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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Maligne Lake






WELCOME TO THE Canadian Rockies



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


AVOID THE CROWDS


CHOOSE YOUR PARK


IN THE PARKS


BEST OF THE Canadian Rockies


Rockies Road Trip


FAMILY FUN


Camping Out


BEST WILDLIFE VIEWING


OUTDOOR RECREATION


Snowcapped peaks, glaciers and ice fields, multihued lakes, rushing rivers, alpine meadows, and abundant wildlife make the Canadian Rockies a destination that is rivaled by few places in the world. Mother Nature dealt a winning hand to the Canadian Rockies, and governments had the foresight to protect most of the land for all time in a string of contiguous parks—each with its own character but combining to create one massive swath of wilderness.


Outstanding recreational opportunities make the Canadian Rockies unique. Hiking tops the list in popularity. Over 3,000 km (1,860 mi) of hiking trails lace the mountains, ranging from wheelchair-accessible boardwalks to backcountry treks. Biking, canoeing, kayaking, white-water rafting, golfing, and fishing also rank high in summertime popularity, while in winter visitors don skis, snowboards, and snowshoes. An abundance of wildlife can be found in the most unexpected places—an elk grazing on a golf course, a bear feasting on dandelions as you ride overhead on a gondola.


The Canadian Rockies’ parks are filled with tourism infrastructure. The opportunity to vacation in a wilderness setting without sacrificing the amenities of a resort destination is unequaled. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the town of Banff. Its main street is lined with boutiques, restaurants, and hotel rooms serving every budget.


While natural beauty is the main selling point, the growth of towns as tourist resorts makes the Canadian Rockies an ideal destination for all interests and budgets. One visitor may spend the day taking a gondola to a mountain peak, soaking in a European-style spa, and then dining in a fine restaurant; another visitor may strike out early on foot for a remote alpine lake, go white-water rafting in the afternoon, and then return to pitch a tent—two very different experiences of a most singular destination.
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Lake O’Hara, Yoho National Park






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Embarking on a spectacular day of hiking from Lake Louise and Moraine Lake.
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2 Driving the scenic Icefields Parkway through Banff and Jasper National Parks.
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3 Viewing wildlife from bighorn sheep to wolves.
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4 Driving through Yoho Valley for views of the Yoho and Kicking Horse Rivers and Takakkaw Falls.







[image: image]


5 Hiking or flying into Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park.
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6 Driving over Highwood Pass.
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7 Experiencing true wilderness on a backcountry hike in Jasper National Park.
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8 Exploring the Columbia Icefield on a hike or bus tour.
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9 Hiking to Larch Valley and Helen Lake in Banff National Park.
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10 Enjoying Lake O’Hara’s lush alpine landscape.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Banff National Park


Banff is the crown jewel in Canada’s national park system and home to the world’s most photographed lakes. Lake Louise, Moraine Lake, and the Icefields Parkway are just some of the park’s awe-inspiring highlights. Biking along the shoreline of Lake Minnewanka, exploring Larch Valley when fall colors are at their height, and hiking in to backcountry Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park may not be as well known, but each activity allows a glimpse of the park you won’t see as often on Instagram feeds.


Canmore


Canmore is the largest population center in the Canadian Rockies, but don’t let that put you off including it in your itinerary. It has transformed itself from a coal-mining town to a hotbed of recreational pursuits. The surrounding mountains are legendary among the climbing fraternity. Hiking trails lead to crystal-clear lakes and mountain peaks. But Canmore should also factor into your vacation plans for more practical purposes, such as the range of excellent restaurants and a choice of comparatively well-priced accommodations.


Kananaskis Country


Pronounced exactly as it reads, this recreational playground lies adjacent to Banff National Park and is handy for Calgarians who flock west to revel in a diverse range of activities or simply to do nothing at all. Along with scenery rivaling that of the national parks, it has top-notch facilities—1,300 km (800 mi) of hiking trails, 30 lakes stocked for fishing, accommodations ranging from tepees to an upscale hotel, and over 2,000 campsites in 31 campgrounds.
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Kootenay National Park and Vicinity


Kootenay may not have the famous resort towns of Banff and Jasper, but what it has it does well: vast areas of wilderness, abundant wildlife, and a network of hiking trails that are suited to all levels of fitness. Highway 93 provides access to natural attractions like Marble Canyon and the Paint Pots, as well as phenomena such as Radium Hot Springs, which have been tweaked for human enjoyment. Visitors looking for creature comforts can travel beyond the park to the towns of Radium Hot Springs and Invermere.


Yoho National Park and Vicinity


Thousands of people pass through Yoho, one of the jewels of Canada’s national park system, daily, most traveling along the Trans-Canada Highway on their way to somewhere else. If only they knew what they were missing. Instead of rushing through, detour to Emerald Lake or up the Yoho Valley. Lake O’Hara is not accessible by public road, but this is a good thing. It makes one of the most scenic regions in all of the Canadian Rockies even more special.
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paddling on Emerald Lake, Yoho National Park





Jasper National Park


Beyond a simple sign at Sunwapta Pass is a natural attraction that will leave you breathless—the Columbia Icefield, the largest and most accessible glacier field in the Canadian Rockies. Continuing north, the Icefields Parkway eventually reaches the town of Jasper, a smaller, quieter version of Banff. Take a walk along Maligne Canyon or a boat tour on Maligne Lake, hike the trails below Mount Edith Cavell, and head west to Mount Robson Provincial Park, and you’ll be following in the footsteps of millions before you.


Waterton Lakes National Park


The old cliché that good things come in small packages couldn’t be a truer description of Waterton Lakes National Park, separated only by an international border from Glacier National Park in Montana. The scenery is dramatic, ranging from prairie to glaciated peaks and from bird-rich wetlands to high alpine lakes, including beautiful Crypt Lake. If you’re looking for wildlife, Waterton Lakes will exceed your expectations. Mule deer and bighorn sheep are common within the townsite.




Avoid the Crowds


The Canadian Rockies can get very crowded 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.


• Visit during 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 wildflowers.


• Rising early is the best way to avoid the crowds throughout the Canadian Rockies. Parking fills up before dawn at the most popular attractions. (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 hoping 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 Banff National Park. Leave your vehicle at your lodge or campground and ride or catch a bus into town. Two helpful websites are www.banffparking.ca and www.explorethepark.ca.


• Most visitors will focus their time only on the most famous parks, Banff and Jasper, but there are many lesser-known places that are equally as scenic. Kananaskis Country, for example, has alpine lakes, glaciers, and an extensive network of hiking trails. Escaping the crowds is easy if you are experienced in backcountry hiking (think Skoki Lodge near Lake Louise or the Rockwall Trail in Kootenay) or have the budget to include flying into Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park.






Calgary



Yahoo! Welcome to Cowtown, gateway to the Canadian Rockies, where in 1875 a North West Mounted Police detachment set up camp and today you’ll find a world center for the oil and gas industry, with ultramodern skyscrapers going up faster than any town planner ever imagined. While oil drives the economy, you’ll experience a different type of energy during the second week of July, when the Calgary Stampede transforms the city into party central, Western style.


