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TRAILS’ ENDS often suggest beginnings. Headwalls 
with shimmering cascades beckon. Pocket cirques hint at 
concealed tarns. You gauge the weather and your stami-

na, and either commit to sidehill across the screes, boulders and 
ledges or leave discovery for another day. 

The Lake O’Hara trail network matches the wonder of its 
landscape; gone is route-finding into the unknown. Legendary 
mountain folk have laboured here. Staircases inlaid with rip-
pled rocks the size of tables, boulders set as stepping stones, 
goat ledges linked into airy traverses – the rough-hewn art-
istry is unrivalled. You hike from alpine joy to alpine joy on 
well-beaten paths, often plundering a season’s worth of views 
in a single day.

Brooding in shadow, brilliant with ice, the crags of the Con-
tinental Divide frame it all. A testing ground for mountaineers 
for more than one hundred and twenty years, these peaks have 
inspired artists for almost as long. To set foot here is to walk 
hallowed ground.

Make no mistake: Lake O’Hara is an intensely cultivated and 
managed landscape. Embrace this reality and apply the neces-
sary filters, and you will doubtless join the many who view any 
outing here as a taste of alpine heaven.

Introduction by Graeme Pole

Compiled/Edited by Meghan J. Ward

O’HARA
STORIES OF A BELOVED 

LANDSCAPE AND THE PEOPLE 
WHO HAVE SHAPED IT.
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The Alpine Club of Canada (ACC) bases 
its 1909 mountaineering camp in the 
prominent alpine meadow once known as 
“Contentment Meadows.” Amongst the 
190 attendees is Conrad Kain, hired to 
guide at the camp – his first employment 
in Canada.

Souvenir Folder of Banff Lake Louise Canadian
Rockies – 11. Lake O’Hara, Canadian Rockies. 

Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, postcard 
general file collection (V466/pg-c63-21-11)
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EARLY HISTORIC 
HIGHPOINTS

by Meghan J. Ward

O’Hara’s story is peppered with some 
of the most prominent figures in not 
just Rockies, but Canadian, history 
– from the “who’s who” of explorers 
and mountaineers to entrepreneurial 
families and world-renowned artists. 
Here are snapshots of its early 
decades:

ACC Camp, O’Hara, Alpine Club of Canada 
camp, Lake O’Hara area – A.O. Wheeler at right, 
1909. Byron Harmon/photographer, Whyte 
Museum of the Canadian Rockies, Byron Harmon 
fonds (V263/I/A/i/a/na-0001)

1913 Schaffer Meadow, O’Hara – 1911 First Hut –
F.V. Longstaff print. F.V. Longstaff/photographer, 
Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, 
Lawrence Grassi fonds (V240/II/B/pa-875)

Dominion Land Surveyor J. J. McArthur 
discovers Lake O’Hara in 1890. (Little 
information is available with regards to 
any Indigenous presence in the area prior 
to McArthur’s arrival.)

Samuel Allen (credited with the first thor-
ough exploration of the area), and a First 
Nations companion, Yule Carryer, reach 
what is now called Abbot Pass from Lake 
O’Hara in 1894.

In 1898, Professor Charles Fay, Rest Fenno 
Curtis, and Jim Brewster make the first 
crossing of Abbot Pass from Lake Louise 
to Lake O’Hara and down to Hector train 
station (near Wapta Lake).

Packing Supplies to Abbot Pass, Alpine Cabin, 1922. Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, Joe 
Warner fonds (V301/lc/accn3044/na66-1216)
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Built by the CPR in 1911 to shelter climb-
ers, Wiwaxy Lodge (now the small cabin 
next to Elizabeth Parker Hut) is the first 
building erected in the region. In 1919, the 
CPR builds what is now called Elizabeth 
Parker Hut. By 1925, the number of cabins 
at this site will increase to 11.

In 1920-1921, the Canadian Pacific Railway 
(CPR) hosts its first camp (apparently 
the first guest is an Italian prince) and 
members of the Brewster family manage 
it. Sylvia Graves (née Brewster) will spend 
33 summers at O’Hara, with the exception 
of the war years.

The CPR builds Abbot Pass Hut in 1922-1923.

In 1925-1926, as part of its efforts to bol-
ster tourism throughout the Rockies, the 
CPR builds the first lakeside chalet and 
Lake O’Hara Lodge is born. In 1926-1927, 
all but two cabins are moved from the 
meadow down to the lake.
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In 1912-1913, the government leases two 
acres of land on the lakeshore near Opa-
bin Creek to the ACC for a new club hut. 

Taking in the wonder of Lake Oesa. Abbot Pass is seen in the background. Photo: Paul Zizka
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The lodge is closed during World War II 
from 1942-1945. Walter Feuz and his son 
Ronnie remain as caretakers, and the Links 
and Carson Simpson are permitted to visit. 
In August 1943, the crew of five builds the 
trail around the north side of the lake and 
Adeline completes the first circuit.  

