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THE WAY

IT’S THE ULTIMATE QUESTION FOR MANY WOMEN,
YET NOT ALL SPEND THEIR WORKING HOURS
HANGING OFF MOUNTAINS AND HELICOPTER SLINGS.
HOW DOES MOTHERHOOD FIT IN THE PICTURE
FOR A MOUNTAIN GUIDE?
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Becoming an ACMG/IFMGA mountain guide involves earning rock, alpine
and ski guide certifications. The expensive and famously gruelling exam process takes an average of seven years,
not counting the four or more years
of intensive experience necessary to
qualify. Guiding is an all-encompassing lifestyle – a career in maintaining
safety while keeping adventures fun, or
rescuing those in peril. Weeks away at
backcountry lodges, 12-hour work days
and stressful exams nurture a tight-knit
community. It’s no coincidence that
guides often end up in romantic relationships with other guides.

AT THE START OF THE 2012
HELI-SKIING SEASON, LILLA
MOLNAR ARRIVED AT CANADIAN
MOUNTAIN HOLIDAYS (CMH)’S
BUGABOO LODGE FOR GUIDES’
TRAINING, JUST AS SHE HAD FOR
SIX WINTERS. BUT THIS TIME WAS
DIFFERENT. EARLIER THAT YEAR,
MOLNAR HAD DONE SOMETHING
1
NO OTHER ACMG/IFMGA
MOUNTAIN GUIDE EVER HAD:
SHE’D GIVEN BIRTH. NOW, NINEMONTH-OLD ELLA WAS JOINING
HER AT CMH.

“I remember one or two of the other
guides saying, ‘What are you doing
[here]?’” Molnar recalled. “And I said,
‘Same thing as you!’”
With CMH’s full support, Ella’s
grandmothers took turns living at
the remote lodge while Molnar was
out guiding. Embracing a “we’ll make
it work” attitude, Molnar adapted to
motherhood on the job. “We’d be out
heli-skiing and at lunch I’d excuse myself and go sit in the heli and pump,”
she said. “On multi-pitch ice climbs
and rock climbs... I’d find a place on
the route [where] I could sneak away
from the anchor and have a few minutes ‘to myself’ so Ella would have
milk the next day.”
With a laugh, Molnar added, “There
were some logistics involved.”

PARENTING PIONEERS
When the Association of Canadian Mountain Guides was formed in
1963, all of Canada’s – and nearly all
the world’s – professional mountain
guides were men. Today, the ACMG
boasts some 1,400 members: hiking, skiing, climbing and apprentice
guides, as well as 202 internationally
certified (IFMGA) mountain guides.
In 1992, Diny Harrison became the
first female ACMG/IFMGA mountain
guide, and ten women have followed.
Of these, just four are mothers. All
Rockies residents, these women are
pioneers.
“Every one of us, we’re quite unique
among the women who are mountain
guides,” says the newest mother, Erica
Roles. “We each have our own story.”

Molnar was the first to breastfeed on
the job, but she was not the first ACMG/
IFMGA mountain guide to become a
mother. When Alison Andrews earned
her certification in 1995, she was only
the second woman to do so. Andrews
was then 38, and she and her husband Rob Orvig, also an ACMG/IFMGA
mountain guide, recognized they didn’t
have much time if they wanted to be
parents. So began the process.
“You get pregnant, you miscarry. You
get pregnant, you miscarry,” Andrews
described. “We went to see a fertility
specialist. On my last visit with my fertility doctor, he asked, ‘Have you considered adopting?’” They submitted their
paperwork in February 2000 with no
idea when a call might come. Andrews
had already committed to a week’s
work that summer as an ACMG examiner when the phone rang. In May they
brought home Megan, just days old.
“On the positive side, with adopting
there were no breastfeeding issues
to contend with, so one parent was as
good as the other,” Andrews said. “It
was: ‘I’m going to work, here’s the kid.’”

