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FAMILY CAMPING IN THE WILD WEST
GRETI and MORRIN ACHESON

In July, 1957, the Acheson family left Vancouver in a very full 
Chevrolet station-wagon. The family consisted of the parents, 
Corina, just 3, and Marita, 11 months. The most impressive object 
jammed in the back of the wagon was an enormous old brown duffle 
bag, which had seen service in many parts of the world. It had never 
reached a lower ebb than now, being full and over-flowing with paper 
nappies. Between this and the back seat, where Corina travelled on a 
soft bed of sleeping bags, was a Marmet pram which contained 
Marita. Extra luxury items which were squeezed in for the benefits 
of the parents were a second-hand mattress ($1.75) a Swiss feather 
bed, and hot water bottles. It was surprising how much went in the 
Chevrolet, and it was more surprising how long it took to pack the 
three weeks' supply of tinned food for Marita, dry milk for the whole 
family, and all the other items. We had a 9ft. by 9ft. umbrella tent, 
which was high enough to stand up in, and an ex-U.S. army bivouac 
tent. Both had sewn in ground sheets, zip fasteners at the ends, and 
mosquito nets at the doors.

We left Vancouver one morning, and had an easy day's drive to 
Manning Park where we spent the night in one of the usual Park 
Camp-sites. There were clearings in the forest, often equipped with 
rude wooden tables and benches, a fireplace, chopped wood ready 
for use, piped water and toilet accommodation. In many of the 
parks each clearing took one car and one tent, and so there was 
considerable privacy from one's neighbours 50 or so yards away. 
" Accommodation " was usually free, or cost 50 cents a night. Our 
most vivid recollections of Manning Park are the rain, and the 
dreadful devastation caused by a forest fire. The burnt out area 
extends for miles, and by the highway are yellow skull and crossbones 
notices suggesting that the picnicers who started the fire should have 
been hanged.

The next day, having packed the wet tents, we drove eastwards 
and very suddenly the country changed as we came into the rain 
shadow of the coastal mountains. The lush green vegetation of a wet 
mountainous area was replaced by a semi-desert landscape with 
cacti and sedge bushes. When we stopped, lizards and small snakes 
could usually be seen. Soon the southern end of the Okanagan Lake 
appeared in view. This is a long lake, running roughly north-south 
and all around are fruit trees : apple, pear, peaches, and others. 
The land near the lake was intensively cultivated and watered, but 
further up the hillsides was desert. It was very, very hot. A most 
attractive camp-site was situated on a spit of land jutting into the
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lake ; it was filled with yellow-brown tents, and had a path leading 
down to the clear water. Many holiday-makers were bathing and 
fishing, and a few were water skiing in the lake. The Okanagan 
lake has a narrow section in the middle, and in order to go further 
north it is necessary to cross. The car ferry took a few minutes, and 
50 cents ; it is shortly to be replaced by a floating bridge, and perhaps 
this is already in operation. The ferry took us to the township of 
Kelowna, and we then followed the road north to Vernon. The road 
at this stage was in excellent condition, but suddenly the metalled 
surface ended with a large notice : " Diversion, Road Under Repair." 
The only difficulty now was to decide where the " road " was, for a 
small sea of mud extended for some distance in most directions. 
Following the deepest ruts along the most popular route we came on 
to a dirt road, just the width of the car. With some trepidation we 
drove onwards, hoping it was the correct road, for we hadn't found 
another and there was no one to ask. The road went through a 
most delightful green coniferous forest, a most enjoyable contrast 
to the dry desert we passed earlier in the day. Towards evening we 
came to Revelstoke, a small town which we reached immediately 
after crossing the huge Columbia river. A camp-site was urgently 
needed, and after doing the essential shopping we took the local 
R.C.M.P.'s advice and drove another odd 20 miles, and up to near 
the summit of Mt. Revelstoke.

Just below the summit was a most beautiful, almost level 
meadow, with a small lake and the warden's log cabin. Quite close 
to this was a wooden shelter with fireplaces for cooking, and piles 
of chopped wood. The necessity for this shelter was more than 
obvious on opening the car door, for Mr. Revelstoke boasts swarms 
of huge and most voracious mosquitoes. Our big tent was quickly 
put up, the sleeping bags thrown in, and after vigorously spraying the 
interior with " Flit," the mosquito doors were shut. We all then 
retreated to the wooden cookhouse for supper, and noticed that all 
its windows were also well covered with mosquito wire.

Next morning we crawled out of our feathers well after sunrise 
to find a clear blue sky and no mosquitos. Our meadow near the 
lake was surrounded by very tall photogenic fir trees, sufficiently 
spaced to afford wonderful views of neighbouring mountains the 
other side of the Columbia river. A little later we carried the children 
to the top of Mr. Revelstoke, half an hour from our camp. At the top, 
as is customary with most easily accessible summits and view-points 
in Canadian parks, was an indicator board naming the features of the 
landscape. There was also a warden's cabin, housing the fire look-out. 
The view up the Columbia river valley, which we followed later in the 
day, was superb, and forest and mountains extended in every
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direction. The silence was broken by the noise of the children, and by 
the whistles of the many marmots living on the summit.

