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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.
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Lake O’Hara





Banff is the crown jewel in Canada’s national park system and famous for its awe-inspiring sights.


Be sure to get a photo of the colorful Lake Louise and drive the Icefields Parkway. Bike along the shoreline of Lake Minnewanka. Visit Taylor Lake when fall colors are at their height. Canoe across Bow Lake. Hike into the backcountry Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park. Get a glimpse of the park you won’t see in the tourist brochures.
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7 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Visit Lake Louise: Backdropped by glacially clad peaks, its famous turquoise waters are the starting point for spectacular hiking trails.
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2 See Wildlife: You will see wildlife, including bighorn sheep, elk, and even wolves—but you’ll need to have some patience.
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3 Head into the Backcountry: Leave the crowds behind and experience true wilderness at a backcountry lodge.
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4 Fly into Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park: Dotted with alpine lakes and laced with hiking trails, access to this park is only on foot or by helicopter.
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5 Hit the Trails: Banff is a destination for hikers. Outings range from short strolls to all-day treks.
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6 Enjoy Winter Wonders: Although winter is low season, there’s still plenty to do:, including skating, skiing, snowshoeing, and sleigh rides.
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7 Drive the Icefields Parkway: This scenic highway will take your breath away.






Explore Banff National Park



The Best of Banff


A week in Banff will give you the opportunity to really get to know the park and its personality. You’ll see all the famous attractions, as well as some lesser-known ones. For this summer itinerary, the focus should be on the outdoors, so pack your hiking boots.


Base yourself in one spot for the entire week. I’ve mentioned several lodging options below so you can find the place that matches your interests.


Day 1


Check into your hotel. Spend an hour or so wandering around downtown Banff to get a lay of the land. Stop by the visitor center, stroll along the river, explore local history at the Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies and wander the Cascade of Time Garden. Take the Banff Gondola to the top of Sulphur Mountain for magnificent views over the town to the lakes and mountains beyond.
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Banff Avenue





Day 2


Spend the day hiking through the Sunshine Meadows. Reached by gondola, these meadows are filled with wildflowers between mid-July and mid-August. Hikes range from easy strolls like to a full day outing. Return to Banff and ride the chairlift to the Cliffhouse Bistro for evening drinks.


Day 3


Take a tour boat across Lake Minnewanka, then continue to nearby Johnson Lake, keeping an eye out for bighorn sheep en route. Drive the Bow Valley Parkway, another wildlife hotspot, stopping at Johnston Canyon, where metal catwalks allow you to get up close and personal with numerous waterfalls. Check into Baker Creek Mountain Resort for two nights.




Top Hikes


Many visitors plan their entire vacation around hiking. Here is a list of personal favorites, each of which can easily be completed in a day by anyone with a reasonable level of fitness.


• Tunnel Mountain (click here)


• Sunshine Meadows (click here)


• Bourgeau Lake (click here)


• Lake Agnes Trail (click here)


• Paradise Valley (click here)


• Larch Valley (click here)


• Helen Lake (click here)


• Chephren Lake (click here)
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Lake Agnes Trail








Day 4


Rise early and you’ll enjoy the first rays of light hitting the Valley of the Ten Peaks at Moraine Lake. From the lake, take the easy one-hour hike to Larch Valley, a delightful place to spend the morning. Spend the afternoon exploring Lake Louise—hopefully you’ll still have the energy to reach Lake Agnes Teahouse, where you can enjoy a snack.


Day 5


Head north along the famously scenic Icefields Parkway. The nonstop highlights include Bow Lake, Peyto Lake, and the Weeping Wall, as well as a seemingly endless panorama of snowcapped mountains. Stay at Num-ti-jah Lodge to be well positioned for tomorrow’s hike.


Day 6


It’s worth spending the full day on the adventurous hike to Helen Lake. This subalpine lake is perfectly placed: high above the tree line and surrounded by rugged peaks, with wildflowers and lots of marmots as a bonus. If you’re reasonably fit, you can hike the trail in under three hours—and you’ll be glad you did. Stay at Num-ti-jah Lodge a second night.


Day 7


Return to the town of Banff, enjoy lunch at the Lookout Patio at the Fairmont Banff Springs before heading downtown for some final souvenir shopping before heading home.



