moved here and 

started working at a restaurant”. Due to the cost of living, she then tells me how she “fell into a 

little party scene like everyone else [in Tofino] and now I’m like feeling more claustrophobic in 

Tofino sometimes then, uh, a breath of fresh air”.  

The friction between place and the neonomads agency is clarified in Ocean’s response to 

my question on what one of the main differences she experienced between what she thought 

things would be like in Tofino versus what they turned out to be: “I thought I would be surfing a 

bit more…especially working in the restaurant industry, the hours are always changing…I 

started smoking again, which I didn’t for a while”. For Ocean, who is more directly connected to 

a lifestyle migration connected to natural environment interactions, living the neonomadic 

lifestyle in Tofino has more difficulties than the cost of living alone or the hours she has to spend 

working to cover costs, which in turn keep her from the natural environment around her that had 

brought her there in the first place. “But you can’t even park your van on the beach here in the 

parking lot,” Ocean tells me, an edge of exasperation in her voice after I ask how her experiences 

with living in a van in Tofino match up with the sort of images that proliferate on Instagram 

following #Vanlife. Despite the empirical realities she experiences in Tofino, the strength and 

persistence of the social imaginary of lifestyle mobilities is illustrated through her 
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disappointment and belief that other geographies on Vancouver Island allow for the desired 

experinace: “So you don’t get that true…you know, you go anywhere else on the Island and you 

pull and your by a lake in the morning…vanlife here is like you’re sneaking around or you’re 

like on the logging road…it wouldn’t be ideal, unless you get a parking spot” (39:53).  

For Marcus, the west coast represented a landscape with “dreamy weather, where you can 

hike and surf and snowboard all in one day” (5:31). He tells me how the west coast, to him, 

characterises a “healthier way of living, although”, he concedes, “it takes up a lot of money”. 

The distance between his social imaginary of Tofino and the structural reality, for Marcus, can 

be measured in actual kilometers along with the discrepancy he finds in the healthier lifestyle he 

was hoping to find in connection to Tofino’s surf culture. “I wish I had more time to explore the 

full island really,” Marcus tells me, “haven’t been to Sombrio, haven’t been to Strathcona park 

just because I’m fuckin all the way in Tofino…and just the road is fucked [sic] in the rain…the 

snow, the ice in the winter” (Interview with Marcus). Marcus continues to mention a landslide 

that blocked Highway 4 – the single highway leading to and from Tofino – leaving himself and 

the other Toficians stuck there for four days. “Tofino is just down a very long road” he tells me, 

“we are as close to Japan as we can get here” (11:22).  

In connection to sport and hobby, and the adjacent healthier lifestyle Marcus saw the 

Tofino surf culture as representing, the reality of the sport of surfing itself and the culture that 

comes with it didn’t match with what he had expected. “I wish I was a better surfer, but surfing 

is hard” he tells me, taking Tofino to task for being “small drinking town with a surfing 

population” (17:43).  

Marcus looks to Squamish as a sport town that offers a healthier environment. He tells 

me how in Tofino people stay out at bush parties until 5 AM, whereas in Squamish people are 
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packing it in around 12-1 AM so that they can go rock climbing in the morning: “they live and 

die for that shit [rock climbing]”, he tells me, mentioning also the excessive property prices in 

Tofino as yet another deterrent to trying to stay there long-term (18:12). “There’s a lot of 

adventurers here that just kind of live for the party,” he shrugs as he says this, they “live for their 

beer and surfing”.  

Marcus’ narrative finishes with a comment on the environmental difficulties of being a 

neonomad in Tofino; “and then it just fuckin rains like crazy here so your van ends up getting 

moldy and nobody has money for topnotch 4 star dehumidifier”. Marcus’ comment here brings 

into clear focus the environmental agency of Tofino itself and how it affects the physical living 

conditions of those practicing neonomadism, once again causing me to question how much 

agency is expressed by the individual as they navigate the multilayered landscape.  

In essence, all three of these narratives tell a similar story, and one that is often absent 

from the literature review undertaken in this study. Through a focus on the agency of my 

participants in their attempts to navigate the structural reality of Tofino, it is actually Tofino’s 

agency – as expressed through the layered agencies it represents in the local (aesthetics/bylaw), 

global (housing price/shortages) , and environment (mold accumulation due to incessant rainfall) 

–  that seems to be in opposition to allowing neonomadic individuals to give up their lifestyle 

mobilities in its zone of affect. Whether it be Maidenhairs sense of placelessness and lack of 

community, Ocean’s temporal separation from the natural environment due to the financial 

realities of living in Tofino, or Marcus’ disappointment in the difficulty of the sport he came for 

as well as the party lifestyle it seems to come prepackaged with, Tofino’s agency helps to 

perpetuate all three of my participants neonomadic state, its social imaginary, though offering 

something different for each participant, shares the commonality of falling short of expectations.  
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(4.3) Embodied Experience 