The backcountry blues of a high tarn and Lake Oesa. Photo: Paul Zizka
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In 1928, Dr. George K. K. “Tommy” Link 
and his wife Adeline De Sale first visit 
Lake O’Hara. The Links and Carson 
Simpson will go on to make numerous 
visits to the area and establish the 
extensive network of trails for which Lake 
O’Hara is known.

In 1931, the CPR gifts the two remain-
ing meadow huts to the ACC. The club 
exchanges its lakeshore lease for one in 
the meadows and makes Elizabeth Parker 
Hut accessible to its members.

Electric light is installed at the lodge in 1931. 

In 1936-1937, the road and bridges to 
O’Hara are improved and the first cars 
begin to make their way up. Car travel is 
still not popular, however; guests, as well 
as supplies for the lodge, will be brought 
up by packhorse until the late ’50s. 

By 1950, the road from Wapta has become 
a fire road, gravelled to within two miles 
of the lodge. 
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The Lake O’Hara Trails Club is formed 
in 1949 to encourage better cooperation 
among club members, Yoho National Park 
and Ottawa authorities. 

(Above) Yoho Nat. Park 
Warden Lorenzo Grassi

and Dr. K.K. Link 
Prof of Biology. 

Whyte Museum of the 
Canadian Rockies, 

Lawrence Grassi fonds 
(V240/II/B/pa-686).

Lake O’Hara Lodge Yoho National Park, Lake Louise Post Office, 1968. Lake O’Hara Infofile
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In 1954, the CPR sells Lake O’Hara Lodge 
to Brewster-Ford Mountain Lodges. 

With the area’s increasing popularity, a 
wardens’ cabin is built in 1956 to regulate 
camping and climbing. Lawrence Grassi 
resides there as warden, improving many 
trails in the area. Later wardens would 
include such mountain legends as Tim 
Auger, Don Vockeroth and Sid Marty.

In 1958, Austin Ford of Calgary becomes 
the sole owner of the lodge. The road 
is improved and guests are brought in 
by bus for the first time. For the next 22 
years, Ford and his wife Phyllis will nur-
ture it into the internationally renowned 
establishment it is today. 

In the years to come, ownership will 
change but Lake O’Hara Lodge will run 
continuously. Due to access restrictions 
imposed in the 1960s to preserve the 
area’s pristine beauty, a visit to Lake 
O’Hara will become a “holy grail” in 
the Canadian Rockies, with thousands 
of would-be visitors trying to book each 
summer and only a small portion getting 
the chance.

Lake O’Hara Mountain 
Lodge in the Canadian

Rockies – Canadian 
Pacific World’s Greatest

Travel System, ca. 1930s. 
Whyte Museum of the

Canadian Rockies, Lake 
O’Hara Infofile
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LAWRENCE GRASSI’S 
LABOUR OF LOVE 
by Juliette Recompsat

The folklore of the Canadian Rockies 
is rich in mountain characters. Law-
rence Grassi, a miner turned trailblaz-
er, is a quiet hero among them, leg-
endary for his trail-building at Lake 
O’Hara.

Spurred by the diminishing pas-
toral economy of Italy’s Cannobino 
Valley, “Lorenzo” Grassi emigrated 
to eastern Canada in 1912 in search of 
work and adventure. Within a year, 
he had found his way west to Kicking 
Horse Pass. Grassi began to explore 
the mountains as soon as he arrived, 
and first visited the Lake O’Hara re-
gion in 1914. 

In 1916, after he moved to Canmore 
for a job in the mines, his passion for 
climbing took hold. His first ascents 
included Mt. Ishbel and the Castle 
Mountain pinnacle now called Eisen-
hower Tower. A small man in stat-
ure, he was known for his skill and 
extraordinary strength. At the ACC's 
1926 summer camp, he carried his in-
jured climbing partner for two miles 
down the steep slopes of Bastion 
Peak and across a glacier to safety. 

Truly one of nature’s gentlemen.

[Lawrence] Grassi. Whyte Museum of 
the Canadian Rockies, Lawrence Grassi 

fonds (V240/192/na66-1457)

Grassi was a steadfast supporter 
of mountain explorations. During 
a mine strike in 1925, he careful-
ly crafted the trail up to the lakes 
above Canmore that were named in 
his honour two years later. Some-
thing about the work struck a chord 
within him. His second life as a trail 
builder began – one that would span 
over 30 years. The work was often 
done quietly, such as the time he 
single-handedly cleared a passage 
through a thickly forested section, 
six to eight miles long, between the 
Bragg Creek and Banff hostels.

