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Matthew Bailey of Calgary saddles up to experience the 
beautiful backcountry of the Canadian Rockies 

Matt and Karla are all smiles 
after bushwhacking their way 
to the mountain peak.
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 T he skies are grey today 
with rain in the forecast. 
I’m driving through Banff 
National Park, one of 

Canada’s most-visited destina-
tions. Living in Calgary, I find 
myself in Banff fairly regularly. 
It’s July, so normally I’d be driv-
ing out to visit beautiful Lake 
Louise, hiking to the top of a 
mountain or just walking around 
the town, listening to the Bow 
River flow by while taking in the 
spectacular views. Instead, I’m 
getting ready to partake in a six-
day trip on horseback through 
the backcountry of the Canadian 
Rockies. The only other time I’ve 
been on a horse was during my 
two days of practice prior to 
coming on this trip, but I’m ex-

cited for the opportunity to feel 
like a cowboy. I’m also excited 
about the adventure itself: Meet-
ing new people from all over the 
world, eating gourmet meals, 
gazing at star-filled skies and 
sitting around a campfire to-
gether, cold beers in hand, sing-
ing songs.

My wife, Karla, is joining me 
for this one-of-a-kind experi-
ence, along with 20 others who 
have signed up with the Trail 
Riders of the Canadian Rockies, 
a non-profit society that has 
been guiding visitors on horse-
back through some of Canada’s 
most spectacular scenery for 
more than 91 years.

When we arrive at the trail-
head, it begins to pour, creating a 

beautiful ambience. Mist settles 
overhead, but the mountaintops 
are still visible. The smell of pine 
lingers in the air. The staff intro-
duces us to our noble steeds—our 
transportation for the next week.

Gear tightly packed, we settle 
into our saddles and begin the 
28-kilometre trek to camp. It’s a 
long and mostly flat road going 
in, but I still appreciate being in 
the wilderness, away from car 
engines and text messages. Ev-
ery couple of hours we stop to 
take a break, getting off the 
horses to stretch our legs. A 
mule train passes by, taking food 
and supplies into camp ahead of 
us. After an eight-hour day, we 
approach the finish line, moving 
alongside a ridge that opens up 

to an expansive view of massive 
mountains and a river that we 
can hear but not see. 

Arriving at the camp, we turn 
the horses loose in the corral, 
where they will spend the night. 
Grabbing our bags, we head to 
the canvas-style tents that have 
been set up for us. A thick pine 
log holds up the roof of our tent, 
the tip providing a perfect spot to 
hang my cowboy hat. We then 
move to the kitchen area, which 
is heated by a woodstove—a 
welcome sight after a day in the 
rain. A sumptuous meal is served 
and, an hour later, we gather by 

Left: A glacier-fed river cuts its way 
through the valley. Above: A mule 
train passes by with camp supplies.



12   More of Our Canada  JULY 2015 13

a bonfire that has been set ablaze 
for us in the “doughnut,” a round 
canvas tent with a hole in the 
roof, where we sing songs to the 
rhythm of a guitar and attempt 
some square dancing. That night, 
I spend some time standing out-
side our tent, looking up at the 
star-speckled sky with anticipa-
tion; tomorrow should be a 
beautiful day.

After a good night’s sleep and 
a hearty breakfast, we saddle up 
and ride out into the wilderness. 
Each day is filled with different 
forms of beauty—some after-
noons are spent picnicking in a 
bright yellow meadow, watching 
butterflies search for nectar, 
while others are spent lounging 
near the side of a river that 

wraps around lush meadows 
and valleys. 

On one particular afternoon, a 
chance for a real adventure 
presents itself. As the first riders 
of the year, we come across a 
trail that has become overgrown. 
It’s difficult to find the path that 
leads up the mountain, so we 
decide to split into two groups, 
those who want to take the eas-
ier route and head back to camp 
and those who want to bush-
whack their way to the top. Kar-
la and I choose the latter.

Led by Lindsay, a genuine 
cowboy and one of our guides 
for the week, we begin our as-
cent. Fighting our way through 
narrow trails of thick pine forest, 
we keep our hands firmly on our 

hats so the branches don’t knock 
them off. As we climb, Lindsay 
jumps off his horse and slashes 
through the forest with a ma-
chete to clear a path, something 
he does often. Eventually, we 
come to a narrow section of the 
trail, hugging a cliff that has a 
drop of many hundreds of me-
tres. As we near the top, we come 
to an area that had been burnt 
out some time ago. Dotting the 
landscape among the blackened 
shrubs and branches are more 
wildflowers than I have ever seen 
in my life. It was like walking 
through a floral-painted canvas.

We continue up. The weather 
seems quite calm for being this 
high up the mountain. That calm-
ness is disturbed as we approach 
the mountain peak and the trees 
begin to thin out and then disap-
pear altogether, leaving us ex-
posed to the wind. After riding 
around one more bend, there it 
is—a gemstone-coloured river 
snaking its way around a lush 
green valley ringed by giant mys-
tical mountains. We made it! I 
feel a sense of awe for the grand 
beauty surrounding me on all 
sides. There I am, on a horse, 
gazing out over the backcountry 
of the Canadian Rockies from 
atop a mountain peak—incredi-
ble! I sit up straight, eyes fixed on 
the grandeur of it all while I listen 

to the faint sound of the wind 
whistling through the valley. 

I look over at Karla, who is 
smiling from ear to ear. Both of us 
feel as though we have grown so 
much during the trip, especially 
the confidence we gained from 
learning how to ride a horse. The 
group members congratulate one 
another on being courageous 
enough to conquer the trail, then 
we remount our horses and head 
back down. I’m already anticipat-
ing sitting around the campfire, 
talking about the experience we 
just had and looking forward to 
more adventures ahead. n

To learn more about the Trail 
Riders of the Canadian Rockies, 
visit trailridevacations.com.

DUDE, WHERE’S  
MY HORSE?
Want to try out the cowboy life? In 
addition to Trail Riders of the Cana-
dian Rockies (trailridevacations.com), 
here are a few more options: 

n BANFF TRAIL RIDERS  
Banff, Alta. 
horseback.com

n THE OUTPOST  
AT WARDEN ROCK 
Banff, Alta. 
outpostatwardenrock.com

n BLACKWATER SPRUCE RANCH  
Quesnel, B.C. 
blackwater-spruce.ca

n SIWASH LAKE RANCH 
70 Mile House B.C. 
siwashlakeranch.com

n TSYLOS PARK LODGE 
Chilko Lake, B.C. 
tsylos.com

Above left: Singing and sharing 
stories in the “doughnut.” Right: 
Karla on her noble steed. 