While trying to connect the threads of my participants narratives to that of geopoetics, much as 

Tofino’s individual agency emerged through the process of my previous set of analysis between 

structure (society) and agency (neonomad), within the realm of my participant’s narratives 

around home, place, and natural environment, a noise was building. Or, more succinctly, a 

growing absence that became a sort of overpowering white noise stoppering my ability to 

connect notions of geopoetics to the narratives my participants were telling me. Was I asking the 

wrong questions? Quite possibly. But then, it was not that my participant’s responses were 

devoid of connections to place, rather they were speaking around what the geopoetics of Tofino 

meant to them, detailing its outline through its absence in their narratives. 

Silence can, and often does, speak. Sometimes it just takes a little more attention to hear 

what it is saying. What was the connection between the landscape of Tofino, home, and 

relationship to the grasping of place as home? How did place turn to home, and how was this 

process affected by the surrounding Tofino landscape? I should mention here that this section is 

not one that offers concrete, positivist answers and that the looking into the relationship between 

home-making in place as it unfolds in this particular landscape of Tofino is more so an exercise 

of experimentation in how metaphor (through poetry, but also as used in daily conversation) can 

bring one closer to both the “geo” (place) and “poetic” (experience) – geopoetic – reality of the 

thing being said than the measured logic of literal analysis. McKay (2001) speaks of metaphor as 

being one of the few tools we possess that allow us to at least trace the shape of a thing’s 

“wildness”, a trapdoor in language that sidesteps logical definitions with its essential irrationality 

and it with this use in mind that I continue this section (p. 69).  
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“My home is my van”, Maidenhair tells me, “so many people that I know that have their 

own vehicles and live in them, for them it’s like there’s a notion of…not necessarily a home, but 

it’s a little bit more than that because it brings you places” (Interview with Maidenhair).  Where 

all three of my participants spoke of home in relation to their places of origin, it was from the 

viewpoint of a place grown static, stuck in time and limiting their personal growth in one way or 

another. If home is viewed as “a practice or set of practices”, rather than a physical location, or, 

taking it a step closer to societal norms, a set structure anchored in ground that does not move, 

the “paths in time and space” that represent the movement of  Maidenhair and the people she 

speaks of, can be seen as a sort of home-making process; a weaving loom of experience that 

imbues the things that travel with you into home, be they pink lawn flamingoes heavy with 

nostalgia from previous social gatherings (as was the case with Maidenhair) or the van that takes 

you – that travels with you – becoming yet another agent in the emergent process between place, 

home, and environment. “It [her van] gives you the chance of having more experiences, it gives 

you flexibility that you couldn’t have if you were just stationary,” here Maidenhair looks over 

my shoulder at her van parked at the edge of a large brown gravel parking lot, as shown in Fig. 1, 

reminding herself out loud that she has to check on her dog and cat that are kept in the van while 

she works. “We give names to our vans and we encourage them when we go on bumpy roads 

[laughs]”, Maidenhair tells me, while also offering beautiful insight into how homes are created 

through spaciotemporal mobilities, acting as both companion as well as protective shelter. It is 

hard not to make connections to Appadurai’s (1986) notions on the social life of things here, but 

unfortunately, materiality studies are beyond the scope of this particular project  

With Tofino offering the impressive natural beauty it’s landscape exudes, I’d thought to 

examine the layers of natural environment and their interactions with my participant’s vans that 
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created a sense of home-making, of place and identity; about the towering hush created by the 

woolly trunks of western red cedars and the scabbed bulk of hemlock; the patina of rain on 

fiberglass roofs, snaking down windows and shrinking the world to a single glowing room, or 

waking up and stepping out to the resinous scent pine and fir, the heavy salt of sea mist, or even 

the incessant wind acting almost as another fluid, incessant in its land-ward currents. What I 

began to realise was that I was looking for my own version of Tofino in their narratives, to pull 

the mosaic of childhood and adulthood experiences from their words, to have my own social 

imaginary of the place validated through their words. My geopoetics of Tofino – holding a level 

of romantic privilege through having never lived there in a van but only visited as a camper in 

the summer months – are not transferable, just as notions of home were vastly different between 

my participants.  

In connection to the invisibility spoken of above, what highlighted it for me was the fact 

that both Marcus and Ocean had been drawn to Tofino due to aspect of its natural landscape – 

Marcus for its waterscape offering a medium to interact with surfing as both healthier lifestyle 

and sport, and Ocean for the similar reason of interacting with the waterscape and its surrounding 

environment. But what showed through their narratives was the invisibility of the natural 

environment to a certain extent, and more so a thought process aimed towards the environment in 

relation to the medium it offered to them in connection to their desired lifestyle.  

