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DISCOVER the Rockies



14 TOP EXPERIENCES


PLANNING YOUR TRIP


Conscientious Travel Tips


HIT THE ROAD


Epic Drives


Hiking and Biking the Continental Divide


Best Views


Off-Route Detours


The Rocky Mountains dominate this continent. Shifting tectonic plates collided here, shoving the landscape up, up, and up again, creating huge, rugged mountains that sweep from high summits down into deep gorges. Glaciers scoured the peaks into fantastical spines and spires cut by long valleys, scooped-out cirques, and lake-strewn basins.


This is the Continental Divide, the backbone of North America. Here year-round snow and glaciers feed cloudy turquoise lakes, their waters flowing into clear blue rivers that make their way to the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, the Gulf of Mexico, and Hudson Bay. But our changing climate is rapidly altering the Rockies. Many glaciers from just a century ago have already melted into oblivion. Traveling to the Rockies now is to see these icy wonders before they are gone.


This environment harbors diverse wildlife. Herds of bison graze in meadows, bighorn sheep butt heads, bull elk bugle, moose plod through lakes, and mountain goats trot on cliffs. Meanwhile, the chirps of pikas resound through high-elevation rockfalls and short-tailed weasels skitter after mice. This is also the home of top-of-the-food-chain predators: grizzly bears, wolves, wolverines, and bald eagles.


A drive through the Rockies takes you across the continent, crosses international borders, and brings nine national parks in reach. As your car snakes through valleys, craggy mountains tower overhead. Some of the best moments are on high-elevation passes, when you find yourself surrounded by a sea of summits in all directions.


The Rocky Mountains are indeed a place that kindles awe. It’s time to hit the road to see them.
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14 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Drive the Icefields Parkway: This scenic road runs through Banff and Jasper National Parks, boasting some of the largest glaciers and icefields remaining in the Rocky Mountains.
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2 Set your watch by Old Faithful: The famous geyser in Yellowstone National Park erupts on a predictable schedule.
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3 Reach new heights on Trail Ridge Road: Rocky Mountain National Park is bisected by this scenic road that climbs to over 12,000 feet in elevation.
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4 Paddle glacier-fed lakes: Hop in a kayak to absorb the turquoise waters of Moraine Lake (pictured;) in Banff and Maligne Lake in Jasper.
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5 Hike to Grinnell Glacier: Walk up to the edge of a glacier—while you still can—in Glacier National Park.
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6 Gape at Takakkaw Falls: The second highest waterfall in Canada spills from the upper elevations of Yoho National Park.
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7 Watch wildlife: Feast your eyes on bison, bears, and wolves in Yellowstone’s Lamar Valley and spot moose, elk, and bighorn sheep in Rocky Mountain National Park.
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8 Tour Going-to-the-Sun Road: This engineering marvel crosses stunning Logan Pass in Glacier National Park. Drive it yourself or hop on a tour bus.
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9 Spend the night at a grand park lodge: The Fairmont Chateau Lake Louise (pictured;) in Banff has a classic storybook appeal. In Glacier, enjoy a historic Swiss chalet vibe at the Many Glacier Hotel.
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10 Cruise across an international border: Ride a tour boat over the U.S.-Canada border in Waterton Lakes National Park.
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11 Motor down Teton Park Road: There’s no better way to see the Teton Mountains than on this scenic drive.
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12 Go backpacking: Head into the backcountry for a few days by hiking Kootenay’s Rockwall or the Teton Crest Trail (pictured;) in Grand Teton National Park.
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13 Go stargazing: Watch the Milky Way spread out across the night sky from Jasper or Glacier.
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14 Marvel at Grand Prismatic Spring: Absorb the radiance of the largest and most colorful hot spring in Yellowstone.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


Calgary


Tucked along the Bow River, Calgary is western Canada’s interior hub of and the third largest city in the country. This one-time cowboy town turned oil kingdom hosts the Calgary Stampede, one of the largest rodeos and outdoor shows on the continent.


Jasper National Park


From glaciers spilling off the Columbia Icefield to Maligne Lake, Jasper National Park is filled with raw beauty. Here you can hike to high mountain passes or enjoy easy adventures via trams and snow coaches. Then relax with a soak in Miette Hot Springs.


Banff National Park


The crown of the Canadian Rockies, Banff National Park is filled with icy summits, wildflower meadows, and mesmerizing turquoise lakes. Historic hotels, ski resorts, and backcountry lodges offer base camps for once-in-a-lifetime escapades.


Yoho National Park


Yoho National Park is tiny compared to the neighboring Canadian parks, but it holds dramatic water features: Emerald Lake sparkles a vivid blue-green, remote Lake O’Hara is tucked into a sculpted basin, and immense Takakkaw Falls tumble 1,250 feet (373 m).


Kootenay National Park


Often ignored in favor of the larger parks, Kootenay is a place to escape the crowds. Hiking trails climb to stunning glaciers that tumble from alpine bowls. Cap any day with the soothing waters of Radium Hot Springs.


Waterton Lakes National Park


The tiniest park in the Canadian Rockies, Waterton Lakes is where glacier-carved peaks meet the prairie. It shares an international boundary with Glacier National Park; together they form the world’s first International Peace Park.


Glacier National Park


Alpine meadows, tiny melting glaciers, and turquoise lakes flank the serrated peaks of Glacier National Park, a main draw for hikers and backpackers. The engineering marvel that is Going-to-the-Sun Road climbs through cliffs to reach the Continental Divide.


Flathead Valley to Bozeman


Flathead Valley serves as the gateway to Glacier. To the southwest, Bozeman and Big Sky provide the gateways to Yellowstone. These year-round recreation hubs provide bases for hiking, skiing, bicycling, and paddling.


Yellowstone National Park


Yellowstone National Park is known for outstanding wildlife watching. Bighorn sheep, bison, wolves, bears, and eagles number among its many residents. But because it’s located on North America’s largest supervolcano, Yellowstone’s biggest attractions are geysers, mud pots, and hot springs.


Grand Teton National Park


The peaks of Grand Teton National Park rise like jagged teeth, dominating the landscape around Jackson Hole. They can be admired from lake hikes, scenic drives, and boat tours.


Salt Lake City and Central Utah


Squeezed between Great Salt Lake and the Wasatch Mountains, Salt Lake City derives much of its identity from its Mormon heritage. But the sprawling metropolis has evolved into an outdoor center with year-round recreation: hiking, boating, mountain biking, and world-class skiing.
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lupine growing in the Rocky Mountains
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driving in Yoho National Park
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Bear Lake in Rocky Mountain National Park






Rocky Mountain National Park



Sporting some of the highest peaks of the Rocky Mountains, this national park offers prime scenic drives, scads of hiking trails, and the ambitious climb of towering Longs Peak. In fall, bull elk bugle as they fight for dominance against a backdrop of autumnal color.


Denver


Sprawling Denver is a vibrant city in the foothills of the Rockies. Lively downtown contains pedestrian zones perfect for shopping, dining, theater-going, and museum-hopping. Nearby Boulder is a funky, recreation-loving city nestled below the Flatirons.


When to Go


High Season


Summer (early June-mid-Sept.) is high season in the Rockies, with the warmest weather, highest prices, and biggest crowds. That’s when the most hiking trails and visitor services are accessible, tours run most frequently, and seasonal roads and hotels are open. Daytime temps range 65-85°F (18-29°C) and nights range 35-50°F (2-10°C).


Shoulder Seasons


In spring (Apr.-early June), lower-elevation trails are accessible, though snow lingers in the high country through June. Seasonal scenic roads often open in late May, but some take longer for snow removal, even into July. Temperatures during the day run 30-65°F (0-18°C), while nights are much cooler, ranging -4°F to 23°F (-20°C to 5°C) nights.


In fall (mid-Sept.-early Nov.), the weather often yo-yos between warm days and wintry storms. High mountain elevations can see snow, which may turn trails and roads icy, sometimes requiring temporary closures. Daytime and nighttime temperatures run about the same as they do in spring.


Low Season


Winter (early Nov.-Mar.) sees fewer crowds and lower prices—except for ski resort areas, which are usually open early November-April. Visitor services mostly close down, except for year-round park regions and towns. Seasonal roads are closed; plowing is only maintained on major roadways. Closed roads often permit cross-country skiing and snowshoeing. Temperatures range 0-28°F (-18°C to -2°C) during the day. Nightly temperatures run -5°F to 10°F (-21°C to -12°C).


Before You Go


Reservations


The popularity of the Canadian and U.S. national parks has skyrocketed in recent years, resulting in increased visitation. Reservations are mandatory for inside-park lodging in the Rockies. Lodging outside the national parks also fills up quickly in summer. While it’s possible find a room at the last minute due to cancellations, it’s better to book one year ahead to ensure you get your top choice.


CANADIAN NATIONAL PARKS


Inside the Canadian national parks, hotels, cabins, and lodges are run by independent operators. For reservations, contact the individual lodging. Most accept reservations a year in advance.


Camping reservations (877/737-3783, 519/826-5391 from outside North America, https://reservation.pc.gc.ca) inside the park open in early January for the year ahead. Some campsites are first come, first served and don’t accept reservations.


U.S. NATIONAL PARKS


Many of the U.S. parks have designated concessionaires that operate the in-park lodges. Contact these operators 12-13 months in advance for reservations:


• Glacier: Xanterra (855/733-4522, 303/265-7010 outside U.S., www.glaciernationalparklodges.com) or Pursuit Collection (844/868-7474, www.glacierparkcollection.com)


• Yellowstone: Xanterra (307/344-7311, www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com)


• Grand Teton: Grand Teton Lodging Company (307/543-3100, www.gtlc.com) or Signal Mountain Lodge (307/543-2831, www.signalmountainlodge.com)


For camping in Glacier, Grand Teton, Rocky Mountain, and four of Yellowstone’s campgrounds, make reservations (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov) six months in advance. Book campsites for Yellowstone’s five other campgrounds 12-13 months in advance through Xanterra (307/344-7311, www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com).


TICKETING


You’ll need advance reservations to enter Glacier’s Going-to-the-Sun Road and timed entry reservations for Rocky Mountain National Park. Check the parks’ websites for specific ticketing policies several months before your trip.


Fees and Passes


Daily entry fees in Canadian national parks cost C$10 for adults, C$9 for seniors, or C$20 per family or vehicle. Kids 17 and younger are free. Annual Discovery Passes to all of the parks and historic sites in the Canadian Rockies cost C$70 for adults, C$60 for seniors, or C$140 per family or vehicle. Entry is free on Canada Day (July 1).


Entry fees to U.S. national parks in the Rocky Mountains cost $35 per vehicle for seven days (motorcycles $30, individuals $20). Rocky Mountain National Park also sells a one-day pass for $25 per vehicle. Winter fees are lower at Glacier ($25 per vehicle, $20 motorcycle, $15 individual) and Grand Teton ($15 per vehicle, motorcycle, or individual).


Annual passes for Glacier, Yellowstone, Grand Teton, or Rocky Mountain cost $70. Annual America the Beautiful Passes, which give admittance to all U.S. national parks, cost $80. (The pass is free for U.S. military personnel, veterans, gold star families, and U.S. fourth graders.) For U.S. citizens and permanent residents over 62, a lifetime pass costs $80. The annual Senior Pass is $20 per year. U.S. citizens and permanent residents with permanent disabilities can also get a free lifetime pass.


The U.S. national parks have several fee-free days: January 21 (Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday); the first day of National Park Week in April; August 25 (National Park Service’s birthday); September 28 (Public Lands Day); and November 11 (Veterans Day).


Passports and Visas


ENTERING CANADA


International travelers entering Canada must have passports. The one exception is travelers from the United States and Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative countries, who may use passport cards, enhanced driver’s licenses, or NEXUS cards instead. Visas are not required for visitors from about 50 countries, including the United States. All others must apply for visas. Find the list of visa-exempt countries and visa requirements at www.cic.gc.ca.


ENTERING THE UNITED STATES


International travelers entering the United States must have passports. One exception applies to travelers from Canada and countries in the Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative, who may use a passport card, enhanced driver’s license, or NEXUS card instead. Visas may also be required for some countries; check https://travel.state.gov for countries with visa waivers and visa applications.


Driving Tips


Weather and Safety


Because snowfall is possible any time of year in the Rocky Mountains, especially over high mountain passes, roads might be unexpectedly icy or wet. Luckily, ice often melts within a day or two. During hail and lightning storms, which are common in summer, pull over, turn your hazard lights on, and wait it out. Most mountain squalls move on in 20 minutes or so.


Winter driving requires snow tires or all-weather tires. Carry chains for traveling over high-elevation passes if you don’t have studded snow tires. Many back roads, dirt and gravel roads, and several scenic drives close in winter. These include Going-to-the-Sun Road in Glacier, Trail Ridge Road in Rocky Mountain, most of Grand Loop Road in Yellowstone, and a portion of Teton Park Road in Grand Teton.


Cell Service and Internet Access


In the large cities of Calgary, Salt Lake City, and Denver, cell and internet service are ubiquitous. But in the other parts of the Rocky Mountains, cell service is spotty to nonexistent. Do not depend on cell service on mountain roads, hiking trails, and in the backcountry. You may need to handle emergencies on your own. If necessary, flag down a passing car to get help or, if possible, get to the nearest lodge to make a phone call.


Inside the national parks, you’ll find wireless internet in most lodges but only in a handful of visitors centers. Internet speeds are often slow and clogged with users. Plan to download park apps, maps, and media before you leave home.


Maps and GPS


Road maps are available for members through the Canadian Automobile Association (CAA, www.caa.ca) and American Automobile Association (AAA, www.aaa.com). They are also available through federal, provincial, and state tourism bureaus of British Columbia (www.helloBC.com), Alberta (www.travelalberta.com), Montana (www.visitmt.com), Wyoming (www.travelwyoming.com), Utah (www.visitutah.com), and Colorado (www.colorado.com), plus Destination Canada (www.canada.travel [URL inactive]). National parks also have road maps on their websites. U.S. national parks hand out maps at entrance stations. For hiking, plan on purchasing more detailed topographical maps from the U.S. Geological Survey (https://store.usgs.gov). For the Canadian national parks, Gem Trek Maps (www.gemtrek.com) publishes driving and hiking maps.


Don’t rely solely on GPS to reach destinations. Seasonal road closures, rugged dirt roads, and weather can affect routes, but not all GPS devices will have the most current data. Many drivers have gotten stranded on back roads following GPS instructions. Always use a road map in addition to GPS. Be sure to check for road status updates from national park websites before embarking on your adventure.




Conscientious Travel Tips


Your visit can have an impact on the mountain parks and local communities. Make it a positive one by following these tips:


Planning


[image: image] Bring a refillable water bottle instead of disposable plastic bottles.


[image: image] Always have a backup plan in case of crowds or full parking lots.


[image: image] Check national park websites in advance of your trip for information on road construction, closures, and alerts.


[image: image] Get all necessary permits in advance.


Traveling


[image: image] Buy locally made products.


[image: image] Take tours with local, park-approved guide companies.


[image: image] Limit your consumable waste; many mountain communities have limited trash and recycling services.


[image: image] Visit crowded sites at less popular times or seasons.


Driving and Parking


[image: image] Park only in designated parking areas and trailheads, not on roadsides.


[image: image] Minimize driving by hiking, biking, paddling, and skiing to experience the parks. Ride shuttles where available.


[image: image] Turn off the car engine rather than idling when you stop to watch wildlife or take in sights.


[image: image] Observe posted speed limits to keep wildlife safe.


Wildlife Watching and Photography


[image: image] Bring binoculars to watch wildlife; this helps maintain a safe distance for you and the animals. Use telephoto lenses to photograph wildlife and scenery from safe distances and perches.


[image: image] Stay 100 yards (100 m) or 10 bus lengths away from bears, wolves, bison, and cougars. Stay 25 yards (30 m) or three bus lengths from other large animals (moose, elk, deer, sheep, and goats). If you cause an animal to move, you are too close. Do not disturb or harass wildlife by making noise or in any other way.


[image: image] Do not approach wildlife, even if you’re separated by a fence. If you are pulling over to see wildlife, stay in your car, and move on quickly. Use established paved or gravel pullouts for wildlife-watching rather than stopping in or on the side of a road.


[image: image] Leave drones home; they are prohibited in all Canadian and U.S. national parks.


[image: image] Keep wildlife wild: Do not feed them. Dispose of all organic waste and other litter in proper receptacles.


Hiking and Backpacking


[image: image] Follow Leave No Trace (www.lnt.org) principles at all times.


[image: image] Get required permits for wilderness camping and backpacking.


[image: image] Stay on established trails, paths, and boardwalks to avoid damaging fragile ecosystems.


[image: image] Build fires (if permitted) only in designated fire rings.






HIT THE ROAD



Best of the Rockies in 21 Days


This three-week adventure starts in Calgary and continues south to Denver, packing in the best of the Rocky Mountains along the way. The route takes in big scenery filled with turquoise lakes, plunging waterfalls, rushing rivers, frozen icefields, and rugged pinnacles across nine national parks. Wildlife sightings punctuate the thrills in between idyllic mountain towns where outdoor recreation is a way of life. This is a once-in-a-lifetime road trip that covers over 2,500 miles (4,000 km). If you prefer to drive south to north, you can start in Denver and follow this itinerary in reverse.


