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Mountain 
Love

I have often been asked 
the question “what do 
you get out of hiking?” 

To answer that question in 
only one sentence would be 
nearly impossible for me, so 
I figured I would sum up a 
few of the reasons why I love 
being in the mountains in 
this first blog post. They are 
reasons that I’m sure many 
fellow outdoor enthusiasts 
would agree with.

To start, hiking and 
scrambling are fantastic 
ways to challenge not only 
your body, but also your 
mind. It’s proven that get-
ting out into nature greatly 
reduces stress and anxiety 
levels. There’s also some-
thing so rewarding about 
pushing yourself when you 
think you can’t go anymore. 
Your legs might ache, and 

you might get so out of 
breath that you feel like your 
body is ready to give up, but 
once you reach that stun-
ning panoramic view at the 
top of the mountain you for-
get everything you were just 
feeling and feel nothing but 
pure joy and satisfaction. As 
you sit and eat your lunch at 
the top of a mountain sum-
mit while gazing at the val-
leys and mountain peaks, 

ridge walking can help you 
become confident in your 
footing at great heights with 
shear drops on either side 
of you. It only takes a few 
hikes until you start to no-
tice a huge improvement in 
your strength, endurance 
and stability.

It’s a given that one of the 
absolute best parts of hiking 
is the phenomenal views 
that you get to witness by 

you can’t help but feel em-
powered knowing that you 
accomplished something 
you may not have thought 
you were capable of. Also, 
talk about having lunch with 
a view!

Aside from the many 
psychological benefits of 
hiking, it’s fairly obvious 
that trudging up a mountain 
is nothing short of amaz-
ing for you physically. You 
truly challenge your body 
in every way possible. You 
need to have good stamina, 
strong muscles, and being 
flexible never hurt anyone. 
Scrambling and walking 
on scree teach you to trust 
your bodies movements 
and get used to the feeling 
of slipping and sliding on a 
sloped mountainside, while 

using nothing but your own 
two feet to get you there. 
Living in Alberta means 
that I have some of the most 
scenic National Parks in 
the world right in my own 
backyard. Some people take 
flights to tropical locations, 
and others like to take in the 
night life in the big cities, 
but I myself prefer the soli-
tude and beauty of nature. I 
know I’m not alone in this. 

After you huff and puff your 
way up a mountain with a 
view of only the ridge and 
the open sky above it for 
hours, it’s a magical feeling 
to reach the very top and see 
endless mountain peaks be-
yond a vast valley. Usually 
the view is accompanied by 
sun rays beaming through 
the low hanging clouds, 
casting shadows that dance 
along the valley floors and 
mountainsides. If you’re re-
ally lucky you may even have 
a gorgeous view of an emer-
ald coloured lake off in the 
distance.

Of all the things that I’ve 
enjoyed the most about get-
ting out into the mountains, 
I think getting to meet some 
really great like-minded 
people has got to be at the 
top of my list. It seems al-
most impossible to meet an 
unfriendly person on the 
trails. I’ve also made some 
amazing friends just by net-
working over a little app 
we all know and love called 

Instagram. There is a huge 
community of hikers and 
mountain climbers that use 
the app to discover new lo-
cations and make plans with 
fellow mountain lovers. It’s 
strange, who knew the com-
bination of an app and a love 
for the mountains could 
have the ability to connect 
people the way it does and 
create such amazing friend-
ships. It’s a funny thing, that 

Instagram.

I could honestly go on 
forever about why I love hik-
ing so much, but I think I’ve 
covered the most important 
reasons. From here on out 
I’ll be posting about specif-
ic trail locations, giving tips 
on how to get to these plac-
es, and I will also be includ-
ing photos as a visual guide 
of what to expect. Once in a 
while I may post about my 
second love, road tripping, 
but be expecting mostly 
mountains.

Thanks for following along!

Mandy

Above: Megan Franklin looking out at snowy mountain peaks from Pocaterra Ridge in the Highwood Pass Area.

Below: Amber O’Reilly taking in the view of the valleys from Mount Indefatigable.

