April 5, 1951

Dear Family,
It is hard to believe that less than a month ago the temperature here was in the minus twenties with an occasional minus 40.  Spring is definitely here. Within a week, most of our snow has gone and a good many of the more hardy shrubs are budding.  The reason for the sudden change is, of course, the altitude and the sun. Old Sol really burns down and dries things up.  Of course, there is still a lot of snow yet, but the hump is passed. The road is a complete mess.  It is knee deep in mud and all the high banks are treacherously loose.  Slides and small washouts are common.  The other day we had a bit of fun starting small avalanches on some of the steeper banks. A rock no bigger than your fist thrown into the snow at the top starts a movement that fans out with amazing rapidity. In a few seconds tons of snow are moving downhill. All this is on a very small scale. There have been no bad slides around here at all.  Day before yesterday some big stuff slipped high on the mountain behind us. For about three minutes it rumbled like thunder.  We are quite safe though, being protected by a good half mile of heavy timber.

This is apparently an early spring for last year the skiing was still good well into May.  Unless we get some more snow, which is very likely, out skiing is finished. Just as well because I tore the heel off one of my boots and it has been in town for a while getting repaired.

Over Easter we had company.  I don't know if you remember my ever speaking about Joe Hutton.  He is a Scottish mountaineer who came to the Rockies to climb two years ago.  He has been engaged in the sport off and on ever since.  Last summer he went up Mt Edith Cavel, second highest peak in Canada and this season he is going to try Mt Robeson, the highest.  Anyway, he came with two friends, Nancy and Jimmie Allison, also Scotch.  We had a wonderful time living the communal life.  Easter Sunday was the last day of really good skiing and we were out all day. To add to our burden of new activities we also are beginning to be interested mountain climbing.  Don't know when we shall see Joe again, but he is a good teacher having climbed all over Scotland and In the Swiss Alps.
Yesterday were had still other visitors; a small band of mountain sheep that came down apparently looking for salt. Except for the lambs they were quite tame and Carol had fun feeding them salt, from her hand.  It is probably the same band that was here last summer.

For the past month I have been occupying myself rebuilding our trailer.  It was, of course, only in fair shape when we got it and the trip across Canada more or less pounded it to pieces.  No a scrap of the old material, excepting the metal frame and wheels, was fit for service again.  Now the job is almost finished.  I used some heavy fir timber that Nick gave me, and, now it is about twice its original strength.  In addition to being stringer it also a bit bigger, which considering the amount of duffel we have is no disadvantage.

One thing I have been meaning to do for a while is take you on an imaginary trip up the Hot Springs road, to give you some idea of what this country is like.

Starting at Pocahontas, which is no town at all, but just a summer tea room and the warden's cabin, you head south over a gravel road.  By far the most imposing sight la Roche Miette, a huge rock outcrop that towers up some 8000 feet.  It's a terrific thing, seldom climbed because of its sheer walls.  On the north face just below the summit it a wall of over 500 feet that is the nearest thing to vertical you can find in nature. This is on the right as you drive.  Your attention is soon occupied by the road for there are several switch backs (hairpins) in the first three miles.  You rise a little over two thousand feet in this distance. The purpose of the climb is to get you over a low divide on the west side of the Fiddle River.  The valley is in accessible from the main highway because the river cuts through a deep gorge. From mile 3 you can still see Roche Miette towering up to the right.  From this angle it is supposed to bear an amazing resemblance to the profile of Queen Victoria.  In winter the run to mile 3 is usually the worst because of the steep grade. If you make it to the top you are assured of being able to make it all the way to the Springs.  From here to mile 4 is a level run through young timber, the whole area having been burned out about the turn of the century. From mile 4 to mile 5 there is a gentle descent as you are now approaching the brink of Fiddle Valley.  Just beyond mile 5 the bottom drops out.  You come out of the trees to the end of a high shoulder that juts out into the valley. From this spot, known as the Viewpoint, the scene is breathtaking.  Far, far below you can see the road threading on its way.  At the bottom is a bridge over a small creek; which you can just see.  It takes a mile long hairpin to take you down the 500 or so foot drop.  Far to the south in the very middle of the valley you can see a sharp peak, unnamed- but important because Becker's Bungalows are right at the base of it.  To the left, which would be the east side of the valley you obtain' a beautiful view of one of the most spectacular formations in the park, Ashlar Ridge. This is a high fin of rock that reaches up some 7000 feet and extends for about 5 miles.  It is unlike anything you have ever seen.  The best description would be to say that it is a gigantic rock wall, the wall part being
over a thousand feet high and five miles long.  It is as if a huge slab of flat rock had been set up on edge, which is exactly what it is.  I sent you a picture of Ashlar but this was taken from the south and from, a much higher elevation arid much of the grandeur is lost.  It is hard to find a spot from which to take a photograph that will show all of Ashlar's magnificence.  Anyway, having marveled for a while from the viewpoint you head down the hairpin and in a few minutes you are at the Morris Creek Bridge which you saw from above.  You are now down near Fiddle driving south along the west bank only a few yards from the river itself.  For the next three miles things remain about the same.  Fiddle is below and to your left and a little beyond is the ever-present wall of Ashlar.  To the right are, the forest covered eastern slopes of the Miette Range of which Roche Miette is the northern extremely.  At mile 7 is another bridge over Villaneuve Creek which empties into the Fiddle. We begin climbing again now and by the time you hit mile 8 you will notice that the grade is quite steep again. Just before you reach the 9 milepost you pass a little spring.  The water is sparkling and always ice cold.  In summer it makes a refreshing stop if you don't miss it as it is unmarked. It is a remnant of the days not so long ago when there was no road but only a horse trail to the Hot Springs. A good part of this trail can still be seen, but of s course not from a car.  Here and there it crosses the road but unless you are on foot and looking for it you would never spot it.  It's never used anymore but it is kept beaten down by animals, especially moose.  Once while exploring a section of it I discovered an old camp grounds that must have dated to way back before even the highway and the trip to the Hot Springs took three days by horse from Jasper. Anyway, between mile 9 and 10 you come at last to the base of the mountain you saw from the viewpoint, at mile 5. Faithful Fiddle River now veers to the far left and around the eastern side of this peak.  From the right and joining Fiddle valley comes a new valley, and in its bottom flows Sulfur Creek.  You're getting closer now.  The road, of course, follows Sulfur.  Just before mile ten you cross another bridge that takes you over Sulfur Greek and to the east side of the Sulfur Valley.  A new splendor of peaks is revealed now, and looking to the south you can see Eutopia and Capitol which lie at the very head of Sulfur Valley and are the highest peak in the area, about 8500 feet.  At mile 10 you pass Becker's to the left and at mile eleven you are there and the white masonry walls of the pool and chalet spring into view.  Come on in, the water's fine, 98 degrees today.
John
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