WHEN TO GO


While the Canadian Rockies and Calgary can be visited year-round, there are two influxes of visitors—one in the warmer months and the other in winter.


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 worst of 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 and New England, larches turn a brilliant yellow throughout subalpine areas of Banff and Kananaskis in mid- to late September.
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Moraine Lake







Choose Your Park


With the abundance of outdoor recreation, it can be hard to choose which parks to put at the top of your list. Use this table to build your own itinerary based on your favorite activities.


















	Park

	Best Known For

	Combine With










	Banff National Park

	
Backpacking: Choose between the Shadow Lake Lodge or head into the Skoki Valley, which is dotted with high alpine lakes.

Historic sites: While natural beauty gets most of the attention, the town of Banff has an interesting and colorful history, which is showcased at three local museums and dozens of heritage buildings scattered around town.


Winter activities: Visit magical Lake Louise in winter when the lake itself is transformed into a skating rink, sleigh rides run along the lakeshore, and the lifts of one of Canada’s largest ski resorts fill with skiers and snowboarders.



	Camping in Kananaskis Country. While the area may not be as well known as adjacent Banff National Park, more than 30 campgrounds in all the most scenic locations make this an ideal destination for pitching a tent. Or, rock climbing in Canmore, where you’ll find easy pitches at Grassi Lakes and Grotto Canyon, as well as a climbing school.






	Kootenay National Park

	
Scenic drive: Take your time along Highway 93, enjoying the views and short self-guided hikes to natural wonders like Marble Canyon and the Paint Pots.

	Soaking in Radium Hot Springs. Or, enjoying the beaches of Lake Windemere, which are filled with sunseekers during the short summer season.






	Yoho National Park

	
Hiking: Plan ahead by making bus reservations to Lake O’Hara, which has a concentration of hiking trails leading to alpine lakes and through meadows filled with wildflowers.

Rafting: Thrills and spills abound on the Kicking Horse River, which flows over easy rapids before hitting the heart-racing falls of a narrow canyon.


Waterfalls: Driving into the Yoho Valley, you’ll find Takakkaw Falls, one of the highest in Canada, at the end of the road. Continue on foot up into the valley to reach Laughing and Twin Falls.



	Skiing or biking at Kicking Horse Mountain Resort near Golden.






	Jasper National Park

	
Biking: The Icefields Parkway between Lake Louise and Jasper is one of the world’s most scenic drives, which makes it appealing to thousands of cyclists each summer.

Fishing: The deep waters of Maligne Lake are home to massive trout. Even if you don’t have equipment, local guides are available, or you can just rent a boat and tackle and rely on your own skills.


Horseback riding: Trail rides along the Pyramid Benchlands or from the Fairmont Jasper Park Lodge will give you a taste of this traditional form of transportation.



	Backcountry hiking in the Tonquin Valley or Mount Robson Provincial Park.






	Waterton Lakes National Park

	
Scenic drive: The best wildlife viewing can be found along the Red Rock Parkway, a 13-km (8-mi) road through prairies and mountains.

Hiking: For a memorable day hike, head to Crypt Lake, whose trailhead is only accessible by boat.


Diving: Despite being far from the ocean, the park offers visitors the chance to dive to a sunken ship in Emerald Bay.



	Taking a day hike to Forum Lake and Wall Lake in Akamina-Kishinena Provincial Park.












Winter


Local ski resorts begin opening for the winter (Dec.-mid-Apr.) in mid-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 https://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.


Transportation


Visitors to the Canadian Rockies 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.


Driving, whether it be your own vehicle or a rental car, is by far the best way to get around the Canadian Rockies, although most towns are served by bus.


Park Passes and Reservations


Unless you’re passing directly through, passes are required for entry into all five national parks covered in this guide. Monies collected from these passes go directly to Parks Canada for park maintenance and improvements.


A National Parks Day Pass is adult $11, senior $9.50, children free, up to a maximum of $22 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 $75.25, senior $64.50, to a maximum of $151.25 per vehicle. Discovery Passes can be purchased online at www.parksorders.ca, at park gates, at the tollbooths at either end of the Icefields Parkway, at all park information centers, and at campground fee stations.
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skiing at Lake Louise Ski Resort





Popular destinations like Lake Louise require shuttle reservations made in advance through the Parks Canada website. For a smooth reservation process, be sure to set up a Parks Canada account before the reservation window opens.


A Kananaskis Conservation Pass is required for entry into Kananaskis Country. These cost $15 per vehicle per day, or $90 for an annual pass. The easiest way to purchase a pass is online (https://conservationpass.alberta.ca), although they are also sold at visitor centers throughout Kananaskis Country.


IN THE PARKS


Visitor Centers


Each national park has at least one visitor center, as do surrounding communities detailed in this book. There is also an information desk at the Arrivals level of Calgary International Airport. The main park centers are:


• Banff Visitor Centre (224 Banff Ave.; 403/762-1550; 8am-8pm daily mid-May-Aug., 9am-5pm daily Sept.-mid-May) is in downtown Banff.


• Kootenay National Park Visitor Centre (7556 Main St. E., Radium Hot Springs; 250/347-9331 or 888/347-9331; 9am-5pm daily May-mid-Oct.) is perfectly located for northbound travelers entering Kootenay National Park.


• Yoho National Park Visitor Centre (Trans-Canada Hwy., Field; 250/343-6783; 9am-5pm daily May-mid-Oct., until 6pm daily in summer) is in the heart of Yoho National Park.


• Jasper Park Information Centre (500 Connaught Dr.; 780/852-6176; 9am-7pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept., 9am-5pm daily mid-Sept.-mid-May) is in a historic building overlooking a park in downtown Jasper.


• Waterton Lakes Visitor Centre (404 Cameron Falls Dr.; 403/859-5133; 9am-5pm daily early May-June, 8am-7pm daily July-Aug., 8am-4pm daily Sept.-mid-Oct.) is in the heart of the village.


Where to Stay


The Canadian Rockies offer accommodations to suit all budgets, including campgrounds, hostels, motels, and high-end resorts. Regardless of your budget, it is very important to reserve well ahead for summer travel, especially in Banff, Jasper, and Waterton Lakes.


Getting Around


The easiest way to get around is in your own vehicle or a rental. Vehicles can be rented from all gateway airports, as well as in Banff, Jasper, and Canmore. 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. Day tours in Banff and Jasper hit all the highlights, and a summer bus service links Banff and Jasper.
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BEST OF THE Canadian Rockies


This itinerary combines the best of the best—the best-known natural highlights, the hikes you won’t want to miss, and the most scenic drives. This itinerary fits well with a visit in spring, summer, or fall. Understand that you will not see all of the Canadian Rockies in one week, but you won’t miss out on anything either. You’ll head home feeling satisfied.


Banff


Day 1


Fly into Calgary, pick up a rental car, and head for the mountains. After reaching Banff and settling into your accommodation, spend the afternoon exploring the town. Stop in at the information center and walk along the Bow River to the Fairmont Banff Springs.


