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Lake Louise in Banff National Park looking back from Mt. Victoria.
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The Canadian Rockies
I fell in love with the Canadian Rockies the first time we visited there. It was in 1999 - on
Leslie and my first Canadian trailer camping trip. It was spectacular. We had been traveling the
previous several summers - mostly for camping and hiking - in Yellowstone and the Grand
Tetons, Glacier National Park, the North Cascades, through the Southwest to visit ancient
archeological sites of the Anasazi, to Utah’s national parks - Zion, Bryce, Capital Reef, and
Canyonlands. And as special as all of those places are - and I’ve been back to visit and hike
them as well, somehow the majesty of the Canadian Rockies made that part of the world my
favorite destination.
Part of what is so special besides the simply magnificent beauty is that thirty thousand square
miles has been set aside into four contiguous national parks - along the northern Rocky
Mountains separating British Columbia from Alberta. From the south and Kootenay National
Park to Jasper National Park in the north, from Banff National Park to the east to Yoho National
Park to the west. One can literally drive for hundreds of miles through spectacular mountain
country and never be out of a national park. Then further west as you leave the Rockies through
the Columbia Mountains, there is Rogers Pass, then Canada’s Glacier National Park which is still
ten percent covered by permanent ice from the last Ice Age, and Revelstoke National Park in the
mountains bordering to the Columbia River. All of it is spectacular country.
It is with all of that in mind that I want to try to convey what I think are some of the
spectacular accessible sites - and hikes - in that part of the world that I find so special.
I want to start with one of the iconic scenes from the Canadian Rockies, the spectacular view
from just outside the Fairmont Chateau Lake Louise - which opened in 1890 at Lake Louise in
Alberta just east of British Columbia - and looking westward toward Mount Victoria and the
Victoria Glacier.

The view of Lake Louise and Mt. Victoria can be seen by just driving to the Lake Louise
parking lot and walking to the edge of the lake (or having high tea at the Chateau Lake Louise!).
It is the opposite end of the lake from where the cover photo was taken while returning from a
hike to the Plain of Six Glaciers at the base of Mt. Victoria. (One can see the Chateau in the
background of that photo and the mountains beyond on the other side of Bow Valley.) This is
one of the crown jewels of the Canadian Rockies. But it isn’t the only one, or even the only one
in this immediate vicinity. Lake Louise is in Banff National Park and forty miles from the Banff
Township. It is beautiful country - with spectacular sights everywhere just from a car.
Leslie and I first visited this part
of the world over twenty years ago
on one of our summer trailercamping trips. We were snowed on in
Banff on the 4th of July! Welcome to
the mountains!
But it was hiking in the Lake
Louise area that really captured us.
Although it is touristy - especially in
Lake Louise Village - and there are
tour busses of people that make the
trip into the mountains to Lake Louise
and Moraine Lake, the other iconic site in the area, once one is on the trail and you gain a little
elevation - the crowds dwindle and the only people you see are other hikers. We loved to hike in
those mountains - and I have been back a number of times to be on those trails in order to capture
those views.

Looking into the mountains from my lodge in Lake Louise Village.

The Lake Louise Area Hikes
Starting from the chateau on Lake Louise, there are two great hikes - or one very long one,
depending on how you choose to go. But it will be pretty crowded near the lake. Soon after a
short walk beside the lake, a trail off to the right immediately starts climbing into the forest. It’s
the Lake Agnes/Beehives trail, a steady climb through trees with only an occasional glimpse of
the lake or even the mountains surrounding it. The first real view is of aptly named Mirror Lake
and the towering rock formation called the Little Beehive behind it.

That is where the hike gets spectacular. More climbing takes one up the mountain to high
above Lake Louise, Mirror Lake, and Lake Agnes. There is one place where leaving the trail a
short distance to a rock outcropping gives a spectacular view of all three lakes at different
elevations with the Little Beehive and the mountains behind looking toward the Victoria Glacier.

Lake Agnes is tucked into a mountain “alcove” between the Little Beehive, Mt. Whyte, and
Mt. St. Piran. There is a wonderful little tea house right at the outlet falls of the lake which spill
down toward Mirror Lake - a great place to stop for French press coffee or tea and biscuits.

But it is the hike around the lake, then to the top of the Little Beehive (to take in the view
from the observation gazebo at the top) that just catches your breath.

Lake Agnes and the Tea House

Lake Louise and the Bow Valley from the
top of the Little Beehive.

Mirror Lake, Lake Louise
and the Bow Valley.