This path in life led him back to 
Lake O’Hara, where – at the age of 
65 – he became the region’s first 
warden. Grassi dedicated himself 
to developing trails in this excep-
tional part of the Rockies. Equipped 
with little more than a wheelbar-
row, crowbar, shovel and spade, 
he turned hard stone into inviting 
pathways. He flattened scree and 
heaved boulders that weighed more 
than he did to build his signature 
trails and stairways to Lake Oesa 
and Lake McArthur. He was a guide 
and a well of information for every 
visitor to the area during the de-
cade he spent there.

It’s easy to imagine Grassi, im-
mersed in the work that he loved, 
as he was often pictured: with a 
furtive smile on his face, his baggy 
pants rolled up at the cuffs and held 
up by suspenders. His dedication 
plaque at Lake O’Hara reads, “Truly 
one of nature’s gentlemen.”

PRESERVATION 
THROUGH 

APPRECIATION: 
LAKE O’HARA 
TRAILS CLUB 

Since 1949, the Lake O’Ha-
ra Trails Club has developed 
and maintained much of the 
area’s trail network. The club, 
which today champions sus-
tainable exploration, operates 
Le Relais day shelter, where 
trail conditions and expert 
tips are always available and 
maps and refreshments can be 
purchased in support of trail 
maintenance. Celebrating 70 
years of stewardship this year, 
the club continues to build a 
lasting legacy that will guide 
the footsteps of every hiker 
and climber to come.  

lotc.ca 

- Juliette Recompsat
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STEWARDS OF 
O’HARA: BRUCE AND 
ALISON MILLAR

The lodge’s longest-serving man-
agers, Bruce and Alison Millar, 
have been greeting visitors to 
Lake O’Hara Lodge since 1994. 

In the fall of 1969, Bruce’s par-
ents obtained a coveted (and now 
unavailable) road-access pass to 
O’Hara, kick-starting his 50-year 
relationship with the area. Annual 
hiking trips, campground stays and 
winter trips into Elizabeth Parker 
Hut ensued, and in 1986, during his 
university days, Bruce was hired as 
a lodge bus driver. Over the years, 
he has worked in numerous capac-
ities and gained a well-rounded 
knowledge of lodge operations. 

Bruce and Alison met in the fall 
of 1990 when she came to work at 
O’Hara. In the years since they 
took over as managers (and also as 
owners, along with six other fami-
lies), they have raised two children 
who have grown up at O’Hara and 
helped out in various roles. The 
Millars have also invested in an ex-
ceptional group of young staff, and 
they see a loyal crew of returnees. 

“O’Hara – both the lodge and 
its magnificent surroundings – 
holds a special magic and we have 
a huge responsibility to uphold 
that,” said Bruce. “It is our goal 
that future generations will con-
tinue to experience O’Hara as gen-
erations in the past have done.”

- Meghan J. Ward

ACCESS (LARGELY) 
DENIED
By Stefan Strangman

Alison and Bruce Millar have 
managed Lake O’Hara Lodge since 
1994.  Photo courtesy Bruce Millar

Kristopher Irwin, an ACMG alpine 
guide and owner of Rockies Ice & Al-
pine Specialists Inc., is frustrated with 
the booking system. “It’s been nearly 
impossible to get a hut reservation in 
the summer months,” he says. “I think 
there should be a better system… with 
spots allocated to mountaineers and 
spots reserved for hikers.”

The booking system might be far 
from perfect, but Irwin acknowledg-
es that restricting access is necessary. 
“More and more people are going to 
want to visit those places….” he says. 
“They can’t just let everyone in or 
Lake O’Hara would be a very differ-
ent place.”

Hoping to visit Lake O’Hara? First, 
you’ve got to get there, and access 
isn’t as straightforward as other parts 
of the mountain parks. Over four de-
cades ago, a spike in visitation threat-
ened O’Hara’s unique natural envi-
ronment, so Parks Canada began to 
regulate access closely. This means 
no private vehicles are allowed. There 
are only 3,348 seats available on buses 
into the area each year, and the book-
ing website sees 16,000 unique visitors 
on the day it opens for reservations.

"Within five to ten minutes all the 
seats for the year are booked up,” says 
Richard Dupuis, acting Visitor Expe-
rience Manager for Parks Canada. 

Lake O’Hara will remain one of 
the most exclusive experiences in the 
Rockies, allowing only 42 bus seats 
for day-use visitors per day (the only 
alternative is to walk up the 11-kilo-
metre road). For overnighters, reser-
vations for the 30-site campground 
can involve calling dozens of times 
just to get into the queue. Lake O’Hara 
Lodge sells out far in advance, and the 
ACC huts are among the club’s most 
popular backcountry refuges.