Day 2


Head to Lake Minnewanka for the morning’s first tour boat departure with Banff Lake Cruise, which will take you to the far reaches of the lake, passing interesting features like Devil’s Gap. After your cruise is complete, drive the short distance to Two Jack Lake. For lunch, try to get the prime picnic location on a forested outcrop jutting into the lake.


Take the Trans-Canada Highway to Castle Junction and loop back down the Bow Valley Parkway to enjoy the short hike up Johnston Canyon. Then continue northwest to the village of Lake Louise, where you’ll spend the night. It’s worth a late-afternoon drive up to the lake itself to watch the last rays of light hitting the water.


Banff and Yoho


Day 3


Rise early to catch a shuttle to Lake Louise, one of the world’s best photo opportunities. The early-morning sky makes for some great pictures. Catch the connector shuttle to nearby Moraine Lake, which is surrounded by spectacular mountains and glaciers. From here you can hike into Larch Valley.


Continue on to Yoho National Park, where you can spend the afternoon driving through the steep-sided Yoho Valley and visiting turquoise-colored Emerald Lake. Spend the night at the Kicking Horse Mountain Resort, near the town of Golden.


Day 4


Spend the day white-water rafting down the Kicking Horse River. Spend the night at Truffle Pigs Lodge in Field, dining at the renowned in-house restaurant.


Day 5


Head north along the Icefields Parkway, stopping at the Crowfoot Glacier overlook, beautifully blue Bow Lake, and the high lookout platform above Peyto Lake. The hike to Helen Lake is a good way to break up the journey. Bunk down for the night in Jasper.


Jasper


Day 6


After waking up in Jasper, take a boat tour on Maligne Lake to photogenic Spirit Island. As a general rule, the lake is less windy in the morning and there are fewer crowds. After lunch, head west to Mount Robson Provincial Park and view the park’s namesake peak as the sun sets. Return to Jasper for the night.
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Spirit Island on Maligne Lake





Day 7


The Icefields Parkway is dotted with scenic pullouts and day-use areas. You will have stopped at many of them on the way north, but the Columbia Icefield and Columbia Icefield Skywalk were left for this return trip. Here, choose between an Ice Explorer tour onto the glacier and the hike to Wilcox Pass and its sweeping view of the glacier-filled valley. Continue south to Canmore and make dinner reservations at Tavern 1883.


Calgary


Day 8


It’s about an hour’s drive from Canmore to Calgary. Allow time to visit Calgary’s Canada Olympic Park before heading out to the airport for your flight home.
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Rockies Road Trip


This two-week road trip, best suited for the warmer months, gives you the opportunity to explore beyond the core national parks and also include major Calgary attractions.


Banff


Day 1


MINIMAL DRIVING


Arrive in Banff for a two-night stay. Explore the town and start your mountain journey with an easy walk—maybe along the Bow River to the Fenlands loop and through to Vermilion Lakes, where birdlife, such as Canada geese, is prevalent.


Day 2


LESS THAN 80 KM/50 MI, 1 HR


Expand your exploration of the town to include Lake Minnewanka and the Bow Valley Parkway, which passes through a corridor filled with wildlife. Take the Banff Gondola up Sulphur Mountain to stroll the boardwalk or book a tee time at the hallowed Banff Springs Golf Course.
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Sulphur Mountain Boardwalk





Kananaskis Country


Day 3


100 KM/62 MI, 1.5 HR


Spend the day exploring Kananaskis Country, where wildlife is abundant. At Canoe Meadows, just off Highway 40, kayakers often put on quite a show in the rapids of the Kananaskis River.


Waterton


Day 4


270 KM/168 MI, 4 HRS


If you leave Kananaskis Village early, you should arrive in Waterton Lakes National Park for a late lunch, even with a stop at Highwood Pass. In Waterton, choose between a moderately strenuous hike to scenic alpine Bertha Lake or afternoon tea at the Prince of Wales Hotel.



Day 5



NO DRIVING


Take a border-crossing tour boat to Goat Haunt, Montana, which is at the far south end of Upper Waterton Lake and surrounded by steep mountains that drop precipitously into the water. Keen hikers will want to give the boat trip a miss and instead visit Crypt Lake, which is reached along a steep trail that includes passing through a natural tunnel. Spend another night in Waterton. You may see deer or bighorn sheep on an evening walk through the village.


Day 6


400 KM/250 MI, 6 HRS


This is the longest day on the road, around six hours of driving to the lakeside town of Invermere, where the best beach is within walking distance of downtown. The trip can be broken up with a detour to Whiteswan Lake Provincial Park, where hot springs have been left in their natural state.


Kootenay National Park


Day 7


LESS THAN 50 KM/31 MI, 1 HR


Drive north to Radium Hot Springs and Kootenay National Park. Pick a local hike that suits your level of fitness (Sinclair Creek/Juniper Trail is a good choice), then rest your weary bones in the hot springs.


Yoho National Park


Day 8


160 KM/100 MI, 2 HRS


It’s a two-hour drive between Radium Hot Springs and Golden, but there’s no hurry as the Kicking Horse Mountain Resort gondola doesn’t begin running until 9:30am. Arrive at your Yoho National Park accommodation in the early afternoon and take a stroll around Emerald Lake, where the water is an impossibly rich turquoise.


Day 9


100 KM/62 MI, 1.5 HRS


If you’ve done your planning thoroughly, you’ll be booked on the shuttle bus to Lake O’Hara in the morning. This is the premier hiking region in all of the Canadian Rockies. It’s possible to hit the highlights (Lake Oesa, Opabin Plateau, and Lake McArthur) in a single day. Spend the night at a lodge along the Bow Valley Parkway.


Banff National Park


Day 10


50 KM/31 MI, 1 HR


Rise early to catch a Parks Canada shuttle to Moraine Lake. Climb onto the rock pile beyond the parking lot for the most magnificent lake-and-mountain view you could possibly imagine. The rest of the day is yours to spend in and around Lake Louise.
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Lake Louise





Jasper National Park


Day 11


230 KM/143 MI, 4 HRS


The earlier you hit the road for Jasper, the better your chances of spotting wildlife along the Icefields Parkway. Stop at Bow Lake and Peyto Lake to take a selection of classic Canadian Rockies photographs. Then allow three hours at the Columbia Icefield to take in the displays, ride a bus out onto the glacier, and visit the Columbia Icefield Skywalk.


Day 12


350 KM/217 MI, 5 HRS


Hike along the top of steep-sided Maligne Canyon and drive out to Maligne Lake for more magical mountain views (maybe hike into the Bald Hills if time allows). Make either Mount Robson Provincial Park or Mount Edith Cavell your main detour on the leisurely southbound journey back through Banff National Park to Canmore.


Canmore


Day 13


MINIMAL DRIVING


In Canmore, do some shopping, play a round of golf, take a helicopter ride, or mountain bike on the trails of the Canmore Nordic Centre.