Photo by Dom Carson
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Smutwood 
Peak

Smutwood Peak holds 
a very special place in 
my heart, as this hike 

was my first time ever ac-
tually summiting a moun-
tain. Before Smutwood, I 
had done a ton of hiking 
in mainly low elevation ar-
eas with fairly easy terrain. 
Once those short and sweet 
hikes started to become too 
easy for me I made the de-
cision to try my hand at a 
summit. Being that I had re-
cently moved to Cochrane 
and I didn’t know anyone in 
the area to hike with, I put 
a post on Instagram asking 
if anyone would like to be 
my hiking buddy and also 
show me the ropes. I got a 
tremendous response from 
so many wonderful people, 
but Dominique was the one 
who asked me to join her to 
do Smutwood a day after I 

ber and I eagerly said yes to 
Dom and started preparing 
for our first mountain sum-
mit.

The morning of the hike 
I met Dom and Amber at 
the Petro gas station along 

the Trans Canada Highway, 
they piled into my vehicle 
and off we went. As we drove 
towards Kananaskis Coun-
try we talked amongst our-
selves and got to know one 
another a little bit. I knew 
right away that I was going 
to have a wonderful day with 
these ladies. What I didn’t 
know was that I had an ab-
solutely stunning although 
daunting (to me) 19km hike 
with around 900m of eleva-
tion gain ahead of me.

The parking lot for the 
trailhead is fairly easy to 
find, as it sits just west of 
the Engadine Lodge which 
is located a very short dis-
tance off of the Smith-Dor-
rien Trail. Once we parked 
the vehicle and had our gear 
ready we set off down an 
old logging road. The road 
eventually came to a fork 
where we stayed on the path 
to the right. The trail lead 
us into a forested area along 

the Commonwealth Creek, 
which is also quite easy ter-
rain to deal with for the most 
part besides the fact that its 
slightly grown in and has 
some steep sections. Our 
biggest concern in that area 
was the large grizzly bear 
population that’s known to 
frequent the area. This is 
definitely not the place to 
go if you forget your bear 
spray.

After the short jaunt 
through the forest, we came 

up to a beautiful, open val-
ley where we walked for a 
short time until we reached 
the first real steady incline 
of the hike. Along the way 
to the upcoming Lower 
Smuts Pass, we were treat-
ed to sightings of Marmots, 
Pikas, and some gorgeous 
wildflower patches. Lower 
Smuts Pass is located be-
tween Mount Birdwood and 
Mount Smuts.

Lakes came into view in-
stantly and left us all in awe. 
Towering above the lakes 
was our destination, the 
peak of Mount Smutwood. 
When looking to the right 
we could see the scram-
ble route up Mount Smuts 
which is the neighbouring 
mountain to Smutwood. 
The scramble route up the 
south side of Smuts is con-
sidered one of the most 
difficult routes according 
to Kane’s Guide. We took 
one look at it and could tell 
that it wasn’t for the faint 
of heart. After taking in 
the view we continued left 
onto a scree path around 
the lakes towards our ascent 
route.

At the ridge of the false 
summit, the trail became 
more rocky, but it was still 
fairly reasonable as far as 
terrain difficulty goes. On 
our way up we spotted the 
ever so beautiful Leman 
Lake in the distance, and we 
also had a pretty stunning 
view of the Upper Spray 
River Valley below us on 
the other side of Smutwood. 
Ahead of us was the false 
summit, which thankfully 
we were able to go around. 
We continued up the short 
slog and eventually reached 

Once we reached the top 
of the pass after a short but 
somewhat steep trek, we 
were treated to even more 
scenic vistas. The view of 
the deep emerald Birdwood 

had made the post. I also got 
to chatting with another fel-
low mountain lover named 
Amber who gladly wanted 
to join us on what would 
also be her first mountain 
summit as well. Not know-
ing what we were getting 
ourselves into and just hap-
py that we had people to en-
joy the outdoors with, Am-

the peak where our eyes 
fell upon some of the most 
breathtaking scenery any 
of us had ever laid eyes on. 
A full 360 panoramic view 
of the surrounding lakes 

and mountain peaks was 
our backdrop for lunch that 
day, it was amazing. We 
must have spent at least an 
hour or two up there just 