From the top of the Little Beehive - and the overlook - there are some choices to make. One
can head back down to the Lake Agnes Teahouse before returning to Lake Louise, take one of
several trails more directly back to the lake dropping back down through the forest - with
occasional glimpses of the lake and mountains, or one can extend the hike back to the Plain of
Six Glaciers - at the foot of Mount Victoria. I’d recommend the latter.
The trail works its way through the forest toward the Victoria Glacier, with all the other
spectacular peaks looming. The first time we did that hike, there had been a July snowstorm - it
was a spectacular day and we could hear ice-falls and little avalanches sounding like thunder
echoing around in those peaks. There is another teahouse with a patio view of Victoria Glacier
where one can stop for a rest before returning.

The Mitre and Mt. Victoria

The Victoria Glacier

The Plain of Six Glaciers

Of course, what is interesting
about hiking in the mountains is that
you are never sure when this will
happen. Storms can come ‘out of
nowhere’ - or technically from the
other side of some mountain ridge and you just have to be prepared for
it and hope it is short lived.
The return to the trailhead at the
Chateau is a bit anticlimactic, but
still pretty in it’s own way - and it is
downhill. so a faster return! But after
a dozen or more miles hiking is these spectacular mountains, it is difficult to re-enter the real
world with all the tourists who stay within a half mile or so of the Chateau along the lake visible here at the far end of the Lake Louise.

Lake Louise, although often referred to as the crown jewel of the Canadian Rockies is not the
only spectacular destination in the area. Just a few miles further up into the mountains is the
nondescript trailhead for the Paradise Valley hike - aptly named - in between the two mountain
ridges that separate Lake Louise and Moraine Lake - another of the iconic images that grace
almost any article about the Canadian Rockies. Leslie and I hiked Paradise Valley a couple of
times - always special. It’s hard to imagine how beautiful and peaceful that valley is - with no
tourists, only hikers.

Paradise Valley

Moraine Lake to Sentinel Pass
But as nice as that hike is, one of my favorites is still the Sentinel Pass hike. It starts at
beautiful Moraine Lake - a destination for so many tourists, and climbs quickly into the
mountains, through a larch pine meadow (bear habitat - with warnings to hike in groups) to a
pass that separates Moraine Lake and the Valley of the Ten Peaks from Paradise Valley. The pass
itself is a very narrow gap between two peaks after climbing 700 feet on switchbacks up a talus
slope. Standing at the pass, one can literally turn around in one spot and see two different
spectacular views - the peaks behind Moraine Lake with its glaciers and Paradise Valley and the
peaks separating it from the Lake Louise valley.

Moraine Lake and the Valley of Ten Peaks - the trailhead for the Sentinel Pass hike.

The final 700 foot climb to Sentinel Pass
just beyond Minnestimma Lake

Stop and rest - and just take in the view on the climb up the talus slope to the pass. Then
plan to stay awhile and just enjoy turning around and seeing the two spectacular views of the Ten
Peaks and Paradise Valley. When Leslie and I did the hike, we got caught in a huge hailstorm as
we approached the pass - and could see very little. I’ve been back to do the hike again … twice.

These two photos were from the
exact same spot at Sentinel Pass I just turned around.

The Icefields Parkway
It’s sometimes hard to leave the Lake
Louise area because of its incredible
beauty - that is unless you intend to head
north up the Icefields Parkway. It’s only
about 150 miles from Lake Louise to
Jasper to the north - but don’t hurry. It is
one of the most spectacular drives I’ve
ever been on.. From the moment you
head north through the Bow Valley
between mountain ridges which are still
covered in glaciers from the last Ice Age,
it is beautiful. You can take all day and
not have seen it all.

Even if you never got out of the car, it would be a visual adventure from Lake Louise to
Jasper - Hector Lake in the south past beautiful Bow Lake and Glacier, Peyto Lake, the
Saskatchewan River crossing, to the Athabasca Glacier, Tanglewood Falls, and north along the
Asthabasca River to Jasper. All of it. It is hard to drink in the spectacular views.

Peyto Lake

The Athabasca Glacier
in Jasper National Park

The Icefields Parkway

The Athabasca River
approaching Jasper

Of course, it’s also hard to ignore the abundant wildlife often seen in Jasper National Park.
“Jasper gridlock” is the term applied to cars stopping on the highway just to watch the animals.

The Bow Lake and Falls Hike
Just the drive to Jasper is spectacular, but to really appreciate this area, one needs to get out
of the car and hike. Bow Glacier and Falls are visible in the distance from the beautiful Bow
Lake, just off the Icefields Parkway. The hike is easy for much of the three miles to the falls, and
well worth doing.