Day 14


130 KM/81 MI, 1.5 HRS


Leave the mountains behind and head to Calgary, making time to take in the Olympic legacy that is Canada Olympic Park before heading to the airport. If your flight doesn’t leave until later in the day, also plan downtown stops at Calgary Tower and the Glenbow Museum.




Family Fun


The focus of your vacation in the Canadian Rockies should be the outdoors, even with children. Mix up the places you think the children should see with places you know they will enjoy. If you’re traveling to the Canadian Rockies as a family, renting a vehicle will make your holiday more enjoyable—upgrade to a minivan for everyone’s sanity. With those tips in mind, here are some favorite family-friendly places and activities.


BANFF NATIONAL PARK


• Banff Park Museum: Learn about local wildlife at this downtown museum.


• Louise Lakeshore Trail: A walking path for all ages along one of the world’s most beautiful lakes.


• Lake Agnes Trail: Families with active children can take this hike to a historic teahouse and reward themselves with sweet treats.


CANMORE


• Elevation Place: This indoor playground for adventurous kids is the perfect place for children to swim and climb.


KANANASKIS COUNTRY


• Mount Lorette Ponds: Try fishing at these shallow ponds, which are stocked with rainbow trout.


KOOTENAY NATIONAL PARK


• Radium Hot Springs: Take a soak in these outdoor mineral pools.


GOLDEN


• Kicking Horse Mountain Resort: Ride this gondola for sweeping views only mountaineers usually enjoy.


JASPER NATIONAL PARK


• Columbia Icefield: Just riding in an oversized Ice Explorer will excite most children, but the real fun is in bumping along over a glacier.


• Maligne Lake: A safe, enjoyable way to experience this beautiful lake is to jump aboard a tour boat.


CALGARY


• Telus Spark Science Centre: It’s easy to spend a full day in this modern kid-oriented facility.
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Camping Out


Camping out is a great way to experience the Canadian Rockies, and you’ll save some money to boot. This itinerary works best in the warmer months and for both tent campers and those who have their own or a rented RV (recreational vehicle). It’s important to remember that not all campgrounds have powered sites, and that you will need reservations at most campgrounds.


Day 1


Turn onto Highway 40 as you travel west from Calgary to Kananaskis Country. Spend the night in Peter Lougheed Provincial Park.


Day 2


Plan a leisurely hike to Rawson Lake (pack a fishing pole). Head north, traveling via Spray Valley Provincial Park if you’re not put off by unpaved road. In Banff, stay at a Tunnel Mountain campground if you want to walk to town; otherwise, head to the much nicer Two Jack Lakeside campground.
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camping at Two Jack Lakeside Campground, Banff National Park





Day 3


Beat the traffic by rising early for the drive to Lake Louise. Stop at Johnston Canyon for a short walk to a tall waterfall. Check in to the Lake Louise campground, then spend the afternoon visiting local attractions.


Day 4


Rise early to catch a shuttle to Moraine Lake, then begin the trip to Jasper along the Icefields Parkway. Choose to camp en route (Waterfowl Lakes is my favorite overnight stop) or continue to one of the campgrounds on the south side of the town of Jasper.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Best Wildlife Viewing


Where’s the best place to view animals? This is probably the most common question posed by visitors to the Canadian Rockies. While a precise answer is impossible—this isn’t a zoo, after all—noting a couple of general rules of thumb can make your chances of observing animals more likely.


Spring is the best time for viewing wildlife from the roadside; larger mammals come down into the valleys in winter and stay through spring, moving back up to higher elevations as the snow melts. Mammals are most active at dawn and dusk, which are great times of day for scanning the landscape for movement.


In most cases, all species listed are widespread in their particular habitat throughout the Canadian Rockies. The locations listed for each species are simply the ones that will give you the best chance of seeing that species.


BANFF NATIONAL PARK


• Elk: around the outskirts of the town of Banff


• Grizzly bear: Lake Louise Sightseeing Gondola


• Marmot: Helen Lake Trail


• Wolf: Bow Valley Parkway


CANMORE


• Cougar: forested valleys around Canmore


KANANASKIS COUNTRY


• Beaver: Gooseberry Campground


• Moose: Peter Lougheed Provincial Park


• White-tailed deer: Sheep River Valley


KOOTENAY NATIONAL PARK


• Bighorn sheep: Radium Hot Springs, just outside the park


• Black bear: Red Rock Parkway


YOHO NATIONAL PARK


• Porcupine: Yoho Valley


JASPER NATIONAL PARK


• Coyote: along Highway 16, northeast of the town of Jasper


• Elk: around the outskirts of the town of Jasper


• Mountain goat: Icefields Parkway south of Athabasca Falls


WATERTON LAKES NATIONAL PARK


• Bison: Bison Paddock


• Mule deer: Waterton townsite






Day 5



Spend the morning exploring Jasper attractions like Mount Edith Cavell or Maligne Lake, then head back through Lake Louise to Yoho National Park and set up camp for the night.


Day 6


Drive to Golden and enjoy lunch at the top of Kicking Horse Mountain Resort. Head south to Radium Hot Springs. Stay at one of the commercial campgrounds near town or continue on into Kootenay National Park and set up camp there.


Day 7


Before returning to Calgary, make a stop at the Paint Pots, one of Kootenay National Park’s most unusual natural wonders.




IN THE SPOTLIGHT


Outdoor Recreation


With millions of acres of protected wilderness, the Canadian Rockies are an outdoor lover’s fantasy come true. You’ll find outstanding hiking opportunities—from easy strolls to overnight backpacks—in each park, but while hiking is the major draw, you can also enjoy a wide variety of water sports, fishing, golfing, and in winter skiing and snowboarding.


Hiking


The Canadian Rockies are renowned for hiking—in fact, 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.


BANFF NATIONAL PARK


• Best wildflowers: Sunshine Meadows


• Best lunch hike: Lake Agnes


• Best fall colors: Larch Valley


• Best view of a glacier cirque: Helen Lake


CANMORE


• Best panoramic view: Ha Ling Peak


• Best interpretive trail: Grassi Lakes


KANANASKIS COUNTRY


• Best lookout view: Prairie View


• Best fishing hike: Rawson Lake


KOOTENAY NATIONAL PARK


• Best glacier view: Stanley Glacier


YOHO NATIONAL PARK


• Best short hikes: Lake O’Hara region


• Best moraine view: Iceline


JASPER NATIONAL PARK


• Best icefields view: Wilcox Pass


• Best lookout views: Bald Hills


• Best view of a glacier cirque: Cavell Meadows


WATERTON LAKES NATIONAL PARK


• Best challenge: Crypt Lake


Water Sports


Paddling and Rafting


Most water throughout the Canadian Rockies is too chilly for swimming (exceptions are the lakes around Jasper), but there are plenty of other opportunities for water sports that will keep you dry. It’s possible to canoe, kayak, or paddleboard on most lakes, while more experienced paddlers can run the Bow or Athabasca Rivers. Commercial white-water rafting companies operate throughout the region (the Kicking Horse River brings the most excitement).