Day 1


CALGARY TO JASPER


250 miles/400 km; 5 hours


Fly into the Calgary airport. From the city, it’s only about an hour’s drive to reach the mountains. Bypassing Banff and Lake Louise for a later day, head north on the stunning Icefields Parkway. At Bow Summit, walk to Peyto Lake Overlook. Tour Athabasca Falls before reaching the Jasper Townsite. Check into Jasper Park Lodge for two nights.


Day 2


JASPER NATIONAL PARK


62 miles/100 km; 2 hours


Drive to Maligne Lake for a boat tour followed by lunch in the lodge. After returning to the Jasper Townsite, take in the scenery from the Jasper Sky Tram and hike to the summit of Whistlers Summit. Afterward, tour the town and enjoy the evening on the shore of Beauvert Lake at Jasper Park Lodge.


Day 3


JASPER TO LAKE LOUISE


145 miles/235 km; 3 hours


Get an early start to enjoy multiple stops on the Icefields Parkway. Begin with Wabasso Falls, then continue to the Icefield Centre. From there, walk the Toe-of-the-Glacier Interpretive Trail and take a guided glacier tour. Stop at Bow Lake for views before descending to Lake Louise. Stay at the Fairmont Chateau Lake Louise for three nights.


Day 4


LAKE LOUISE


24 miles/39 km; 1.5 hours


Start the day by driving south to turquoise Moraine Lake. Follow the Rockpile Trail for classic lake photos. Afterward, head to Lake Louise Ski Area to catch the scenic lift for exceptional views of Temple Mountain, the Fairmont Chateau Lake Louise, and possibly grizzly bears. In the afternoon, paddle Lake Louise and walk the lakeshore. Cap off the day with dinner at the Fairmont and admire the tableside views of the lake.


Day 5


LAKE LOUISE TO YOHO NATIONAL PARK


84 miles/135 km; 3 hours


Yoho National Park yields unparalleled scenery. Stop at Kicking Horse Pass for views and interpretive displays. Descend to Emerald Lake for a walk along the shoreline followed by lunch. In the afternoon, drive up the scenic Yoho Valley Road to walk to the base of Takakkaw Falls spilling in a white ribbon from the Waputik Icefield. (It takes about an hour each way to drive Yoho Valley Road.) Return to Lake Louise for the night.


Day 6


LAKE LOUISE TO BANFF


37 miles/60 km; 1 hour


Start the morning off with a drive down the Bow Valley Parkway along Bow River. The route takes you below the parapets of Castle Mountain before reaching the Banff Townsite. Spend the rest of the day touring the Cave and Basin National Historic Site, shopping downtown, or taking a boat tour on nearby Lake Minnewanka. Spend the night in the historic Fairmont Banff Springs.




Epic Drives


[image: image] Icefields Parkway: Dripping with more than 100 glaciers, this parkway (144 mi/232 km) threads through Jasper and Banff National Parks, with views of turquoise lakes and plummeting waterfalls along the way.
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Icefields Parkway, Banff National Park





[image: image] Banff-Windemere Highway: From the Great Divide in the north to hot springs in the south, this scenic highway (58 mi/94 km) through Kootenay National Park follows the Vermillion and Kootenay Rivers between two stunning mountain ranges.


[image: image] Going-to-the-Sun Road: This historic route over Logan Pass (50 mi/80 km) in Glacier National Park is anchored by long, finger-like crystalline lakes. The engineering on this cliff-cut road uses arches and tunnels that show off the rugged mountain landscape.


[image: image] Grand Loop Road: This figure-eight loop (142 mi/229 km) through Yellowstone National Park takes in mountains, canyons, waterfalls, and broad meadows filled with wildlife, all in a volcanic landscape full of geyser basins.


[image: image] Teton Park Road: This short scenic road (20 mi/32 km) in Grand Teton National Park showcases views of the Grand Teton and Mount Moran, which still harbor small glaciers.


[image: image] Trail Ridge Road: The highest road in the Rocky Mountains, this route (48 mi/77 km) climbs above the tree line through alpine tundra for a top-of-the-world vista, where you can see for miles.





Day 7


BANFF TO RADIUM HOT SPRINGS


85 miles/137 km; 2.5 hours


A drive along the Vermilion and Kootenay Rivers on the Banff-Windemere Highway cuts through Kootenay National Park. The orange- and yellow-hued Paint Pots and the red walls of Sinclair Canyon add colorful surprises to the mountainous terrain. When you reach the Radium Hot Springs pool complex, stop for a dip in the refreshing pools. Continue into the town of Radium Hot Springs to spend the night.


Day 8


RADIUM HOT SPRINGS TO WATERTON LAKES NATIONAL PARK


250 miles/400 km; 5 hours


From Radium Hot Springs, follow the Kootenay and Columbia Rivers south through a series of small towns, then head east to Fernie to stop for lunch and a scenic chairlift ride. Continue to the Frank Slide Interpretive Centre at Crowsnest Pass, where you can walk around the site of a colossal landslide. Follow the highway to Waterton Lakes National Park and check into your lodging in the Waterton Townsite for two nights.




[image: image]

Athabasca Falls in Jasper National Park







[image: image]

wildflowers along the Vermilion River in Kootenay National Park
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Lake Minnewanka in Banff National Park






Day 9



WATERTON LAKES NATIONAL PARK


42 miles/68 km; 2 hours


In the morning, take the boat tour down Waterton Lake and across the Canadian-U.S. border to reach Goat Haunt, USA. In the afternoon, drive Akamina Parkway to Cameron Lake for paddling and a lakeshore walk. After dinner in Waterton Townsite, drive Red Rock Parkway to look for wildlife and walk the Red Rock Canyon loop trail.


Day 10


WATERTON LAKES TO GLACIER NATIONAL PARK


71 miles/115 km; 2 hours


After a leisurely morning, take Chief Mountain Highway across the border between Canada and the United States. As you approach Many Glacier in Glacier National Park, watch for moose and bears on the entrance road. Stretch your legs on the trail to Red Rock Lake and Falls. Check into the historic Many Glacier Hotel for two nights.


Day 11


GLACIER NATIONAL PARK


No driving today! Hike to Grinnell Lake, go horseback riding, and sit on the hotel deck watching for wildlife. For a full-day hike, go to Grinnell Glacier.


Day 12


GLACIER NATIONAL PARK TO FLATHEAD VALLEY


97 miles/156 km; 3 hours


Of all the mountain roads you’ve driven so far, Going-to-the-Sun Road stands in a class of its own. Stop at overlooks as it climbs to Logan Pass. Hike to Hidden Lake Overlook to enjoy the meadows and mountain goats. Wade in Lake McDonald before exiting the park at West Glacier to reach Whitefish in the Flathead Valley.


Day 13


FLATHEAD VALLEY


14 miles/23 km; 30 minutes


Have a leisurely morning, then take the scenic chairlift at Whitefish Mountain Resort to eat lunch with a view of Glacier and Flathead Valley below. Go paddling on Whitefish Lake for a spell. In the evening, enjoy the small-town scene: Eat dinner at Tupelo Grille, listen to live music, and go bar-hopping.


Day 14


FLATHEAD VALLEY TO YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK


424 miles/682 km; 6.5 hours


Get an early start today. You’ll drive through Missoula and Butte before crossing Pipestone Pass, surrounded by rock spires. After passing Bozeman, a scenic drive tours Paradise Valley, ascending along the Yellowstone River to Gardiner. Enter Yellowstone National Park, climb the winding road to Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel, where you’ll spend the night. Be sure to walk through the travertine terraces.


Day 15


YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK


113 miles/183 km; 3.5 hours


Head to Lamar Valley in the morning for wildlife-watching. Then drop down to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone to see the thundering Upper and Lower Falls from the North Rim. Swing west to Norris Geyser Basin and then south to Lower and Midway Geyser Basins, stopping to walk the boardwalks at each. At Upper Geyser Basin, see Old Faithful erupt. Spend the night in historic Old Faithful Inn.




[image: image]

Grand Teton







[image: image]

Norris Geyser Basin in Yellowstone National Park
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Many Glacier Hotel in Glacier National Park






Day 16



YELLOWSTONE TO GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK


65 miles/105 km; 2 hours


In the morning, make your way to West Thumb Geyser Basin to walk the boardwalk loop along immense Yellowstone Lake. Stop to see Lewis Falls before exiting Yellowstone and driving to Grand Teton National Park. Pop by Colter Bay to tour the Indigenous arts exhibit at the visitors center and hike to Heron Pond. End your day at Jackson Lake Lodge, watching the sun set over the Tetons.


Day 17


GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK


35 miles/56 km; 1 hour


Tour Teton Park Road for closeup views of the Grand Teton and Teton Glacier. En route, stop at Jenny Lake for a boat tour and hike to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point for views out over Jackson Hole. Dine in downtown Jackson and finish the night at the famed Million Dollar Cowboy Bar. Spend the night at one of the hotels in town.


Day 18


JACKSON TO SALT LAKE CITY


280 miles/450 km; 4.5 hours


Hit the road bright and early. Follow the Snake River as it cuts south through Hoback Canyon and Bridger Teton National Forest. At Alpine, turn south through Star Valley to reach Freedom, where a jaunt westward and south leads to glimpses of Great Salt Lake. Stop to stretch your legs in Ogden and walk down historic 25th Street, or push onward to Salt Lake City, where you’ll spend the night. Unwind with a walk along City Creek Canyon and delicious Mexican food at the Red Iguana.


Day 19


SALT LAKE CITY TO ROCKY MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK


440 miles/710 km; 8 hours


Cross northern Utah, taking a break at Dinosaur National Monument to visit the Quarry Visitor Center, where you can see the dinosaur fossils dotting the landscape. Next, you’ll make the trek across Colorado. After passing through the resort town of Steamboat Springs, pull into Grand Lake, the quiet western gateway to Rocky Mountain National Park.


Day 20


ROCKY MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK


48 miles/77 km; 2 hours


Today will take to you the top of the world along the windswept Trail Ridge Road, where you may see elk, bighorn sheep, and alpine wildflowers. The road climbs to Alpine Visitor Center, the highest national park visitors center in the country. Hike up the short Alpine Ridge Trail to get a picture next to the sign reading “Elevation 12,000 feet.” Stop at pullouts like Forest Canyon Overlook to soak up the views and walk interpretive trails. Roll into Estes Park, Rocky’s eastern gateway, in time for dinner.


Day 21


ESTES PARK TO DENVER


64 miles/103 KM; 1.5 hours


Do some sightseeing in Estes Park, making sure to stop at the allegedly haunted Stanley Hotel. Take the scenic drive to Boulder and stop there for lunch. Then, tackle the final miles to Denver. Celebrate your trip in the vibrant downtown area, enjoying the bustle of the city.



Canadian Road Trip: Calgary to Jasper



A week in the Canadian Rockies gives you a lifetime of memorable experiences. You can fly into Calgary and reach the first national park that same day. Famed mountain scenery fills the route, and there are plenty of hiking trails to alpine lakes and vistas along the way.


Day 1


CALGARY TO WATERTON LAKES NATIONAL PARK


175 miles/280 km; 3 hours


Drive south from Calgary to land at the shore of Upper Waterton Lake in Waterton Lakes National Park. Take a hike up Bear’s Hump to enjoy the view. Take in Cameron Falls and overnight in the historic Prince of Wales Hotel.


Day 2


WATERTON TO KOOTENAY NATIONAL PARK


245 miles/395 km; 4.5 hours


Enjoy a scenic drive across Crowsnest Pass and through Fernie and the Columbia Valley to reach the southern tip of Kootenay National Park at the town of Radium Hot Springs. Enter the park and drive to the parking lot of the Radium Hot Springs pools, then hike through Sinclair Canyon via the Juniper Loop Trail. Be on the lookout for bighorn sheep. When you return to the trailhead, you can reward yourself with a soak in the pools. Have dinner and stay in town overnight.


Day 3


KOOTENAY TO BANFF NATIONAL PARK


81 miles/130 km; 1.5 hours


As you drive through Kootenay today, stop at roadside overlooks to enjoy views of Kootenay Valley, tucked between two rugged mountain ranges. Walk through the ochre mineral springs of the Paint Pots, then follow the self-guided trail along Marble Canyon. At the Continental Divide, you’ll cross into Banff National Park. Stop to take a photo at the sign. Head north to Lake Louise to see the famed turquoise lake below glaciated peaks. Check into the historic Fairmont Chateau Lake Louise for three nights.


Day 4


LAKE LOUISE TO BANFF TOWNSITE


75 miles/120 km; 2 hours


In the morning, drive Bow Valley Parkway to the Banff Townsite. Hop on the Banff Gondola to ascend to the summit of Sulphur Mountain for top-of-the-world views. Afterward, tour the Banff Park Museum and the Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies before finishing with dinner and a romp through the Townsite’s shops.


Day 5


DAY TRIP TO YOHO NATIONAL PARK


65 miles/104 km; 2.5 hours


Take a day trip on the dramatic Trans-Canada Highway, which cuts through Yoho National Park. The route is lined with views of forests, mountains, and the Kicking Horse River. Listen to the thundering roar of Wapta Falls and see if you can spot a train coming through the spiral tunnels. With advance reservations, you can join a tour of the Burgess Shale fossil beds or take the shuttle to Lake O’Hara for scenic hiking. Return to Lake Louise for the night.





[image: Image]



Parks Canada interpretive guide with hikers on the way to the Burgess Shale fossil beds





Day 6


LAKE LOUISE TO JASPER NATIONAL PARK


144 miles/232 km; 3 hours


From Lake Louise, the Icefields Parkway shoots north over Bow Summit. The views from the car are spectacular: turquoise lakes, braided rivers, and glacier-topped peaks. Hike Parker Ridge to look out over Saskatchewan Glacier before entering Jasper National Park to check out the Athabasca Glacier and rest up at the Icefield Centre. Spend two nights in the Jasper Townsite.




[image: Image]


Parker Ridge in Jasper National Park







Hiking and Biking the Continental Divide


The Rocky Mountains form the crest of North America—the apex that divides the flow of water to the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans. This spine is the Continental Divide or Great Divide. For hikers and bikers, grand adventures await.


Continental Divide National Scenic Trail


One of the most spectacular long-distance trails in the United States, the 3,100-mile (4,989-km) Continental Divide National Scenic Trail runs from Mexico to Canada. Backpackers usually take around six months to thru-hike the trail, starting in the south and working north. The CDT travels through Rocky Mountain (28 mi/45 km), Yellowstone (71 mi/114 km), and Glacier (110 mi/177 km) National Parks.


Great Divide Trail


The 698-mile (1,123-km) Great Divide Trail is a romp through the wilderness of the Canadian Rockies. It goes from Waterton Lakes, Alberta (where the U.S. CDT ends) to Kakwa Provincial Park, British Columbia. It passes through Kootenay, Yoho, Banff, and Jasper National Parks en route, crossing more than 30 mountain passes. Portions outside the national parks follow dirt roads and unsigned cross-country regions, where navigation skills are a must.


Great Divide Bike Route


Mountain biking the Great Divide is an epic North American adventure that takes most riders two months or so. The 3,084-mile (4,962-km) Great Divide Bike Route follows gravel and dirt roads, old railroad beds, and single-track trails with a few segments on paved road or bike trails. It connects Jasper, Alberta, and Antelope Well, New Mexico, traveling mostly outside the national parks. It does cut briefly through Banff and Grand Teton National Parks.


Best Hiking and Backpacking Options


For most hikers or backpackers, exploring the Continental Divide on shorter trails is the way to go. Check out these top trails:


BEST DAY HIKING


[image: image] Sunshine Meadows, Banff National Park


[image: image] Highline Trail and Granite Park Chalet, Glacier National Park


[image: image] Swiftcurrent Valley and Lookout, Glacier National Park


BEST BACKPACKING


[image: image] Skyline Trail, Jasper National Park


[image: image] The Rockwall, Kootenay National Park


[image: image] Dawson-Pitamakin Loop, Glacier National Park


[image: image] Continental Divide Trail, Rocky Mountain National Park






Day 7



JASPER NATIONAL PARK


73 miles/118 km; 4 hours


Start with a quick, rugged drive and a short hike to Cavell Meadows. Afterward, drive to Maligne Lake for an afternoon boat tour. On the return, stop for a walk over several bridges to see limestone Maligne Canyon and its waterfalls. Toast your adventure at dinner in downtown Jasper. Tomorrow you’ll head back to Calgary, a five-hour drive.


Montana and Wyoming Road Trip: Grand Teton to Glacier


This week-long U.S. adventure links the three national parks of Montana and Wyoming: Glacier, Yellowstone, and Grand Teton. The route leads you to glaciated mountains, hots springs, fumaroles, and geysers. Bring binoculars: You might spot grizzly bears, mountain goats, bison, pronghorn, and wolves. Fly into Jackson, Wyoming; fly home from Kalispell or Great Falls, Montana.


Day 1


GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK


78 miles/126 km; 2.5 hours


From Jackson, head into Grand Teton National Park, following the highway north to Moran, then looping around south onto the scenic Teton Park Road. Be sure to stop at interpretive turnouts along the way. Stop at Jenny Lake for a boat tour or a self-guided paddle. Hike to Taggart Lake, then drive the narrow Moose-Wilson Road to Jackson Hole Mountain Resort. Ride the tram to the top of the Tetons and admire the views. Spend tonight at a hotel in town.


