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Between the Canadian Rockies and the Rio Grande


			The western half of North America is often described as a land of contrasts, and no route across it gives a sharper sense of the region’s extremes than Highway 93. Starting in the north, across the Canadian border at Jasper National Park in the heart of the Rocky Mountains, and winding up south of the border in the Sonora Desert twin towns of Nogales (one in Arizona, one in Mexico), this route, which retains the number 93 despite the different international jurisdictions, traverses some of the wildest and most rugged lands imaginable: mighty mountains, glaciated valleys, raging rivers, and two very different deserts. Besides offering up-close looks at mile after mile of magnificent and almost completely untouched wilderness, US-93 also takes you right through the neon heart of what is surely the most extreme (and most extremely visual) example of our contemporary “civilization”: Las Vegas.

			The route divides into two almost unrecognizably different halves. The northern section, from the Canadian Rockies wonderland of Banff and Jasper south as far as Sun Valley, Idaho, is pure alpine majesty. Passing the western flanks of Glacier National Park, US-93 runs along river valleys through diverse communities where skiing, hiking, and sightseeing have replaced mining and lumbering as the economic engines. South of Kalispell, the highway winds across the Flathead Indian Reservation along the western shores of Flathead Lake to Missoula, located at the heart of the bountiful country captured in the film A River Runs Through It. Western Montana’s natural beauty reaches a peak in the Bitterroot Valley, which stretches south from Missoula all the way to the Idaho border. Besides scenery, the valley also abounds in history, holding many key sites pertaining to the explorers Lewis and Clark, the first whites to set foot in the region, and other sites related to the epic struggle of Chief Joseph and the Nez Percé tribe.

			As you pass over the Bitterroots into Idaho across the Continental Divide, the scenery remains impressive as US-93 winds along the banks of the Salmon River, all the way to its source in the serrated Sawtooth Mountains, then drops down swiftly into Sun Valley, the oldest and most upscale ski resort in the country.

			South of Sun Valley, however, everything changes very suddenly. Roaring rivers and mountain forests give way to lava flows and empty deserts as US-93 races across the inhospitable landscape of the Snake River plain. This was the most difficult portion of the historic Oregon Trail, though the biggest difficulty facing today’s travelers is the struggle to stay alert—there’s very little to look for, apart from acres of potato farms reclaimed from the arid desert. The one real sight is the Snake River itself, which has carved itself into a deep gorge near Twin Falls.

			Continuing south into Nevada, US-93 embarks on what is truly, if not officially, the “Loneliest Road in America,” traveling across 500 miles of Great Basin Desert. Though not for the faint-hearted (or those with unreliable cars!), it’s an unforgettably beautiful journey; after hours (or days) of existential solitude, you drop down into the frenetic boomtown of Las Vegas.

			Crossing Hoover Dam into Arizona, the route crosses old Route 66 west of the Grand Canyon, then races southeast across the lush Sonora Desert—known as the “world’s greenest desert” because of its abundant flora and fauna—through Phoenix and Tucson to the Mexican border. This last stretch is among the most fascinating 200 miles of highway in the country, taking you past such intriguingly diverse and unique sights as the controversial Biosphere 2 scientific research center, the country’s only intact Cold War–era missile silo, and a pair of centuries-old churches, two of the most captivating pieces of architecture in the western United States.
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			CANADIAN ROCKIES



			At its northernmost extreme high up in the Canadian Rockies, Highway 93 passes through some of the most famous vacation areas in North America: the Canadian national parks of Banff and Jasper. Popular with skiers and snowboarders in winter, and hikers and sightseers in summer, these resort areas have been must-sees for over 100 years and remain among the most beautiful places on earth. Between Jasper and Lake Louise, Hwy-93 is known as the Icefields Parkway, an amazing drive with endless panoramas of glaciers and towering peaks, and dozens of turnouts and trailheads to tempt you out from behind the wheel. Over 140 miles (225 kilometers) long, the Icefields Parkway runs right alongside the Continental Divide, the rugged crest that separates the Atlantic and Pacific watersheds. South of the Icefields Parkway, our route passes through the world-renowned resort towns of Banff and Lake Louise, taking in their unforgettable alpine scenery—and historic landmark hotels.

			Southwest from Lake Louise, Hwy-93 winds through Kootenay National Park, another incredible assembly of mountain scenery, before dropping down out of the mountains for the run south to the border, following the broad Kootenay River all the way to Montana.