BANFF NATIONAL PARK


Canoeing, kayaking, and stand-up paddleboarding are great ways to explore the waterways of the mountains that are otherwise inaccessible—places such as Vermilion Lakes, where beavers, elk, and a great variety of birds can be appreciated from water level. Two Jack Lake is another great spot with a nearby campground. Visitors to Lake Louise can rent canoes from the boathouse.


JASPER NATIONAL PARK


Adventurous rafters should sign up for a run down the Sunwapta River, best known for its boulder-strewn rapids.


YOHO NATIONAL PARK


Kicking Horse River is the most popular river for rafting trips, with several outfitters offering half- and full-day trips.


Fishing


Larger low-elevation lakes are renowned for their lake trout, and adventurous anglers chase cutthroat trout in high alpine lakes. Note there are different license requirements for fishing in the national parks and the waters of Alberta and British Columbia.


BANFF NATIONAL PARK


Lake Minnewanka is home to the mountains’ largest fish—lake trout—as well a variety of other trout and whitefish.


JASPER NATIONAL PARK


Maligne Lake has one of the most accessible fishing centers, with boats and tackle for rent and guides offering their services.


Winter Adventures


If you enjoy winter sports, you’ll love traveling to the Canadian Rockies between December and April. Instead of hiking and canoeing, you’ll be skiing and snowshoeing in a magical mountain setting purified by snow. 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 or relaxing around a roaring fire.


Skiing


BANFF NATIONAL PARK


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


KANANASKIS COUNTRY


Kananaskis Country’s Nakiska was developed for the downhill events of the 1988 Winter Olympic Games. Today it serves mainly a regional market, offering runs for all skill levels.


JASPER NATIONAL PARK


Marmot Basin is renowned for its uncrowded slopes and sweeping views.


CALGARY


At Calgary’s Canada Olympic Park, you can ski in the shadow of the ski jumps used during the 1988 Winter Olympic Games.


Cross-Country Skiing


CANMORE


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


Ice Walking


One of the most unusual winter activities in the Canadian Rockies is an ice walk to a frozen waterfall. Guided tours operate in Banff’s Johnston Canyon and Jasper’s Maligne Canyon.
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Highlights


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


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 (click here).


S Lake Louise: Famous Lake Louise has hypnotized visitors with her beauty for more than 100 years (click here).
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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 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 Peyto Lake: View this famous lake from a lookout high above its shoreline (click here).


S Helen Lake Trail: Follow a trail 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).





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.


One of the greatest draws of this 6,641-sq-km (2,564-sq-mi) 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.
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ORIENTATION



The town of Banff is near the park’s southeast gate, 128 km (80 mi) 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. From November to May, the entire park transforms itself into a winter playground covered in a blanket of snow. Of Alberta’s six world-class winter resorts, three are in Banff National Park.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


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. 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.


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.


Peak Season


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. In fact, the park receives nearly half of its four million annual visitors in July and August alone. June and September are wonderful times to visit the park. Aside from the crowd factor, in June, wildflowers start blooming and wildlife is abundant.


Shoulder Season


September sees temperatures ideal for hiking, and the turning colors are at their peak. 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.


Low Season


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. In winter, three world-class ski resorts—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.




Banff in One Day


MORNING


• 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.


AFTERNOON


• 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.


EVENING


• Enjoy dinner at the iconic Fairmont Banff Springs hotel.


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





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. 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.
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ORIENTATION


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.


Banff Visitor Centre


224 Banff Ave.; 8am-8pm daily mid-May-Aug., 9am-5pm daily Sept.-mid-May


Once you’ve arrived, the best place to make your first stop is the Banff Visitor Centre. This central complex houses information desks for Parks Canada and Banff & Lake Louise Tourism, as well an information desk for Roam Transit. You can also buy guidebooks, maps, and bear spray.


On the right-hand side of the Banff Visitor Centre is a row of desks staffed by Parks Canada employees. They will answer all your queries regarding Banff’s natural wonders and advise you of trail closures. If you haven’t already done so, you can purchase a day or annual pass here, or check for available backcountry campsites. Also here, you can pick up park brochures or wander down the back to peruse park maps, view a free slideshow, and watch videos about the park. All questions pertaining to the national park itself can be answered here, or check out the Parks Canada website (https://parks.canada.ca/banff).




Park Entry


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.


PERMITS


Permits are required for entry into Banff National Park. Passes can be bought at the eastern park gate on the Trans-Canada Highway, the park information centers in Banff or Lake Louise, and campground kiosks.


National Parks Day Pass


https://parks.canada.ca; adult $11, senior $9.50, maximum of $22 per vehicle


This pass is interchangeable between parks and is valid until 4pm the day following its purchase.


Discovery Pass


https://parks.canada.ca; adult $75.25, senior $64.50, maximum of $151.25 per vehicle


The annual Discovery Pass is good for entry into national parks and national historic sites across Canada (including two within Banff National Park).





Also in the Banff Visitor Centre, at the far end of the building, is a desk for Banff & Lake Louise Tourism (www.banfflakelouise.com). This organization represents businesses and commercial establishments in the park. Here you can find out about accommodations and restaurants, and have any other questions answered.


To answer the most frequently asked question here: The restrooms are downstairs.


SIGHTS


Downtown


Banff Park Museum


93 Banff Ave.; 403/762-1558; https://parks.canada.ca/lhn-nhs/ab/banff; 9:30am-5pm Thurs.-Mon. mid-May-mid-Oct., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun. mid-Oct.-mid-May; adult $4.50, senior $4, child free


Although displays of stuffed animals are not usually associated with national parks, the downtown Banff Park Museum 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. The museum itself was built before the park had electricity, hence the railroad pagoda design using skylights on all levels.


The museum has a Discovery Room, too, where touching the displays is encouraged, and a reading room that is stocked with natural history books.


Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies


111 Bear St.; 403/762-2291; www.whyte.org; 10am-5pm daily; adult $12, senior $10, child $5


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 opened in 1968 and has 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.



Banff Centre



107 Tunnel Mountain Dr.; 403/762-6281; www.banffcentre.ca; free


On the lower slopes of Tunnel Mountain is Banff Centre, whose surroundings provide inspiration for one of Canada’s leading centers for postgraduate students in a variety of disciplines, including mountain culture, arts, and leadership development. The Banff Centre opened in the summer of 1933 as a theater school. Since then it has grown to become a prestigious institution attracting artists of many disciplines from throughout Canada. The center’s Walter Phillips Gallery presents changing exhibits of visual arts from throughout the world.


Activities are held on the grounds of the Banff Centre year-round. Highlights include a summer educational program, concerts, displays, live performances, and the Banff Centre Mountain Film and Book Festival.


South of Bow River


Cascade of Time Garden


corner Spray Ave. and Banff Ave.; dawn to dusk year-round; free


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, 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 Museum


1 Birch Ave.; 403/762-2388; www.buffalonationsmuseum.com; 10am-6pm daily in summer, 11am-5pm daily the rest of the year; adult $12, senior $11, child $6


Looking like a stockade, the Buffalo Nations Museum 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 adjacent Banff Trading Post is one of Banff’s more distinctive gift shops and is definitely worth a browse.