Day 2


JACKSON TO YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK


120 miles/193 km; 3 hours


Head directly to Colter Bay on Jackson Lake for a horseback ride or to hike the Lakeshore Trail. Then continue north into Yellowstone National Park. Drive along Lake Yellowstone, walk the boardwalk at Mud Volcano, and stop for wildlife-watching in Hayden Valley. Stay at Canyon Lodge and Cabins for two nights.


Day 3


YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK


100 miles/160 km; 3 hours


Today you’ll drive the scenic Upper Grand Loop Road. Climb north over Dunraven Pass to Tower Fall. Next, head toward the park’s Northeast Entrance for wildlife-watching in Lamar Valley. Return the way you came, then continue north on the loop road.


Make stops to visit Petrified Tree and Undine Falls before walking the boardwalk around Mammoth Hot Springs, near the park’s North Entrance. Follow the loop south, passing Swan Lake Flat and Roaring Mountain. Stretch your legs at Norris Geyser Basin, then return to Canyon Lodge and Cabins.


Day 4


YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK


90 miles/145 km; 2.75 hours


Today’s route traces the park’s Lower Grand Loop Road. Make your way to South Rim Drive at the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone. Walk out to the famed Artist Point overlook or climb down the stairway to Uncle Tom’s Overlook.


Continue south past Yellowstone Lake before crossing Craig Pass to the Upper Geyser Basin, where you can see Old Faithful erupt. From here, fit in as many stops as you can: the blue pools of Biscuit Basin, the colorful rays of Grand Prismatic Spring in Midway Geyser Basin, the geyser-filled Firehole Lake Drive, and Fountain Paint Pots, where you’ll find geysers, mud pots, and hot springs. Watch for bison and elk along the Madison River en route to West Yellowstone for the night.




[image: image]

Teton Park Road in Grand Teton National Park
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Great Fountain Geyser in Yellowstone National Park
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historic red tour bus in Glacier National Park






Day 5



WEST YELLOWSTONE TO EAST GLACIER


360 miles/580 km; 6 hours


It’s a full day’s drive to reach Glacier National Park from West Yellowstone. The route runs through small towns in central Montana before sweeping along the Rocky Mountain Front. Overnight in East Glacier.


Day 6


GLACIER NATIONAL PARK


93 miles/150 km; 2.5 hours


You can sleep in a bit today. In the late morning, head to Two Medicine to catch the tour boat across the lake and hike to Twin Falls. After returning to East Glacier, follow US 2 west across Marias Pass and along the Middle Fork of the Flathead River to West Glacier. From here, head back inside the park. Enjoy the drive along Lake McDonald and bed down at Lake McDonald Lodge for the night.


Day 7


GLACIER NATIONAL PARK


49 miles/79 km & 2 hours


The week ends with the dramatic cliffside ride along Going-to-the-Sun Road in one of the parks historic red buses or the Blackfeet-led Sun Tours. The road climbs the west side to Logan Pass. Add in walks on Trail of the Cedars or Hidden Lake Overlook. The road crosses the Continental Divide and ends in St. Mary. Tomorrow, you’ll head to Kalispell or Great Falls for your flight home.


Rocky Mountain High: Denver to Yellowstone


A quick zip from Denver launches this week-long adventure. In Rocky Mountain National Park, you’ll enjoy the drama of mountaintop Trail Ridge Road. Just a few days later, you’ll stare up at craggy peaks in Grand Teton National Park. The grand finale comes at Yellowstone before you loop back to Denver.


Day 1


DENVER TO ROCKY MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK


81 miles/130 km; 2 hours


It’s just a quick scoot from Denver to the east side of Rocky Mountain National Park. Tour the interactive exhibits in Moraine Park Discovery Center and walk the nature trail. Drive or catch the shuttle up Bear Lake Road to walk the loop around idyllic Bear Lake. Watch for wildlife on the descent to Estes Park, where you can enjoy the town and spend two nights. Get a good night’s sleep for your big day tomorrow.


Day 2


TRAIL RIDGE ROAD DAY TRIP


100 miles/160 km; 4 hours


Today, you’ll climb to the highest road-accessible elevation in the Rockies. Drive up Trail Ridge Road, stopping for photos at spots like Lava Cliffs Overlook. Stretch your legs and walk the short Alpine Communities Trail. At Fall River Pass, tour Alpine Visitor Center. Drop down to the west side of the park to see the Kawuneeche Valley before retracing your route back to Estes Park.


Day 3


ESTES PARK TO JACKSON


490 miles/790 km; 8 hours


Get an early start for this long day of driving through Colorado and Wyoming. Head to Fort Collins and then Laramie, crossing prairieland to Rock Springs before cutting north. After passing along the Wind River Range, cut through the Gros Ventre Mountains to reach Jackson. Have a hearty meal in town and check into the Hotel Jackson for one night.




Best Views


[image: image] Columbia Icefield (Jasper National Park): The largest and most accessible glacial area along the Icefields Parkway has incredible views of the Athabasca Glacier.


[image: image] Lake Louise (Banff National Park): Soak up the beauty of this glacial lake rimmed by icy peaks.


[image: image] Bow Lake (Banff National Park): On still days, the translucent water reflects the snowy peaks and their sheer cliffs.


[image: image] Takakkaw Falls (Yoho National Park): You’ll need to crane your neck to admire this tall ribbon of plunging water, the biggest waterfall in the Canadian Rockies.


[image: image] Sinclair Canyon (Kootenay National Park): Drive through this narrow canyon of red-orange walls and watch for bighorn sheep.


[image: image] Prince of Wales Hotel (Waterton Lakes National Park): Walk out on the bluff beyond the hotel for the best views of Waterton Lake.


[image: image] Logan Pass (Glacier National Park): Sitting atop the Continental Divide between hulking mountains, Logan Pass boasts colorful wildflowers in summer.


[image: image] Artist Point (Yellowstone National Park): This overlook offers a classic view of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and its Lower Falls.
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Artist Point, Yellowstone National Park





[image: image] Teton Glacier Turnout (Grand Teton National Park): At this viewpoint, you’ll get the closest possible look at Grand Teton itself.


[image: image] Forest Canyon Overlook (Rocky Mountain National Park): This viewpoint on Trail Ridge Road overlooks a glacier-formed canyon and surrounding peaks.





Day 4


GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK


58 miles/93 km; 2.5 hours


Leave early for the Laurance S. Rockefeller Preserve Center so that you can get a parking space. Tour the sensory exhibits in the center and hike to Phelps Lake, keeping an eye out for moose. From the preserve, head to Teton Park Road, working your way north. Stop at Jenny Lake Overlook for the great view, then climb Signal Mountain Road for sweeping views of the Teton Mountains at Jackson Lake Overlook. Overnight at Signal Mountain Lodge.



Day 5



GRAND TETON TO YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK


112 miles/180 km; 3.5 hours


From the lodge, continue north into Yellowstone National Park. Tour the Lower and Middle Geyser Basins first to see Fountain Paint Pot, Great Fountain Geyser, and Grand Prismatic Spring. Save the Upper Geyser Basin for after you have checked into Old Faithful Inn for the night. Since you’ll be here through the evening, you’ll have several chances to see Old Faithful erupt.


Day 6


YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK


185 miles/300 km; 5 hours


Head north on Grand Loop Road, stopping at Gibbon Falls en route to Norris Geyser Basin and Mammoth Hot Springs. Continue east to Calcite Springs, where you can stroll the boardwalks to viewpoints over the Yellowstone River. From here, the route turns south. Follow it to North Rim Drive, where you can walk to overlooks of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone. Drive slowly through the inevitable bison jams in Hayden Valley, then exit the park via Fishing Bridge and continue east to Cody, where you’ll spend the night.


Day 7


CODY TO DENVER


490 miles/790 km; 7 hours


After sightseeing in the cowboy town of Cody, head south through Thermopolis, Casper, and Cheyenne to drop straight into Denver to complete the loop and head home.


Best Hikes


Tackle these trails to experience the best hike in every national park covered in this guide. With the exception of the three that require significant elevation gain and a full day of hiking, you can do most of these easy and moderate trails in 2-4 hours.


Wilcox Pass, Jasper National Park


5.9 miles/9.5 km round-trip


A climb to Wilcox Pass yields huge ridgetop views of the Columbia Icefield, Mount Athabasca, and the Snow Dome.
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Wilcox Pass in Jasper National Park





Plain of the Six Glaciers, Banff National Park


6.6 miles/10.6 km round-trip


Starting at turquoise Lake Louise, you’ll follow the trail to Plain of the Six Glaciers, a rubble-strewn basin below Mount Victoria and the hanging Victoria Glacier.


Iceline, Yoho National Park


8 miles/14 km round-trip


Spectacular barely describes this high-elevation hike through a string of glacial basins filled with ice.
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Iceline Trail, Yoho National Park





Stanley Glacier, Kootenay National Park


5.2 miles/8.4 km round-trip


Cross the Vermillion River to ascend through an area where a wildfire once burned. You’ll be rewarded with views of hanging Stanley Glacier.


Crypt Lake, Waterton Lakes National Park


10.6 miles/17 km round-trip


A boat ride and climb past waterfalls is only part of the drama. Reaching this lake, which is tucked in a hanging cirque, requires scrambling up a ladder, through a tunnel, and around a cliff.




[image: Image]


ladder to reach the tunnel on Crypt Lake Trail, Waterton Lakes National Park





Grinnell Glacier, Glacier National Park


7.8-11 miles/12.6-17.7 km Round-trip


Use the tour boats to whittle down the mileage to reach Grinnell Glacier, which is melting into the icy Upper Grinnell Lake.




[image: Image]


Grinnell Glacier Trail above Grinnell Lake in Glacier National Park







Off-Route Detours


[image: image] Mount Robson Provincial Park: On the eastern border of Jasper National Park, spectacular Mount Robson Provincial Park protects a vast wilderness of steep canyons, wide forested valleys, icy lakes, and rugged mountain peaks permanently blanketed in snow and ice.


[image: image] Mount Assiniboine Provincial Park: This provincial park is sandwiched between Kootenay National Park to the west and Banff National Park to the east. It’s inaccessible by road; you can only get there on foot or by helicopter. It’s a haven for experienced hikers and skiers, with alpine meadows, lakes, glaciers, and high peaks.


[image: image] Kicking Horse Mountain Resort: West of Yoho National Park, you can hop onto the gondola to the summit of Kicking Horse Mountain Resort, where you can hike and take in impressive views of the Purcell Mountains.


[image: image] Panorama Mountain Resort: Southwest of Kootenay National Park, this year-round resort known for its skiing also features an open-air gondola, a water park, and an extensive complex of hot springs pools.


[image: image] Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump: Learn about the early life of Indigenous people, namely the Blackfoot, who depended on bison for survival. Located between Calgary and Waterton Lakes National Park, this interpretive center is laid out so you can follow the entire process of bison harvesting. Outside, follow trails to archaeological cliff jump sites.


[image: image] Blackfeet Reservation: This reservation extends across rolling plains from the Canadian border to East Glacier, adjacent to Glacier National Park. Here you can visit museums and art galleries that showcase the stories and artwork of the Blackfeet people.


[image: image] Bison Range: One of the oldest national wildlife refuges in the United States preserves herds of bison on rare intermountain grasslands. The refuge is south of Flathead Valley, on Qlispé, Sélis, and Ksanka land.


[image: image] Craters of the Moon National Monument and Preserve: Three hours southwest of Yellowstone’s western entrance, this preserve contains evidence of eight major volcanic eruptions.


[image: image] Beartooth Highway: This 68-mile (109-km) highway is the most dramatic road to reach Yellowstone National Park. Flanked by deep snowbanks in early summer and wildflowers in late August, the route yields 360-degree views of more than 20 gray granite peaks.


[image: image] Dinosaur National Monument: Straddling the Utah-Colorado border is one of the world’s most productive sites for dinosaur bones. Here you can see fossils that are still in the ground where they were discovered.






Fairy Falls and Grand Prismatic Overlook, Yellowstone National Park



6.8 miles/10.9 km round-trip


On the trail to Fairy Falls, a side loop climbs to an overlook of Grand Prismatic Spring, which appears like a blue pool with orange radiating arms.


Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point, Grand Teton National Park


2 miles/3.2 km Round-trip


Hop on a boat shuttle to make the hike to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point a breeze. You’ll reap double the rewards, too: a gushing waterfall and knoll overlooking Jenny Lake.


Nymph, Dream, and Emerald Lakes, Rocky Mountain National Park


3.6 miles/5.8 km Round-trip


This popular trail takes you to three idyllic lakes flanked by rugged peaks. Emerald Lake is the crown jewel.
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Highlights


S Visit the Glenbow Museum: Dive into the largest public collection of art and historical artifacts in Western Canada, with incredible exhibits on First Nations of the area (click here).


S Climb Calgary Tower: Marvel at the city and Rocky Mountains from on high (click here).


[image: Image]


S Jump back in time at Heritage Park: This living history museum offers interactive experiences with costumed interpreters (click here).


S Cheer on your favorite horse at Spruce Meadows: Admire the skills of world-class show jumpers at this immense equestrian facility (click here).


S Walk or bike the Bow River Pathways: These paths parallel the scenic Bow River (click here).


S Uncover fossils in Dinosaur Valley: Take a side trip from Calgary to see a massive collection of fossils at Royal Tyrrell Museum or take a guided tour to fossil beds at Dinosaur Provincial Park (click here).


S Saddle up at the Calgary Stampede: Join in Calgary’s annual celebration of its ranching roots with one of the biggest rodeos in the world (click here).





A cowboy town turned oil kingdom, Calgary is the interior hub of western Canada and the leap-off point for visiting the Canadian Rockies. It’s filled with museums, international restaurants, and sights all clustered around the Bow River coming from its headwaters in Banff National Park.


Calgary’s nickname, Cowtown, is cherished by the city’s one million residents. Once a North West Mounted Police post and later run by ranchers, the city is still an important cattle market. It’s known for its production of AAA Alberta beef.


Calgarians prefer that modest vision of their beloved home to the city’s more modern identity as a world energy and financial center. The city’s rapid growth to a large and vibrant metropolis in little more than a century can be credited largely to the oil and gas bonanzas of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1970s.


Downtown is a massive cluster of modern steel-and-glass skyscrapers. Set in this futuristic mirage on the prairie are banks, insurance companies, investment companies, and the head offices of hundreds of oil companies. But not forgetting its roots, the city sets aside all the material success each July to put on the “Greatest Outdoor Show on Earth,” the Calgary Stampede, a Western extravaganza second to none.


Planning Your Time


For the vast majority of visitors arriving by air, Calgary International Airport is their first stop in Alberta, and then it’s straight off to the mountain national parks of Banff and Jasper. But you can easily spend 2-3 days in Calgary enjoying the city life, especially if you visit during the Calgary Stampede.


Seasonal Driving Concerns


Calgary can have slick and icy roads in winter. Plus, Chinook winds in winter quickly warm up conditions and then turn them to freezing again, often causing black ice. Have snow tires on your vehicle and carry chains to deal with icy and snowy conditions. After snowstorms, major highways are plowed first with secondary roads later. Call 511 or check online (https://511.alberta.ca) for current updates on road conditions.


Reservations


If you’re visiting Calgary in July, advance planning is necessary due to Canada Day (July 1) and the annual 10-day Calgary Stampede. You will need to make lodging reservations about nine months in advance if you want to stay at a particular spot, especially near the stampede grounds. If you don’t care about proximity, you can find something a month in advance. You’ll also need to purchase tickets to stampede events well in advance. Tickets go on sale starting in September for the following year. Buy your tickets as soon as they are available.


Getting There


Car


From Jasper


From the Jasper Townsite, Calgary is a 410-km (255-mi), five-hour drive. Drive south on the Icefields Parkway to Lake Louise and catch Trans-Canada 1 heading to Banff and then Calgary. If you make sightseeing stops, this drive can take up to eight hours.


From Banff and Lake Louise


From the Banff Townsite to Calgary, the drive is 130 km (80 mi) and takes 1.5 hours. From Lake Louise to Calgary, it’s a 185-km (115-mi) drive that takes two hours. From either origin point, go east on the Trans-Canada Highway.




One Day in Calgary


Many visitors plan their trip to Calgary to coincide with the Calgary Stampede in early July. If this includes you, you’ll spend the entire day on the grounds, having bought advance tickets for the rodeo and chuckwagon races. But if you’re not Stampede-bound, explore these Calgary icons:


Morning


Spend the morning walking in the downtown core, taking in the Calgary Tower to get the grand view of town and visiting the Glenbow Museum. Stop to admire the Wonderland sculpture en route to the pathways that parallel the Bow River. Then, stroll to River Café on Prince’s Island Park for a leisurely lunch.


Afternoon


Opt to spend the afternoon at Heritage Park to leap back in time via living history exhibits or at the Calgary Zoo to whirl around the world through its animal exhibits.


Evening


Serious foodies should head to Rouge for dinner, while those wanting to taste Alberta’s very best beef could make a reservation at Caesar’s.





From Kootenay National Park


From the north entrance of Kootenay National Park to Calgary is a 165-km (105-mi) drive that takes almost two hours. Take Highway 93 north through Banff National Park to Castle Junction and then east on Trans-Canada 1.