By mid-day we had returned to Revelstoke, filled up the car with 
petrol and oil, and were ready for the 193 mile trip along the Big 
Bend of the Columbia to Golden. There were two large notices at the 
beginning of the road, one stating that petrol was available every 
60 miles and the other advising caution and a speed of 30 m.p.h. 
On most of the road we found it impossible to exceed this figure 
without losing control of the steering, as the road was of earth and 
stones, and full of ridges and potholes up to a foot deep. It went 
through the most wonderful forest and mountain scenery, a few 
hundred feet above the east bank of the river. Apart from mountains, 
forests, and rivers there was just nothing, nobody, and only the road 
and a few deserted shacks snowed the presence of man. The traffic 
was very light, we saw perhaps a dozen cars the whole day. While 
going along one stretch at about 25 m.p.h. another car passed us at 
about 35, and then the road went into a slight curve. The car which 
had overtaken us was not able to make the curve, even though the 
road was wide, because it got " caught " in a series of pot-holes and 
ended up with one of its front wheels over a 50ft. drop, the first 
instalment of a 600ft. descent to the Columbia ! Deer could be seen 
occasionally, as we passed the site of the proposed Mica Creek 
Dam, and the 120 mile petrol station with a queue of 4 cars. We 
decided to go on, as our tank was just over half-full, but as it turned 
out there wasn't another petrol station. . . .

However, we lasted to Golden. The next part of our trip, to 
Lake Louise and along the Banff-Jasper highway to Jasper, afforded 
the views of a lifetime if one could ignore the slaughtered trees on 
either side of the four-lane earth highway which has apparently been 
built beside the old narrow road for the American tourists. We took 
several days over this, and camped at various places en route. Bears 
often came on to the road, and gave Corina much pleasure. The 
weather was perfect, and snow peak after snow peak came into sight 
as we slowly travelled north. The most impressive views were perhaps 
in the neighbourhood of Sunwapta Pass, and the Columbia ice-field, 
where Mt. Athabaska towers above the road. Camping here, well 
above the snout of the glaciers, was cold. Next day, going north still, 
we had views of Mt. Brussels and Fryatt Creek, near which the 
Alpine Club of Canada will be holding this year's summer camp, 
and we soon saw Mt. Edith Cavell.

Suddenly the country changed. The mountains of rock, snow, 
and ice which we had just passed were replaced by a very brown, dry 
landscape, and very soon we reached Jasper. The rapidity with
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which the country altered was extraordinary, and from positions 
near Jasper one could see both the snow mountains like Edith Cavell, 
and the brown, dry rock of the Colin group. We had been recom 
mended to stay in the Jasper camp-site, which was stated to be the 
most up-to-date in the world. It was, if by that you mean you can 
plug in your tent to the electric mains, and have baths, showers, 
automatic washing machines, and a superfluity of homo sapiens at 
your disposal a few feet from your tent. This didn't encourage us, so 
we drove onwards in search of a more secluded site.

Another 20 miles on the Edmonton road, a distance which 
could easily be covered in 20 minutes, brought us to a most beautiful 
and quiet camping ground near Pocahontas, a village named after 
an Indian princess. The ground was very dry, the Rocky river ran 
200 yards away, and with customary efficiency Alberta had provided 
simple toilet accommodation, chopped wood, rough tables and 
benches, and several pumps which supplied sparkling water. Having 
got installed here Morrin disappeared for a week with the Alpine 
Club of Canada in the rain of the Tonquin valley, perhaps 40 miles 
away, while we stayed with the sun near Rocky river. There was 
room for about 15 camping parties on the Rocky river site, and each 
site was nicely spaced from the next one. Silver birches sprinkled 
the area, and early most mornings deer would trot between the tents 
and look for titbits. There were many squirrels and chipmunks, and 
although we saw no bear in the camp there was a troublesome one 
around and he was later shot. It was essential to put away all items of 
foodstuff in the station-wagon. Bears do not usually break into cars, 
but they will chew tins open. Looking after the children occupied 
much time, and Corina was kept busy pumping water and collecting 
small pieces of wood for starting the vening fire. Marita wasn't 
fully mobile, but by the end of the holiday could negotiate the zipped 
mosquito-netting door of the tent without difficulty the harness was 
invaluable. Most days we went for short walks, and drives in the car. 
On one of these we went to Jasper, and when the shopping was done 
I took the children to the Jasper camp-site in search of a shower. 
I locked them in the car, which was parked just outside the door of 
one of the several " bath-houses," and was just indulging in a shower 
when a terrible noise started outside. Rushing out at the earliest 
moment I found a bear, right beside the car, rolling a dustbin over to 
facilitate an examination of the contents. The children were very 
amused.