Cave and Basin National Historic Site


Cave Ave.; 403/762-1566; https://parks.canada.ca/lhn-nhs/ab/caveandbasin; 10am-5pm daily in summer, noon-4pm Wed.-Sun. the rest of the year; adult $9, senior $7.50, child free


At the end of Cave Avenue, the Cave and Basin National Historic Site 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 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.



S Fairmont Banff Springs



405 Spray Ave.; 403/762-2211; www.fairmont.com


GOOGLE MAP


On a terrace above a bend in the Bow River is one of the largest, grandest, and most opulent mountain-resort hotels in the world. What better way to spend a rainy afternoon than to explore the turreted 20th-century castle that is the Fairmont Banff Springs, seeking out a writing desk overlooking one of the world’s most photographed scenes and penning a long letter to the folks back home?


“The Springs” has grown with the town and is an integral part of local history. William Cornelius Van Horne, vice president of the Canadian Pacific Railway, decided that the best way to encourage customers to travel on his newly completed rail line across the Rockies was to build a series of luxurious mountain accommodations. The largest of these was begun in 1886, as close as possible to Banff’s newly discovered hot springs. The location chosen had magnificent views and was only a short carriage ride from the train station.


On June 1, 1888, it opened, the largest hotel in the world, with 250 rooms beginning at $3.50 per night including meals. Water from the nearby hot springs was piped into the hotel’s steam baths. Rumor has it that when the pipes were blocked, water from the Bow River was used, secretly supplemented by bags of sulfur-smelling chemicals. Overnight, the quiet community of Banff became a destination resort for wealthy guests from around the world, and the hotel soon became one of North America’s most popular accommodations.


Don’t let the hotel’s opulence keep you from spending time here. Wander through, admiring the 5,000 pieces of furniture and antiques (most of those in public areas are reproductions), paintings, prints, tapestries, and rugs. Take in the medieval atmosphere of Mount Stephen Hall, with its lime flagstone floor, enormous windows, and large oak beams; take advantage of the luxurious spa facility; or relax in one of 12 eateries or four lounges.


The hotel is a 15-minute walk southeast of town, either along Spray Avenue or via the trail along the south bank of the Bow River.


Bow Falls


Bow Falls Ave.


Small but spectacular Bow Falls is below the Fairmont Banff Springs, only a short walk from downtown. The waterfall is the result of a dramatic change in the course of the Bow River brought about by glaciation. At one time the river flowed north of Tunnel Mountain and out of the mountains via the valley of Lake Minnewanka. As the glaciers retreated, they left terminal moraines, forming natural dams and changing the course of the river. Eventually the backed-up water found an outlet here between Tunnel Mountain and the northwest ridge of Mount Rundle. The falls are most spectacular in late spring when runoff from the winter snows fills every river and stream in the Bow Valley watershed.


To get there from town, cross the bridge at the south end of Banff Avenue, scramble down the grassy embankment to the left, and follow a pleasant trail along the Bow River to a point above the falls. This easy walk is 1 km (0.6 mi), taking 20 minutes each way. By car, cross the bridge and follow the Golf Course signs. From the falls, a paved road crosses the Spray River and passes through the golf course.


Banff Upper Hot Springs


1 Mountain Ave.; 403/762-1515; https://hotsprings.ca/banff; 9am-11pm daily mid-May-mid-Oct., 10am-10pm Sun.-Thurs. and 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat. mid-Oct.-mid-May; adult $17.50, senior and child $15.25


The Banff Upper Hot Springs, beside 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 (117°F) and is cooled to 40°C (104°F) in the main pool.


Banff Gondola


100 Mountain Ave.; 403/762-2523; www.banffjaspercollection.com/attractions/banff-gondola; 8:30am-9pm daily in summer, shorter hours the rest of the year, closed for two weeks in January; adult $85, child $45, less outside summer


The easiest way to get high above town without breaking a sweat is on the Banff Gondola. The modern four-person cars rise 700 m (2,300 ft) in eight minutes to the summit of 2,285-m (7,500-ft) Sulphur Mountain. From the observation deck at the upper terminal, the breathtaking 360-degree view includes the town, the Bow Valley, Cascade Mountain, Lake Minnewanka, and the Fairholme Range. Inside the upper terminal are interactive displays, a theater, and three eateries. Bighorn sheep often hang around below the upper terminal. The short Sulphur Mountain Boardwalk leads along a ridge to a restored weather observatory. Between 1903 and 1931, long before the gondola was built, Norman Sanson was the meteorological observer who collected data at the station. During this period he made more than 1,000 ascents of Sulphur Mountain, all in the line of duty.


From downtown, the gondola is 3 km (1.9 mi) along Mountain Avenue. May-October there’s a free shuttle service to the gondola from downtown hotels.


A 5.5-km (3.4-mi) hiking trail to the summit begins from the Upper Hot Springs parking lot. Although it’s a long slog, you have the option of a gondola ride down ($45 one-way).


SCENIC DRIVES


Vermilion Lakes


access via Vermilion Lakes Dr.; 4.5 km (2.8 mi); 10 minutes one-way


This series of three shallow lakes forms an expansive montane wetland supporting a variety of mammals and more than 200 species of birds. Vermilion Lakes Drive, paralleling the Trans-Canada Highway immediately west of Banff, provides the easiest access to the area. The level of First Vermilion Lake was once controlled by a dam. Since its removal, the level of the lake has dropped. This is the beginning of a long process that will eventually see the area evolve into a floodplain forest such as is found along the Fenland Trail. The entire area is excellent for wildlife viewing, especially in winter when it provides habitat for elk, coyotes, and the occasional wolf.


Mount Norquay Road


access from the west side of downtown; 6 km (3.7 mi); 10 minutes one-way


One of the best views of town accessible by vehicle is on this road, which switchbacks steeply to the base of Mount Norquay, the local winter hangout for skiers and boarders. On the way up are several lookouts, including one near the top where bighorn sheep often graze.


Want even better views? Where the road ends, the North American chairlift at the Norquay ski resort (2 Mt. Norquay Rd.; 403/762-4421; https://banffnorquay.com; 9am-6pm daily mid-June-mid-Oct.; adult $44 child $27) lifts visitors even higher—to an elevation of 2,400 m (8,000 ft) for unparalleled views across the town and Bow Valley. Also at the top is the Via Ferrata, a European-style climbing route in which even visitors without mountaineering experience can try their hand at climbing (from $219 for two hours).


Lake Minnewanka Road


access from the northeast side of downtown; 24-km (15-mi) loop; 25 minutes


Lake Minnewanka Road begins where Banff Avenue ends at the northeast end of town. An alternative to driving along Banff Avenue is to take Buffalo Street, opposite the Banff Park Museum, and follow it around Tunnel Mountain, passing the campground and several viewpoints of the north face of Mount Rundle, rising vertically from the forested valley. This road eventually rejoins Banff Avenue at the Banff Rocky Mountain Resort.