Planning Your Trip



When to Go


While Banff can be visited year-round, there are two influxes of visitors—one in the warmer months and the other in winter. Visit a month on either side of peak season—in June or September—to enjoy fewer crowds and discounted accommodations, but with the same great hiking that summer visitors enjoy. Be aware that many high alpine lakes remain frozen through June and you’ll likely miss out on spring wildflowers.


SUMMER


Summer (late June-mid-Sept.) is definitely high season, especially the school holiday period of July through August and, in Calgary, the second week of July (Calgary Stampede). Simply said, the weather is unbeatable. The season is dominated by long, warm—and sometimes hot—days, everything is open, and there’s plenty to do and see. Crowded parks, higher prices, and difficulty securing reservations are the downside of summer travel.


SPRING AND FALL


Late spring and early fall are excellent times to visit the Canadian Rockies for two reasons: You’ll avoid the crowds, and you’ll save money.


Spring (mid-Apr.-late June) is notable for long days of sunlight (in late June it stays light until after 10pm) and a sense of optimism for the upcoming warm months.


Fall (mid-Sept.-Nov.) can be delightful, especially September, with lingering warm temperatures and a noticeable decrease in crowds immediately after the long weekend (at the beginning of the month). While fall colors in general lack the intensity of those in the eastern provinces, larch turn a brilliant yellow throughout subalpine areas in mid- to late September.


WINTER


Local ski resorts begin opening for the winter (Dec.-mid-Apr.) in late November. The best powder snow conditions are January-February, although for enthusiasts looking for a combination of good snow and warmer weather, March is an excellent time of year to visit.


Before You Go


PASSPORTS AND VISAS


To enter Canada, a passport is required of citizens and permanent residents of the United States. For further information, see the website http://travel.state.gov. For current entry requirements to Canada, check the Citizenship and Immigration Canada website (www.cic.gc.ca).


All other foreign visitors must have a valid passport and may need a visa or visitors permit depending on their country of residence and the vagaries of international politics. At present, visas are not required for citizens of the United States, British Commonwealth, or Western Europe. The standard entry permit is for six months, and you may be asked to show onward tickets or proof of sufficient funds to last you through your intended stay.


Proof of Covid vaccination is currently required for visiting Canada.


PARK PASSES AND INFORMATION


Unless you’re passing directly through, passes are required for entry into the park. Monies collected from these passes go directly to Parks Canada for park maintenance and improvements.


A National Parks Day Pass is adult $10, senior $8.40, up to a maximum of $20 per vehicle. It is interchangeable among parks and is valid until 4pm the day following its purchase. An annual Discovery Pass, good for entry into all of Canada’s national parks and national historic sites for one year from purchase, is adult $70, senior $60, to a maximum of $140 per vehicle.




Winter Adventures


If you enjoy winter sports, you’ll love traveling to Banff National Park between December and April. Instead of hiking and canoeing, you’ll be skiing and snowshoeing in a magical mountain setting purified by snow. Many summer hiking trails are perfect for cross-country skiing in winter. After a long day of winter sports, there’s no better way to soothe sore muscles than soaking in one of the region’s many hot springs. End each day relaxing around a roaring fire each evening.


• Downhill skiing: Banff National Park holds three major ski resorts—Lake Louise, Sunshine Village, and Norquay.


• Cross-country skiing: The Canmore Nordic Centre is laced with cross-country trails, and it hosts world-class competitions through the winter months.
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skiing





• Snowshoeing: This a traditional form of northern transportation has become popular recreation. Many sports stores have rentals and will lead you in the right direction.


• Dogsledding: If you would like to try your hand at mushing, head to Canmore, where commercial operators offer trips.


• Frozen Waterfalls: One of the most unusual winter activities in the Canadian Rockies is an ice walk to a frozen waterfall in Johnston Canyon.





Both types of pass can be purchased at the park gates and tollbooths on the Icefields Parkway, at all park information centers, and at campground fee stations. For more information on passes, check the Parks Canada website (www.pc.gc.ca).


Banff Visitor Centre (224 Banff Ave., 403/762-1550, 8am-8pm daily mid-May-Sept., 9am-5pm daily Oct.-mid-May) is in downtown Banff. There is also an information desk at the Arrivals level of Calgary International Airport.