From Glacier National Park


From St. Mary at the eastern entrance of Glacier National Park to Calgary is a 290-km (180-mi) drive, which usually takes a little over three hours. Drive north on US 89 to the Piegan-Carway international border crossing. In Canada, the road becomes AB 2. Stay on that highway through Fort MacLeod and continue north to Calgary.


Air


Northeast of downtown, Calgary International Airport (YYC, 403/735-1200 or 877/254-7427, www.yyc.com) bustles with flights. Served by 25 airlines, including Air Canada, WestJet, and several U.S. airlines, YYC is Canada’s fourth-busiest airport. Arrivals is on the lower level, where passengers are greeted by volunteers who are dressed in traditional Western attire and can answer questions about the airport, transportation, and the city. Across from the baggage carousels is an information desk. Airport shuttles connect with downtown, hotels, car rental agencies, and the Greyhound bus terminal. The desks for all major rental car companies are across the road.


Downtown Calgary is 17 km (11 mi) from the airport, a 15-minute drive. Taxis are available, or you can hop on the Calgary Transit bus (403/537-7777, www.calgarytransit.com, 5am-midnight daily, C$11). Once you reach downtown, your ticket includes unlimited transit network rides for the remainder of the day. The airport bus runs every 30 minutes.


Bus and Shuttle


Two shuttle services connect Banff with the Calgary airport; reserve seats in advance. The Banff Airporter (403/762-3330 or 888/449-2901, www.banffairporter.com) runs multiple times daily. Brewster Express (403/762-6700 or 866/606-6700, www.banffjaspercollection.com) goes twice daily, and also connects with Lake Louise.


Red Arrow (403/531-0350 or 800/232-1958, www.redarrow.ca) provides bus service to Calgary from Lethbridge, Edmonton, Red Deer, and Fort McMurray.


Sights



S Glenbow Museum



With the largest public art and artifacts collection in Western Canada, the Glenbow Museum (130 9th Ave. SE, 403/268-4100, www.glenbow.org, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., adults C$18, seniors C$12, children C$11) displays permanent and special exhibitions in its three floors. Canadian artists make up most of the collection, which covers a breadth of historical and contemporary works and many mediums.


The second-floor gallery, Niitsitapiisinni: Our Way of Life, is the best part of the museum. Developed under the watchful eye of Blackfoot elders, it details the stories and traditions of Indigenous peoples through interpretive panels and displays of ceremonial artifacts, jewelry, and a full-size tepee. The third floor presents Mavericks: An Incorrigible History of Alberta, telling the story of prominent Albertans from various local perspectives, like those involved in the fur trade, the North West Mounted Police, settlement, ranching, and the oil industry.


Wonderland


Designed by Jaume Plensa, a Spanish artist, Wonderland is a huge sculpture made from wire. The mesh head of a young girl stands an impressive 11.9 meters (39 ft) tall, and photographers enjoy capturing its reflection in the glass of the Bow, Calgary’s tallest tower, which serves as a backdrop. Walking around the sculpture yields different views, and two entrances allow you to go inside the head. At night, the sculpture takes on a different life when it lights up. Find the sculpture at the base of the Bow Tower (110 6th Ave. SE).



S Calgary Tower



While the Calgary Tower (101 9th Ave. SW, www.calgarytower.com, 9am-10pm June-Aug., 9am-9pm Sept.-May, C$18 adults, C$16 seniors, C$9 children) is no longer the tallest building in the city, it still offers outstanding views from 191 meters (627 ft) above. It has been one of the city’s landmarks since it was built in 1968. Its space-age shape makes it stand out from other downtown skyscrapers. The tower lights up each morning and evening with changing LED light shows. It is topped with a giant torch, lit up for the 1988 Olympics, that gets turned on for special events.


At the top of the tower is a glass-floored viewing platform. Take a self-guided tour of the sights below with an interactive smartphone app, which points out what you’re seeing. From this height, you can survey the city below and see west to the Rocky Mountains jutting up from the plains. The tower also houses a rotating restaurant and a theater, which shows a film on the concrete-and-steel construction.


To visit the tower, park in the Palliser Parkade (120 10th Ave. SW), which is accessible from 9th and 10th Avenues. You can also get to the tower by taking the C-Train or a city bus, or you can walk to the tower on a Plus 15 walkway.


Studio Bell


Music fans will enjoy Studio Bell (850 4th St. SE, 403/543-5115, www.studiobell.ca), a concert venue and home to the National Music Centre. It’s the best place to learn about Canadian music history, with exhibits containing an impressive collection of musical artifacts, including rare instruments, an Elton John piano, and a mobile recording studio from the Beatles. The huge building also contains several Canadian halls of fame for music, songwriters, and country music. You can take a guided tour and go backstage to try out your musical skills on several instruments.


Prince’s Island Park


Calgary’s downtown is rimmed by city parks along the Bow River. Prince’s Island Park (4th St. and 1st Ave. SW, www.calgary.ca, 5am-11pm daily) isn’t a natural island; it was created when a channel was dug to transport logs to a lumber mill. That channel today is the centerpiece of the park, a lagoon with a fountain surrounded by walkways, trees, and flowers and crossed by three pedestrian bridges. In winter, the lagoon becomes an outdoor skating rink. The Chevron Learning Pathway on the island’s east end tours a constructed wetland that attracts birds and wildlife while naturally filtering out sediments from the Bow River; the gravel trail has interpretive signs. Walking and bicycle paths loop around the park; in winter, cross-country skiers can use them.


The island has grassy areas, shade trees, water fountains, gardens, a playground, restrooms, and picnic tables, and the park hosts festivals throughout the year, including the annual Canada Day celebration (July 1) and Calgary Folk Music Festival (www.calgaryfolkfest.com, late July). The park is also home to the River Café restaurant.


Fort Calgary


In 1875, the North West Mounted Police built Fort Calgary at the confluence of the Bow and Elbow Rivers in fewer than six weeks. The site has been transformed into Fort Calgary historic park (750 9th Ave. SE, 403/290-1875, www.fortcalgary.com, 9am-5pm daily, adults C$12, seniors C$11, children C$7). Most of the focus is on the interpretive center, which houses a replica of 1880s barracks and has volunteer Royal Canadian Mounted Police veterans on hand to answer questions. The lives of Canada’s famous “Mounties,” the legacy of the province’s Indigenous inhabitants, and the stories of hardy pioneers are brought to life through convincingly costumed interpreters. Various shops and businesses from Calgary’s earliest days, including an entire 1930s streetscape, are inside the center.


Outside is an exact replica of the original fort, built using tools and techniques of the time. History comes alive through a variety of activities and programs, including carpenters at work, a room especially for kids that is filled with games of a bygone era, and a museum shop styled on an old Hudson’s Bay Company store.


Calgary Zoo


The Calgary Zoo (210 St. George’s Dr. NE, 403/232-9300 or 800/588-9993, www.calgaryzoo.com, 9am-5pm daily, adults C$35, seniors C$33, children C$25, parking C$12) is home to about 1,000 animals of 120 different species, all of whom reside in realistic simulations of their natural habitats. In Destination Africa, giraffes tower over a huge glass-walled pool that provides a home to two hippos, with sunken stadium seating allowing visitors a fish-eye view of the hippos’ often-relaxing day. Other highlights include an exhibit on Australia’s nocturnal animals, habitats with lions and tigers, and conservatories filled with tropical flowers, butterflies, and birds. In winter, king penguins go on supervised walks through the zoo, an up-close experience that delights visitors.


One of the zoo’s largest display areas is Canadian Wilds, devoted to endemic mammals such as black bears and grizzly bears. In the Prehistoric Park section, the world of dinosaurs is experienced via full-size replicas, including a tyrannosaur, set amid plant life, ponds, and rock. Find the zoo on St. George’s Island east of downtown. To get there via public transit, you can jump aboard the 202 CTrain running east along 7th Avenue.
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Telus Spark



The main displays at the science museum Telus Spark (220 St. George’s Dr. NE, 403/817-6800, www.sparkscience.ca, 9am-4pm Sun.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat., adults C$26, seniors C$24, children C$19) are kid-oriented. It’s a wonderful facility chockablock with hands-on science exhibits. Learn about the natural world in Earth & Sky, dig into technology in Energy & Innovation, and then get creative in the Open Studio. Part of Telus Spark is the Creative Kids Museum, where children ages 10 and under can build a structure using oversized wooden blocks, hone their painting skills, make music, and explore a climbing structure.



S Heritage Park



At Heritage Park Historical Village (1900 Heritage Dr. SW, 403/268-8500, www.heritagepark.ca, 10am-5pm daily mid-May-early Sept., 9:30am-5pm Sat.-Sun. early Sept.-mid-Oct., adults C$26, seniors C$21, children C$14), you can leap back into the early 20th century in this pioneer village. The village contains more than 100 buildings, some moved here from their original locations; costumed interpreters add to the authenticity. Gasoline Alley is an indoor exhibit showcasing the history of vehicles.


Other highlights include a Hudson’s Bay Company fort, a two-story outhouse, a working blacksmith’s shop, an 1896 church, a tepee, and an old schoolhouse with original desks. A boardwalk links stores crammed with antiques, and horse-drawn buggies carry passengers along the streets. You can also ride in authentic passenger cars pulled by a steam locomotive or enjoy a cruise in a paddle wheeler on the reservoir. A traditional bakery sells cakes and pastries, and full meals are served in the on-site Wainwright Hotel.



S Spruce Meadows



Calgary is home to the world’s premier horse show-jumping facility, Spruce Meadows (18011 Spruce Meadows Way SW, 403/974-4200, www.sprucemeadows.com). The immense facility has six grassed outdoor rings, two indoor arenas, seven stables holding 700 horse stalls, 90 full-time employees, thousands of volunteers, and its own television station that broadcasts worldwide.
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Calgary Tower
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penguins at the Calgary Zoo
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horse jumping at Spruce Meadows





Spruce Meadows hosts a packed schedule of annual tournaments that attract the world’s best riders and up to 40,000 spectators a day. The four big tournaments are the National, the first week of June; Canada One, the last week of June; the North American, the first week of July; and the Masters, the first week of September. The Masters is the world’s richest show-jumping tournament, with C$1 million up for grabs on the Sunday afternoon ride-off. During the major tournaments, browsing through the on-site agricultural fair, arts and crafts booths, and a large marketplace promoting Alberta attractions rounds out a busy day following the competitions from ring to ring.


The atmosphere at Spruce Meadows is more casual than you might expect. Visitors spread out picnic lunches on grassy embankments, wander through the stables, and watch the horses and riders up close and personal.


Admission to Spruce Meadows costs C$5 during an outdoor tournament, but it’s otherwise free. On tournament weekends, the covered rush or reserved seating (C$30-55) is the best way to watch the action. To get to Spruce Meadows on public transit, take the CTrain south to Fish Creek-Lacombe Station, from which bus transfers to the grounds are free. By car, take Macleod Trail south to Highway 22X and turn right toward the mountains along Spruce Meadows Way.


Recreation


Multiuse Trails


Calgary maintains 1,000 km (620 mi) of paved trails (www.calgary.ca) within the city. Most are designated for pedestrian and bicycle use. Maps are available on the city’s website. Some of these path segments link up several parks and sites such as Fort Calgary, the Calgary Zoo, Bow Habitat Station, and Heritage Park. Paths are plowed in winter.



S Bow River Pathways



Walk or cycle the pathways on either side of the Bow River. To cross the river, use the Peace Bridge, which is for pedestrians and cyclists only (no motor vehicles). Near downtown, the longest unbroken segment is on the north side of the Bow River paralleling Memorial Drive and Parkdale Boulevard. On the river’s south side, shorter paths go both east and west from the Peace Bridge. Heading east connects you with Prince’s Island Park, where you can add on some of the park’s trails along the river.


Bike rentals (from C$15/hr, C$5 helmet) are available near the pathway. Look for Joe’s Garage Mobile Bicycle Shop (403/874-5637, joesgarage.mobi), a truck renting cruiser bikes, on the south side of the Bow River, just east of the 10th Street bridge. Along the river, north of 656 Confluence Way, River Valley Adventure Company (403/970-7347, www.rivervalleyadventure.com) also rents bikes.


Prince’s Island Park


At the north end of downtown, along the Bow River, you can pop over three bridges onto the trail system at picturesque Prince’s Island Park (698 Eau Claire Ave. SW, www.calgary.ca). Running, walking, and bicycling paths tour the park, and one section has an interpretive trail.




S Side Trip: Dinosaur Valley


East of Calgary, the Red Deer River has carved a deep valley through the otherwise flat prairie, and in doing so has unearthed one of the world’s most significant paleontological areas, known as the Badlands or Dinosaur Valley. Some 75 million years ago, this arid desert-like area was a wetter, more tropical landscape. It was home to dinosaurs and a diverse number of vertebrates, including fish, amphibians, reptiles, and even a few mammals. Evidence of those former residents remains today.


In Dinosaur Valley are two major destinations: The town of Drumheller and Dinosaur Provincial Park. They are two hours apart from each other, so it’s best to pick just one, or visit each separately, on a day trip from Calgary.
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Dinosaur Provincial Park





Drumheller


Drumheller, in the northern part of Dinosaur Valley, is so crazy for dinosaurs that they built the world’s biggest tyrannosaur at the visitors center. Drumheller has lodging, campgrounds, and restaurants. Check on options via Travel Drumheller (60 1st Ave W., 403/823-1331 or 866/823-8100, traveldrumheller.com).


The Royal Tyrrell Museum (North Dinosaur Trl., 403/823-7707 or 888/440-4240, www.tyrrellmuseum.com, 9am-9pm daily mid-May-Aug., 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun. Sept.-mid-May, C$19 adults, C$14 seniors, C$10 children) is the world’s largest museum devoted entirely to paleontology. It integrates display areas with fieldwork done on its doorstep, with specimens transported to the museum for research and cataloging. Even for visitors with little interest in dinosaurs, it’s easy to spend half a day in the massive complex. The museum holds more than 80,000 specimens, including 50 full-size dinosaur skeletons, the world’s largest such display.


To get to Drumheller, drive 145 km (90 mi) northeast of Calgary, which takes just under two hours. From downtown, take AB 2 north to Airdrie and head east on Highway 567, then north and east on AB 9 to Drumheller. Go northwest on Dinosaur Trail (AB 838) to the museum.


Dinosaur Provincial Park


Dinosaur Provincial Park (403/378-4344, albertaparks.ca) is in the southern segment of Dinosaur Valley. It’s more rustic than Drumheller and has fewer services. If you want to stay overnight, you can set up in the park campground. The town of Brooks has the closest accommodations and restaurants; contact Brooks Region Tourism (201 1st Ave. W., 403/794-2262, brooksregiontourism.com) for options. Located on Trans-Canada 1, Brooks is 45 km (30 mi) from the visitors center in the park, a drive of about 35 minutes.


At the park, you’ll discover one of the world’s most important dinosaur fossil beds. Fifty species of dinosaurs have been unearthed here, along with the skeletal remains of crocodiles, turtles, fish, lizards, frogs, and flying reptiles. Not only is the diversity of specimens great, but so is the sheer volume; more than 300 museum-quality specimens have been found, including 150 full skeletons.


Access to sites is only via guided tour, as the entire park is protected as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. More than 20 interpretive programs, bus tours, and walks are offered from late May to mid-October. You can work in the paleontology lab, go on a dig or fossil safari, and even see an excavation. The range of programs allows for people with different levels of ability to participate. Some programs are great for kids. Dates, duration, physical requirements, and costs are outlined on the website. Reservations are highly recommended for these popular programs; make them online or by phone. For all outdoor programs, sturdy footwear is required with closed toes and heels.


There are five self-guided interpretive trails in the park, which tour three different habitats. The visitors center (9am-4pm daily Apr.-Oct., Wed.-Sun. Nov.) has an information desk, tour ticket pick up desk, amphitheatre, fossil preparation lab, and gift shop. The exhibit gallery (C$3-4 adults, C$1 youths, C$10 family) has interactive displays.


The park has one campground with electrical hookups for RVs, tent camping, and canvas tents with beds. Make reservations (877/537-2757, reserve.albertaparks.ca) up to three months in advance.


It’s a 235-km (145-mi) drive to the park from Calgary, which takes 2.5 hours. From Calgary, head east on Trans-Canada 1, then take AB 544 north and east followed by Highway 876 north. Turn east onto Township Road 210A to reach the park.





Fish Creek Provincial Park


The huge Fish Creek Provincial Park (15979 Bow Bottom Trl. SE, albertaparks.ca), located in Calgary’s south end, has forested and creekside walking and bicycling trails. It attracts scads of birds and hence, bird-watchers. The Stream Changes Trail (1.3 km/0.8 mi) is a wheelchair-accessible loop near the Bow Valley Ranch Visitors Center. The Paved Path (66 km/41 mi) runs on two out-and-back spurs along Fish Creek and the Bow River, with multiple access points.


Mountain Biking


In the summer, WinSport Canada Olympic Park (88 Canada Olympic Rd. SW, 403/247-5452, www.winsport.ca, May-Oct.) caters to mountain bikers with 14 trails, a skills loop, pump track, and lift-accessed downhill flow trails with banked turns and jumps. Trails are labeled similarly to ski runs with different degrees of difficulty from easy, family-friendly green to challenging black. Bike rentals (from C$60) are available. Chairlift passes are required (from C$32).



