Creating a business out of
chocolate-making on
Vancouver Island.

By Tuija Seipell

inding a completely refreshing retail

shop is a rare occurrence in today’s

over-retailed, over-packaged, and
over-branded market. Consumers have
become sceptical of marketing hype,
fancy concepts and empty promises. Most
of the time, they are underwhelmed and
unimpressed. The retail food, bakery and
delicacy market is no exception. So the
squeals of newly arrived tourists at
Gordon Austin’s Chocolate Tofino are not
that surprising. “This is so cute!” “I can-
not believe how delicious these choco-
lates are!” “I cannot believe you can run a
chocolate store here!”

People — especially visitors — do not
expect to find gourmet-quality, hand-
made chocolates in a tiny shop in Tofino.
The shop is not really even in the village
of Tofino, but in an odd little gravel-cov-
ered cul-de-sac, just off the highway.

The shop is part of a small circle
formed by a tiny grocery store, a couple
of surfer shops -and a restaurant.
Chocolate Tofino’s minuscule space is in
the back corner of a wacky looking
weathered cedar house with so many win-
dows in the ceiling that some call it “the
cheese house.” because especially at
night, it looks like a hunk of cheese with
lots of holes in it.

For the past couple of years, food-
savvy travellers who have driven to
Tofino, a town of about 1,500 permanent
residents at the extreme western rim of
Vancouver Island — as far west as one can
drive in Canada ~ have found Chocolate
Tofino to be one of these unexpected
retail delights.

As a concept, Gordon Austin’s
Chocolate Tofino is not unique — here are
hundreds of great chocolate shops in
British Columbia and across the country.
But to find a shop that offers high-end
chocolates in a distant village like Tofino
is a true surprise. It is equally surprising
to discover that the new business is also
successful beyond the young owners’ —
Gordon Austin and his wife Leah —
dreams.

Formerly a hippie town, Tofino is now
rather sophisticated and a place with a
vast variety of offerings. Every year,
tourists from all over the world come to
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enjoy the Pacific Rim National Park and
the expanding amenities of Tofino. The
visitors include economy back-packers
crowding the camping sites and hostel,
families in the SUVs occupying the
motels and hotels, and hyper-wealthy
tourists looking for the latest spa experi-
ence in one of the luxury resorts.

The Austins are fairly new to the area,
but both locals and visitors have wel-
comed Gordon’s enthusiastic chocolate
making and Leah’s natural business sense
with open arms — and wallets. In addition
to tourist and locals, the Austins cater to
many high-end restaurants and resorts in
the area that use customised chocolates as

Gordon Austin, owner of Chocolate Tofino, is a Red Seal chef,

room amenity gifts.

Gordon is a Red Seal chef trained at
the Malaspina College on Vancouver
Island. He has had two main pastry and
chocolate-making mentors. At college, he
worked with George Wagner. chocolatier
and master pastry chef at Malaspina.
Later, he worked at the Wickaninnish Inn
— one of the best-known luxury resorts in
Tofino — under Matthias Conradi.

“From these two masters, I had the priv-
ilege of picking up the old trade of choco-
late making,” says Gordon.

A couple of years ago, Leah, whose
background is in social services, agreed
with Gordon that chocolate was a business
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Leah and Gordon Austin are the owners of Chocolate Tofino, a young business an
B.C.'s Vancouver Island.

they could get into both from personal
satisfaction point of view and from the
business angle.

“We did quite a bit of market
research and found that this could
work,” she says.

“We are in a very unique, booming
market here,” says Gordon. “We don’t
have to send our chocolates anywhere,
the market comes to us. That means less
packaging, which would be a huge cost.
People come here with money to
spend, they are on holidays, they have
special celebrations and they love great
chocolate.”

“Chocolate is really tied
to emotions, it makes
people happy, it’s a
comfort food, so we get
to hear the highs and
lows of people’s lives”

Leah adds that there are many other
benefits of staying local.

“We do not want to send stuff out of
Tofino,” she says. “We want people to
get it fresh here. We’ve had people from
all over B.C. and even from the States
who have wanted to wholesale our
chocolates, but we do not want to do it.
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We want people to have to come to
Tofino to get this.”

The Austins are also aware of the
uniqueness of their shop as an
“attraction.”

“Our shop is little and quaint,” says
Gordon. “This kind of thing would prob-
ably not work in a big city with
grandiose chocolate shops. And maybe
we will be that fancy one day, but the
quaintness of this place is a real
attraction.”

Much of the couple’s personal satis-
faction comes from interaction with cus-
tomers, both local and visitors.

“Chocolate is really tied to emotions,
it makes people happy, it’s a comfort
food, so we get to hear the highs and
lows of people’s lives,” says Leah.

Gordon adds: “A big part of our job,
really, is to be discreet. In a small town
like this, you get to know a lot about
people’s lives. Who's proposing, who’s
having fights, who’s having a birthday,
who’s divorced — we know it all. But this
is all entertainment, and our job is to
make people happy.”

The Austins offer a dozen different
flavours of chocolate. Their most popu-
lar items are the Tofino Bears. They are
4-inch hollow bears with tiny chocolate
fish and shells inside. Tofino Bears usu-
ally carry a fish in their hands, but they
receive seasonal updates. For Mother’s
Day and Valentine’s, they carry a heart,
for Christmas, a wreath and so on.
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Another popular item is the Tofino
Happy Pack. It has hazelnut crispy logs,
strawberry cream starfish, Clayoquot
blackberries, wild flower honey squares
and a Grand Marnier orange leaf. The
entire pack costs $5.95.

In addition to chocolates, locals have
been asking for more and more wedding
and special event cakes. Gordon has
made quite a few, but he does not really
want to expand into the traditional fon-
dant-icing cakes. His focus is and will
be on chocolate — although he make’s
ice cream in the summertime, and it has
become a big seller.

Gordon sees a lot of potential in the
“corporate” market as well.

“I could be doing a whole lot more
chocolates for the resorts and restau-
rants, but that will require more people
and more overhead.” he says.

The potential is there and the busi-
ness is still very small, but the Austins
have no intention of letting it explode
out of control. Through careful and
slow progress they have been able to
keep financial control — the business
does not owe money to anyone — and
they are reluctant go into debt now.

“We owe nothing to anybody and
we’d like to keep it that way,” says
Gordon. %
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