TRANSPORTATION


Visitors have the option of arriving by road, rail, or air. The main gateway city for flights from North America and Europe is Calgary, while Vancouver is also a popular starting point. From these two cities, as well as points across Canada, scheduled train and bus services pass through the region year-round.


Banff and Canmore have excellent public transit, with buses linking the two communities as well as reaching popular tourist areas such as the campgrounds on Tunnel Mountain and the gondola base on Sulphur Mountain. However, the easiest way to get around is in your own vehicle or a rental.


Avoid the Crowds


Banff National Park can get very crowded, especially in summer. The most popular tourist attractions are sometimes overwhelmed with visitors, parking is impossible to find, and every campsite and hotel room may be booked well in advance.


Rising early is the best way to avoid the crowds. Parking fills up at Moraine Lake before 6am (often earlier) and at Lake Louise before 7am. (Use public transit to avoid the parking hassle altogether). Try to arrive early whenever you can, whether you’re planning on a lake cruise or hope to snag an outdoor table at a café.


Parks Canada and local municipalities have implemented many programs to deal with traffic and parking problems. Use the public transit provided through the south end of the park. Leave your vehicle at your lodge or campground and ride or catch a bus into town. Two helpful websites are www.banffparking.ca [URL inactive] and www.pc.gc.ca/banffnow.
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Ride public transit to avoid parking problems.





Most visitors will focus their time only on the most famous sights, but there are many lesser-known places that are equally as scenic. Escaping the crowds is easy if you are experienced in backcountry hiking (think Skoki Lodge near Lake Louise) or have the budget to include flying into Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park.
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looking across Minnestimma Lakes to Larch Valley







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies: If you visit only one museum in Banff, make it this one for a snapshot of the park’s human history (click here).


S Fairmont Banff Springs: You don’t need to book a room here to enjoy the many wonders of one of the world’s great mountain resorts—join a guided tour, enjoy a meal, or simply wander through the grandiose public areas (click here).
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S Lake Louise: Famous Lake Louise has hypnotized visitors with her beauty for more than 100 years. Visitors can rent canoes from the boathouse (click here).


S Moraine Lake: If anywhere in the Canadian Rockies qualifies as a Double Must-See, it would be this deep-blue body of water surrounded by glaciated peaks (click here).


S Lake O’Hara: Quite simply, magical. Access is limited by a quota system, so take heed of the reservation information and be prepared for a day of hiking you will always remember (click here).


S Lake Agnes Trail: You won’t completely escape the crowds by hiking this trail from Lake Louise, but you will leave many of them behind (click here).


S Larch Valley Trail: This walk is a good introduction to hiking in the Canadian Rockies, especially in fall when the larch trees have turned a brilliant gold (click here).


S Peyto Lake: Another one of Banff’s famous lakes. The main difference is the perspective from which it is viewed—a lookout high above its shoreline (click here).


S Columbia Icefield: Don’t miss this glacial area at the southern end of Jasper National Park. Take the Ice Explorer tour to get a close-up view of this natural wonder (click here).


S Helen Lake Trail: A moderately steep hiking trail leads through glorious wildflower meadows to this beautiful lake, whose shores are populated by noisy marmots (click here).


S Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park: Accessible only on foot or by helicopter, this roadless park is filled with glacier-capped peaks and turquoise lakes (click here).
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Fairmont Banff Springs
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view from the sightseeing gondola above Lake Louise.








This park encompasses some of the world’s most magnificent scenery. The snowcapped peaks of the Rocky Mountains form a spectacular backdrop for glacial lakes, fast-flowing rivers, and endless forests.


Deer, moose, elk, mountain goats, bighorn sheep, black and grizzly bears, wolves, and cougars inhabit the park’s vast wilderness, while the human species is concentrated in the picture-postcard towns of Banff and Lake Louise—two of North America’s most famous resorts. Banff is near the park’s southeast gate, 128 kilometers (80 miles) west of Calgary. Lake Louise, northwest of Banff along the Trans-Canada Highway, sits astride its namesake lake, which is regarded as one of the seven natural wonders of the world. The lake is rivaled for sheer beauty only by Moraine Lake, down the road. Just north of Lake Louise, the Icefields Parkway begins its spectacular course alongside the Continental Divide to Jasper National Park.