It seems then that Tofino’s natural features are written in bold in my participants social 

imaginary of the location – are primary in their draw for people such as Marcus and Ocean, 

although in their narratives, both seemed to hold a relationship of alienation with the natural 

environment once they’d moved there. Their experience of place is forced to navigate the 

limiting structural agency of Tofino through living costs, the time restrictions that come with 
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working to afford to live there, and the lack of friendship or a sense of community due to 

disparate lifestyle choices and the rapid turnover rate of people living in and passing through 

Tofino. Their narratives, if beginning with what they thought the natural environment of Tofino 

could offer as a sort of idealised growth medium to their desires, both continued and concluded 

in separation from the same thing that drew them there in the first place. 

All three participants – to use McKay’s terminology – grasped at place in an effort to 

make a home that resembled the image they each brought with them of Tofino and what the 

landscape offered. Out of the three, and although this could just be due to the lack of my own 

skills in formulating questions that might draw out the nuance of home-building processes in my 

participants, it is Maidenhair’s notion of a home in her van that transcends place and flows into 

identity-making processes directly connected to new and continuing forms of experience.  

 

Tofino 

I’ve traveled here annually since I was a child and the place, for me, is at once both anchored in 

nostalgia while also vital and alive in my present. Tofino, to me, is a living mosaic of memories 

spanning over two decades of interaction between person and place. Thinking of its beaches, 

wide and flat as if beaten between hammer of sky and anvil of stone, brings the smell of smoke 

from beach bonfires, salt heavy in seamist. The damp breath of fog turning open air and rolling 

landscape to a thousand hazy rooms that follow as you walk. Lost? Never. Maps here are not 

read but heard. Concussions – not unlike the beating of some vast heart – of waves booming into 

water and waves hissing as they flatten themselves against the sand in shimmering alloy pools. 

The taste: morning coffee, smokies gritty with ubiquitous beach sand. It is a primordial 

landscape of elements unchecked by land-bulk, hulking in from the open waters of the North 

Pacific, half crazed and feral. A place that is at once a source of stark beauty – sublime in its 

ferocity – and so utterly wind-swept and open that it is difficult for one not to feel the loneliness 

attached to depth of time the landscape represents.   
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(5) Conclusion  

 In conclusion, the themes that continued to rise throughout the process of this research 

project are ones connected to the difference between expectations and realties. Aside from the 

findings that tried to articulate the gulf between my participant’s expectations of Tofino and the 

landscape as it is, through the process of researching lifestyle migrations and interacting with 

living representatives of this social phenomenon, I also felt the open space between expectations 

and reality. Freedom at the cost of loneliness. Escaping the banal uniformity of mainstream 

culture to navigate the structural trappings of the same entity. And wilderness that draws the eye 

and yet turns the embrace.  

This is not to say that the neonomadic experience is doomed to be one situated in 

disappointment, although in relation to Tofino and the image it creates for those who have yet to 

live there, this does seem to be the case where my participants are concerned. Maidenhair’s 

narrative seems to best illustrate how, despite the difficulties of navigation in her mobile 

habitation, the value of her lifestyle is measured in that ephemeral substance that rests at the core 

of the image and metaphor of the nomad; that resides also in the dream-grown halls of the social 

imaginary; reverberates in the semiotic chemistry continually unfolding between interactions of 

people and place and the corresponding poetry of movement and home-making it produces: new 

experience and the corresponding transformation it allows.  

The modes of analysis used certainly helped in offering frameworks to understand the 

motivations – both internal and external – that drive individuals to participate in lifestyle 

migrations, but it was speaking with my participants that truly helped to contextualize and 

confuse the image of the neonomad. The bones of theory, while vital in their ability to carry the 
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weight of analysis, are still lifeless things without the muscle of living narrative from the 

individuals they interact with.  

The limitations that I encountered throughout my research are connected to time restrains 

in the field as well as the season in which the fieldwork took place. In connection to time 

restrains, having the ability to interview a wider range of individuals who fit into the research 

population would have helped greatly in illustrating the diversity in experiences between 

neonomadic travelers, as well as cultivating understanding in common themes and narrative 

threads between participants. 

The positionality of myself as a researcher also acts as its own limitation in my 

interpretation and understanding of the narratives analysed in this research project, as well as 

ethnographic projects moving forward in my academic career. In future research where more 

time is allowed and in an attempt to mitigate the potential misinterpretations of participants 

narratives, follow-up interviews and meetings would be a key tool in having the individuals 

verify if my analysis of what they said aligns with what they were trying to say.  

 After having two of my three participants mention the vibrant neonomadic aquaculture 

that thrives and migrates throughout the Gulf Islands on Vancouver Island’s Eastern coast, future 

research into lifestyle migration mobilities could find fecund grounds of investigation along the 

surrounding waterscape of Tofino and the island in general.  
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