hanging out and taking 
photos. After we felt like 
we had absorbed enough 
of the crisp mountain air 
and beauty, we packed up 
and started our descent, 
which was just as scenic as 
the ascent. Even though I 
was exhausted and couldn’t 
wait to take my boots off 
after a nearly 9 hour day, I 
was so amazed with the raw 
beauty of nature that I had 
witnessed that I knew I had 
just developed an addiction 
to summits. To this day, 
Smutwood is still my favou-
rite peak. Although what 
I think I loved most about 
that day was the fact that 
Dom, Amber and I went up 
that mountain as strangers, 
and came down as friends. 
It seems that mountains just 
have a way of connecting 
people. This was certainly a 
day I will never forget.

Above: Birdwood Lake from the false summit that leads to Smutwood Peak.

Below: Amber O’Reilly and I sitting infront of a patch of wildflowers.

Left: Dom Car-
son and Amber 
O’Reilly de-
scending Smut-
wood Peak on the 

scree slope.

Right: Dom and 
Amber descend-
ing Smutwood 
Peak with Leman 
Lake in the dis-

tance.

Photo by Dom Carson
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Mountain 
Girls Road 

Trip and 
Instameet

Seeing how it would be 
much cheaper and safer to 
carpool, I ended up making 
the drive to Utah with my 
friend Shae and two other 
girls who we had never met 

before. We all wanted to 
have as much time as possi-
ble and also see as much as 
possible, so we made the de-
cision to leave at 2 a.m. on 
the Friday morning. I don't 
think any of us realized how 
excited we would be and 
that none of us would be 
able sleep prior to leaving. I 
attempted to get some sleep 
before we left but I ended up 
just staring at the ceiling for 
hours, unable to fall asleep 
because I couldn't stop 
thinking about how fun the 
next few days were going to 
be. At around 12 a.m. I start-
ed to get ready and began 
packing my things into the 
truck, and at around 1 a.m. I 
was on my way into Calgary 
to pick up Shae, Meghan 
and Vienna. By the  time we 
had picked everyone up and 
got onto the highway it was 
around 2:30.

One close call with a cou-
ple of antelopes, one traffic 
warning issued for speed-
ing, one sunrise, countless 
coffee stops, and plenty of 
laughs later, we arrived at 
Powder Mountain. At this 
point we had all been awake 
for far too long and had been 
sitting in a car for over 12 
hours, so we were less than 
presentable to say the least. 
Thankfully when we got to 

the lodge one of our gra-
cious resort hosts welcomed 
us with open arms and im-
mediately gave us the condo 
number and a door code so 
that we could go shower and 
take a nap before the other 
girls arrived. We couldn’t 
have been more happy to do 
both of those things.

Once we got to our con-
do, we opened the door and 
all of us were instantly ooh-
ing and ahh-ing over our 

went back down the moun-
tain and got ready to meet 
for dinner at an amazing 
restaurant called The North 
Fork.

After dinner myself and 
the other Canadian girls 
went on a hunt for a bottle 
of wine. Apparently in Utah 
you can only get wine and 
liquor at state liquor stores 
which there aren’t many of. 
Thankfully the bartender 
at the restaurant we went 

accommodations. Free of 
charge and at our disposal 
was a three storey, four bed-
room, six bathroom condo 
that also had a jacuzzi and an 
outdoor hot tub. I think we 
all felt like a kid in a candy 
store while running around 
looking at that place. We all 
felt so grateful and humbled 
to have been invited to such 
a wonderful location.

After we showered and 
made ourselves comfort-
able, we were joined by an-
other fellow Canadian and 
then met up with the other 
girls for an evening sunset 
hike on Powder Mountain. 
It was absolutely stunning. 
We hung out at the top for a 
bit and chatted with one an-
other and also had a group 
photo taken by a very tal-
ented professional photog-
rapher by the name of Zach 
Allia. The photo I’m talking 
about is featured at the top 
of this post. After that we 

to was nice enough to sell 
us a re-corked bottle from 
behind the bar. We took 
that bottle and went straight 
back to the house and out 
into the hot tub. I’m fair-
ly certain the lack of sleep 
combined with the wine and 
the hot tub heat made us all 
feel pretty out of it because 
it wasn’t long until we were 
all ready for bed. I had the 
best sleep ever that night.