Park Entry


Friendly reminder: Permits are required for entry into Banff National Park. A National Parks Day Pass is adult $10, senior $8.40, to a maximum of $20 per vehicle. It is interchangeable between parks and is valid until 4pm the day following its purchase.


An annual Discovery Pass, good for entry into national parks and national historic sites across Canada (including two within Banff National Park), is adult $70, senior $60, to a maximum of $140 per vehicle.


Passes can be bought at the eastern park gate on the Trans-Canada Highway, the park information centers in Banff or Lake Louise, and at campground kiosks. For more information, check the Parks Canada website (www.pc.gc.ca).





One of the greatest draws of this 6,641-square-kilometer (2,564-square-mile) park is the accessibility of its natural wonders. Most highlights are close to the road system, but adventurous visitors can follow an excellent network of hiking trails to alpine lakes, along glacial valleys, and to spectacular viewpoints where crowds are scarce and human impact has been minimal. Summer in the park is busy. In fact, the park receives nearly half of its four million annual visitors in just two months (July and August). The rest of the year, crowds outside the town of Banff are negligible. In winter, three world-class ski resorts—Ski Norquay, Sunshine Village, and Lake Louise (Canada’s second-largest ski resort)—crank up their lifts. During this low season, hotel rates are reasonable. If you tire of downhill skiing and snowboarding, you can try cross-country skiing, ice-skating, or snowshoeing; take a sleigh ride; soak in a hot spring; or go heli-skiing nearby.


The park is open year-round, although occasional road closures occur on mountain passes along its western boundary in winter due to avalanche-control work and snowstorms.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


If you are planning to visit the Canadian Rockies, it is almost inevitable that your itinerary will include Banff National Park, both for its many and varied outdoor attractions and for its central location. The park can be anything you want it to be, depending on the time of year you visit and what your interests are. The main population center is Banff, which has all the services of a large town, as well as attractions such as the landmark Fairmont Banff Springs hotel and the Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies. The park holds three lakes that you won’t want to miss for their scenic beauty: Lake Louise, Moraine Lake, and Peyto Lake. All three are easily accessible by road but also offer surrounding hiking, and the first two have canoe rentals. Hiking is the park’s biggest attraction, and many visitors plan their itinerary around it. I’d suggest mixing it up—choosing from the hikes that reflect your fitness level and combining them with visits to the major natural attractions. For example, when in the vicinity of Lake Louise, walk the Lake Agnes Trail, and while at Moraine Lake, plan on visiting Larch Valley. For the more adventurous, Helen Lake is a stunning day-hike destination. Keen hikers with more time should also consider including Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park, which is renowned for its network of trails and backcountry lodging and camping.
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You can book one accommodation for your entire stay or spend an equal number of nights in Banff and Lake Louise. If you have a family or like the convenience of staying put for your entire vacation, it is practical to book a room in either Banff or Lake Louise and use it as a base—spending your days in the park but also venturing farther afield.




Banff in One Day


• Rise before dawn and head northwest from Banff to Moraine Lake. It’s about an hour’s drive northwest on the Trans-Canada Highway; plan on arriving before 6am to ensure a parking spot. Watch the first rays of light hit the surrounding mountains.


• Drive 35 minutes along Moraine Lake Road and head up to Lake Louise. Lace up for a three-hour round-trip hike to Lake Agnes, where you can enjoy a snack at the delightful teahouse.


• Take a one-hour scenic drive north up the Icefields Parkway, stopping at Bow Lake to enjoy a picnic lunch before continuing to the viewpoint at Peyto Lake.


• Return to Banff and wander through the shops of Banff Avenue and explore local history at the Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies.


• Enjoy dinner at the iconic Fairmont Banff Springs hotel. Dine at the Lookout Patio for wonderful valley views, or splurge at 1888 Chop House.


• After dinner, take advantage of the long days of summer to enjoy a late evening stroll or drive along Vermilion Lakes.





Unless you’re a die-hard skier or snowboarder, summer is definitely the best time of year to visit. The months of July and August are the busiest, with crowds decreasing exponentially in the weeks before and after these two months. June and September are wonderful times to visit the park. Aside from the crowd factor, in June, wildflowers start blooming and wildlife is abundant. September sees temperatures ideal for hiking, and the turning colors are at their peak. In either month, discounted accommodations are a welcome bonus. In May and October-November, the park is at its quietest. Temperatures in any of these three months are generally too cool for hiking (although welcome warm spells are common). The park’s three alpine resorts begin opening in November and remain in operation until April or May. While skiing and boarding are the big wintertime draws, plan on expanding your experience by joining a sleigh ride, learning to snowshoe, or heading out for some ice fishing.


