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OUR or five days, snatched from a business journey which took 
me to Vancouver, would seem to provide but slight justification 
and still less material for an article, however short, on the Canadian 

ckies. But it is no'v so difficult for British mountaineers to visit this 
range that it appeared to me that any recent news ought to be of some 
slight interest. · 

It has, of course, long been easy enough, once you get there, to step 
off somewhere along the route of the C.P.R. or C.N.R. and see some
thing of the immediate vicinity. But the possibility, in a very short 
time, of going further afield to more remote districts, where the finer 
mountains are, has only become a fact as a result of the construction 
of the Banff-Jasper Highway. 

This great road, or at any rate the new portion of it from Lake 
Louise Station to Jasper, was opened in 1940. In its course of 150 
miles it traverses the three contiguous valleys of the ,Bow, North 
Saskatchewan, and Athabasca Rivers, which together form the great 
trough on the immediate eastern flank of the main watershed of the 
Central Rockies. They are separated from each other by the Bow 
and Sunwapta Passes, the former, 6, 78 5 feet, being the highest point 
of the road. 

In 1898 it took Norman Collie's par:ty 18 days of strenuous travel 
to go from Lake Louise to the Athabasca Glacier. It is true that they 
made a slight detour from the Bow Valley, but this cannot have added 
more than a day or two to their time. Even right up to the 193o's 
I believe it required ten days of trail riding to cover the whole distance 
to Jasper, and the comparatively few who did it must have felt that 
they were still to a certain extent in the pioneering age. 

To-day the road is one of the main tourist routes of the Continent, 
and literally hundreds of cars, mostly American, cover it daily in the 
summer in a few hours, with no other obstruction to be feared than that 
occasioned by small bears which are liable to sit in the middle of the 
road and hold up the traffic to beg for food. 

The surface can be muddy in wet weather, but tarring, or paving 
as they say there, is already in progress from the northern end, and when 
I passed in early July had already reached about 30 miles from Jasper. 

The scenery everywhere is of a high order, but is best along the 
northern half. The gorges of the Sunwapta, followed by the great 
width of the Athabasca Valley, afford varied contrasts, which are some
what lacking in the southern section where vast wooded spurs con
tinually succeed each other on either hand. But I must admit that my 
opinion may have been influenced by the bad weather on the day I 
traversed the latter. 
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There are numerous camping grounds along the road, some provided 
with shelters and cooking facilities. There are also a few chalets and 
cabins where nights can be spent, and the largest of these is the 
Columbia Ice Field Chalet. This is magnificently situated on open 
ground a mile or so down the north slope of the Sunwapta Pass right 
opposite one of the main outlets of the Great Columbia Ice Field. 

As you stand in front of it, looking \Vest, on the left is Mount 
Athabasca with its huge buttresses lining the right ·bank of the Atha
basca Glacier, which comes over the edge of the plateau in a great ice
fall, and reaches down to within a few hundred yards of your feet. 
The visible portion of the glacier is roughly six miles by one. To 
the right of.this is the Snow Dome whose summit cannot be seen, then 
the Dome Glacier, also forming an icefall, and embedded in a deep 
gulf between the cliffs of the Snow Dome and Mount Kitchener. The 
spurs of the latter fall directly to the gorge of the Sunwapta River 
(really the east branch of the Athabasca) which flows north from the 
two glaciers and bounds the view on the right. 

None of these peaks exceeds ·II,500 feet in height, but the extent 
of ice and snow upon them is such that, by Alpine standards, one is 
inclined to give them at least 1 ,ooo feet more. 

The first visitors to this dis~rict in a real mountaineering sense were 
Norman Co.'lie's party in 18g8, who made the first ascent of Mou.nt 
Athabasca and also made their way up the icefalJ on to the Ice Field. 
Their camp must have been situated very near the Information Hut 
which now .marks the southern entrance to the Jasper National Park, 
and where aJI cars are registered. Their story is an interesting one in 
showing the difficulties they had in reaching the area at all with 
sufficient supplies, and in their belief that fifty years before that, say a 
century ago, travel had been considerably easier. They put this down 
to the greater abundance of game which brought Indians and trappers 
who kept the trails open. By Collie's time, game, Indians and trappers 
had almost disappeared and the old trails had become completely 
choked with fallen timber. His party in fact were not fa~ from suffering 
starvation, and on the day Athabasca was climbed by the remainder, 
Stutfield had to go off with a gun seeking mountain sheep, and only 
his success prevented a hasty and hungry retreat to their cache of 
supplies on the North Saskatchewan. 

