Skiing on the Icefields,
2011
By Ben Gadd

| was invited to present this talk in November of 2011 at the Mountain Equipment
Co-op store in Edmonton, where they were hosting an even they called “Snowfest.
It was their way of welcoming winter, and, of course, selling lots of col-weather
outdoor clothing and winter-sports gear to attenders.

Since then | have given the talk at other venues. It has always been well received.
For the record, my last update to this talk was 8 January, 2024.
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_Ah; Canada in wihter.. But there’s winter, and then there's winter.



W_inter on the icefields of the Canadian Rockies. As enjoyed on skis.









For me, the solution is to get together
with one or two friends and head out
into untracked snow in the Rockies.
No crowds up there. No noise other
than the wind and the sound of our
skis sliding along.







Here's my younger son Toby, showing
his dad how to telemark the big slope
leading down from the summit of Mount
Thompson and onto of the big icefields
that lies along the continental divide.




This has got to be the ultimate
form of skiing. Underneath us is
perhaps ten metres of snow and
then the thick glacial ice of the
Wapta Icefield.

| took this photo on a lovely day
in March. The sun was shining,
the temperature was about minus

five Celsius and there was hardly
any wind. We were making
buttery turns in ten centimetres
of fresh powder. Everything was
perfect.

But at other times the weather on
the icefields is more like this...




We were trying to return to our
mountain hut in a whiteout. This
is when the clouds are touching
the snow and everything is the
same shade of gray. The light is
flat. There are no shadows, so
you can't tell the angle of the
slope. No landmarks are visible.
It's weird.

But for this | had GPS. And |
knew how to use it. So we got
back okay.

Which points out the importance
of having a good leader for your
group. And you should show
that person the proper respect.




I'm the guy in the blue jacket.













| have crossed the Columbia Icefield, and | have climbed Mount Robson, but like
many other skiers | am more attracted to the Wapta Icefield.



It's easy to get to, located about 30 kilometres north of Lake Louise.



Here are the dimensions, 6.5 kilometres wide and 13.5 kilometres long.



The area is 36 square kilometres.



Area 36 Rmz " 6.5 km wide

m Wapta Icefield

Highest point is the summit of Mount Gordon, 3203 metres above sea level.



Area 36 Rmz 6.5 km wide

m Wapta Icefield

That's 1.3 vertical kilometres higher than Bow Lake. Farther along in the show I'm going to take you up there,
to the summit of Mount Gordon.
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Bow Lake is the starting point for most ski trips to the Wapta. Here's the approach route.



It's seven kilometres from the highway to the Bow Hut, which is the usual objective for the first day.



Those last few images were
from Google Earth, showing the
icefield and its surroundings in

summer. But of course, my
friends and | ski it in winter. As
we did on the trip I'm going to
tell you about.




One of those friends is Mark
Addison, a fellow Jasperite.
He's my doctor.

Mark Addison



The other is Lonnie Springer, like
me an expatriate American from
Colorado. | have known Lonnie
since the 1960s, when we were
both growing up in Colorado
Springs.

Some people believe that Lonnie
and | both left the States to avoid
the draft. But actually we left
because Colorado has no
icefields. Not that we knew of
Canada'’s icefields at the time.
Back to the story.

Mark had not skied the Wapta yet,
but Lonnie had been there with me
before. | was a veteran of many
Wapta trips.

In 2004 Mark told me that he'd
really like to go. | got hold of
Lonnie, who was able to join us.

Lonnie Springer



On the morning of February 23 the three of us rolled into the parking lot at Bow Lake.
This raven was already there, looking for a handout.
As we put on our skis and shouldered our packs, | reminded the bird that feeding
wildlife in the national park was unlawful. Disappointed, it flew off.




It was a gorgeous day, pleasantly
mild. We started across Bow Lake
without needing jackets or gloves.
We had picked the date for our trip
knowing that the best time for skiing
the Wapta is from mid-February to
mid-March.

The temperature is up from the
deathly cold of January, and the days
are getting longer. Plus the weather
is inclined to be pretty good.

As you can tell, the weather that day
was outstanding. All | could think of
was that we were wasting it getting
to the hut. This is something we
could do in anything short of a
blizzard. It was for tomorrow and the
next three days that we needed good
weather.

But hey, maybe the high-pressure cell
would hold.













Saint Nick is our lodestone as
we finish crossing the lake...




And start following one of the
streams that flows into it. That
stream is under the ice and snow
on the floor of the gorge ahead
of us. There's a bit of open water
to dodge here and there.




Later on we climb out of the gorge...










Which is pretty steep, but we have climbing skins on our skis to give us the grip we need.









You can see the three kinds of skis
we had for this trip.

Mark’s, the red ones on the left, are
downhill skis with special bindings
that allow the heel to lift.

Mine are the yellow ones in the
centre. They are narrower, longer
and lighter than Mark’s. The
bindings are Nordic, with three pins
in front that allow my heel to lift,
too. When | want to lock my heels
down, | can snap on cables for that.
Lonnie’s skis are on the right. The
cables are in place. His are classic
Nordic skis, the longest, narrowest
and lightest of all. But like all the
other skis in that photo, they have
metal edges for dealing with the
hard, windblown, crusty snow we're
likely to find up here.




