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Jools Stone discovers one of the  
world’s great railway journeys as he 
embarks on a dramatic two-day trip 
through the Canadian Rockies from 
Vancouver to Banff

of the 
wild

he first thing I notice when I arrive in 
Vancouver is the smell. Rain has followed 
me here to Canada’s West Coast seaport, 
perched on the edge of British Columbia, 
and that aroma of freshly dampened 

concrete – they call it ‘petrichor’ – is everywhere.
I dawdle as a jazz band gamely noodle on through the 

mizzle in Robson Square, before sheltering in the nearby 
Railway Club. Once reserved for railwaymen, it’s now a 
cosy gig venue complete with ceiling-mounted train set.

The city is famed for its freewheeling spirit, which 
harks back to its origins in the post-gold rush 1870s. 
Vancouver’s founding father was ‘Gassy Jack’ Deighton, 
a mariner from Hull, who bribed a gang of Irish navvies 
with whisky to build the city’s first pub, the Globe Saloon.

Today, Jack gives his name to the hip enclave of 
Gastown. Twenty years ago it was a no-go zone, 
but now it’s all flower-garlanded lampposts, glossy 
boutiques and indie coffee roasters. I watch the cranes 
and seaplanes humming over the busy harbour, 
discover murals dotted around Chinatown’s pungent 
back alleys and the faded neon signs hinting at 
Downtown Eastside’s former glory days.

A damp ‘Summer of Love’ vibe hangs over the 
city today. A hand-scrawled bed sheet draped from 
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a window advertises the Jimi Hendrix Shrine in 
Strathcona (he spent many boyhood summers here  
with his grandma, Nora) while every other shop sells 
some sort of Mary-Jane paraphernalia. You might 
assume marijuana is legal here: it’s not, yet dozens  
of stores sell it under the guise of ‘medicine’. 

Vancouver is also the starting point for the Rocky 
Mountaineer. We’re embarking on a two-day,  
luxury scenic train ride across western 
Canada and we’re greeted at its 
dedicated station by a bagpiper, who 
adds a fair bit of ceremony to the event. 

The staff wave us off from the 
platform, and our car stewards urge 
us to raise a glass of orange juice (it’s 
still early!) in a ‘bon-voyage’ toast. 
Along with serving us at our seats, 
the stewards provide a running 
commentary, feeding us historical 
titbits and pointing out sights, all 
supplemented by a handy route guide 
mocked up to look like a newspaper.

Culinary standards are high, with 
considerable effort put into sourcing 
local produce. We’re served an omelette 
with sausage from the Fraser Valley, 
while rolling through said Valley’s 
farmlands, which is punctuated by 
the odd First Nations settlement, such 
as Coast Salish. The Okanagan region 
is famed for its wineries and there’s a 
choice of four vintages on board.

We soon pass through the gold-rush 
town of Hope, where settlers ‘came up 
in hope, and left in despair’, before we 
are pitched through the steep cliffs of Fraser Canyon. 

The train slows occasionally for brief photo stops from 
our panoramic viewing windows, with sights including 
Hell’s Gate, a dramatic rust-orange bridge connecting 
the narrowest stretch of the Fraser River.

After passing the Cisco Bridges, we catch sight of 
the smouldering remnants of a forest fire started some 
weeks earlier by a volunteer forest ranger. He has since 
rethought his next career move. 

By mid-morning we’re deep into classic-brochure 
scenery: lines of pines tracing down sandy banks to 
jade-green waters. Round these parts, places get named 
the Ronseal way: Avalanche Alley and Scuzzy Creek 
Falls are a couple of the more memorable ones.

The 12-hour journey makes no stops, so popping your 

head out of the vestibule window is a must. It’s genuinely 
exhilarating, surfing the rails, camera in hand, as it snakes 
around bends, the brakes creaking and squeaking below, 
the earth falling away into deep ravines.

The ride gives some tantalising glimpses of remote 
places that have me fighting the urge to yank the 
emergency stop lever and explore. There’s the ghost town 
of Tranquille, a former TB asylum and once self-sufficient 

community that ranks among Canada’s most 
haunted places, and the white clapboard church 
where scenes from the acclaimed Clint Eastwood 
western Unforgiven were filmed.

As the afternoon scrolls away, the foliage 
thins – sagebrush replacing conifers, river banks 
turning to craggy sandstone – as we enter the 
semi-arid terrain approaching Kamloops. To 
make the most of the scenery, the train travels in 
daylight hours only, overnighting in this former 
fur-trading post. The transfers are seamless; my 
luggage arrives in the hotel room before I do.