Even Abbot Pass Hut – traditional-
ly a base for mountaineers climbing 
nearby Mts. Victoria and Lefroy – has 
become a destination for hikers, de-
spite the steep scrambling required 
to access it. This means casual hikers 
are booking spots that had previous-
ly been utilized by guides, presenting 
challenges to their businesses.
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LAKE O’HARA LODGING

Elizabeth Parker Hut
alpineclubofcanada.ca

Built in an idyllic meadow just one ki-
lometre from the bus drop-off, this log 
cabin (and neighbouring Wiwaxy Cab-
in) is so popular it books on a lottery 
system in summertime. Tip: Join the 
ACC Dispatch mailing list to find out 
about last-minute cancellations (bit.ly/
accdispatch) or plan a winter trip.

Abbot Pass Hut
alpineclubofcanada.ca 

Built using stones from the col on which 
it’s located, this hut is the second-high-
est habitable structure in Canada. Sur-
rounded by rugged, glaciated peaks, it 
offers one of the most unique overnight 
experiences in the Rockies. Note: Access 
involves steep scrambling terrain; plan 
accordingly!

Note: The hut is closed while Parks Canada is 
conducting slope remediation work.

Lake O’Hara Lodge
lakeohara.com

This historic lodge offers a perfect “rus-
tic without roughing it” feel in one of 
the Rockies’ most spectacular settings. 
Choose from a lodge room or cabin, 
and book well in advance (you may 
end up on a waitlist!). Non-lodge guests 
can stop by for afternoon tea on a first-
come, first-served basis.

Lake O’Hara Campground
bit.ly/lakeoharacamp 

This Parks Canada campground is situ-
ated about 300 metres from trail access 
and Le Relais day shelter. Mark your 
calendar for three months prior to your 
desired dates (this is as early as you can 
reserve) and call with a few options in 
mind. The 30 campground sites book 
up extremely quickly. 

- Meghan J. Ward

Elizabeth Parker Hut (R) and Wiwaxy Cabin (L).  
Photo: Paul Zizka

Snowshoeing on the Opabin Plateau. 
Photo: Paul Zizka
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HIKING ALPINE HEAVEN  
By Graeme Pole

The author of Classic Hikes in the Canadian Rockies and Walks 
and Easy Hikes in the Canadian Rockies (mountainvision.ca) 
suggests some favourites in the Lake O’Hara region:

Alpine Circuit  
12.4 km loop / total gain 790 m

If other hikes at Lake O’Hara are sprints to the alpine, this outing is 
the marathon. With elevation gains and losses to challenge the legs 
and lungs of any hiker, and cliff edges that may deter some, this circuit 
rewards big effort with big vistas. After the heart-pounding ascent to 
Wiwaxy Gap, tiptoe across the Huber Ledges to Lake Oesa. Cross the 
Yukness Ledges to Opabin Plateau and ascend to All Soul’s Prospect, 
from where you descend to Schäffer Lake. If the weather sours, exit 
from higher ground at Lake Oesa or Opabin Plateau. 

Lake Oesa  
6.4 km return / 245 m gain

Whether draped in morning shade, flooded by evening sunlight or 
hammered by the elements, Lake Oesa is a primal place of rock, ice, wa-
ter and sky. The ascent to the lake features all that is special about this 
area: cascades, staircases, pools and towering peaks. This setting was 
a favourite of Group of Seven painter J.E.H. MacDonald. In some years 
the lake is ice-free for only six weeks. 

Opabin Plateau Circuit 
6.4 km loop / 250 m gain

This outing features a classic Rockies landscape, thanks to the kilome-
tre-high ramparts of Hungabee Mountain and Mt. Biddle. Switchback 
from the south shore of Lake O’Hara on the East Opabin trail to the 
lake-studded, larch-fringed Opabin valley. The area’s nook-and-cranny 
approach to trail-building invites exploration. Return on the West Op-
abin trail, adding the 800-metre round trip to Opabin Prospect, with its 
commanding panorama of Lake O’Hara.  

Lake McArthur via Big Larches 
6.6 km loop / 425 m gain

No lake gets the blues more than spectacular Lake McArthur. Start by 
climbing along the edge of a rock pile and through ancient larches. Just 
beyond Schäffer Lake, the trail cuts an interesting slice through the ar-
ea’s bedrock geology, transitioning from quartzite to limestone. Mt. Bid-
dle and Biddle Glacier provide the backdrop to Yoho’s second-largest 
lake. In deference to grizzly habitat on McArthur Pass, return the same 
way to Schäffer Lake and complete the loop on the Alpine Meadow trail.

Lake O’Hara Lodge in the Canadian Rockies – A Canadian 
Pacific Mountain Resort, 1948. Whyte Museum of the 
Canadian Rockies, Lake O’Hara Infofile

Skiing under the aurora borealis and Wiwaxy Peak. 
Photo: Paul Zizka 

Find our Trip Reports for O’Hara and more 
Rockies destinations at bit.ly/cmtripreports. 