THE LANDSCAPE


The park lies within the main and front ranges of the Rocky Mountains, a mountain range that extends the length of the North American continent. Although the mountains are composed of bedrock laid down up to one billion years ago, it wasn’t until 100 million years ago that forces below the earth’s surface transformed the lowland plain of what is now western Canada into the varied, mountainous topography we see today.


The front ranges lie to the east, bordering the foothills. These geologically complex mountains are made up of younger bedrock that has been folded, faulted, and uplifted. The main ranges are older and higher, with the bedrock lying mainly horizontal and not as severely disturbed as the front ranges. Here the pressures have been most powerful; these mountains are characterized by castle-like buttresses and pinnacles and warped waves of stratified rock. Most glaciers are found among these lofty peaks. The spine of the main range is the Continental Divide. In Canadian longitudes to the east of the divide, all waters flow to the Atlantic Ocean; those to the west flow into the Pacific.




The Elk of Banff National Park


Few visitors leave Banff without having seen elk—a large member of the deer family easily distinguished by its white rump. Though the animals have been reported passing through the park for a century, they’ve never been indigenous. In 1917, 57 elk were moved to Banff from Yellowstone National Park. Two years later, 20 more were transplanted, and the new herd multiplied rapidly. At that time, coyotes, cougars, and wolves were being slaughtered under a predator-control program, leaving the elk unfettered by nature’s population-control mechanisms. The elk proliferated and soon became a problem as they took to wintering in the range of bighorn sheep, deer, moose, and beaver. Between 1941 and 1969, controlled slaughters of elk were conducted in an attempt to reduce the population.


Today, with wolf packs returning to the park, the elk population has stabilized at about 2,000. In summer, look for them in open meadows along the Bow Valley Parkway, along the road to Two Jack Lake, or at Vermilion Lakes.


Each fall, traditionally, hundreds of elk moved into the town itself, but starting in recent years, Parks Canada has been making a concerted effort to keep them away from areas such as the golf course and recreation grounds. The main reason for this is that fall is rutting season, and the libidinal bull elk become dangerous as they gather their harems.


You may still see the odd elk feeding in downtown Central Park or walking proudly down a fairway at the Fairmont Banff Springs Golf Course, but it’s more likely you’ll spot one while driving along park highways.





Since rising above the surrounding plains, these mountains have been eroding. At least four times in the last million years, sheets of ice have covered much of the land. Advancing and retreating back and forth like steel wool across the landscape, they rounded off lower peaks and carved formerly V-shaped valleys into broad U-shaped ones; Bow Valley is the most distinctive. Meanwhile, glacial meltwater continued carving ever-deeper channels into the valleys, and rivers changed course many times.


This long history of powerful and even violent natural events over the eons has left behind the dramatic landscape visitors marvel over today. Now forming the exposed sides of many a mountain peak, layers of drastically altered sediment are visible from miles away, especially when accentuated by a particular angle of sunlight or a light fall of snow. Cirques, gouged into the mountains by glacial action, fill with glacial meltwater each spring, creating trademark translucent green lakes that will take your breath away. The wide, sweeping U-shaped valleys scoured out by glaciers past now create magnificent panoramas that will draw you to pull off the road and gasp in awe; open views are easy to come by here, thanks to a climate that keeps the tree line low.


HISTORY


Although the valleys of the Canadian Rockies became ice-free nearly 8,000 years ago and humans periodically hunted in the area since that time, the story of Banff National Park really began with the arrival of the railroad to the area.


The Coming of the Railway


In 1871, Canadian prime minister John A. MacDonald promised to build a rail line linking British Columbia to the rest of the country as a condition of the new province joining the confederation. It wasn’t until early 1883 that the line reached Calgary, pushing through to Laggan, now known as Lake Louise, that fall. The rail line was one of the largest and costliest engineering jobs ever undertaken in Canada.