A still earlier traveller was W. D. Wilcox in 1896. After him the 
Wilcox Pass and Peak are named. The former marks, I believe, the only 
major diversion of the new road from the old trail. 

The remarkable gorge formed by the Sunwapta River a few miles 
north of the Chalet, which the road now follows, must have been a 
great deterrent to the old trail riders. They therefore turned half right 
from the summit of the Sunwapta Pass, ascended a further few hundred 
feet to an open grassy saddle, and came down again into the main 
valley below the gorge. This saddle is the Wilcox Pass, and Wilcox 
Peak stands in between the two routes. It rises to nearly g,soo feet 
and provides a sharp rocky ridge with a pronounced point for a summit. 
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Placed as it is, immediately behind the Chalet, it forms a natural 
objective for anyone staying there not equipped for more serious 
mountaineering. It must also give a very fine view over the main 
portion of the Ice Field to Mount Columbia, as well as north-west to 
Mount Alberta, and in fact over the whole of this most splendid area 
of the Central Rockies, and this view I was most anxious to get. 

Unfortunately I struck a bad day. Much cloud was .about as I 
scrambled up the ridge, and at brief intervals heavy snow showers 
were sweeping over the mountain from the north. I had no equipment 
whatever except an old pair of boots, not even a walking stick, and as 
there were several steep patches of hard snow near the top and there 
was no view, I turned down again, glad to be out of the cold wind. 
I finished the day with a walk over the stony hillsides where Stutfield 
had shot his sheep. 

For the rest there is plenty of rough walking over the lower spurs 
to keep one busy for a stay of a few days. I had had a faint hope that 
a guide might be available, but there was none nearer than Lake Louise. 
A charming young National Park warden, one of those University 
students on a vacation job who are so numerous in Canada, gave me 
some useful information, but he could not accompany me. 

The National Park policy has brought back much of the wild life. 
Besides the chipmunks and ground squirrels around the Chalet, there. 
are quite a few Rocky Mountain sheep, and on one occasion I had a 
close and surprising encounter with two bull moose among some trees 
not far from the road. Rocky Mountain goats can sometimes be seen 
in various parts of the Park, though they are rather scarce. 

The drawbacks of this place must, I fear, be mentioned along with 
its attractions. The immediate vicinity of the Chalet is a place to be 
avoided at all costs during the middle of the day. All the motor 
coaches from either end of the road arrive about noon, decant their 
loads for lunch and a .visit to the glacier, and depart again about two. 
Private cars are coming through all the time, and one feels that it \vill 
not be long before the great east face of Mount Athabasca rivals the 
north face of the Jungfrau in the number of cameras which have been 
clicked at it. 

A well-made road branches off beside the Chalet and winds down 
over the extensive old moraines to the snout of the glacier. This 
actually ends in a small lake, into which pieces of ice break off and 
float about ; a sort of miniature Marjelen See. Beside the lake a large 
flat space has been levelled off, upon which .~ow upon row of long 
gleaming American cars are to be seen during the greater part of the 
day. From here a duck-board track leads past an Information Bureau 
and actually on to the ice where a Snow-mobile awaits the adventurous 
traveller. This latest invention is a vehicle on hali tracks with a pair 
of ski in place of the leading wheels, and looking nf)t unlike the ' quod ' 
known to field gunners during the war. It holds etght passengers, and 
for two dollars a head they are taken for a ride of two or three miles 
up the flat part of the glacier. When I was there, there were three or 
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four of these things in operation, and they were kept continually busy 
all day. I must confess that I found it tmpossible to repress entirely 
a selfish feeling of distaste, as one looked down from the heights, to 
see always two or three little black bugs crawling about the glacier, 
though I think the car park is the greater eyesore. 

Nevertheless, one has to take the rough with the smooth, and without 
modern transport, of which this is an extreme manifestation, considera
tions of time and expense would make such a snap visit as mine quite 
out of the question to the ordinary person. Certainly, speaking as one 
of the many whose mountain experience has been almost entirely in 
the Alps, the good fortune in being able to see a little of this great wild 
country was something not to be forgotten. 
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