			
				
The Last Frontier

				The Canadian Rockies are farther north than anything else in Road Trip USA, but for indefatigable adventurers there’s at least one additional destination: Alaska, “The Last Frontier.” It’s a mere 1,904 miles from Jasper National Park to Anchorage, via the legendary Alaska Highway. Running from the oil- and gas-producing center of Dawson Creek (no connection with the TV show) in British Columbia, the Alaska Highway was constructed in 1942, in just nine months, an amazing engineering feat fueled by fears of a Japanese invasion during World War II. Much improved in the years since, it’s now paved all the way but is still quite an adventure, with endless miles (and miles, and miles) of forests, rivers, and mountains.
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				If you’re going, plan ahead carefully and keep a lookout for a few places you won’t want to miss. One of these is roughly midway, in Watson Lake right on the British Columbia/Yukon border right along the highway: the world-famous Sign Post Forest, a collection of city limits signs from around the globe. The “forest” was started in 1942 by Carl Lindley, a U.S. soldier working to build the highway. When ordered to fix an official road sign, he added another of his own making, pointing the way and the distance to his home in Danville, Indiana. Others followed his lead, and over the years, have added sign upon sign to create the current collection, which at last count totaled more than 71,000.

				In the middle of the Signpost Forest is the very helpful Visitor Information Centre (daily in summer; 867/536-7469) with practical information and historical exhibits.
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				Prices in the Canadian sections are given in Canadian dollars, which at time of writing were worth about the same as U.S. dollars. Also, the colloquial Canadian equivalent of “buck” (for a dollar) is “loonie,” thanks to the image of a loon (a bird) on the Canadian dollar coin. The two-dollar coin is called a “toonie.”

			

			
Town of Jasper


			The northernmost point on Hwy-93, at the junction of the Icefields Parkway with the cross-country Yellowhead Highway (Hwy-16), which links Edmonton with Prince Rupert, the town of Jasper (pop. 4,700) preserves its frontier character intact. Unlike Banff, which exudes wealth and comfort, Jasper (which became an incorporated entity only in 2001 and is officially referred to as “Town of Jasper” to differentiate it from Jasper National Park) is a rough-and-ready, workaday sort of place. Founded on fur trading and mining, Jasper boomed when a cross-Canada railroad came through in 1911, but since the establishment of the national park in 1930, Jasper has served primarily as a handy base for exploring the wilds that surround it.

			The park’s main attractions are covered under the Jasper National Park heading, but a few others are located very close to town. First and foremost of these is probably the Jasper Tramway (mid-Apr. to Oct. daily; C$30; 780/852-3093), which lifts passengers 3,200 vertical feet up the steep north face of the Whistlers in under 10 minutes. From the upper terminal of the tramway, you can follow a half-mile (0.8-kilometer) path to the 8,100-foot summit for a breathtaking panorama south to the Columbia Icefield and (on a clear day) northwest to Mt. Robson, the highest point of the Canadian Rockies at 13,006 feet (3,964 meters) above sea level.

			The other big draw is Maligne Canyon, a 100- to 150-foot-deep limestone canyon that’s so narrow in places that squirrels can leap from rim to rim. Trails lead around and across it, and in winter you can join an unforgettable guided tour (C$60; 800/719-2186) and wander along the bottom of the narrow, ice-covered gorge. Beyond Maligne Canyon is one of the prettiest lakes in the Canadian Rockies, Maligne Lake. Hiking trails lead along the shore and to panoramic viewpoints, but it is the cruise to Spirit Island (C$60; 800/719-2186) that attracts most visitors.

			Jasper’s compact center, sandwiched between the west bank of the Athabasca River and a wide bench of land dotted with forest-encircled lakes, holds all the cafés and gift shops you could want within a block of the main drag, Connaught Drive. The Bear’s Paw Bakery (4 Cedar Ave.; 780/852-3233), off Connaught has cinnamon buns, great fresh-fruit waffles, and anything else you need to start the day off right. Jasper Pizza Place (402 Connaught Dr.; 780/852-3225), two blocks north, has wood-fired ovens and walls covered in photos of Jasper in the early days. Another lively spot is the bar and grill on the ground floor of the Athabasca Hotel (C$109–175; 510 Patricia St.; 780/852-3386), which also has Jasper’s least expensive in-town lodging. Jasper’s most expensive place to stay is the Jasper Park Lodge (C$249 and up; 780/852-3301), a grand mountain resort dating back to 1921 but now a mostly modern resort offering 446 rooms, plus golfing and horseback riding, on a lovely site across from town on the other side of the Athabasca River.

