August 25, 1951
A HIKE ON TH£ ATHABASCA GLACIER
We put on heavy boots, their soles well studded with Tricouni nails.  I carry an ice axe and Bill 50 feet of half inch manila rope.  This with our cameras is our outfit for exploring the Athabasca Tongue of the Columbia Icefields.
The glacier itself lies in a north-south direction in the valley between Mounts Athabasca and Andromeda on the west and Snowdome and an unnamed peak on the east.  To the south and at the head of the glacier lie the Icefields proper, the huge bowl of ice which supplies this great frozen river.  From foot to head the glacier measures about five miles, its width varying about the one mile figure.
The snout of the tongue is quite steep and it’s a stiff climb of an hour or so before the fairly level going of the main body is reached.  This is then a very gentle upward slope of hard clean ice of about three miles in length.  The crevasses here are almost imperceptible, and the going is quite easy, the normal precautions always, of course, being observed.
There are two items of interest at this point.  One is the cellular structure of the ice.  Glacier ice appears to be made up of an untold number independent crystals, and is not of the clear homogenous type produced by the refrigerator.  The glacier ice can be 'shaved' beautifully with the axe, and it crunches delightfully under foot.
Also quite noticeable is the network of streams on the surface of the ice.  These are the result of summer surface melting and one is never very far from their roar.  Occasionally one of these will disappear down what is termed a 'mill hole'.  In some way the water bores a hole in the ice and down it pours.  These holes are tremendously deep and the water literally vanishes in them (perhaps to be re-frozen below or to escape by a network of sub-glacial cracks and fissures.) Actually the formation of a mill hole can be explained but we won't go into it here.
Pretty soon we see that the going will no longer be easy.  The main body of the glacier is connected with the icefields by means of three tremendous icefalls. It is like a gigantic stairway of ice, but more important to us is that the falls are torturously and dangerously crevassed.  They run in both directions so that often you see an isolated pinnacle of ice surrounded by a blue black abyss.  It is literally impossible to negotiate the falls by a direct assault.  We pick a route to the left where the crevasses run in one direction only (perpendicular to our course) and give it [text breaks off at this point]
This business of course calls for the rope.  We are connected by a double strand and hence proceed about twenty feet apart, first one leading then the other.  Few of the big cracks are so long that they cannot crossed by walking along and around them, but there are so many, to get by one is only to be faced with another, and perhaps this one offers no route around. The only thing to do here is backtrack and try another way.  It's really quite like walking through a maze, although the things which confine your movements are not walls but bottomless chasms.  Often we find ourselves on a narrow blade of ice, perhaps a foot or two wide. We try to avoid both being in such a spot at once, for then a fall would undoubtedly pull the other man down too. The idea is always to have one man on broad safe ice belaying the rope in such fashion that he can support the full weight of the other.  Actually it's just a case of mind over matter.  Unless you are given to suicidal leaps, you are just as safe on the brink of a crevasse as in the middle of a city sidewalk.
Now we have come to a big one, five feet across and worse ice at either end.  This one will have to be crossed right here.'  We make this decision only because of one redeeming feature of the big crack.  Sunning down the middle is a fantastically thin razor back blade of ice, so thin that looking down we see that it manages to disappear before grows large enough to meet the two walls to either side.  The razor back has of course reduced the problem to crossing two crevasses of two foot width.  No telling how deep this thing is --- just as well we don't know.  Bill goes first.  I'm way back dug in, rope belayed in case of a slip.  He jabs and probes at the razor back with the ice axe.  Seems okay, good hard ice.  Wont crumble.  I keep the rope up snug and he gingerly places a foot astride the blade (thank God for the nails in the arch).  He is now astride the first gap.  He leans over a bit more and jabs the axe into the ice on the far side for support, and then brings up his other foot.  He is now standing on the thin blade. Now a foot goes out to the far side.  The pick is dug in for new support.  Over he swings.  He's on the other side.
So it goes.  Another hour of this and we realize we can't make the Icefields and back before dark.  We have started too late.  Back we go, exhilarated by the experience, to say the least and determined to get up earlier the next time.
We are expecting Aunt Clara as planned, and shall meet her at the train.  One more small thing if she has room. My Chessmen, which are in one of the drawers of the tall bookcase.
John

P.S. This is the chess set in the largest box, with the red & yellow label.