Wilcox Ridge Hike
Directly across from the Athabasca Glacier in Jasper National Park is one of my favorite
hikes. A mile or so of climb up through a forest to above the tree line opens up a spectacular
vista of Mt. Andromeda, Mt. Athabasca, the Athabasca Glacier, mountain meadows of tundra, a
herd of Big Horn sheep, and the Wilcox Ridge and Pass.

From Wilcox Ridge

Wilcox Pass

Jasper and the Mount Edith Cavell Hike
Jasper, a small railroad town on the Athabasca River, is situated among lakes and rivers and
surrounded by mountains. It is essentially a gateway to the northern Canadian Rocky wilderness.
The Mount Edith Cavell hike is basically an
out-and-back - starting at the Cavell Glacier and
Pond and then a steady climb of about 1600 feet
through the forest to an alpine meadow then up
above the tree line to spectacular views of the north
face of Mt. Edith Cavell and the Angel Glacier. It’s
not a long hike, but like most others in the Rockies,
it climbs - this time to a destination viewpoint
above the Cavell Valley.

Mount Edith Cavell

When in Jasper, it is worth an evening drive south along Maligne Road through the hills and
forrest to Medicine Lake. I’ve never been on that road without seeing elk, moose, and bear. A
fitting end to a great day.

Medicine Lake, Jasper

Mount Robson Provincial Park
Mt. Robson, not far west of Jasper across the border into British Columbia, is the highest
peak in the Canadian Rockies - The hike along Robson River to Kinney Lake and the Valley of a
Thousand Falls is beautiful.

Serene Kinney Lake along the Robson
River. Just off the main trail through some
trees - very easy to miss altogether! But
you shouldn’t.

The Robson River and the Valley
of a Thousand Falls

Yoho National Park
There are four contiguous National Parks in the Canadian Rockies. One can travel hundreds
of miles without ever leaving a National Park - from Kootenay NP to Banff NP, Jasper NP, and
then west through Yoho NP. Yoho is just to the west of Lake Louise, by less than an hour, and is
equally impressive. There is one area - Lake O’Hara that requires a shuttle to get to - and is
booked months ahead of time. Both a lodge and campground book first - and always fill - so day
use is limited unless you hike the eight miles uphill to the lake! Leslie and I did that once years
ago on our visit to Yoho NP! I have never been able to get reservations for the shuttle!

But there are other spectacular areas to explore in Yoho with easy access - even though it is
the smallest of the National Parks. Emerald Lake, for example, is an easy three mile walk
around this beautiful lake, It is a popular spot - including a lodge and boating - and lots of
tourists.

And Wapta Falls is only a two mile easy hike from the trailhead - a mile or two on a dirt road
from the Trans-Canada highway, a spectacular waterfall on the Kicking Horse River.

And then there is Takkakaw Falls - a
destination site within Yoho National Park - an
1100 hundred foot waterfall near the trailhead for
a hike along the Yoho River. “Takkakaw” means
“magnificent” in Cree - and is very appropriately
named. A much longer and more strenuous hike
then leads to the Twin Falls.

If you like waterfalls and rugged mountains - you might consider Yoho National Park!

Canada’s Glacier National Park
As spectacular as the national parks are along the spine of the Canadian Rockies, one should
not count out the smaller parks to the west. Canada’s Glacier National Park, for example, is
hundred or so miles to the west of Yoho and just beyond spectacular Roger’s Pass. It is a hiker’s
park into the high mountains - with about ten percent or so still covered with permanent ice,
remnants of the last Ice Age.

The steady climb up the Asulkan Valley
toward the Illecillewaet Glacier.

Marion Lake high up on the Abbot Ridge.

The Asulkan Valley climbing
toward the Illecillewaet Glacier
viewed from Abbot Ridge

Mount Sir Donald and the Illecillewaet
Glacier

Looking back down the Asulkan Valley toward the trailhead and Rogers Pass.

Revelstoke National Park
Less than an hour west of Canada’s Glacier National Park - and as one drops farther down
out of the mountains from Rogers Pass toward the Columbia River, is the town of Revelstoke right on an S-bend in the Columbia surrounded by Mounts Begbie, McKinsey, and Revelstoke.
Revelstoke National Park is thus a mountain park about a mile or more in elevation above the
Columbia River. Among the attractions to the park are the wildflowers in bloom mid-summer.

An alpine meadow at the start of the Jade Lake
hike.