The week was soon over, and I drove through Jasper to the foot 
of Mt. Edith Cavell where the path from the Tonquin Valley meets 
the road. Morrin was waiting for us, and was watching the top of 
the mountain where the cornice had grown perhaps 10 feet during the
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previous week with the new snow ! He had had rain, and lots of it 
every day in the Tonquins, while we only had a few minutes 
sprinkling one evening at Rocky river.

After a few more days near Jasper the time had come to make 
tracks for home, in Vancouver. We decided to take the " road " 
leading by Mt. Robson, which Morrin had visited in the summer of 
1950, and to drive through TSte Jaune and Blue River back to 
Vancouver. The route was first traversed by wheeled vehicles, jeeps, 
in 1947.

The first day we drove easily to Mt. Robson camp-ground, and 
settled down for the night. This is a most wonderful camping place, 
with superb views of Mt. Robson (when not in cloud) and has the 
feel of the wilderness about it. Another party were camping perhaps 
300 yards from ourselves, and during the night we heard their dogs 
barking furiously. We didn't pay any attention, and went off to sleep, 
but next morning found a beautiful set of bear tracks all round our 
tent. That morning we went down to Hargreaves Ranch, a very well 
known ranch beside the railway line at Robson Station. We were 
delighted to find Mr. and Mrs. Hargreaves there, for Jack Hargreaves 
had packed Morrin's camping gear to the base of Mt. Robson seven 
years before. The Hargreaves very kindly offered to look after 
Marita, no light responsibility, so that the rest of us could go on 
horseback up the trail towards Mt. Robson.

The weather did not seem encouraging, and a mild drizzle started. 
However, we were not to be discouraged and set off on horses along 
with a young man who acted as a guide. Corina sat in front of his 
saddle for the first quarter mile, but decided she felt safer on Greti's 
horse. So the guide went ahead, followed by Greti and Corina, and 
I brought up the rear. The trail was vastly improved since my last 
visit, in 1950, and was very easy for horses. After we had ridden a few 
miles the drizzle changed to rain, and it rained very hard. Luckily 
the forest kept much of it off us, and the trail took us close to the 
river which is fed by the glaciers round Mt. Robson. This river flows 
very quickly at this point, and was making a huge noise, when 
suddenly a few yards away a large black bear appeared a few yards 
from the horse carrying Greti and Corina. The bear was a magnificent 
fellow, with a beautiful coat, and was much nicer to look at than his 
bedraggled brethren who feed on the garbage near Jasper. The bear 
hadn't heard us and when we were nearly on top of him, he saw us 
and was off like greased lightning. We eventually reached Kinney 
Lake, a beautiful green lake which reflects Mt. Whitehorn, first 
climbed by Konrad Cain on a day off. The rain never ceased ; we ate 
lunch by a large fire which dried our legs a little, and then we rode 
back to Hargreaves Ranch where Marita was waiting for us.
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The weather had improved the next day when we broke camp 
for our journey back to Vancouver, and as we left the area we had a 
last view of Mt. Robson through the silver birches, but its summit 
was well into the clouds. The road to T6te Jaune was comparatively 
good, but the next section, labelled " poor road " on the map, lived 
up to its description like the few other roads in this part of Canada ; 
it has been gouged out of the forest and appeared to have been levelled 
occasionally with a bulldozer. It was not, of course, surfaced or 
drained in any way. An ordinary car could get along it if there 
hadn't been too much rain, but in many places the route is highly 
exciting, being slightly narrower than the car, highly exposed, and 
with poor holds for the wheels. A corpulent and low slung vehicle 
might find the going very severe, and should we make the trip again 
we should bring a spade and a pick along just in case. After Blue 
River the going got better, and the last few hundred miles back to 
Vancouver were uneventful and were quickly covered. This was as 
well for the big brown duffle bag was now empty. It had just lasted 
the three weeks.

We have now only memories and colour slides to remind us of a 
most wonderful family holiday in the Rockies. It was a lot of extra 
work with the children, but it would not have been such fun without 
them. The black bear near Mt. Robson is still remembered by 
Corina, along with other things we have long forgotten. On her last 
birthday she looked at the red candles on the cake and said : 
" Mummy, didn't we have white candles while camping in Canada ? "
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	KEY TO MAP

1. Vancouver.
2. Garibaldi Park.
3. Manning Park.
4. Okanagan Lake.
5. Kelowna.
6. Vernon.
7. Revelstoke.
8. Mt. Revelstoke National Park.
9. Site of the proposed Mica Creek Dam.

10. Golden.
11. Lake Louise.
12. Banff.
13. Jasper.
14. Sunwapta Pass.
15. Columbia Icefield.

16. Mt. Athabaska.
17. Mr. Brussels.
18. Fryatt Creek.
19. Mt. Edith Cavell.
20. Mt. Colin.
21. Pocahontas.
22. Rocky river.
23. Tonquin Valley.
24. Mt. Robson.
25. Hargreaves Ranch.
26. Tete Jaune.
27. Kinney Lake.
28. Mt. Whitehorn.
29. Blue River.
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