Discovery of the Cave and Basin



On November 8, 1883, three young railway workers—Franklin McCabe and William and Thomas McCardell—went prospecting for gold on their day off. After crossing the Bow River by raft, they came across a warm stream and traced it to its source at a small, log-choked basin of warm water that had a distinct smell of sulfur. Nearby they detected the source of the foul smell coming from a hole in the ground. Nervously, one of the three men lowered himself into the hole and came across a subterranean pool of aqua-green warm water. The three men had found not gold, but something just as precious—a hot mineral spring that in time would attract wealthy customers from around the world. Word of the discovery soon got out, and the government encouraged visitors to the Cave and Basin as an ongoing source of revenue to support the new railway.


A 2,500-hectare (6,177-acre) reserve was established around the springs on November 25, 1885, and two years later the reserve was expanded and renamed Rocky Mountains Park. It was primarily a business enterprise centered on the unique springs and catering to wealthy patrons of the railway. At the turn of the 20th century, Canada had an abundance of wilderness; it certainly didn’t need a park to preserve it. The only goal of Rocky Mountains Park was to generate income for the government and the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR).


A Town Grows


After the discovery of the Cave and Basin across the Bow River from the railway station (then known as Siding 29), many commercial facilities sprang up along what is now Banff Avenue. The general manager of the CPR (later to become its vice president), William Cornelius Van Horne, was instrumental in creating a hotel business along the rail line. His most recognized achievement was the Banff Springs Hotel, which opened in 1888. It was the world’s largest hotel at the time. Enterprising locals soon realized the area’s potential and began opening restaurants, offering guided hunting and boating trips, and developing manicured gardens. Banff soon became Canada’s best-known tourist resort, attracting visitors from around the world. It was named after Banffshire, the Scottish birthplace of George Stephen, the CPR’s first president.


In 1902, the park boundary was again expanded to include 11,440 square kilometers (4,417 square miles) of the Canadian Rockies. This dramatic expansion meant that the park became not just a tourist resort but also home to existing coal-mining and logging operations and hydroelectric dams. Government officials saw no conflict of interest, actually stating that the coal mine and township at Bankhead added to the park’s many attractions. Many of the forests were logged, providing wood for construction, while other areas were burned to allow clear sightings for surveyors’ instruments.


After a restriction on automobiles in the park was lifted in 1916, Canada’s best-known tourist resort also became its busiest. More and more commercial facilities sprang up, offering luxury and opulence amid the wilderness of the Canadian Rockies. Calgarians built summer cottages, and the town began advertising itself as a year-round destination. As attitudes began to change, the government set up the Dominion Parks Branch, whose first commissioner, J. B. Harkin, believed that land set aside for parks should be used for recreation and education. Gradually, resource industries were phased out. Harkin’s work culminated in the National Parks Act of 1930, which in turn led Rocky Mountains Park to be renamed Banff National Park. The park’s present boundaries, encompassing 6,641 square kilometers (2,564 square miles), were established in 1964.


Icefields Parkway


Indigenous peoples and early explorers found the swampy nature of the Bow Valley north of Lake Louise difficult for foot and horse travel. When heading north, they used instead the Pipestone River Valley to the east. In 1896, Banff guide Bill Peyto led American explorer Walter Wilcox up the Bow Valley to the high peaks along the Continental Divide northeast of Lake Louise. The first complete journey along this route was made by Jim Brewster in 1904. Soon after, A. P. Coleman made the arduous journey, becoming a strong supporter of the route aptly known as The Wonder Trail. During the Great Depression of the 1930s, as part of a relief-work project, construction began on what was to become the Icefields Parkway. The road was completed in 1939, and the first car traveled the route in 1940. In tribute to the excellence of the road’s early construction, the original roadbed, when upgraded to its present standard in 1961, was followed nearly the entire way.




Wild Bill Peyto


These words from a friend sum up Bill Peyto, one of Banff’s earliest characters and one of the Canadian Rockies’ greatest guides: “rarely speaking—his forte was doing things, not talking about them.” In 1886, at the tender age of 18, Ebenezer William Peyto left England for Canada. After traveling extensively, he settled in Banff and was hired as an apprentice guide for legendary outfitter Tom Wilson. Wearing a tilted sombrero, fringed buckskin coat, cartridge belt, hunting knife, and six-shooter, he looked more like a gunslinger than a mountain man.