Paddling



Most Calgarians float the fast-moving Bow River in rubber rafts, kayaks, or on paddleboards. Kayakers often hone their skills along the artificial rapids near Pearce Estate Park (1440 17A St. SE). The slower moving Elbow River is more relaxing for novices.


The Paddle Station (5227 13th Ave. NW, 403/456-2418, www.paddlestation.ca, May-Sept., C$50-220) sets you up for 2-4 hours of self-guided floating down the Bow River from Shouldice Athletic Park to St. Patrick’s Island. You either need to set up a car shuttle or taxi back to your car parked at the start. The company rents single and double kayaks, inflatable paddleboards, and four types of rubber rafts. You can also hire a guide.


Lazy Day Raft Rentals (720 3rd St. NW, 403/258-0575, www.lazydayraftrentals.com, 9am-7pm Wed.-Mon., C$55-125) rents four sizes of rafts and offers a shuttle service for floating. AQ Outdoors (8435 Bowfort Rd. NW #300, 403/288-9283 or 877/440-9283, aqoutdoors.com, 10am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., C$40-55 for 24 hours) rents inflatable paddleboards and single or double kayaks.



Skiing and Snowboarding



WinSport Canada Olympic Park (88 Canada Olympic Rd. SW, 403/247-5452, www.winsport.ca, hours and days vary May-Oct., 9am-5pm daily mid-Nov.-late Mar., lift tickets C$32-60) was developed especially for the Paralympics and the ski jumping, luge, bobsled, and freestyle skiing events of the 1988 Winter Olympic Games. Now the park offers public activities year-round.


In winter, the beginner and intermediate skiing and snowboarding runs are filled with locals riding three chairlifts and a T-bar. The resort also has night skiing (weeknights until 9pm), a lodge, rentals, and lessons. The tube park (10am-5:30pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, C$20-25) has eight lanes accessed via a magic carpet. You can also ice-skate at an indoor rink.


In summer, thrill sports take front stage. You can ride wheeled downhill carts on a track, fly on a zipline tour, or leap in a free-fall. But the most unique thrill is racing at 80 kph (50 mph) down the Olympic track on a bobsleigh. Rates and hours vary by activity.


Equipment Rental


If you need outdoor gear, Calgary Outdoor Centre (2500 University Dr. NW, 403/220-7749, https://outdoor-centre.ucalgary.ca) rents equipment for camping, backpacking, boating, bicycling, fishing, snowshoeing, climbing, and skiing. Part of the University of Calgary, the rental shop charges daily rates for tents, backpacks, GPS units, stoves, sleeping bags, clothing, hiking boots, climbing gear, and rain gear. The shop also rents rafts, kayaks, skis, canoes, mountain bikes, and car racks. Reserving equipment ahead of time is a must during midsummer; a nonrefundable credit card deposit is required. When picking up gear, try it on to be sure it fits, and have the staff demonstrate how to use unfamiliar equipment. You’ll need a driver’s license or photo ID to rent gear.


Spectator Sports


Hockey


There’s no better way to spend a winter’s night in Calgary than by attending a home game of the Calgary Flames (403/777-4646, www.calgaryflames.com, from C$99), the city’s National Hockey League franchise. The Saddledome (555 Saddledome Rise SE) in Stampede Park fills with 20,000 hockey fans who follow every game with an electrifying passion. The regular season runs October-April.


Football


The Stampeders (403/289-0205, www.stampeders.com, C$50-110) are Calgary’s franchise in the Canadian Football League, an organization similar to the United States’ NFL. The team’s popularity fluctuates with its performance, but crowd levels have been high in recent years. Near the end of the July-November season, weather can dictate both the games’ results and attendance at the 35,500-seat McMahon Stadium (1817 Crowchild Trail NW): Temperatures can drop far below freezing, with wind chills adding to the frigid conditions.


Entertainment and Events


The Arts


Music and Dance


Calgary Opera (403/262-7286, calgaryopera.com) performs October-April in a restored church (Mamdani Opera Centre, 1315 7th St. SW). The 2,000-seat Jack Singer Concert Hall at Arts Common is home to the Calgary Philharmonic Orchestra (403/571-0270, www.calgaryphil.com), one of Canada’s top orchestras. Alberta Ballet (403/245-4549, www.albertaballet.com) performs at locations throughout the city.


Theater


Calgary has about 10 professional theater companies. The main season for performances is September-May.


Alberta Theatre Projects (403/294-7402, albertatheatreprojects.com) is a well-established company based in the downtown Arts Common (225 8th Ave. SE). Usual performances are of contemporary material. Also based at Arts Common is Theatre Calgary (403/294-7440, www.theatrecalgary.com), which performs modern and classic plays and musicals.


Lunchbox Theatre (115 9th Ave. SE, 403/265-4292, www.lunchboxtheatre.com, mid-Sept.-early May), in a custom-built theater at the base of the Calgary Tower, runs especially for the lunchtime crowd. For adult-oriented experimental productions, consider a performance by One Yellow Rabbit (Big Secret Theatre, 225 8th Ave. SE, 403/264-3224, www.oyr.org).


Art Galleries


The city has a remarkable number of galleries displaying and selling work by local artisans. Unfortunately, they are not concentrated in any one area, and most require some effort to find. The Esker Foundation (1011 9th Ave. SE, 403/930-2490, eskerfoundation.com) specializes in modern visual arts. Moonstone Creation (1219 10th Ave. SE, 403/261-2650, moonstonecreation.ca) carries works of First Nations artists. Transformation Fine Art (The Grain Exchange Bldg., 815 1st St. SW #202, 403/615-2038, www.transformationfineart.com) features Inuit art. Collectors’ Gallery (1332 9th Ave. SE, 403/245-8300, www.collectorsgalleryofart.com) features the works of about 30 Canadian contemporary artists.


Nightlife


Country-Music Bars


With a nickname like Cowtown, it’s not surprising that some of Calgary’s hottest nightspots play country music. Ranchman’s (9615 Macleod Trail SW, 403/253-1100, 4pm-2am Wed.-Sat.) is the place, especially during Stampede Week. Some of country’s hottest stars have played this authentic honky-tonk. The space features a large dance hall that is also a museum of rodeo memorabilia, with a chuck wagon hanging from the ceiling.


At Cowboys (421 12th Ave. SE, 403/265-0699, www.cowboysnightclub.com, 8pm-2am Wed.-Sat.), a hip bar near Stampede Park, the crowd is cool. When country music plays, they all seem to know every word.


Other Bars and Dance Clubs


Thomsons Kitchen and Bar (Hyatt Regency, 700 Centre St., 403/537-4449, 2pm-midnight daily) stands out for its central location, classy surroundings, and extensive drink selection. Raw Bar (Hotel Arts, 119 12th Ave. SW, 403/206-9565, www.rawbaryyc.ca, 4pm-midnight Mon.-Sat.) is an ultramodern lounge that extends to seating around an outdoor pool. In an old bank building, James Joyce Irish Pub (114 8th Ave. SW, 403/262-0708, www.jamesjoycepub.com, 11am-1am Mon., 11am-2am Tues.-Sat., 11am-midnight Sun.) has Guinness on tap and a menu of traditional British dishes. Another Irish pub, Ceili’s (351 4th Ave. SW, 403/262-0080, www.ceilisdt.ca, 11am-2am Mon.-Fri., 6pm-2am Sat.) has over 60 beers on tap. Habitat Sound Lounge (1217 1st St. SW 403/263-5447, www.habitatlivingsound.com, 10pm-2am Wed.-Sun., cover C$10-18) is the place to go if you are serious about hearing the best DJs in a smaller, intimate setting.


LGBTQ


To find current LGBTQ events and shows around town, check Gay Calgary magazine (www.gaycalgary.com). Otherwise, head to The Backlot (209 10th Ave. SW, 403/265-5211, thebacklotbar.com, 3pm-2am daily), which is one of the oldest gay bars in Calgary. Owned and operated by a gay Black man, The Backlot has music, dancing, an outdoor patio, and sometimes drag shows. Twisted Element (1006 11th Ave. SW, 403/802-0230, twistedelement.club, 2pm-midnight Sun.-Tues., 2pm-2am Wed.-Sat.) is an inclusive nightclub and cabaret lounge with karaoke, music, dancing, and drag shows. It serves pub food and sells jars of their artisan pickled vegetables.


Festivals and Events



S Calgary Stampede



For 10 days every July, the city’s cow-town image is thrust to the forefront. During the annual Calgary Stampede (403/261-0101 or 800/661-1767, www.calgarystampede.com), business leaders don Stetsons, bankers wear boots, and half the town walks around in tight denim outfits. Stampede is a celebration of the city’s past when life was broncos, bulls, and steers and cowboys rode through the streets and posted up in saloons on every corner. Flapjacks and bacon are served free of charge around the city, normally staid citizens shout “Yahoo!” for no particular reason, and there’s drinking and dancing every night until dawn.


The epicenter of the action is Stampede Park (555 Saddledome Rise SE), immediately south of the city center, where more than 100,000 people converge each day. The park hosts the world’s richest outdoor rodeo and just-as-spectacular chuck wagon races, where professional cowboys from all over the planet compete. Stampede Park offers a staggering number of attractions, displays, and entertainment included with gate admission, a glittering grandstand show, and fireworks. Stampede Park opens on Thursday evening for Sneak-a-Peek, an event that attracts approximately 40,000 eager patrons.


Stampede Parade


Stampede Week officially begins Friday morning with a spectacular parade (9am) through the streets of downtown Calgary. With 150 floats, 4,000 parade participants, and 700 horses, the procession takes two hours to pass any one point. More than 250,000 people line the streets to cheer Alberta’s oldest residents, Stampede royalty, members of Calgary’s professional sports teams, politicians, and street sweepers. From the starting intersection (2nd St. E. and 6th Ave.), the parade proceeds west along 6th Avenue, south on 10th Street, and east on 9th Avenue. Crowds start claiming front-row spots at 6am.


Rodeo


The pinnacle of any cowboy’s career is walking away with the C$100,000 winner’s check on the last day of competition in the Calgary Stampede. For the first eight days, 20 of the world’s best cowboys and cowgirls compete in two pools for the right to ride on the final Sunday. Saturday is a wild-card event. The rodeo (1:30pm daily, ticket required) features competitions for cowboys in bronc riding, bareback riding, bull riding, calf roping, and steer wrestling, and cowgirls compete in barrel racing. Bull fighting and nonstop chatter from hilarious rodeo clowns keep the action going.
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bronc riding
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calf roping
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barrel racing





Chuck Wagon Races


The Rangeland Derby chuck wagon races include nine intense heats each evening (8pm daily, ticket required). Team drivers must steer the chuck wagons through an initial figure eight before bursting onto the track for the Half-Mile-of-Hell to the finish line. The first team across the finish line does not always win the race; drivers must avoid 34 penalties, ranging 1-10 seconds, which are added to their overall times. At the week’s end, the top four drivers compete in a C$100,000 dash-for-the-cash final.


Other Highlights


Once you’ve paid gate admission, all entertainment is free, except the rodeo and chuck wagon races. The cavernous Roundup Centre holds various commercial exhibits and demonstrations, like the Kitchen Theatre showcasing Calgary’s culinary scene, and the Western Showcase, with art and photography. The center’s Stampede Corral hosts dog shows, the Calgary Stampede Show Band, and a talent show for seniors. At the western edge of the park, amusement rides offer thrills, such as the reverse bungee, drawing as many spectators as paying customers.


Agricultural displays are situated in the center of Stampede Park. Centennial Fair is an outdoor stage with children’s attractions such as duck races and magicians. In the Agricultural Building, livestock is displayed. The World Blacksmith’s Competition and horse shows take place next door in the John Deere Show Ring.


At the far end of Stampede Park, across the Elbow River, is Indian Village. Here, members of the Blackfoot, Blood, Piegan, Sarcee, and Stoney First Nations set up camp for the duration of the Stampede. Each tepee has its own colorful design. Behind the village is a stage which features First Nations dance competitions.


Well-known Canadian performers appear at the outdoor Coca-Cola Stage (11am-midnight). Nashville North (until 2am) is an indoor venue with a bar, live country acts, and a dance floor.


Tickets


You can purchase two types of tickets to the Stampede. Advance tickets (403/269-9822 or 800/661-1767, www.calgarystampede.com) are available for the afternoon rodeos and evening chuck wagon races and grandstand shows; these include general admission to the Stampede grounds. Advance tickets go on sale in September for the next year’s event, and the best seats sell out fast.


The grandstand is divided into sections, each with a different price tag. The best views are from the “A” section, closest to the infield yet high enough not to miss all the action. To either side are the “B” and “C” sections, also with good views. Above the main level is the Clubhouse level, divided into another four glass-enclosed, air-conditioned sections; these seats don’t have the atmosphere of the lower or higher levels, but are protected from the elements, and patrons have access to a bar, full-service restaurant, and lounge area. Ticket prices for the first eight days of rodeo competition range C$25-110. The evening chuck wagon races and grandstand shows run C$50-140. Tickets for the final two days of competition cost more.


General admission tickets (11am-midnight, adults C$18, seniors and children C$9) are available at the gate; these get you into the grounds. From here, you can purchase rush tickets for the rodeo or chuck wagon races 90 minutes prior to show time. You’ll only have access to either an area of the infield with poor views or seats well away from the action.


Getting There and Parking


The CTrain runs at least every 10 minutes eastbound along 7th Avenue downtown to one of two Stampede stations. Many hotels and campgrounds run shuttle services to downtown for the Friday parade and then to Stampede Park for the rest of the week.


Parking close to the grounds is possible, but roads can be chaotic. The official Calgary Stampede parking lots immediately north of Stampede Park usually charge C$25-50 per day, depending on how busy they are.


Calgary Folk Music Festival


The family-friendly Calgary Folk Music Festival (www.calgaryfolkfest.com, late July) attracts locals and visitors alike to Prince’s Island Park. Running for more than 40 years, the annual four-day event brings in musicians and entertainers from Alberta plus national and international artists. Big names have included Emmylou Harris, Joe Jackson, Elvis Costello, Lucinda Williams, and k.d. lang. Performances occur across eight different stages.


Shopping


Western Wear


Alberta Boot Co. (50 50th Ave. SE, 403/263-4623, 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat.) is Alberta’s only Western-boot manufacturer. The boots are made on-site, and the factory shop has thousands of pairs for sale in all shapes and sizes, all made from leather. Boots start at C$250 and go all the way up to C$2,000 for alligator hide.


Downtown on Stephen Avenue Walk, Lammle’s Western Wear (211 8th Ave. SW., 403/266-5226, www.lammies.com, 9:30am-6pm Mon.-Wed., 9:30am-8pm Thurs.-Fri., 9:30am-5:30pm Sat., noon-5pm Sun.) carries the Western-style shirts, jeans, hats, boots, and accessories needed for the Calgary Stampede.


Camping Gear


Mountain Equipment Co-op (830 10th Ave. SW, 403/269-2420, www.mec.ca [URL inactive], 10am-6pm Mon.-Wed. and Sat., 10am-7pm Thurs.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sun.) is Calgary’s largest camping store. This massive outlet boasts an extensive range of high-quality clothing, climbing and mountaineering equipment (and a climbing wall), tents, sleeping bags, kayaks and canoes, books and maps, and other accessories. The store is a cooperative, owned by its members; to purchase anything you must be a member (a onetime C$5 charge). Across the road, a similar supply of equipment is offered at Atmosphere (817 10th Ave. SW, 403/264-2444, www.atmosphere.ca, 9am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-7pm Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.) with a smaller selection and some name-brand items are perpetually sale priced.



Bookstores



For an extensive collection of Canadian Rockies maps, as well as city and wall maps, travel guides, and atlases, Map Town (400 5th Ave. SW, 403/266-2241 or 877/921-6277, www.maptown.com, 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri.) should have what you’re looking for. Tech-savvy travelers will be impressed by the selection of GPS units and related software, as well as the scanning service, which allows you to have topo maps sent directly to your email inbox.


Pages (1135 Kensington Rd. NW, 403/283-6655, www.pageskensington.com, 11am-6pm Mon., 11am-9pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat., noon-5pm Sun.) offers a thoughtful selection of Canadian fiction and nonfiction titles in the suburb of Kensington, immediately northwest of downtown.


Fair’s Fair (907 9th Ave. SE, 403/237-8156, 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun.) is the biggest of Calgary’s secondhand and collector bookstores. It’s remarkably well organized, with a solid collection of well-labeled Canadiana filling more than one room. On the north side of downtown, Aquila Books (826 16th Ave. NW, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.) has one of the world’s best collections of antiquarian Canadian Rockies and mountaineering books.


Food


In Calgary, you can find international restaurants and cuisine that goes far beyond burgers, pizza, and poutine (fries smothered in gravy and cheese curds). Southwest of downtown, along 17th Avenue and 4th Street, is a focal point for Calgary’s restaurant scene, with cuisine to suit all tastes.