The next day we woke 
up and were welcomed by 
Megan and Kristen who had 
breakfast in hand. They in-
vited all of the other girls to 
our condo. Once they got 
there we all sat around the 
large kitchen table and lis-
tened as Megan announced 
that we would be given gift 
bags full of swag from some 
pretty fabulous sponsors. It 
was honestly almost better 
than Christmas, those la-
dies sure know how to spoil 
a girl! Included in our gift 

Over the weekend I 
had the pleasure of 
attending an Insta-

meet put on by Mountain 
Girls in Eden, Utah. It was 
one of the best experienc-
es I've ever had, and it was 
definitely something I'll 
never forget. In total there 
were around 16 of us girls, 
five from Calgary and the 
rest from all over America. 
The lovely hosts who put 
this entire event together, 
Megan and Kristen, were 
both from California. I'm 
so thankful for these ladies 
and the opportunity they 
gave me. This trip was easily 
a once in a life time adven-
ture.

bags were Hammocks by El-
evate Hammock, a UE Roll 
portable Bluetooth speaker, 
clothing, Smith sunglasses, 
and many other wonderful 
things. We were all grin-
ning from ear to ear after 
opening those bags.

After we finished break-
fast we all met at the main 
lodge and then convoyed 
up to the lodge at the top 
of Powder Mountain. We 
got there and walked in 
and once again were in 
awe and amazement. The 
place was stunning! There 
was a sunken living room 
that goes by the name of 
the “Sky Lounge” that was 
made up of mainly windows. 
The view from inside was 
spectacular, and we ended 
up hanging out there until 
late that night.

During the day we were 
treated to a dance lesson by 
a beautiful (inside and out) 
professional dancer by the 
name of Juliana Luna. At-
tempting to do the choreo-
graphed dance was honestly 

one of the funniest things 
ever, and it felt amazing to 
break out of my comfort 
zone and try something 
new. After that we made 
a potluck dinner, drank 
some wine, and were treat-
ed to a private music show 
put on by the one and only 
Mike Posner who had been 
hanging out with us ladies 
all day. That was probably 
one of my highlights from 
the weekend. After that we 
attempted to have a bonfire 
but due to the high winds at 
the top of the mountain we 
had to put it out, so a few 
of us hopped in a vehicle 
and drove to a viewpoint to 
check out the stars and do 
some night photography. 
When we got back we got 
to have some homemade 
ice-cream sandwiches made 
with homemade vegan ice 
cream created by the resorts 
head chef. They were deli-
cious! We then went back 
to the condo to rest up for 
our journey the next day.

When we woke up the 
next day, myself and the 

other Canadian girls packed 
up our stuff and got ready 
to say goodbye to all of the 
amazing ladies we had just 
met. We could have stayed 
and left later that day, but 
we all wanted to check out 
Grand Teton National Park 
and Yellowstone National 
Park. So we said our good-
byes and off we went.

Eventually we reached a 
small town by the name of 
Jackson in Wyoming. This 
place was so adorable and 
reminded all of us of Jasper. 
We loved it there. We made 
our way into Grand Teton 
National Park and took 
some photos for a product 
that was given to us by the 
lovely folks at Mountain 
Girls, and then we headed 
back into town for dinner. 
That night we ended up 
camping in tents right out-
side of Grand Teton Nation-
al Park with a gorgeous view 
of the mountains and the 
milky way. We drank some 
wine and played around 
with some night photogra-
phy before layering up and 
heading to bed.

The next morning we 
woke up for sunrise to -5 
weather and frost on the 
ground, but thankfully 
Meghan brought her por-
table burner and instant 

coffee. One hot cup of cof-
fee later and we felt like we 
were right at home. We 
were treated to a stunning 
sunrise with alpenglow 
shining on the Teton moun-
tain range. It was magical! 
After that we packed up 
and started making our way 
home through Yellowstone 
National Park. We took that 

way so that we could check 
out the Old Faithful Geyser, 
the Grand Prismatic Spring 
and everything else that the 
park has to offer. The entire 
drive through Yellowstone 
was fantastic.