As his reputation as a competent guide grew, so did the stories. While guiding clients on one occasion, he led them to his cabin. Before entering, Peyto threw stones in the front door until a loud snap was heard. It was a bear trap that he’d set up to catch a certain trapper who’d been stealing his food. One of the guests commented that if caught, the trapper would surely have died. “You’re damned right he would have,” Bill replied. “Then I’d have known for sure it was him.”


In 1900, Peyto left Banff to fight in the Boer War and was promoted to corporal for bravery. This title was revoked before it became official after army officials learned he’d “borrowed” an officer’s jacket and several bottles of booze for the celebration. Returning to a hero’s welcome in Banff, Peyto established an outfitting business and continued prospecting for copper in Simpson Pass. Although his outfitting business thrived, the death of his wife left him despondent. He built a house on Banff Avenue; its name, “Ain’t it Hell,” summed up his view of life.


In his later years, he became a warden in the Healy Creek-Sunshine district, where his exploits during the 1920s added to his already legendary name. After 20 years of service he retired, and in 1943, at the age of 75, he passed away. One of the park’s most beautiful lakes is named after him, as are a glacier and a popular Banff watering hole (Wild Bill’s—a designation he would have appreciated).






Town of Banff



For most of its existence, the town of Banff was run as a service center for park visitors by the Canadian Parks Service in Ottawa, a government department with plenty of economic resources but little idea about how to handle the day-to-day running of a midsized town. Any inconvenience this arrangement caused park residents was offset by cheap rent and subsidized services. In June 1988, Banff’s residents voted to sever this tie, and on January 1, 1990, Banff officially became an incorporated town, no different from any other in Alberta (except that Parks Canada controls environmental protection within the town of Banff).


Town of Banff


Many visitors planning a trip to the national park don’t realize that the town of Banff is a bustling commercial center. The town’s location is magnificent. It is spread out along the Bow River, extending to the lower slopes of Sulphur Mountain to the south and Tunnel Mountain to the east. In one direction is the towering face of Mount Rundle, and in the other, framed by the buildings along Banff Avenue, is Cascade Mountain. Hotels and motels line the north end of Banff Avenue, while a profusion of shops, boutiques, cafés, and restaurants hugs the south end. Also at the south end, just over the Bow River, is the Park Administration Building. Here the road forks—to the right is the historic Cave and Basin Hot Springs, to the left the Fairmont Banff Springs and Banff Gondola. Some people are happy walking along the crowded streets or shopping in a unique setting; those more interested in some peace and quiet can easily slip into pristine wilderness just a five-minute walk from town.


[image: image]
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SIGHTS AND DRIVES


Banff Park Museum


Although displays of stuffed animals are not usually associated with national parks, the downtown Banff Park Museum (93 Banff Ave., 403/762-1558, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun. mid-May-June, 10am-5pm daily July-Aug., 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun. Sept.-early Oct., closed the rest of the year, adult $4, senior $3.50, child $3) provides insight into the park’s early history. Visitors during the Victorian era were eager to see the park’s animals without actually having to venture into the bush. A lack of roads and the scarcity of large game (a result of hunting) meant that the best places to see animals, stuffed or otherwise, were the game paddock, the zoo, and this museum, which was built in 1903. In its early years, the Banff Zoo and Aviary occupied the grounds behind the museum. The zoo kept more than 60 species of animals, including a polar bear. The museum itself was built before the park had electricity, hence the railroad pagoda design using skylights on all levels.


As times changed, the museum was considered outdated; plans for its demolition were put forward in the 1950s. Fortunately, the museum was spared and later restored for the park’s 100th anniversary in 1985. While the exhibits still provide visitors with an insight into the intricate workings of various park ecosystems, they are also an interesting link to the park’s past. The museum has a Discovery Room, too, where touching the displays is encouraged, and a reading room that is stocked with natural history books.


S Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies


The Whyte Foundation was established in the mid-1950s by local artists Peter and Catharine Whyte to help preserve artistic and historical material relating to the Canadian Rockies. Their Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies (111 Bear St., 403/762-2291, 10am-5pm Thurs.-Mon., adult $10, senior $9, child $5) opened in 1968 and grown ever since. It now houses the world’s largest collection of Canadian Rockies literature and art. Included in the archives are more than 4,000 volumes, oral tapes of early pioneers and outfitters, antique postcards, old cameras, manuscripts, and a large photography collection. The highlight is the photography of Byron Harmon, whose black-and-white studies of mountain geography have shown people around the world the beauty of the Canadian Rockies. The downstairs gallery features changing art exhibitions. The museum also houses the library and archives of the Alpine Club of Canada. On the grounds are several heritage homes and cabins formerly occupied by local pioneers.



MUSEUM TOURS



The Whyte Museum hosts interesting walking tours during the summer. The most popular of these is the Heritage Homes Tour, which allows an opportunity for visitors to take a closer look at the historic residences located among the trees behind the museum, including that of Peter and Catharine Whyte. Details can be found at www.whyte.org.


Cascade of Time Garden


Across the river from downtown, Cascade of Time Garden offers a commanding view of Banff Avenue and Cascade Mountain. The gardens are immaculately manicured, making for enjoyable strolling on a sunny day. The stone edifice in the center of the garden is the Park Administration Building (101 Mountain Ave., free), which dates to 1936. It replaced a private spa and hospital operated by one of the park’s earliest entrepreneurs, Dr. R. G. Brett. Known as Brett’s Sanatorium, the original 1886 structure was built to accommodate guests drawn to Banff by the purported healing qualities of the hot springs’ water.


Buffalo Nations Luxton Museum


Looking like a stockade, the Buffalo Nations Luxton Museum (1 Birch Ave., 403/762-2388, 10am-7pm daily in summer, 11am-5pm daily the rest of the year, adult $10, senior $9, child $5) overlooks the Bow River across from Central Park. It is dedicated to the heritage of the First Nations who once inhabited the Canadian Rockies and adjacent prairies. The museum was developed by prominent local resident Norman Luxton in the early 1900s. At that time it was within the Indian Trading Post, an adjacent gift shop that still stands. The museum contains memorabilia from Luxton’s lifelong relationship with the Stoney people, including an elaborately decorated tepee, hunting equipment, arrowheads dating back 4,000 years, stuffed animals, original artwork, peace pipes, and traditional clothing. Various aspects of First Nations culture—such as ceremonial gatherings, living in a tepee, and weaving—are also displayed. The Indian Trading Post is one of Banff’s more distinctive gift shops and is definitely worth a browse.


Cave and Basin National Historic Site


At the end of Cave Avenue, the Cave and Basin National Historic Site (403/762-1566, 10am-5pm daily in summer, noon-4pm Wed.-Sun. the rest of the year, adult $7.80, senior $7, child $4.80) is the birthplace of Banff National Park and of the Canadian National Parks system. Here, in 1883, three men employed by the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) stumbled upon the hot springs now known as the Cave and Basin and were soon lounging in the hot water—a real luxury in the Wild West. They built a fence around the springs, constructed a crude cabin, and began the long process of establishing a claim to the site. But the government beat them to it, settling their claims for a few thousand dollars and acquiring the hot springs.


Bathhouses were installed in 1887, and bathers paid $0.10 for a swim. The pools were eventually lined with concrete, and additions were built onto the original structures. Ironically, the soothing minerals in the water that had attracted millions of people to bathe here eventually caused the pools’ demise. The minerals, combined with chlorine, produced sediments that ate away at the concrete structure until the pools were deemed unsuitable for swimming in 1993.


Although the pools are now closed to swimming, the site is still one of Banff’s most popular attractions. Interpretive displays describe the hows and whys of the springs. A narrow tunnel winds into the dimly lit cave, and short trails lead to the cave entrance and through a unique environment created by the hot water from the springs.


Banff Upper Hot Springs


The Banff Upper Hot Springs (Mountain Ave., 403/762-1515, 9am-11pm daily mid-May-mid-Oct., 10am-10pm Sun.-Thurs. and 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat. mid-Oct.-mid-May), toward the Banff Gondola, were first developed in 1901. The present building was completed in 1935, with extensive renovations made in 1996. Water flows out of the bedrock at 47°C (116.6°F) and is cooled to 40°C (104°F) in the main pool. Swimming is $8.50 adults, $7.20 seniors and children; lockers and towel rental are a couple of dollars extra.
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