Canadian


In Prince’s Island Park, S River Café (25 Prince’s Island, 403/261-7670, river-cafe.com, 11am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-10pm Sat.-Sun. Feb.-Dec., C$36-52) is a cozy, rustic dining room serving some of Calgary’s finest cooking. More of a restaurant than a café, it features extensive produce and ingredients sourced from across Canada in seasonal menus. Standouts include top-quality Alberta beef and salmon dishes, with the latter often incorporating maple syrup. Lunch runs from a leek tart to duck confit, while weekend brunch (11am-4pm Sat.-Sun.) does eggs Benedicts with creamed kale, wild boar bacon, or herbed goose sausage.


Near Prince’s Island Park, the 1886 Buffalo Café (187 Barclay Parade SW, 403/269-9255, www.1886buffalocafe.com, 6am-2pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-3pm Sat.-Sun., C$9-15) is named for the year its building was constructed, and it oozes authentic Old Calgary ambience. The café only serves breakfast, but portions are generous, coffee refills are free, and when you’ve finished your meal, ask to see the museum downstairs.


A few blocks out of the main downtown core, Brigg’s Kitchen & Bar (317 10th Ave. SW, 587/350-5015, briggskandb.com, 11:30am-10pm Tues.-Thurs., 11:30am-midnight Fri.-Sat., C$17-36) is in a restored wooden warehouse, where the original floor has been polished and the massive beams exposed. The history of the building starkly contrasts with the modern open kitchen and presentation of top-notch Canadian ingredients. Dishes include lobster gnocchi and a variety of beef offerings. Their massive 48-ounce rib eye is designed for sharing.


Atop the Calgary Tower, the Sky 360 (101 9th Ave. SW, 403/532-7966, www.sky360.ca, 11:30am-close Tues.-Fri., 10:30am-close Sat.-Sun., C$15-60) will be memorable for more than the view. As the restaurant rotates, making one revolution per hour, you can take in the scenery surrounding town. The kitchen serves healthy, modern dishes that use Canadian produce. Small plates, pasta, fish, and steaks comprise the menu. Brunch is served on weekends.


S Rouge (1240 8th Ave. SE, 403/531-2767, rougecalgary.com, 11:45am-2pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm-close daily, C$30-46) is one of Calgary’s best restaurants and regarded by many as one of the best in Canada. It is ensconced in an 1890s residence that was once home to one of the founders of the Calgary Stampede. Extensive renovations have created a refined dining experience, but one that is not overly pretentious. The home is surrounded by a beautiful garden that is planted with herbs and vegetables each summer. But the main focus is inside, where high-quality, locally sourced ingredients are prepared with a Provençal French flair.


In a converted dairy, S Model Milk (308 17th Ave. SW, 403/265-7343, www.modelmilk.ca, 5pm-11pm Tues.-Sun., C$16-42) showcases local game and produce through simple yet creative dishes, including many that are perfect for sharing. While the menu changes regularly, one staple is Sunday Supper (C$42 pp), a multicourse set menu that shows off the kitchen’s best seasonal choices. Wines are organic.


Steakhouses


Caesar’s (512 4th Ave. SW, 403/264-1222, www.caesarssteakhouse.com, 11am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm-9pm Sat., C$30-72) elegant room is decorated in a Roman-style setting with dark woods, leather seating, and dim lighting, just what you expect from a steakhouse. It’s known for juicy prime cuts of Alberta beef. Most cuts can be ordered in a smaller or a larger size.


Charcut (899 Centre St. SW, 403/984-2180, www.charcut.com, 11am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 7:30am-2pm and 5pm-10pm Sat.-Sun., C$22-50) is a slick urban spot with an open kitchen and a dining room that’s warmed up with local barnwood. House-butchered steak is the big draw, along with their own preserves, with the emphasis on Alberta-sourced game and seasonal produce. Brunch is served on weekends.


Vegetarian


Typifying creative vegetarian food is S The Coup (924 17th Ave. SW, 403/541-1041, www.thecoup.ca, 11am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-9pm Fri.-Sat., C$17-24), where the emphasis is on local, sustainable, seasonal ingredients prepared in simple and tasty ways. Many diners concentrate on small plates, shared nibbles, and unique cocktails as starters before moving on to house specialties such as the Magic Dragon Bowl, a build-your-own sautéed vegetable dish. The space itself is appealing, with slick decor and a few streetside tables. Brunch is served until 3pm on weekends.


Asian


Chinatown, along 2nd and 3rd Avenues east of Centre Street, naturally has the best assortment of Chinese restaurants. The long-time Golden Inn Restaurant (107 2nd Ave. SE, 403/269-2211, www.goldeninn.ca, 4pm-3am Mon.-Sat., 4pm-2am Sun., C$13-23) is popular with local Chinese Canadians as well as visitors, and the late hours can top off a night of fun. It’s known for its Cantonese-style dishes.


At Sushi Hiro (727 5th Ave. SW, 403/233-0605, 11:30am-2pm and 5pm-10pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm-10pm Sat., C$14-22), don’t be put off by the drab exterior; the food is delicious. Sushi choices change regularly but generally include red salmon, yellowtail, sea urchin, and salmon roe. If you sit at the oak-and-green-marble sushi counter, you’ll be able to ask the chef what’s best.


Tucked away across the railway tracks from downtown is S Thai Sa-On (351 10th Ave. SW, 403/264-3526, www.thai-sa-on.com, 11:30am-2pm and 5pm-10pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm-10pm Sat., C$13-25), a small space that’s big on the tastes of Thailand. The extensive menu offers a great variety of red and green curries, beef and seafood dishes, vegetarian options, and, of course, classic pad Thai.


Italian


Bonterra Trattoria (1016 8th St. SW, 403/262-8480, www.bonterra.ca, 3pm-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 3pm-9pm Fri.-Sat., C$25-44) has a stylish dining room with a vaulted ceiling and lots of exposed woodwork. Tables out on the Mediterranean-style patio are in great demand through summer. The menu is modern upscale Italian, with classic starter courses, pastas, and meat dishes such as osso buco. The Canandian-centric wine list has only a couple of bottles under C$60, but many wines are available by the glass.


Alforno Café (222 7th St. SW, 403/454-0308, alforno.ca, 8am-8pm daily, C$15-22) has a huge breakfast menu that includes several eggs Benedicts, and you can order breakfast on weekends until 2pm. Lunch and dinner menus contain creative dishes, many with Italian twists. You can also get pastas and pizzas.


Coffee and Cafés


Most of the best coffee haunts are along 17th Avenue and in Kensington. Deville Coffee (1122 Kensington Rd., 403/764-2669, www.devillecoffee.ca, 7am-7pm daily) serves up all the expected espresso variations. You can also get fresh-made breakfast or lunch pastries. On the eastern edge of downtown, coffee connoisseurs will want to search out Phil & Sebastian’s (618 Confluence Way SE, 587/353-2268, 6:30am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 7:30am-9pm Sat.-Sun.) in a riverfront converted warehouse. The coffeehouse shares the building with a bakery that serves up delicious soups and sandwiches, but coffee is the star here, prepared to order, with the entire roasting process in full view of the public.


For gourmet coffees, hot cocoa made with local chocolate, and exotic teas, join the crowds at Caffé Beano (1613 9th St. SW, 403/229-1232, www.caffebeano.ca, 7am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-8pm Sun.), who have been enjoying brews here since 1990. They also serve fresh-baked goodies and, in summer, a chocolate espresso milkshake. Philosafy (632 17th Ave. SW, 403/454-3177, www.philosafy.com, 9am-9pm daily) is a rustic-chic café where coffee is the main draw, but they also have baked goods.


Accommodations and Camping


Accommodations in Calgary vary from budget motels to high-quality hotels. Most are brand-name hotels which you can locate via Tourism Calgary (800/661-1678, www.visitcalgary.com). The majority of downtown hotels offer drastically reduced rates on weekends with Friday and Saturday nights sometimes half the regular room rate. During Stampede Week, expect prices to be significantly higher than the usual rates listed here; accommodations are booked often nine months in advance.


The Calgary airport terminal houses the extremely convenient Calgary Airport Marriott In-Terminal Hotel (2008 Airport Rd. NE, 403/717-0522 or 844/631-0595, www.marriott.com [URL inactive]) for those flying in late at night or out early in the morning.


Hostels


Part of the worldwide Hostelling International, HI-Calgary City Centre (520 7th Avenue SE, 403/269-8239 or 866/762-4122, www.hihostels.ca, dorms C$39-45 members, C$43-49 nonmembers) serves budget travelers with a convenient location and wide variety of facilities. It has six-bed dormitories with shared bathrooms; dorms are men only, women only, or mixed gender. Private rooms (C$116-125 members, C$129-139 nonmembers) with en suite bathrooms include family rooms for 4-5 people. Other amenities include a fully equipped kitchen, laundry facilities, a large common room, an outdoor barbecue, lockers, and free parking. It’s one block east of the City Hall CTrain station.


Hotels


A few blocks west of the downtown shopping district and near the CTrain, the Sandman Hotel (888 7th Ave. SW, 403/237-8626 or 800/726-3626, www.sandmanhotels.com, C$100-255) is convenient for ditching the car and touring by train or on foot. The high-rise features an indoor pool, fitness room, a family-style restaurant, and modern spacious rooms. If you’d rather be close to the airport, there is a second Sandman (25A Hopewell Way NE, 403/234-7255).


S Hotel Arts (119 12th Ave. SW, 403/266-4611, www.hotelarts.ca, C$219-325) is a modern 12-story accommodation on the south side of the railway tracks, within easy walking distance of Stampede Park. The rooms are contemporary-slick, with luxurious bathrooms and plush beds with goose-down duvets. Amenities include a fitness room, an outdoor heated pool surrounded by a beautiful patio, and a bistro.


It’s difficult to beat the S Hotel Arts Kensington (1126 Memorial Dr. NW, Kensington, 403/228-4442 or 877/313-3733, www.hotelartskensington.com, C$229-345), surprisingly the city’s only boutique hotel. From the moment you’re tempted by a homemade cookie from the jar at the reception to the time you slide between the Egyptian cotton sheets that top out ultra-comfortable mattresses, the inn has a captivating atmosphere that is unlike any other city accommodation. Each of the 19 guest rooms has a slightly different feel, ranging from bold contemporary to warmly inviting. Some have a private balcony; others have a gas fireplace or jetted tub. In-room niceties include heated towel racks. The on-site restaurant, Oxbow, opens for a delicious breakfast each morning; plan on a weekend stay, when a memorable brunch is offered. The hotel is across the Bow River from downtown in Kensington, one of Calgary’s hippest neighborhoods.


One block north from the Calgary Tower is the S Hyatt Regency Calgary (700 Centre St. S., 403/717-1234, www.hyatt.com, C$255-390). Incorporating a historic building along Stephen Avenue Walk in its construction, this 21-story hotel features an indoor swimming pool, a refined lounge, over 500 pieces of original art, and a renowned restaurant specializing in Canadian cuisine. The hotel’s Stillwater Spa is the premier spa facility in Calgary. The up-to-date guest rooms won’t take your breath away, but they have a wide range of amenities, luxurious bathrooms, and views of the city lights.
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Hyatt Regency Calgary





Calgary’s best-known hotel, the graceful S Fairmont Palliser (133 9th Ave. SW, 403/262-1234 or 800/257-7544, www.fairmont.com, C$250-2,500) was built in 1914 by the Canadian Pacific Railway for the same clientele as the company’s famous properties in Banff and Jasper. The rooms may seem smallish by modern standards, and the hotel lacks certain recreational facilities, but the elegance and character of the grande dame of Calgary accommodations are priceless. The cavernous lobby has original marble columns and staircases, a magnificent chandelier, and solid-brass doors that open onto busy 9th Avenue. As you’d expect, staying at the Palliser isn’t cheap, but it’s a luxurious way to enjoy the city.


On the Tsuut’ina First Nation, on the west side of Calgary, the Grey Eagle Resort and Casino (3777 Grey Eagle Dr., 403/719-8883, reservations 403/719-8777 or 844/719-8777, www.greyeagleresortandcasino.ca, C$106-330) has modern spacious rooms in four main styles. Amenities include a fitness facility, indoor heated pool, and outdoor hot tub. The complex includes the large casino with 36 gaming tables and 970 slot machines, plus five eateries including a buffet.


Bed-and-Breakfasts


The bed-and-breakfast scene in Calgary is alive and well. Most are located off the main tourist routes. The Bed & Breakfast Association of Calgary (www.bbcalgary.com) represents around 40 B&Bs. The association doesn’t offer a reservation service (although they do have a handy online availability calendar) but is simply a grouping of properties that meet certain standards.


The most central bed-and-breakfast is Inglewood B&B (1006 8th Ave. SE, 403/262-6570, www.inglewoodbedandbreakfast.com, C$120-180), named for the historic neighborhood in which it lies. Its location is close to the Bow River and Stampede Park, as well as a 10-minute stroll from downtown. The three rooms within this modern Victorian-style home each have private bathrooms, and rates include a cooked breakfast of your own choosing.


Camping


No camping is available within the Calgary city limits, although campgrounds can be found to the east and west along the Trans-Canada Highway. The only Calgary campground with an outdoor swimming pool is Calgary West Campground (221 101st St. SW, 403/288-0411 or 888/562-0842, calgarycampground.com, mid-Apr.-mid-Oct., unserviced sites C$35-37, hookups C$44-52), on a north-facing hill a short way west of Canada Olympic Park. In addition to the pool, facilities include showers, a laundry room, a grocery store, and free basic Wi-Fi. Around 320 sites are laid out on terraces, so no one misses out on the views.


West of Calgary, Calaway Park (245033 Range Rd. 33, 403/240-3822 or 403/249-7372, www.calawaypark.com, Fri.-Sun. early-mid-June, daily mid-June-early Sept., tent sites C$32, hookups C$38-44) is farther out along the Trans-Canada Highway. It offers a large, open camping area, coin-operated showers (C$2), Wi-Fi (C$5 for 24 hours), and a laundry room. The campground is part of a family amusement park with rides, a big attractant for kids.


East from Calgary, Mountain View Calgary Camping (244024 Range Rd. 284, 403/293-6640, www.calgarycamping.com [URL inactive], year-round, C$43-55) is on the Trans-Canada Highway. The 180 sites for RVs are lined up in parking lot fashion, with no privacy. Facilities include coin-operated showers, a grocery store, and a laundry room. No water or sewer hookups are available in winter.


Tranportation and Services


Emergency Services


For medical emergencies, call 911 or go to Foothills Medical Centre (1403 29th Ave. NW, 403/670-1110, www.albertahealthservices.ca) or Rockyview General Hospital (7007 14th St. SW, 403/943-3000, www.albertahealthservices.ca).


Gas


Near downtown Calgary, find gas at Gas Plus (204 11th Ave. SE) or Petro-Canada (1438 Kensington Rd. NW). On the west side of town near Trans-Canada 1, find two locations of Esso, one on the west side of town (4700 16th Ave. NW) and the other on the east side of town (1440 52nd St. NE).


Tours


Calgary Walks and Bus Tours (855/620-6520, calgarywbtours.com) provides guided ways to see the city, getting insider views from long-time Calgarians. They have five different van tours and two walking tours.


Getting Around


Skyways


Calgary’s Plus 15 (www.calgary.ca) is a public system of elevated pedestrian walkways in the city’s downtown. The mostly glass-enclosed skyways have more than 60 bridges that connect buildings in the downtown core, including some hotels. All of the skyways are wheelchair-accessible and are reached via elevators in connecting buildings. You can access a map of the system online.


Bicycle


Bicycle-friendly Calgary has designed ways for cyclists to easily travel around town. In addition to the miles of pathways in the downtown core and connecting parks, some urban streets have special bike lanes that separate bicyclists from traffic. The paved, two-lane Mattamy Greenway (138 km/86 mi) completely circles Calgary and connects to bike paths radiating from the downtown core.


Public Transit


Calgary Transit (403/262-1000, www.calgarytransit.com, from C$3.50) goes just about everywhere in town by combining two light-rail lines with extensive bus routes. You can get schedules online or download an app with schedules and routes. A day pass (adults C$11, children C$8) is valid for unlimited bus and rail travel. The best place for information and schedules is the Customer Service Centre (Centre Street Platform, 125 7th Ave. SW, 403/262-1000, 10am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri.).


All light-rail trains and stations are wheelchair-accessible. Low-floor buses are employed on many bus routes; call ahead for a schedule. Passengers can take bikes on the CTrains except during rush hours (6:30am-9am and 3pm-6pm Mon.-Fri.); many buses are outfitted with bike racks.


Bus


There are more than 150 bus routes running through the city. Pay fare (C$3.50 adults, C$2.40 children) by depositing exact change in the fare box beside the driver. If you need a transfer, request one from the driver. Transfers are valid for 90 minutes.


Light-Rail


CTrain, the city’s light-rail transit (LRT) system, has two lines, Red and Blue, that stop at more than 40 stations. The lines converge on 7th Avenue, running parallel for the entire distance through downtown. Tickets are valid for 90 minutes and can be purchased from kiosks at the stations.


Taxi


Calgary taxi companies include Associated Cabs (403/299-1111, www.associatedcab.ca), Checker Cabs (403/299-9999, www.thecheckergroup.com), and Mayfair Taxi (403/255-6555). Uber and Lyft are also available.


RV Rental


Two RV-rental companies are near the Calgary Airport: Canada RV Rentals (877/778-9569, canada-rv-rentals.com) and CanaDream (888/480-9726 or 925/2558383, www.canadream.com). RV rentals start at C$100 per day.
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Highlights


S Get close to a glacier on the Columbia Icefield: See the Athabasca Glacier via trail (click here) or by taking a tour right onto the ice (click here).