Cascade Falls


After the road passes under the Trans-Canada Highway, Cascade Falls is obvious off to the left. The base of the falls can be reached in 15 minutes, although the trail is steep and has lots of loose rock (climbing higher without the proper equipment is dangerous). In winter, these falls freeze, and you’ll often see ice climbers slowly making their way up the narrow thread of frozen water. Directly opposite is a turn to Cascade Ponds, a popular day-use area where families gather on warmer days to picnic and barbecue.


Lower and Upper Bankhead


The next turnout along Lake Minnewanka Road is at Lower Bankhead. During the early 1900s, Bankhead was a booming mining town producing 200,000 tons of coal a year. The poor quality of the coal and bitter labor disputes led to the mine’s closure in 1922. Soon after, all the buildings were moved or demolished. From the parking lot at Lower Bankhead, a 1.1-km (0.7-mi) interpretive trail leads down through the industrial section of the former town and past an old mine train. The town’s 1,000 residents lived on the other side of the road at what is now known as Upper Bankhead. Just before the Upper Bankhead turnoff, the foundation of the Holy Trinity Church can be seen on the side of the hill to the right. Not much remains of Upper Bankhead. It is now a day-use area with picnic tables, a kitchen shelter, and firewood. Through the meadow to the west are some large slag heaps, concealed mine entrances, and various stone foundations.


Lake Minnewanka


Minnewanka (Lake of the Water Spirit) is the largest body of water in Banff National Park. Mount Inglismaldie (2,964 m/9,720 ft) and the Fairholme Range form an imposing backdrop. The reservoir was first constructed in 1912, and additional dams were built in 1922 and 1941 to supply hydroelectric power to Banff. Even if you don’t feel up to an energetic hike, it’s worth parking at the facility area and going for a short walk along the lakeshore. You’ll pass a concession selling snacks and drinks, then the Lake Minnewanka dock, where Banff Lake Cruise tours depart, before entering an area of picnic tables and covered cooking shelters—the perfect place for a picnic. Children will love exploring the rocky shoreline and stony beaches in this area, but you should continue farther around the lake, if only to escape the crowds.


Two Jack Lake


From Lake Minnewanka, the road continues along the reservoir wall, passing a lookout point. You’ll often have to slow down along this stretch of road for bighorn sheep. The road then descends to Two Jack Lake and a lakefront day-use area. Two Jack Lake is a great spot for paddling, swimming, and camping.



Johnson Lake



Take the turnoff to Johnson Lake to access a lakeside trail, Banff’s busiest swimming and sunbathing spot on the warmest days of summer, and picnic facilities with views across to Mount Rundle.


RECREATION


Hiking


Although many landmarks can be seen from the roadside, to really experience the park’s personality you’ll need to go for a hike. One of the best things about Banff’s 80-odd hiking trails is the variety. From short interpretive walks originating in town to easy hikes rewarded by spectacular vistas, Banff’s trails offer something for everyone. Visit the Banff Visitor Centre before heading out to check the condition of trails and closures.


Fenland


Distance: 2 km (1.2 mi) round-trip


Duration: 30 minutes


Elevation gain: none


Rating: easy


Trailhead: Forty Mile Creek Day Use Area


Directions: Drive north on Mount Norquay Rd., 300 m (0.2 mi) north of the rail crossing


Information and maps: Gem Trek Banff Up-Close Map


If you’ve just arrived in town, this short interpretive trail provides an excellent introduction to the Bow Valley ecosystem. As you walk around the loop, you’ll clearly see the various stages in the transition between wetland and floodplain spruce forest. This fen environment is prime habitat for many species of birds. The work of beavers can be seen where the trail parallels the creek, and elk are here during winter. This trail is also a popular shortcut for joggers and cyclists heading out from town to Vermilion Lakes.


Tunnel Mountain


Distance: 2.3 km (1.4 mi) one-way


Duration: 30-60 minutes


Elevation gain: 300 m (990 ft)


Rating: easy/moderate


Trailhead: St. Julien Rd.


Directions: From Banff Ave., drive 350 m (0.2 mi) south along Wolf St.


Information and maps: Gem Trek Banff Up-Close Map


Accessible from town, this short hike is an easy climb to one of the park’s lower peaks. It ascends the western flank of Tunnel Mountain through a forest of lodgepole pine, switchbacking past some viewpoints before reaching a ridge just below the summit. Here the trail turns northward, climbing through a forest of Douglas fir to the summit (which is partially treed, preventing 360-degree views).


Bow River/Hoodoos


Distance: 4.8 km (3 mi) one-way


Duration: 60-90 minutes


Elevation gain: minimal


Rating: easy


Trailhead: Surprise Corner Viewpoint, Buffalo St.


Directions: Drive 1.2 km (0.7 mi) south on Buffalo St. from Banff Ave.


Information and maps: Gem Trek Banff Up-Close Map


From a viewpoint famous for its Fairmont Banff Springs outlook, the trail descends to the Bow River, passing under the sheer east face of Tunnel Mountain. It then follows the river a short distance before climbing into a meadow where deer and elk often graze. From this perspective the north face of Mount Rundle is particularly imposing. As the trail climbs, you’ll hear the traffic on Tunnel Mountain Road long before you see it. The trail ends at a viewpoint above the hoodoos, strange-looking limestone-and-gravel columns jutting mysteriously out of the forest. An alternative to returning the same way is to catch the Roam Transit bus from the Tunnel Mountain campgrounds. It leaves every 30 minutes; the trip costs $2.


Sundance Canyon


Distance: 8.4 km (5.2 mi) round-trip


Duration: 3 hours


Elevation gain: 100 m (330 ft)


Rating: easy


Trailhead: Cave and Basin National Historic Site


Directions: Drive or walk 1.3 km (0.8 mi) along Cave Ave. from the south side of the Bow River Bridge.


Information and maps: Gem Trek Banff Up-Close Map


Sundance Canyon is a rewarding destination across the river from downtown. Unfortunately, the first 3 km (1.9 mi) are along a paved road that is closed to traffic (but not bikes) and hard on your soles. Occasional glimpses of the Sawback Range are afforded by breaks in the forest. Where the paved road ends, the 2.4-km (1.5-mi) Sundance Loop begins. Sundance Creek was once a larger river whose upper drainage basin was diverted by glacial action. Its powerful waters have eroded into the soft bedrock, forming a spectacular overhanging canyon whose bed is strewn with large boulders that have tumbled in.


Spray River


Distance: 12 km (7.4 mi) round-trip


Duration: 4 hours


Elevation gain: 70 m (230 ft)


Rating: easy/moderate


Trailhead: Golf Course Rd.


Directions: From the Bow Falls parking lot, cross the Spray River and walk along Golf Course Rd. to behind the green of the first golf hole on the right-hand side of the road.