			Budget travelers may want to take advantage of the hostels around Jasper, including the 84-bed HI-Jasper Hostel (C$24–30 per person) five miles south of Jasper on the road to the Jasper Tramway, and the smaller and more rustic HI-Maligne Canyon Hostel (C$20–30 per person) a short walk from the canyon. Reservations for either hostel, and for other hostels in Jasper National Park, can be made by phone, 780/852-3215. There are also two large campgrounds, Whistlers and Wapiti, along Hwy-93 on the south side of Jasper, with over 1,000 sites altogether, some with RV hookups.

			For details on hiking and camping options, or to purchase the required entrance passes and backcountry camping permits, go to the Parks Canada information center (780/852-6176) in a lovely old stone building off Connaught Drive in Athabasca Park; for complete accommodations information, including listings of rooms available in private homes, talk to the folks at the Jasper visitors center, which shares the space (780/852-3858).

			
				The four contiguous Canadian Rockies national parks—Jasper, Banff, Yoho, and Kootenay, along with neighboring wilderness areas—jointly protect a 7,000-square-mile (18,000-square-kilometer) area that has been declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site for its ecological importance.

			

			Jasper National Park

			Running from the Town of Jasper all the way to Lake Louise 144 miles (232 kilometers) to the south, this section of Hwy-93 is known as the Icefields Parkway. Like many roads in American national parks, the Icefields Parkway was initially built as a relief project during the Great Depression and was completed in 1940. Without a doubt one of the world’s great drives, this sinuous ribbon winds along the banks of a series of icy rivers between glaciers and towering Rocky Mountain peaks, with almost no development to mar the views. The northern half of the highway passes through Jasper National Park, alongside the milky green Athabasca River.

			
				Passes are required for each person entering any of the Canadian Rockies national parks and are available at park gates and at visitors centers. They’re valid for one day (C$10 per person) or all year (C$68 per person).

			

			While the Icefields Parkway makes a great drive, a worthwhile detour follows an older alignment of the highway, Hwy-93A, which runs parallel and slightly to the west. One of the best concentrations of scenery surrounds Mt. Edith Cavell, easily reached by Mt. Edith Cavell Road, which turns off Hwy-93A about four miles (six kilometers) south of the Town of Jasper. From the winding road, you can choose from fairly short day hikes up to wildflower-rich alpine meadows, with views of Angel Glacier, or longer overnight treks into the backcountry, including the Tonquin Valley Backcountry Lodge (780/852-3909), a 15-mile (24-kilometer) hiking or cross-country skiing trip from the trailhead. Right at the trailhead there’s the handy HI-Mt. Edith Cavell Hostel (June–Sept.; C$20–24 per person; 780/852-3215).
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				Athabasca Glacier in the Columbia Icefield

			

			About 18 miles (30 kilometers) south of the Town of Jasper, Hwy-93A and the Icefields Parkway rejoin at Athabasca Falls, where the river is forced through a narrow gorge and over a cliff into a cauldron of roaring water; numerous viewpoints above and below the falls let you get up close and personal with the thundering torrent. There’s a rustic hostel (877/852-0781) a short walk away from the falls.

			At the southern end of Jasper National Park, 67 miles (108 kilometers) south of the Town of Jasper, the massive Columbia Icefield rises high above the west side of the Icefields Parkway.

			
				
The Brewster Boys

				Few guides in the Canadian Rockies were as well known as Jim and Bill Brewster. In 1892, at the ages of 10 and 12, respectively, they were hired by the Banff Springs Hotel to take guests on a tour of local landmarks. As their reputations grew so did their business, which expanded to include a livery and outfitting company, a pair of hotels, and a ski lodge. Today, their legacy lives on in Brewster, where their tour and transportation company has become an integral part of the Canadian Rockies experience for many visitors. The Brewster company operates a fleet of tour buses, a Banff hotel, and the famous Ice Explorers tours, which take tourists out onto the Columbia Icefield.

			

			
				The Icefields Parkway is kept open year-round, but gas, food, and lodging services are available pretty much only near the towns of Banff, Jasper, and Lake Louise. Wide shoulders and frequent HI hostels along the Parkway make it an excellent bicycling route.

			

			Columbia Icefield

			Rising to the west of Sunwapta Pass, the dividing line between Banff and Jasper Parks, the massive Columbia Icefield is what the Icefields Parkway is all about: the largest ice field and most accessible glacier in the Canadian Rockies, seemingly endless square miles of solid ice sitting high atop the Continental Divide. Although it has been visibly shrinking since the 20th century, the ice field is still immense, and you can get an up-close look by joining the very popular Ice Explorer tours (C$50; 800/760-6934) operated by the Brewster company, which leave every 15 minutes and travel out onto Athabasca Glacier.
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