The Jade Lake hike starts at the end of the road up Mt. Revelstoke - and then climbs from
there skirting the mountain top past Miller Lake and over mountain ridge to look down toward
Jade Lake.

From Mt. Revelstoke
looking westward over a
glacial cirque toward the
Columbia River.

Miller Lake

Jade Lake - looking east toward the mountains around Glacier National Park

There are a lot of reasons to visit the Canadian Rockies. The hiking is spectacular, of course,
but so are just the drives from one place to another. I have been a number of times now - and I
plan to go again. One doesn’t have to be a hiker to totally enjoy that part of the world. Many
people just travel to the Rockies to see the lakes and waterfalls and spectacular mountains and
glaciers from their car - or even a tour bus. But if you like to hike - those mountains hold some
of my favorite hikes of all time. Just putting this together makes me want to go again and redo
some of those hikes as well as some of those drives.

Elizabeth Lake at the entrance to Cranbrook, BC just fifty miles north of the US-Canada border
with the Kootenay Rockies in the background - and a gateway to the Canadian Rocky Mountains.

When Leslie and I first started traveling to the National Parks in the western United States
and Canada, we were trailer camping in those parks - mostly for hiking. After hiking in
Yellowstone and the Grand Tetons, the high desert canyons of Utah, and even in the southwest
deserts of Arizona and New Mexico, I think our favorite hikes - or at least mine - were in the
Canadian Rockies. But even just stopping by the side of the road can be beautiful.

In more recent years, I’ve just been taking road trips back to those places - and staying in
motels or lodges, playing golf on some wonderful mountain golf courses in the Kootenay and
Columbia River valleys, but also returning to some of those wonderful mountain hikes. And
revisiting them make them no less spectacular or make me less likely to want to go.
Which are my favorite? That is really hard to say. I think maybe the most spectacular for
just continuous views from one moment to the other are those above Lake Louise in Banff
National Park, or maybe the Wilcox Ridge hike in Jasper National Park, which I’ve now done
four times. Or maybe Bow Lake and the falls, or …. See, I really don’t know.

A side note:
One of the things that has struck me on my return to the Icefields Parkway - the route from
Lake Louise to Jasper - is that over the last twenty years, the glaciation has noticeably
diminished. The glaciers are still there - just smaller. I understand that part of the Angel Glacier
on Mt. Edith Cavell near Jasper has now broken away. I’m not sure I want to see that. And the
tongue of the Athabasca Glacier has retreated hundreds of meters up that valley over the last two
decades - and it’s volume is much smaller than
the first time I saw it. One can no longer just
walk up onto the glacier - it is too fragile and
dangerous. It’s a natural process, I realize - that
is, if those glaciers are remnants of the last Ice
Age, one should expect that they will continue
to retreat. But it does make one think. The
photos below were taking in 1999 and 2013,
respectively. And one wonders how long before
travelers up the Icefields Parkway will not be
able to view more than just fragments of those
glaciers.

1999

2013

POSTSCRIPT
I began this project the same way I have begun any other of my writing projects - by
reminiscing. In this case, it was just looking through my photos from previous trips to the
Canadian Rockies to think about where I wanted to return. I had been to Canada several times
with Leslie in those trailer camping trips - first just to Waterton Lakes National Park just across
the border from Montana’s Glacier National Park, and then to Banff and Jasper National Parks,
to Vancouver Island and Victoria, Nanaimo, and Campbell River along the Straight of Georgia.
Then to the National Parks in the Canadian Rockies more hiking. And I’ve been back six of the
last seven years just on road trips - to renew my acquaintances with those spectacular places, to
redo some those hikes that Leslie and I had done together, but also to go to new places (which
she would have loved as well). And in doing that, I’ve gotten to know a number of people I
really would like to see again. But this year looks like traveling to Canada may be more difficult
- and may have to be postponed for another year.
So I’ve been looking through my photos - just to remember how special it is.
In the past, I’ve often included photos taken along the way in emails - my version of
postcards - to a few friends, but also to Leslie’s close friends who had been so dear, just to let
them know I’m doing well and revisiting some of those places. One of her quilting friends told
me a few years ago that I should put those photos together into a book. I sort of dismissed the
idea, because why would anyone want to look at my trip pictures?
But now this project is just a way toward both of those ideas - to remind me of the places I’ve
been and why I went to those places, and to have them together in a more complete form to look
through.
To anyone who sees this, I hope it captures your imagination a bit and suggests some places
that you really need to consider visiting - whether you hike or just sight-see, there is a lot there.

Ron Brown - Spring, 2020
(in anticipation of a summer trip that might not happen)