The fleeting impressions you get of stopover 
towns are one of the joys of trips like this. ‘You 
made it to the top!’ screams the banner at the 
top of the railroad bridge in Riverside Park, 
congratulating you for crossing it. 

I stumble upon an impromptu punk gig inside 
the twee-looking Zach’s Coffee House. The 
town’s skate-youths cluster around the drum 
kit, watching a three-piece bash out a racket that 
would deafen Lemmy from Motorhead’s ears.

‘Do something crazy! Every day!’ a Post-it 
stuck to the mirror of my bathroom implores 
me. I look out onto the barren, dusty hills and 
wonder if spontaneously moving to Kamloops 
would be crazy enough?

When we board for the second day, the 6am sun is 
almost level with Kamloops’s hoodoos – those incredible 
craggy desert rocks that speak of gunfights and lonesome 
horse trails. I spend most of the morning transfixed, 
watching shifting cloud formations over the ridges. 

‘Moose!’ squeals our steward, causing a mad  
scramble for photos, but our antlered friend crosses  
the tracks before we spy him. Moose are much rarer  
than bears, which often amble trackside to lap up grain 
spills from freight trains. We’re not lucky enough to 
catch sight of any but elk, ground squirrels, bald eagles 
and ospreys all make appearances.

I crunch down on a consolatory bowl of wasabi  
rice crackers and a gin and tonic (well, it was nearly  
11am, after all) as we glide past the vast glass-like lake 

‘Moose!’, 
squeals 
our 
steward, 
causing 
a mad 
scramble 
for 
photos
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This page Railway 
journeys don’t get much 
more spectacular than the 
the Rocky Mountaineer, a 
luxury trip from the bright 
lights of Vancouver to 
Banff which takes in 
gold-rush towns, dramatic 
bridges, thrilling wildlife 
and extraordinary 
landscapes
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near Three Valley Gap, a surreally kitsch cluster  
of red-roofed chateaux.

We pass through spiral tunnels with Swiss-
designed snow sheds as we climb high into the 
Columbia Mountains. The scenery soon gets 
distinctly wilder, the foaming white waters of 
Kicking Horse River coming into view.

Lunch is seared wild salmon with a risotto-like 
polenta, followed by a moist chocolate brownie with 
berry compote. Those local bears would be seething 
with envy. The voice of Ella Fitzgerald serenades 
us while rain lashes the windows, and I’m lulled 
into a sleepy reverie. A procession of tiny yellow 
butterflies seem to have kept pace with the train all 
day, or maybe it’s the same, determined one?

Soon we get our first views of glaciers and 
snow blankets in the Yoho Valley, and past Castle 
Mountain the camera dashes come thick and fast.

At Lake Louise, three peaks seem to overlap 
perfectly like an outdoor clothing logo. The station 
featured in Dr Zhivago, a suitably cinematic coda to 
this epic journey before arriving at Banff.

Banff has the railway to thank for its spot on the 
tourist trail. The town was founded by Canadian 
Pacific engineers in 1883 after they discovered 
thermal sulphur springs and decided to capitalise 
on the health benefits. This story is told effectively 
at the Cave and Basin National Historic Site, where 
I wander around the boardwalks and peer at the 
strange white and luminous yellow waters. 

Today, Banff is an unabashed tourist town. Its 
streets, all quaintly named after various mammals, 
teem with outdoor clothing and gift shops. ‘Yes, we 

have bear spray!’ window stickers in every store tell 
us, though I’m not sure how reassuring this is.

While some folk come here to shop, my own wish 
list is comprised entirely of critters and I tick most 
of them off in a few days; from tiny white snowshoe 
hares to gregarious Clark’s Nutcrackers, pretty 
alpine crows who pose for tourist pics in exchange 
for nuts around Lake Louise.

The best wildlife sighting comes at the end of 
our trip, while we stroll along the moonlit banks 
of the Bow River. We notice a large branch steadily 
bobbing towards us, against the current of the tide, 
before we see the swishing tail of a beaver as he flips 
over and drags his prize towards his dam.

It’s a moment that leaves me awestruck by the 
bounty of nature here. As I picture the pioneering 
mountain men and engineers who dreamt big 
and hefted their hearts into hammering those last 
spikes of the railway, the rain-soaked urbanity of 
Vancouver feels a million miles away.

Canadian Affair (canadianaffair.com /020 7616 9933) offers the 
Rocky Mountaineer First Passage to the West adventure from £1585 
per person, including four nights in Vancouver, a two-day Rocky 
Mountaineer journey from Vancouver to Banff (Silverleaf Service) and 
two nights at Banff. Economy Class flights from London Gatwick to 
Vancouver, returning from Calgary, with transfers from Banff to Calgary 
Airport*. Based on travel from 28 April – 5 May, 2016.