Information and maps: Gem Trek Banff Up-Close Map


This trail follows one of the many fire roads in the park. It is not particularly interesting, but it’s accessible from downtown Banff and makes a pleasant way to escape the crowds. From behind the green of the 15th hole, the trail heads uphill into the forest. It follows the Spray River closely—even when not in sight, the river can always be heard. For those so inclined, a river crossing 1 km (0.6 mi) from the golf course allows for a shorter loop. Continuing south, the trail climbs a bluff for a good view of the Fairmont Banff Springs and Bow Valley. The return journey is straightforward with occasional views, ending at a locked gate behind the Fairmont Banff Springs, a short walk to Bow Falls.


For serious hikers, there’s another interesting option involving this trail. It requires arranging a lift to the trailhead of the Goat Creek hike in Spray Valley Provincial Park in Kananaskis Country. From this trailhead, it’s 19 km (11.8 mi; 6 hours) one-way back to Banff down the Spray River watershed on a trail that drops 370 m (1,210 ft) in elevation. The trail is most popular with mountain bikers and cross-country skiers.


Cascade Amphitheatre


Distance: 6.6 km (4.1 mi) one-way


Duration: 2-3 hours


Elevation gain: 610 m (2,000 ft)


Rating: moderate/difficult


Trailhead: day lodge, top of Mount Norquay Rd.


Directions: Follow Mount Norquay Rd. 6 km (3.7 mi) from town.


Information and maps: Gem Trek Banff Up-Close Map


This enormous cirque and the subalpine meadows directly behind Cascade Mountain are one of the most rewarding destinations for hiking in the Banff area. The demanding trail begins by passing the Norquay day lodge, then skirting the base of several lifts and following an old road to the floor of Forty Mile Valley. Keep right at all trail junctions. One km (0.6 mi) after crossing Forty Mile Creek, the trail begins switchbacking up the western flank of Cascade Mountain through a forest of lodgepole pine. Along the way are breathtaking views of Mount Louis’s sheer east face. After the trail levels off, it enters a magnificent U-shaped valley, and the amphitheater begins to define itself. The trail becomes indistinct at the top end of the subalpine meadow, which is carpeted in colorful wildflowers during summer. Farther up the valley, vegetation thins out as boulder-strewn talus slopes cover the ground. If you sit still long enough on these rocks, marmots and pikas will slowly appear, emitting shrill whistles before disappearing again.


The most popular route to the summit of 2,998-m (9,840-ft) Cascade Mountain is along the southern ridge of the amphitheater wall. It is a long scramble up scree slopes and is made more difficult by a false summit; it should be attempted only by experienced scramblers.


C Level Cirque


Distance: 4 km (2.5 mi) one-way


Duration: 90 minutes


Elevation gain: 455 m (1,500 ft)


Rating: moderate


Trailhead: Upper Bankhead day-use area


Directions: Follow Lake Minnewanka Rd. 3.5 km (2.2 mi) beyond the Trans-Canada Hwy. underpass.


Information and maps: Gem Trek Banff Up-Close Map


From a day-use area on the site of an abandoned mining town, the trail climbs steadily through a forest of lodgepole pine, aspen, and spruce to a pile of tailings and broken-down concrete walls. Soon after, there is a panoramic view of Lake Minnewanka, and then the trail reenters the forest before ending in a small cirque with views down the Bow Valley to Canmore and beyond. The cirque is carved into the eastern face of Cascade Mountain, where snow often lingers until July. When the snow melts, the lush soil is covered in a carpet of colorful wildflowers.


Aylmer Lookout


Distance: 12 km (7.5 mi) one-way


Duration: 4 hours


Elevation gain: 810 m (2,660 ft)


Rating: difficult


Trailhead: Lake Minnewanka


Directions: Follow Lake Minnewanka Rd. 5.5 km (3.4 mi) beyond the Trans-Canada Hwy. underpass.


Information and maps: Gem Trek Banff-Egypt Lake Map


The first 8 km (5 mi) of this trail follow the northern shore of Lake Minnewanka from the day-use area to a junction. The right fork leads to a campground, while the left climbs steeply to the site of an old fire tower on top of an exposed ridge. The deep-blue waters of Lake Minnewanka are visible, backed by the imposing peaks of Mount Girouard (2,995 m/9,830 ft) and Mount Inglismaldie (2,964 m/9,725 ft). Bighorn sheep often graze in this area. From here a trail forks left and continues climbing to the alpine tundra of Aylmer Pass. (Access along this trail is often restricted in summer due to bear activity—check at the visitor center before heading out.)


Biking


Whether you have your own bike or you rent one from the many bicycle shops in Banff and Lake Louise, cycling in the park is for everyone. Two options present themselves for riding in the park: paved roads and unpaved hiking/biking trails. The roads along the Vermilion Lakes, to Lake Minnewanka, to Mount Norquay, through the golf course, to Sundance Canyon, and along the Bow Valley Parkway are all popular paved routes, along with the Legacy Trail to Canmore. Several unpaved trails radiating from Banff and passing through the backcountry have been designated as bicycle trails. These include a network of trails on the east side of Tunnel Mountain, the Rundle Riverside to Canmore, and the Spray River Loop.


Mountain Biking and Cycling Guide


https://parks.canada.ca/banff


Before heading into the backcountry, download the Mountain Biking and Cycling Guide from the Brochures page of the Parks Canada website. Backcountry riders are particularly susceptible to sudden bear encounters. Be alert and make loud noises when passing through heavy vegetation.


Banff Cycle


317 Banff Ave.; 403/985-4848; www.banffcycle.com; 9am-6pm daily; rentals from $60


Banff Cycle is based out of Cascade Shops, making access a breeze and access to the cycling route to Vermilion Lakes and onto the Bow Valley Parkway easy. Full-day rentals are $60 for a high-quality hybrid bike or $110 for an e-bike. This company also offers e-bike tours, including a five-hour guided ride out to Johnston Canyon for $325 per person.



Banff Adventures Unlimited



211 Bear St.; 403/762-4554; www.banffadventures.com; 9am-6pm daily; from $50


Downtown, Banff Adventures Unlimited rents road, mountain, and e-bikes for similar rates as Banff Cycle, with the advantage of also offering half-day rentals.


Horseback Riding


Jim and Bill Brewster led Banff’s first paying guests into the backcountry on horseback more than 100 years ago. Today visitors are still able to enjoy the park on this traditional form of transportation.


Banff Trail Riders


132 Banff Ave. (office); trips depart from Sundance Rd. or Spray Ave.; 403/762-4551 or 800/661-8352; www.horseback.com; from $180


Banff Trail Riders offers a great variety of trips. Their main office is downtown in the Trail Rider Store on Banff Avenue, although trips depart from either Warner Stables, on Sundance Road behind the recreation grounds off Cave Avenue, or Spray River Corrals, on Spray Avenue below the Fairmont Banff Springs. From Warner Stables, a two-hour trip around the Sundance Loop ($180) departs four times daily. Longer trips include the three-hour Cowboy Cookout, with a suitably western steak and baked bean meal along the trail (departs three times daily; $219).
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