1

A member of the Association of Canadian Mountain Guides (ACMG) who has obtained alpine, ski and rock guiding certifications is also certified to guide in member countries
of the International Federation of Mountain Guides Association (IFMGA).
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- LISA PAULSON

YOU COULD DO BOTH
Like Andrews, Molnar simply assumed
she and her husband, ACMG/IFMGA
mountain guide Marc Piché, would
become parents when the time was
right. She concentrated on completing her mountain guide exams first
and acknowledges she was lucky to
become pregnant so late, having Ella
at 39. She continued working without worries, though, guiding climbing days until she was four months
pregnant, and hiking trips until five
months.
Lisa Paulson also focused on her
career without thoughts of motherhood, advancing her skiing and climbing skills to become a visitor safety
specialist for Banff, Yoho and Kootenay national parks. As she approached
her late 30s, only her alpine guide
exam remained for her to become an
ACMG/IFMGA mountain guide.
“I began thinking, well, if I’m going
to be a mom, it needs to be now,”
Paulson said. “But I had misconceptions that it would have to be one or
the other – career or mother.”
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Her husband, Joe McKay, already
had two grown children, and was keen
to step back from his alpine guiding to
make child-rearing his priority so she
could experience motherhood and
keep her full-time position. Paulson’s
family physician, Banff doctor Danaze
Chambers, tipped her decision. “She’s
of an older generation than mine,”
Paulson recalled, “but she’s the one
who said, ‘You could do both.’”
Nervous about announcing her
pregnancy, Paulson researched women’s rights in the workplace. “I decided
that I was the one who had biases on
what I could and couldn’t do,” she admitted. “When I broke the news that I
was pregnant to my team they were so
supportive, so accepting.”
Paulson worked with her physician
to determine which activities were
reasonable without causing harm
to mother or baby, or any risk to her
team. She had no restrictions until six
months, when any chance of a big
fall – such as skiing across unfamiliar
glaciers for crevasse rescues – was
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nixed. When the fetus’ hearing had
developed, she avoided loud helicopters and skidoos. Her daughter
Aven was born in 2007, and Paulson,
then 38, appreciated the full year of
maternity leave with benefits that
Parks Canada provided.
With her work scope defined by
her credentials, however, Paulson still
wanted to obtain her full certification.
But ACMG rules stipulate apprentice
guides must challenge their ski, rock
or alpine guide exam within three
years. Extensions are granted for
“personal emergencies,” which now
include pregnancy.
Paulson received an extension for
Aven, and a second for her son, Tyler, who was born in 2010. The ACMG
refused her application at first, citing
her two-year absence from guiding.
After her Parks Canada manager argued on her behalf, based on her
lengthy career, she was permitted to
challenge the exam.

Photos: (top left) courtesy Lilla Molnar, (top right) Lisa Paulson photo provided by Nahanni McKay, (bottom left) courtesy Erica Roles, (bottom right) courtesy Alison Andrews.

“I decided that I was the one who had
biases on what I could and couldn’t do.”

LILLA MOLNAR

LISA PAULSON

ERICA ROLES

ALISON ANDREWS
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THE (DIS)ADVANTAGE
OF MOTHERHOOD
With just ten months until her exam,
Paulson’s belly was soft from her
pregnancy, and she was out of shape.
The alpine guide exam demands ten
straight days of technical climbing on
big mountain routes, so she hired a
personal trainer, plus massage therapists and physiotherapists, to manage
the toll on her body. She passed the
exam, and at times even found motherhood to be a bit of a plus.
“I was older than the other candidates, and everybody was tired. We
were out in the mountains all day, we
got to bed at 10:30 p.m. and got up at
3:30 a.m. to go back out there,” Paulson recalled. “I was thinking, ‘Wow,
this is luxurious! Five solid hours of
sleep!’ It’s almost like you have an unfair advantage if you’re a mother.”
For Erica Roles, however, motherhood didn’t feel like an advantage.
Soon after failing her alpine guide
exam due to pre-existing stress, she
became pregnant. It was unplanned,

and while she and the father had long
been friends, they broke up. “I was
definitely happy to become a mom,”
Roles said. “I decided to put my career on hold for a bit.”
Grace was born in 2013, and Roles
has been a single mom except for one
year when she and the father reunited. She took the first year off with the
help of government maternity benefits, and when she returned to guiding, she traded parenting time with
Grace’s father. Rather than juggling
freelance contracts, she took a more
steady position with Yamnuska Mountain Adventures.
Working long guiding days, however, wasn’t an easy adjustment. “I
suffered a lot of separation anxiety,”
Roles said, recalling the days where
Grace would spend up to 12 hours at
day care.