S Admire Athabasca Falls: Witness the sheer power of nature at this roaring cascade that spans the Athabasca River (click here).
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S See Mount Edith Cavell: Gawk at this icy mountain with its hanging glacier from roadside viewpoints (click here) or by hiking to Cavell Meadows (click here).


S Hike to Wilcox Pass: Escape to a sweeping panorama of several glaciers tumbling from the Columbia Icefield (click here).


S Go backpacking in Tonquin Valley: This high-elevation valley is home to Amethyst Lakes, the sky-scraping Ramparts, two backcountry lodges, and several campgrounds (click here).


S Take a ride on the Jasper Skytram: Get views from on high, then hike to Whistlers Summit (click here) for immense mountain vistas in all directions (click here).


S Traverse Maligne Canyon: Follow the twists, turns, and plunging waterfalls of this impressive canyon by trail (click here) in summer and on an ice walk (click here) in winter.


S Cruise or paddle Maligne Lake: Take a boat tour or paddle around this glacial blue lake rimmed with snow-laden peaks (click here).


S Soak in Miette Hot Springs: Relax and relieve sore muscles in the developed pools at this hot spring (click here).


S Go rafting: Navigate the glacial meltwaters of the Athabasca or Sunwapta Rivers—or take a scenic float, if that’s more your style (click here).





Jasper National Park commands the northernmost spot in the chain of Rocky Mountain national parks. The scenery stretches the imagination, as glaciers spill from the Columbia Icefield, glacial lakes glitter in shades of greens and blues, and rivers thunder through valleys. It’s a place where the landscape bears the marks of eons of action: mountains thrusting ever upward and glaciers carving through rock.


Lying on the Albertan side of the Canadian Rockies, Jasper protects the entire upper watershed of the Athabasca River, extending to the Columbia Icefield in the south. The Continental Divide travels down the west side of the park. But running smack down the middle, the north-south Icefields Parkway slices through big, rugged scenery on one of the world’s best mountain drives.


Hiking gets you to high passes with stunning surroundings. But trails aren’t the only way to experience this rugged place. Take a tram up a mountain or a coach onto an icefield. After any activity, soaking in Miette Hot Springs provides all the relaxation you could hope for.


Almost twice the size of neighboring and more popular Banff National Park, Jasper’s raw wilderness is prime habitat for grizzly bears and wolves. Keep your eyes open for resident herds of elk and listen in fall for the bulls that fill the air with bugling. You can also spot moose along riverways and lakes, while bighorn sheep frequent areas along the Yellowhead Highway, including the town of Jasper.


Planning Your Time


While planning your trip to Jasper National Park (780/852-6176, www.pc.gc.ca), consult with the park website on updates for permits, reservations, road construction, trail conditions, and potential closures.


With two days in Jasper, you should be able to see most of the park’s highlights, but you won’t have time for long hikes or adventures. With three days, you’ll be able to fit in a hike, rafting, or some paddling time, or just experience the park at a more leisurely pace. For hikers, backpackers, and those looking for immersive adventures, you’ll want to spend 4-5 days in Jasper. If you’re traveling up from Lake Louise, plan on spending the first day along the Icefields Parkway. Aim to arrive at the Columbia Icefield by mid-morning before the crowds. The best choices for accommodations are in the Jasper Townsite.


Summer is the crowded season. Spring and fall offer slightly less hectic times to travel, albeit with cooler and less predictable weather. Late August and early fall bring on the gold shades of larch needles. But in winter Jasper is delightful. It’s much quieter and less crowded than Banff, but equally gorgeous with snow. Most of the wintertime action revolves around skiing and snowboarding at Marmot Basin, but you can also cross-country ski, snowshoe, ice skate, or take a sleigh ride. A guided winter ice walk through Maligne Canyon should top your list. Plan for at least a three-day stay in winter.


Seasonal Driving Concerns


The park is open year-round, including Icefields Parkway, the Yellowhead Highway, and the roads to Miette Hot Springs and Maligne Lake. However, road closures do occur, especially on the Icefields Parkway during winter months due to avalanche-control work and snowstorms. After heavy storms, sometimes plowing snow takes a little longer on the secondary roads off the highways. For road conditions, tune into Jasper National Park Radio at 1490 AM. For weather conditions in the park, call 780/852-6176.




One Day in Jasper National Park


Jasper is a huge park, so trying to see the highlights in just one day is ambitious. For a slower-paced day, opt for either the glacier tour at the Icefield Centre or the Maligne Lake boat tour.


Morning


Get an early start driving the Icefields Parkway, aiming first for the Columbia Icefield. Tour the displays in the Glacier Gallery of the Icefield Centre and walk the Toe-of-the-Glacier Interpretive Loop.


If you’ve never set foot on a glacier, then take one of the glacier tours by foot or bus instead. After your adventure, picnic outside at one of the tables (wear layers, as it can be chilly) or grab lunch in the cafeteria.


Afternoon


Drive farther north on the Icefields Parkway, stopping to see Athabasca Falls. Then, after passing through Jasper Townsite, tour the trails around the waterfalls and gorge of Maligne Canyon on the way to Maligne Lake for a boat tour to famously photogenic Spirit Island.


Evening


End your day at the Fairmont Jasper Park Lodge, with a memorable dinner on the balcony overlooking scenic Lac Beauvert.





Alberta does not require snow tires. Driving the Icefields Parkway does require snow tires or chains (Nov.-Mar.). All-season or winter tires are best, but chains may be needed in slick, icy conditions. Expect to find snowy roads October until mid-May, and snowstorms can even come in June.


Best Route Through the Park


The best route through Jasper National Park year-round is the Icefields Parkway (Hwy. 93). Driving it both directions yields different views and allows the option of stopping at more sights on the return.


Reservations and Where to Stay


Most visitors to the park base themselves in Jasper Townsite. Reservations are the best way to ensure you will have a place to sleep. For summer, make reservations 9-12 months in advance if your heart is set on a certain style of room in a certain lodge. For winter, make reservations 6-9 months in advance. You can usually find last-minute rooms, but you may not have many choices. If you’re flying into Edmonton or Calgary, plan to book your spot on an airport shuttle once you know your flight arrival time and at least one month in advance.


Both front- and backcountry camping reservations (877/737-3783, reservation.pc.gc.ca) usually open for the year in January. Competition for frontcountry sites is high, as only 4 of the 11 campgrounds have reservable campsites. Plan to be online as soon as bookings open. Reservations for backcountry permits are equally competitive, especially for the Skyline Trail and Tonquin Valley.



Getting There



Car


From Calgary


From Calgary, drive west on Trans-Canada Highway 1 and continue on the highway through Banff National Park. Just north of Lake Louise, exit onto Icefields Parkway (Hwy. 93), heading north to Jasper. The 400-km (250-mi) drive to the Jasper Townsite takes five hours without stopping. It’ll be an eight-hour trip if you add in sightseeing stops.


From Edmonton


From Edmonton, Alberta’s capital, the route to Jasper National Park is on the wide Yellowhead Highway (Hwy. 16). The 345-km (225-mi) drive takes four hours to reach the Jasper Townsite.


From Banff and Lake Louise


From Banff, drive west on Trans-Canada Highway 1 through Banff National Park to just past Lake Louise. Exit onto Icefields Parkway (Hwy. 93), heading north to Jasper. The 285-km (175-mi) drive to the Jasper Townsite takes four hours. Sightseeing stops will add on more time.


From Lake Louise, hop on Trans-Canada heading northwest and promptly exit onto the Icefields Parkway. From there, the 235-km (145-mi) drive to the Jasper Townsite will take about three hours without stops.


Air


The closest airport handling Canadian domestic flights is Edmonton International Airport (YEG, 1000 Airport Rd., Nisku, flyeia.com), just southwest of Edmonton. Edmonton-bound international flights may be routed through Vancouver, BC, or Toronto, ON. From the airport, you can rent cars or catch a bus to Jasper. It’s a four-hour drive west to reach the Jasper Townsite.


The closest airport with international passenger flights is Calgary International Airport (YYC, 2000 Airport Rd. NE, Calgary, 403/735-1200, www.yyc.com). You can also fly from Calgary to the Edmonton airport. Shuttles to Jasper and car rentals are available. It’s a five-hour drive to Jasper from Calgary without stops.


Train


Jasper lies on the only remaining transcontinental passenger rail service in Canada. VIA Rail (800/561-8630, www.viarail.ca) trains run through Jasper three times weekly. To the west the line divides, going northwest to Prince Rupert or southwest to Vancouver; to the east it passes through Edmonton, but not Calgary. The journey from Edmonton to Jasper takes about six hours.


The Jasper Townsite hosts a VIA Rail station (607 Connaught Dr., 888/842-7245, 24 hours daily in summer, 7:30am-10:30pm Mon.-Sat., 7:30am-11am and 6:30pm-10:30pm Sun. fall-spring). Lockers are available for C$1 per day. Car-rental agencies and a café are here, too.


Bus and Shuttle


Sun Dog Tours (414 Connaught St., Jasper, 780/852-4056 or 888/786-3641, www.sundogtours.com, year-round) runs several shuttle routes. One goes between the Edmonton International Airport, Edmonton, and Jasper. This shuttle also extends from Edmonton to Calgary International Airport. Plan to book your spot on the shuttle once you know your flight’s arrival time, at least one month in advance. The company also operates a shuttle between Banff, Lake Louise, and Jasper.



Visiting the Park



Entrances and Fees


Jasper has several entrance stations where you can buy park passes. Coming from Edmonton, the east gate station, the busiest entrance to the national park, is located west of Hinton, Alberta, on the Yellowhead Highway (Hwy. 16). Try to enter early in the morning or later in the evening to avoid line-ups. The west gate station is located near Yellowhead Pass, on the Yellowhead Highway (Hwy. 16). Two entrance stations are on the Icefields Parkway. One is on the southern end of the parkway near Lake Louise and the other is at the parkway’s northern end, just south from the town of Jasper. Entrances are open 24/7 but may be unstaffed; if so, you can purchase park passes in campground kiosks or at the park visitors center in Jasper.


A daily or annual national park pass is required for entry into Jasper National Park. Passes are also valid in the neighboring national parks in the Canadian Rockies (Banff, Yoho, and Kootenay).


A one-day pass (C$20 family/vehicle, C$10 adults, C$9 seniors, kids 17 and younger free) is good until 4pm the day following purchase. You can buy as many days as you need. It may be more economical to get an annual Discovery Pass (C$140 family/group, C$70 adults, C$60 seniors), which allows admittance to all of Canada’s national parks and historic sites for one year. The Discovery Pass can be purchased in advance online or in person.


Visitors Centers


Jasper Park Information Centre


The residence of Jasper’s first superintendent, now a National Historic Site, is a beautiful old stone building with a red-tiled roof dating to 1913. It is used by Parks Canada as the Jasper Park Information Centre (500 Connaught Dr., Jasper, 780/852-6176, www.pc.gc.ca, 9am-5pm daily year-round). The staff provides general information on the park and can direct you to hikes in the immediate vicinity. You can also get maps, brochures, visitors guides, and program schedules for nightly amphitheater presentations in some of the campgrounds. Kids can pick up an Xplorer booklet for Jasper and the Icefields Parkway.


For backpackers, information and permits are available at the Backcountry Office (780/852-6177). You can also get information from Tourism Jasper, which has a desk inside the visitors center. Also inside, an outlet of Friends of Jasper National Park (780/852-4767) sells maps, books, bear spray, and souvenirs.


The visitors center has no parking lot, so you’ll need to park on a side street or near the train depot. If you are staying in town, it’s better to walk from your lodge.


Columbia Icefield Centre


At the Columbia Icefield Centre, opposite the Columbia Icefield along the Icefields Parkway, Parks Canada operates an information desk (780/852-6288, 9am-5pm daily mid-May-Sept.) on the main floor, where you can learn about trail conditions in the immediate area. The several-story structure also includes a theater that shows films on glacial history. Located on the lower level, the Glacier Gallery has exhibits on glacial recession, ice studies, time-lapse photography of the glacier’s toe, and how crevasses form. Displays also cover local wildlife and wildflowers. On the second floor, the center has a patio with outstanding views of Athabasca Glacier. A telescope offers close-up views of crevasses, tour groups on the glacier, and sometimes mountain climbers on Mount Athabasca. The Parks Canada desk has booklets about the Icefields Parkway for kids. The building shares space with restaurants, tour desks, a gift shop, and an inn.



Icefields Parkway



Laden with scenery, the Icefields Parkway runs north-south through the Canadian Rockies with limited services. The total parkway spans between Jasper and Banff National Parks at 230 km (143 mi). The Jasper Townsite anchors the north portion of the parkway; the southern portion is in Banff National Park, running to Lake Louise. The attractions, restaurants, and lodgings in this section are listed from south to north. (For more information about the southern half of the Icefields Parkway, see click here.)
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TOP EXPERIENCE


Driving the Icefields Parkway


From the Columbia Icefield Centre in the south to the town of Jasper in the north, the Jasper National Park portion (105 km/65 mi) of the Icefields Parkway (Hwy. 93) takes in colossal scenery and takes about an hour to drive without stops. The spectacular scenery along this stretch of road is equal to the southern half through Banff National Park, and it’s easy to spend a full day en route. Most of the route follows the Athabasca the Sunwapta Rivers, passing powerful waterfalls on both rivers.


Around the parkway’s halfway point, the long, steep grade of 8-11 percent that you’ve been driving up tops out at Sunwapta Pass (2,040 m/6,690 ft), which marks the boundary between Jasper and Banff National Parks. The highlight of the drive is the Columbia Icefield. You’ll see the eastern rim of the icefield and the myriad of glaciers plunging from it, including Dome and Athabasca Glaciers, rather than the immense icefield towering unseen above, which feeds them. But the sheer size of what you do see speaks to eons of glacial activity, despite the glacial recession from a warming climate.


As an alternative for the northernmost section of the Icefields Parkway, you can take curvier Highway 93A (25 km/16 mi), which was the original Icefields Parkway until the more direct route was built. This route follows the western bank of the Athabasca River. Catch 93A about 5 km (3 mi) south of Jasper on the Icefields Parkway, and it rejoins the parkway just after Athabasca Falls (32 km/20 mi south of Jasper).


Sights



S Columbia Icefield



At the south end of Jasper National Park, the largest and most accessible of 17 glacial areas along the Icefields Parkway is the Columbia Icefield. The 325-square-kilometer (125-square-mile) icefield perches atop the Continental Divide, where 34 glaciers spill down in all directions, including major ones toward the Icefields Parkway. The icefield is a remnant of the last major glaciation that covered most of Canada 20,000 years ago, and it has survived because of its high elevation (1,900-2,800 m/6,230-9,190 ft), cold temperatures, northern latitude, and heavy snowfalls.
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From the main body of the ice cap astride the Continental Divide, six glaciers creep down three main valleys. Of these, Athabasca Glacier is the most accessible and visible from the Icefields Parkway; it is one of the few glaciers in the world that you can drive right up to. It is an impressive 600 hectares (1,480 acres) in area. While the speed at which glaciers advance and retreat varies, in a little more than 100 years, Athabasca Glacier has retreated from across the highway to its current position, a distance of about 1.6 km (1 mi). It also has lost about half of its volume. Currently, the glacier is thinning by about 5 meters (16 ft) in depth each year. While gravity and the glacier’s mass push the ice downhill at a rate of 15-25 meters (49-82 ft) annually, melting of the ice still causes the total length of the glacier to shrink back uphill about 2 meters (6 ft) yearly. The rubble between the toe of Athabasca Glacier and the highway is a mixture of rock, sand, and gravel known as till, deposited by the glacier as it retreats.


Dome Glacier is also visible from the highway to the northwest of Athabasca. Although Dome is part of the Columbia Icefield, it is not actually connected to it. Instead, the glacier is made of ice that breaks off the icefield above, supplemented by large quantities of snow each winter.


The icefield is made more spectacular by the impressive peaks that surround it. As you face Athabasca Glacier, to the left is Mount Athabasca (3,491 m/11,450 ft). Dominating the skyline, it has three glaciers clinging to its flanks. Above the right side of Athabasca Glacier, the Snow Dome (3,451 m/11,322 ft) is capped with ice that spills down both sides of the Continental Divide. In fact, this point is a triple divide because it feeds the waters of three oceans: the Arctic, Atlantic, and Pacific.


The icefield is about 130 km (80 mi) north of Lake Louise, a drive of around 1.5 hours. To reach the Columbia Icefield from the Jasper Townsite, drive Icefields Parkway south from for about 105 km (65 mi), which takes around one hour.


Icefield Centre


On the opposite side of the highway from the Columbia Icefield, the Icefield Centre (Icefields Pkwy., 9am-10pm daily July-Aug., reduced hours May-June and Sept.-mid-Oct.) is nestled at the base of Mount Wilcox, overlooking the Athabasca Glacier. This multi-story building holds a plethora of services and attractions.


On the main floor of the center, you’ll find a Parks Canada desk (780/852-6176, 9am-5pm daily early May-late Sept.). Go here for information on road and trail conditions, maps, and brochures. This floor also contains restrooms, a gift shop, and the Ice Explorer and Columbia Icefield Skywalk ticketing desk.