By the time we were fin-
ished at the Grand Prismatic 
Spring I’m pretty sure all of 
us were exhausted and just 
wanted to get home. We 
stopped for food and then 
hit the road towards Alber-
ta, singing along to all the 
songs that played on the 
way. Thanks to Instagram 
and Mountain Girls, Shae, 
Meghan, Vienna and myself 
were no longer strangers 
and had shared many sto-
ries, laughs and opinions 
over the course of four days. 
I think it’s safe to say that we 
made some lifelong friend-
ships that weekend. I can’t 
wait to do something like 
this again.

Photo by Zach Allia

Photo by Vienna Spencer
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Twin Lakes 
Sunrise and 
Larch Hike

Larch season is my fa-
vourite time to be in 
the mountains here 

in Alberta. Personally, I 
would take the cool chill of 
the fall air over balmy sum-
mer temperatures any day 

Twin Lakes is another 
great hike to get to see these 
beauties. My friend Shae 
suggested doing this as a 
sunrise hike and of course 
I was all for it. Waking up 

if it meant that I would get 
to hike beneath a canopy 
of these unbelievably soft 
needled, vibrant coloured 
larches. These trees fasci-
nate me because they look 
like an evergreen but are 
actually deciduous conifers, 
so the green needles that 
are on them through spring 
and summer change colours 
and drop to the ground in 

at 3:30 am to go hiking is 
something that some peo-
ple may find crazy, but it’s 
something that needs to 
be done if you want to do a 
sunrise hike in the summer 
or early fall. I have to ad-
mit, I normally have a hard 
time getting out of bed for 
things, but for the moun-
tains it just seems to be so 
easy. Waking up at 3:30am 

the early fall. They tend to 
only grow in valleys and on 
mountainsides, and are best 
seen around the third week 
of September.

wasn’t nearly as difficult as I 
thought it would be.

I met up with Shae and 
Shawn and we made our 

way to the Vista Lakes park-
ing lot located 8 kilometres 
west of Castle Junction on 
Highway 93 South. It was 
still pitch black when we 
got there so we all put our 
headlamps on and started 
off down the trail. The start 
of the hike is mostly level 
and easy terrain through 

the trees along the side of a 
hill that leads down to Vista 
Lake, then you start to gain 
elevation on the other side 
of it. I must say, doing this 
part of the hike in the dark 
with absolutely zero vision 
of what was really around 
me was extremely creepy. At 
one point Shae and I heard 
something down below the 
trail and both reacted by 
freaking out and running to 
hide behind Shawn. I’m not 

we took that morning. We 
hung out at one of the lakes 
for a while, took in the scen-
ery, and played around with 
our cameras before head-
ing back down. Shae even 
braved the freezing cold 
water so that I could get a 
fun shot of her barefoot on 
a rock. I really enjoyed this 
hike with her and Shawn.

We made our way back to 
the vehicle and what I really 
liked was that since we did 
the trek up in the dark, the 

hike back down was actually 
quite enjoyable. We weren’t 
retracing our steps and also 
looking at the same stuff we 
had already came across, 
it was like everything was 
new to us still. It was a nice 
change from the typical day-
time descent. This was a 
beautiful hike that I would 
do again in a heartbeat. Ac-
cording to the Parks Cana-
da website, this trail is 8km 
one way with 120m eleva-
tion loss and 715m elevation 
gain.

exactly sure what we expect-
ed him to do if there actually 
was a bear or cougar near 
us, but it was pretty funny 
to say the least. My imagi-
nation couldn’t help but run 
wild while on this hike.

It rained on us for most 
of the way up to the lakes 

and it eventually started to 
get light out, but we could 
tell that the sunrise wasn’t 
going to be anything spe-
cial that morning. Finally 
we started to see tons of 
larches so we didn’t real-
ly care about the sunrise 
at that point. There were 
low hanging clouds, beau-
tiful reflections, and larch 
trees all around us. It was 
worth every dark, creepy, 
and soaking wet step that 
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