lose her chance at IFMGA certification. She failed again. “I felt like I was
there simply because I had to be,”
Roles said. “I was totally exhausted
from having a baby and being a single
mom for the past three years. I didn’t
want to use it as an excuse, but it did
feel like a handicap.”
Aware a third failure would disqualify her from IFMGA certification, Roles
needed to train hard.
“I do feel like I’m very different from
the average male on an exam – smaller, lighter, a mother,” Roles said. “But
I knew I had the skills and the experience. I knew I could get this done.”
In August 2018, she passed the
exam. Still, ten consecutive days took
a toll. “That was the longest time [that]
I didn’t see Grace at all,” Roles said.
“By the end she was losing it, but I
was losing it, too.”

When Grace was three, Roles retook her remaining exam so as not to

JUGGLING FAMILY
AND CAREER
For many mountain guides, time away
from their children is a given. With
equal certification and comfortable
with the income cut, Andrews and
Orvig chose to job-share through
Megan’s school years. They worked
at CMH Revelstoke and later Bella Coola Heli Sports, spending their
weeks off together at home. “After my
two weeks at work, I couldn’t wait to
get home,” Andrews said. “The hugs I
would get after two weeks at work –
it was totally worth being away. Then
after two weeks at home, I wanted to
go back to work.”
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Megan graduated in 2018, and for
the first time in many years, Andrews
took work that summer, guiding via
ferrata for CMH and a girls’ glacier
course.
With their daughter Ella attending
Grade 1, Molnar and Piché try not to
accept two-week shifts away at the
same time, and Molnar is seeking
more Canmore-based work. “Sometimes it gets a little crazy, balancing
my schedule, Marc’s schedule, the
grandparents’ and Ella’s, and making
sure Marc and I see each other, and
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not just when we’re at the door trading off with Ella,” Molnar admitted.
And with her daughter growing older too, Roles, now 40, also finds the
time apart becoming easier and looks
forward to taking some international
work that’s possible with her IFMGA
certification. “There’s a lot of juggling
involved, but I’m happy,” said Roles. “I
love my job, love being a mom and I
thrive on multi-tasking.”

“The industry is
very open to having more
women guiding.”
- ERICA ROLES

THE RISK FACTOR

CHILDREN

AT PLAY

Most parents who enjoy ski touring and climbing before having
kids re-examine their risk threshold after children, and mothers
who guide aren’t much different. When Andrews first brought
Megan home, she wondered if her risk tolerance would shift.
By then into her 40s, she’d already given up on Himalayan and
alpine climbs. Unsure if she still wanted to be heli-ski guiding,
Andrews discovered she felt comfortable at work. “I felt I was
where I [had been] before,” she said.
Molnar didn’t experience any change in her risk tolerance, but
did change her work choices, turning down opportunities to go
away to places or for long periods that weren’t family-friendly.
Roles, on the other hand, admitted she felt more cautious as
she approached her first season guiding heli-skiing since she
was five months pregnant with Grace. “I am a more conservative
decision-maker now that I’m a mother,” she said. “I think of Grace
all the time. I don’t want her to be without a mom.”
For Paulson, whose job revolves around rescuing people
whose adventures have gone wrong, motherhood has definitely
made a difference. “We’re in the job of picking up people those
things have happened to,” she said. “Many of us in visitor safety
are parents. We want to help, but our goal at the end of the day
is to come home.”
That said, Paulson sings the praises of her career choice and
the supportive environment in visitor safety. Support, Roles said,
makes all the difference, adding that now with her exams behind her, she is keen to mentor females in the guiding profession
– one that is adapting.
“The industry is very open to having more women guiding,” Roles
said. “I’ve noticed a positive change in the last few years. Maybe
the world in general has become a bit more understanding to the
challenges associated with being a woman in a man’s world.”
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