On the lower floor, the Glacier Gallery is a large exhibit area that details all aspects of the frozen world, including the story of glacier formation and movement. The centerpiece is a scaled-down fiberglass model of the Athabasca Glacier, which is surrounded by hands-on displays and audiovisual presentations.


On the upper floor, two restaurants are run by Pursuit (966/606-6700, www.banffjaspercollection.com, daily May-mid-Oct.). One is a self-serve café with indoor and outdoor seating. The other has table service with outstanding views of the glaciers and mountains.


The building is environmentally friendly in many ways: Lights work on motion sensors to reduce electricity, some water is reused, and suppliers must take their packaging with them after deliveries. Be aware that you are at high elevation (1,984 m/6,509 ft). The air is thinner here, so you may feel a shortness of breath while walking stairs or inclines. Take it slowly.


Toe-of-the-Glacier interpretive Trail


This wide rock-and-pebble interpretive trail (1.8 km/1.1 mi, 1 hr) climbs to a viewpoint, where it loops around the moraine and bedrock below the toe of Athabasca Glacier. It’s the closest you can walk to the glacier without going on a guided ice walk or ice coach tour. You’ll pass markers with dates on them, such as 1996 or 2006; these mark how large the glacier was in those years, which gives you a visual picture of how much ice has melted since then. You’ll peer up at the ice at the toe of Athabasca Glacier and its outflow streams.


Bring binoculars for closer looks at crevasses. Do not go out onto the ice; it is dangerous due to unseen crevasses and snow bridges that can collapse. Wear sturdy shoes as the rock can be wet and slippery. Also, wear layers, as temperatures are cooler with breezes blowing off the ice.


To find the trailhead, turn toward the icefield across from the Icefield Centre on the unpaved Snocoach Road. Take the right fork down the Glacier Road through piles of till left by the retreating glacier to a potholed and sometimes muddy parking area beside Sunwapta Lake. En route, watch for the signs that denote where the Athabasca Glacier reached in preceding years. The farthest marker is across the highway beside the stairs leading up to the Icefield Centre.


Glacier Tours


It’s only possible to step onto the glacier via guided tour, due to hazards like crevasses. If you want to experience the glacier firsthand, sign up for the three-hour Columbia Icefield Adventure (877/423-7433 or 866/606-6700, www.banffjaspercollection.com, 9am-6pm daily, adults C$87, children C$44). On the tour, an Ice Explorer coach, takes passengers out onto the Athabasca Glacier, thanks to special tires that can travel over the crevassed surface. Out on the glacier, you’ll be able to walk within a designated area. The adventure is wheelchair-accessible (but you’ll want to make reservations 72 hours in advance). Early in the season, the glacier is still covered in a layer of snow and is therefore not as spectacular as during the summer. Crevasses and ice are revealed as the winter snows melt off throughout the summer.


After departing the glacier, the coach goes to the Columbia Icefield Skywalk. Trips depart every 15-30 minutes from the Icefield Centre. To dodge the most crowded times, go before 10am or after 3pm. Make reservations at least a few days in advance if you want a tour at a certain time. Combo packages bundle up glacier tours with other activities, including boat tours on Maligne Lake.


The ticketing office is on the main floor of the Icefield Centre. If you’re in Banff or Jasper without transportation, Brewster Sightseeing (866/606-6700, www.banffjaspercollection.com, C$281) guides full-day tours from Banff and Jasper that include the Columbia Icefield Adventure.


Guided Ice Walks


If you just want to experience a taste of glacier walking, you can take a guided trek on the ice of Athabasca Glacier. The experience is half ice-exploration and half learning about the intricacies of glaciers. You’ll meet your guide at the Toe-of-the-Glacier Trailhead at the designated time, then, walk up onto the toe of the glacier in between crevasses, snow bridges, and moulins. The guides know where to go to avoid dangerous crevasses. No previous glacier-walking experience is required to participate; however, you need to be fit enough to climb uphill on uneven surfaces for the duration of the walk and be ready to handle inclement weather that may roll in.


Ice Walk (icewalk.com, late May-early Oct., C$115-185) guides two excursions onto the glacier. One walk tours the lower parts of the glacier (3 hrs, departs 2-4 times daily). The other option hikes to the Athabasca Icefall (6 hrs, select dates). The company supplies boots, if needed, and spikes for walking on the ice.


Rockaboo Mountain Adventures (610 Patricia St., Jasper, 780/820-0092, rockaboo.ca, daily June-Sept., C$175) guides a four-hour walking tour onto the glacier. They supply crampons, mountain boots, and hiking poles. The company also guides a similar trip for those itching to try rock climbing.


Columbia Icefield Skywalk


The architecturally impressive Columbia Icefield Skywalk (866/606-6700 or 866/816-2758, www.banffjaspercollection.com, 10am-5pm daily May-mid-Oct., adults C$36, children C$18, reservations accepted) arcs out into the Sunwapta Canyon above the valley floor. A short interpretive trail leads along the canyon edge and then out onto the wheelchair-accessible glass-floored skywalk, where you can stare down a dizzying 280 meters (918 ft). Looking upstream from the skywalk, you can see the massive, ice-draped slopes of Mount Athabasca (3,491 m/11,450 ft) framed by the walls of the valley. Directly across the valley is the ice-capped east face of Mount Kitchener. The skywalk is located on the Icefields Parkway just north of the Icefield Centre; however, no passenger vehicles are allowed to stop there. Access is only by shuttle bus from the Icefield Centre, where tours depart about every 15 minutes. Purchase tickets on the main floor of the Icefield Centre.


Tangle Creek Falls


Tangle Creek Falls is picturesque year-round, as it splits into ribbons and plunges over multiple shelves. But it is extra special in winter, when it freezes solid into an icy sculpture. This roadside waterfall sits on the east side of Icefields Parkway (on the right for northbound drivers and left for southbound drivers), but parking is on the opposite side of the road. Be very careful when crossing the road, both to park and to view the falls. Locate the falls 7 km (4 mi) north of the Icefield Centre and 97 km (60 mi) south of the Jasper Townsite.


Sunwapta Falls


As the Sunwapta River churns toward its confluence with the Athabasca River, it changes direction sharply and drops into a deep canyon, creating Sunwapta Falls. Fed by the Athabasca Glacier, the river churns up a froth spilling around a boulder and squeezing into a narrow slot with multiple drops. The best viewpoint is from the bridge across the river, but it’s also worth following the path on the parking lot side of the river downstream along the rim of the canyon. A trail (2.6 km/1.6 mi rt) also leads downstream to Lower Sunwapta Falls, where the river widens to spill down several slots.


Sunwapta Falls is located 50 km (31 mi) north of the Icefield Centre and 56 km (35 mi) south of Jasper. Turn west off the Icefields Parkway at Sunwapta Falls Rocky Mountain Lodge, then follow a spur road west for a short distance to reach the parking lot for Sunwapta Falls.



S Athabasca Falls



When the Athabasca River is forced through a narrow gorge and over a cliff into a cauldron of roaring water below, the result is Athabasca Falls. It’s not the height of the falls that creates an impression, but the sheer force at which the water from the Columbia Icefield propels through the gorge. The water splits into several spillways and hits multiple tiers, creating a visible spray. As the river slowly erodes the center of the riverbed, the falls will move upstream. Trails lead from a day-use area to various platforms and interpretive sites for viewing above and below the falls. A trail branching under Highway 93A follows an abandoned river channel before emerging at the bottom of the canyon. In winter, the falls are a frozen spectacle. Facilities at Athabasca Falls include picnic tables and restrooms.
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Athabasca Falls





The fastest way to reach Athabasca Falls is via the Icefields Parkway. Turn west onto the southern end of Highway 93A to reach the falls, which are 73 km (45 mi) north of Icefield Centre and 32 km (20 mi) south of the town of Jasper.



S Mount Edith Cavell



The peak of Mount Edith Cavell (3,363 m/11,033 ft) is the most distinctive and impressive in the park. Known to local Indigenous people as the “White Ghost” for its snowcapped summit, the mountain was given its English name in honor of a British nurse who was executed for helping prisoners of war escape German-occupied Belgium during World War I. The peak was first climbed in 1915.
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Jasper Park Information Centre
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Icefield Centre
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glaciers at Mount Edith Cavell





Today, the most popular route to the summit is up the east ridge (to the left of the summit), but the imposing north face above the parking lot is the most dramatic, with its impressive glacier. The mountain’s massive north face rises in a vertical wall (1,500 m/4,920 ft). Below the mountain’s summit is a hanging valley rounded into a basin by the glacier; on its lip, Angel Glacier perches with wings outstretched and its body draping down the cliff face. Below Angel Glacier, Cavell Glacier melts into a cloudy green glacial lake known as Cavell Pond. Sometimes, you may see icebergs that calved off the glacier in the pond.


While you can see the mountain from downtown Jasper, including the golf course, the most impressive place to marvel at it is from directly below the north face. The paved Mount Edith Cavell Road (14.5 km/9 mi, mid-June-mid-Oct.) winds up the Astoria River Valley from Highway 93A, ending right below the face. This steep, narrow road has many switchbacks; big RVs (over 7 m/22 ft) are not recommended, and trailers must be left in the designated area at the bottom. The parking lot at the end of the road is 28 km (17 mi) south of the Jasper Townsite via Highway 93A, about a 45-minute drive. To avoid the large July and August crowds, aim to arrive before 9am or after 3pm.


From the parking lot, you must crane your neck to take in the sight of Mount Edith Cavell and Angel Glacier. On warm days, those who are patient may witness an avalanche tumbling from the glacier, creating a roar that echoes across the valley. Up the stairs above the parking area, a few picnic tables offer places to gaze up at the scenery while eating lunch. The Path of the Glacier Trail (1.6 km/1 mi, 70 m/230 ft elevation gain, 1 hr rt) departs to a couple viewpoints. The first part of the trail is paved to the junction that turns off to Cavell Meadows; continue straight on the rocky path to the overlooks.


Recreation


Hiking


Hikers are always surprised at how few day hikes are in the Jasper section of the Icefields Parkway. Nevertheless, some top-notch trails are in the Jasper section of the parkway, so set aside some time to hit the trail.



S Forefield and Toe-of-the-Glacier Interpretive Loop



Length: 5.4 km (3.4 mi) rt


Duration: 2 hours


Elevation gain: 60 meters (197 ft)


Effort: moderate


Trailhead: Across the highway from the Icefield Centre


Instead of driving to the trailhead for Toe-of-the-Glacier, you can leave your vehicle beside the highway or in the Icefield Centre parking lot to hike the Forefield through the lunarlike landscape. It’s a rubbly field of moraines, boulders, and other detritus left helter-skelter as the glacier melted and deposited rocks and glacial till it carried. You’ll find a few hardy alpine plants gaining a foothold. Don sturdy footwear to handle the rocky trail, and wear layers for the chilly temperatures and often breezy open field. A word of caution: This field of debris contains many meltwater streams that can swell and become impassable on warm days. Hike in the morning for lower water levels.


When you reach the parking lot near the glacier and Sunwapta Lake, cross the lot to head uphill on the Toe-of-the-Glacier Interpretive Loop. Circle the loop for close-up views of the glacier and its outflow streams. Then retrace your steps back across the Forefield to your starting point.



S Wilcox Pass



Length: 9.5 km (5.9 mi) rt


Duration: 3.5 hours


Elevation gain: 439 meters (1,440 ft)


Effort: moderate


Trailhead: Wilcox Creek Campground access road


Views of the Columbia Icefield from the Icefields Parkway pale in comparison with those achieved along this trail, on the same side of the valley as the Icefield Centre. This trail was used by Indigenous people and other travelers more than a century ago because the impassable Athabasca Glacier covered the valley floor; Wilcox Pass provided the only way around the obstacle. The complete Wilcox Pass Trail goes from the campground trailhead over Wilcox Pass to a second trailhead at Tangle Falls (11.2 km/7 mi one way) but requires a self-shuttle to return to the original trailhead. Snowfields can linger at Wilcox Pass until late July, and you’ll need snowshoes in winter.
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Wilcox Pass Trail and Mount Athabasca





This out-and-back route goes to Wilcox Pass and a stunning viewpoint of the Columbia Icefield. Beginning from the Wilcox Creek Campground trailhead, the path climbs through a stunted forest of Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir to a ridge with big views of the Columbia Icefield from a pair of red chairs. But the scenery only gets better at the upper viewpoint. Ascending gradually from there, the trail enters a fragile environment of alpine meadows to reach Wilcox Pass. Look for small herds of bighorn sheep in these meadows. Near the pass, take a left spur trail back towards the icefields to reach the Wilcox Viewpoint, opting for left routes at junctions instead of the climbers’ trails up Wilcox Peak. The trail rounds through several small basins as it climbs to its high point and drops to the edge of the ridge for the biggest panoramic view of Athabasca Glacier, the Columbia Icefield, Mount Athabasca, and the Snow Dome.



S Cavell Meadows



Length: 6 km (3.8 mi) rt


Duration: 2.5 hours


Elevation gain: 380 meters (1,250 ft)


Effort: moderate


Trailhead: parking lot at the end of Mount Edith Cavell Rd. (open mid-June-mid-Oct.)


This trail, beginning from the parking lot beneath Mount Edith Cavell, provides access to an alpine meadow and panoramic views of Angel Glacier. The hike starts by following the paved Path of the Glacier Trail. At the junction, branch left and leave the pavement, climbing steadily along a rocky ridge deposited by the huge Cavell Glacier, which is now quite small. Departing the ridge, the trail weaves on switchbacks through a subalpine forest of Engelmann spruce and then stunted subalpine fir to emerge facing the northeast face of Mount Edith Cavell. Climb on the trail through the meadows, which fill with wildflowers by mid-July. Avoid going off trail and disturbing the fragile wildflowers. At the top is a flat knoll. The view of Angel Glacier from this point is stunning, as the ice spills out of the hanging valley, clinging to the cliff face.


From here, the trail continues climbing eastward across the meadows, gaining a little more elevation before dropping around the other side of the meadows to meet up with the main trail back in the trees. Retrace your steps to get back to the trailhead.


Backpacking


Jasper is renowned for long, remote wilderness backpacking routes that ford streams and climb high passes. Athabasca Pass (98 km/61 mi rt) or the two-pass South Boundary Trail (120 km/75 mi one-way) require 7-10 days. But there are trips you can do for 3-5 days that will introduce you to some of Jasper’s iconic backcountry.


Permits and Campsites


Permits (C$10 pp/night) are required for backcountry camping in Jasper. While you can walk into the backcountry office in the Jasper Park Information Centre (500 Connaught Dr., Jasper, 780/852-6176, www.pc.gc.ca, 9am-5pm daily year-round) to see what’s available, it’s better to try to make reservations in advance, especially for popular backpacking routes in July and August. Reservations (877/737-3783, 519/826-5391 from outside North America, reservation.pc.gc.ca, C$12) open usually in January; many routes book up fast for July to early September.


For planning, download Jasper’s Backcountry Guide (www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/ab/jasper). Before heading out, check trail conditions with the Backcountry Office (780/852-6177, www.pc.gc.ca/jaspertrails). Many backcountry campgrounds have bear poles provided for hanging food, water accessible nearby, pit toilets, cooking tables, and tenting sites.



S Tonquin Valley



44 kilometers (27 miles)


The high-elevation Tonquin Valley is a sight to behold. The stunning Amethyst Lakes splay out below The Ramparts, a series of pinnacles and spires that rake the sky. The lakes attract wildlife, especially moose, and the valley is home to mountain caribou. (The area closes Nov.-mid-Feb. for caribou conservation.) By setting up a car shuttle, the route can be done point-to-point; most hikers enter via Astoria Trailhead, opposite the Cavell Hostel, for less elevation gain, and then exit via the bigger descent along Portal Creek. But you can also go in the reverse direction or enter and exit at the same trailhead.


Due to mosquitoes and mud, Tonquin Valley is best in late summer and fall; you can also make it a ski destination in winter. To have time to explore Eremite Valley and hike to Maccarib Pass if you aren’t exiting via the Portal, plan for four days and three nights. Seven campgrounds are on the route, with four in the central Tonquin Valley area; the best views of the Ramparts are from Amethyst and Surprise Point Campgrounds. As an alternative to camping, you can stay in the Wates-Gibson Hut (403/678-3200, www.alpineclubofcanada.ca, year-round, C$30 members, C$40 nonmembers) run by Alpine Club of Canada.


Fryatt Valley


43 kilometers (27 miles)


This three-day, out-and-back trail is best done by hiking into one of the backcountry campgrounds and spending two nights in the same site. Midway campgrounds include Lower Fryatt (12 km/7.5 mi one way) or Brussels (18.1 km/11.3 mi one way). On your second day, hike the remaining distance into Fryatt Lake, Headwall Campground, and Headwall Waterfall. Find the trailhead on Geraldine Road (2 km/1.2 mi north from southern end of Hwy. 93A).


The Sydney Vallance/Fryatt Hut (403/678-3200, www.alpineclubofcanada.ca, year-round, C$30 members, C$40 nonmembers), run by the Alpine Club of Canada, sits on a scramble route to the top of the headwall. Just bring food and a sleeping bag. You can also ride mountain bikes as far as Lower Fryatt Campground to chop off half the walking distance to Headwall Campground.
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