Clockwise from top left 
Lunch aboard the 
Mountaineer; Lake Louise; 
a local resident; the 
dazzling red roofs of Three 
Valley Gap; a château on 
Lake Louise; Banff National 
Park at sunset; a moose, 
one of the rarer wildlife 
sights from the train

The scenery 
soon gets 
distinctly 
wilder
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EXCLUSIVE 
MEMBER OFFERS
Save up to 10% 
with Barrhead Travel 
Combine a Rockies rail 
journey with a  7-night 
Alaska cruise and a stay in 
Vancouver. The 13-night 
trip is £2699* and includes 
return flights from the UK, 
all accommodation and 
$200 onboard credit.
To book, visit csmaclub.
co.uk/barrhead or call 
0844 264 1162.

Grand Tour of 
Canada and the 
Rocky Mountaineer
A 16-day tour taking in  
the cities of Toronto, 
Montreal and Vancouver, 
natural wonders including 
Niagara and Lake Louise, 
plus two days on the 
fabulous Rocky Mountaineer  
railway. Includes 15 nights’ 
accommodation and return 
flights from London 
Heathrow with Air Canada. 
From £3599pp*.
To book, visit csmaclub.
co.uk/travelsphere or call 
0844 318 8135, quoting 
‘CSMA Club’.

Save up to 60%* 
on parking with 
Holiday Extras
Approved Partner Holiday 
Extras has everything you 
need to make travel hassle-
free – from airport parking 
to hotels and lounges. 
Visit csmaclub.co.uk/
airportservices or call 
0800 083 8746, quoting 
‘HY443’

*See p135 for Ts & Cs

in feet, the height of Mt 
Robson, the Canadian 

Rockies’ highest 
peak

December – March is the peak season 
for skiing but, apart from November, 
the abundance of outdoorsy options  
makes the Rockies a viable tourist 
destination all year round.

Most hibernating wildlife should be 
well and truly shaking their tail feathers 
by early May. Fall colours mean the 
Rocky Mountaineer books out swiftly  
in autumn, with the Bow Valley larches 
reaching their golden apex by  the 
middle of September.

January’s Snow Days Festival in Banff 
(starting on 15 Jan in 2016) offers 
everything you could want to do on 
ice, from climbing and curling to 
carving and sleigh rides, while July’s 
Canada Day celebrations are always  
a maple-flavoured blast.

5  O U T TA - S I G H T  O U T S I D E 
S I G H T S 

W H E N  TO  G O

VIA FERRATA
Banff’s newest attraction is this 
hair-raising – but entirely safe – 
clifftop climb, supported by a  
system of ropes and ladders built  
into the dramatic Norquay Cliffs.  
banffnorquay.com

BANFF GONDOLA
Ride to the peak of Sulphur 
Mountain for spectacular views of 
the Rockies and befriend ground 
squirrels on the kilometre-long 
summit walk. banff.com

SUNSHINE VILLAGE
Cross the Continental Divide on an 
easy half-day hike through creeks  
and falls, around three scenic lakes, 
including the jewel that is Rock Isle 
Lake. skibanff.com

LAKE MINNEWANKA 
Family friendly motorboats cruise 
around this impossibly aquamarine 
glacial lake that’s home to an 
abandoned sunken village and 
fringed with wolf, bear and bighorn 
sheep habitats. banfftours.com

TEN PEAKS RESORT: LAKE 
LOUISE
In the summer season, this ski resort 
doubles up as a prime space to watch 
resident grizzlies from the safety of its 
chairlifts. skilouise.com

N E E D  TO  K N O W 

F O O D  A N D  D R I N K

Banff’s new Park Distillery offers the 
quirky combo of vodka microbrewery 
and cook-out cuisine, serving campfire 
classics such as pork ’n’ beans. 
parkdistillery.com

Banff Avenue Brewing Co is a lively 
spot to sample some local craft brews, 
including the aptly-named Head 
Smashed IPA. banffavebrewingco.ca 

At the Noble Pig in Kamloops, try the 
Cajun fried pickles and some of the 
West’s best poutine (French fries and 
cheese curds in a gravy sauce). 
thenoblepig.ca

British holidaymakers don’t normally 
require a visa to enter Canada but,  
from March 2016 onwards, you will 
need to get an Electronic Travel 
Authorisation in advance. 
Even in summer, alpine temperatures 
can drop suddenly and dramatically, so 
pack your layers!

Illustration: Andrew
 Lyons. Alam

y, Corbis, Kate D
ougherty, G

etty, Rocky M
ountaineer, 4Corners Im

ages