Just for comparison, here is what
| used to ski on in the seventies,
eighties and nineties. These skis
were even narrower, nice and light,
made of wood. But there were no
metal edges. And they broke
rather easily.

After gluing the tails back on
twice, in 2000 | went with those
yellow aluminum-and-fibreglass
jobs you saw in the previous slide.
No more breakage.




The Bow Hut was built by the Alpine Club of Canada in 1989. It holds'up to thirty people. This is the kitchen and dining room. The
big pots are for melting snow, which is the only source of water in the winter.

Yes, it's a wood stove. When Parks Canada built and maintained huts on the Wapta Icefield in the 1960s and 1970s, the heating
was by means of diesel-oil stoves. Turned out not to have been a good idea. Many users didn't know how to operate those
stoves, and the instructions were poor. Several times | arrived at the previous version of Bow Hut to find diesel fuel leaking onto
the floor. Somehow the older hut didn’t burn down. But-that’s only because diesel fuel is much less dangerous than gasoline or

propane. Propane is safe enough, though, to use in the new hut for lighting and cooking. e W
So heating is by that wood stove in the photo. Firewood is flown in by helicopter. Pretty expenswe but again, safety'—1s the issue.




spot close to a window. When the hut is full, those thirty people generate a lot of heat, even through their sleeping bags. And

someone always insists on starting a fire in the stove in that room. It gets downr

hot in there. But if I'm next to @ window |




There's no cook at the Bow
Hut. No hut-keeper. You are
expected to look after
everything yourself, leaving
the place clean and tidy
when you depart.

You reserve space for your
group through the Alpine
Club of Canada, which owns
and operates the hut. In 2011
the cost was about twenty
bucks a night per person. By
2023 that had gone up to
fifty dollars. But people are

happy to pay it.
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The next morning we leave at dawn to go adventuring on the Wapta Icefield.
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Today our goal is to climb Mount Olive.



Mt. Olive, 3130 m (10,270")







We are headed the other
direction on that ridge. You

can just make out the rocky
summit of Mount Olive ahead.










On the summit, Lonnie took
my picture. Not much to see
up there in the clouds that
day, but | do have frosty hair
and a good set of snotsicles.




This is where | took that photo
of Lonnie.
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The next day we decided to try for Mount Gordon, five kilometres away on the other side of the icefield.






| went first on the rope.
That's Gil belaying me

around his ice axe shoved
into the snow.




And that snow was quite
steep. But it was firm and
unlikely to slide. We hoped.
It didn’t. We reached the top
safely and walked off the
summit along the ridge |
showed you previously.




‘oday our climb of Moun
ju who might be wonderi
to a crevasse, the answe
covered with winter sn
d right into a crevasse
Suddenly | felt myself

see the snow form

I"

2!” | yelled as | eme




ber when a
e Wapta.
y calls to come back.










Time to haul out the GPS and
plot a safe route to the top.




Eventually we saw the
summit cairn, a stack of
rocks. We got there okay. But
we took no photos there, or
on the descent or on our way
back across the icefield.
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Back at the hut, Mark was very interested in ho

e was thinking. What if Ben becomes medically incag
o worry. The following year, in 2005, | went to see
y arteries was nearly plugged with plaque. Mark se
for a stent, which fixed the pr

But really, | could have suffered a heart attacl
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The next day the wind came up.
We tried several times to leave the
hut for some skiing on the hill
above, but every time we did so
the wind forced us back. It was the
strongest wind | had ever
experienced up there.

Then, from out of the blowing
snow came a party of six skiers.
Somehow they had made it all the
way up from the valley floor. Must
have been pretty wild crossing
Bow Lake, | figured, completely out
in the open.

As they sat down around the
stove, | asked, “Is it as bad down
there on the lake as it is up here?”
“Don't know,” one of them said.
“We came from Peyto.”

“From Peyto?!” | exclaimed.

Peyto Hut was six kilometres away
across the icefield. This party,
which included two women,
neither of them particularly

large, had gone over the crest of
the Wapta Icefield in a gale.

Wow!




The wind died down overnight, and for our last day's tour we decided to visit the Peyto Hut.



As | said before, it was six kilometres away. But as icefield tours go it was an easy objective.
Plus we would have shelter once we got there. We could eat our lunch inside the hut.



For a while it was touch
and go. The clouds rolled

in. Could have been a
repeat of yesterday.










A nice run in the
powder brought us

closer to our objective.
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But that was then and this e L . . - F &
was now. A lot of melt had ' P griG AR

occurred. We had quite a
bit farther to climb.




| remembered exploring a glacier cave nearby on the 1987 trip. The flow of meltwater in summer had created it.
The entrance was a few minutes from the hut.






But in 2004 this was gone. The location of those previous photos was now the middle of a lake.
Yes, the glaciers of the Rockies are going. Global warming is real. Enjoy icefield skiing while you may.




With this sobering memory, | approached the hL_it.



When we got there, Lonnie
was particularly happy.
Firstly because he had
never been there before,
and secondly because the
weather looked to be about
to hammer us again.




So we sat inside,
enjoying our lunch
and considering
the alternatives if
we couldn't get
back to Bow.
Lonnie took a
picture through the
window of Mark
and me in there
thinking about
what to do.

The weather
gradually got
worse...













The next day we have to
leave. Skiing back to
Bow Lake is not easy,

and we have to be
cautious.
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And back at the car, guess
who was waiting?










END
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