SMUT PASS 
Day, long day hike

Unofficial trails & route

Distance 5 km via short approach

Height gain 408m to pass

High point Smuts Pass 2332m,

High Col 2393m

Map 82 J/14 Spray Lakes Reservoir

Access: Smith-Dorrien-Spray Trail(Hwy.742).

1. Long approach Turn west onto Watridge logging road signed Mt. Engadine Lodge, Mt. Shark trailhead. In 900 metres turn up the (second) side road to the left and park.

2. Short, wet approach Park on the shoulder of the highway about 4 km north of Chester Lake parking lot and about 2 km south of Watridge logging road. In other words, opposite Commonwealth Creek.

Commenwealth Creek is the gateway to some superb alpine country that makes you yearn to carry on. With two vehicles you can do just that: continue over Birdwood Pass to Burstall Pass in one day. Whatever you decide, allow plenty of time for looking around. If using approach 1, biking to the end of logging roads is easy and saves time. Otherwise, I’d use the short approach.


1. Long approach Add 1.2 km. Walk or bike south along the grassy logging road past Tent Ridge ski trail and Tryst Lake trail to a junction at km 2.2. Turn right.

2. Short, wet approach Cross the soggy flats of Smuts Creek and the creek itself into trees on the other side. Follow orange ski markers (Princess Anne ski trail) up a bank into a large cutblock. Cut left uphill to intersect a major logging road, likely emerging opposite the trail to Commonwealth Lake. You, however, turn right on the logging road that dips to Commonwealth Creek (a four-log crossing), then climbs to a junction with approach 1. Turn left.

Up Commonwealth Creek As you follow the new logging road into Commonwealth Creek valley, keep left, and walk through a sawmill site to a cutblock. At the far forest edge where the road goes winging up a hill to the right, transfer to a forest trail.


The trail descends to Commonwealth Creek at a small waterfall, then seesaws between boisterous creek and rocky outcrops through the narrows. This section ends in a bog. Continue at the demarcation of forest and flat wet meadows where the stream flows majestically over gravel beds in great meanders. To your left is peak GR163287 (see #77), while ahead rises Mt. Birdwood revealing its diminutive north glacier. Farther on you cross the runouts of horrendous avalanche slopes falling from below The Fist and Pig’s Tail, and wade through fields of ragworts and cow parsley. Just ahead is another narrows, but you’re not going through. Instead, the trail climbs slightly to a stony side creek with cairn at GR 150289.
To Smuts Pass Cross the side creek and climb up the left bank on stones to another cairn and white flagging where the trail resumes. Continue climbing fairly steeply, then traverse left into the forest for a flat stretch where aspiring botanists can search for delicate Foam flowers among the rhododendrons. At a junction keep to the right; only guidebook writers would cross a pile of branches laid across the false trail to see where it goes. Two short steps bring you to treeline below the headwall.

Coming up is the steep climb of the day. Make for the scree gully on the right side of the headwall and scrabble up a trail on its right side. Shortly it crosses the gully to the wide, grassy slope and climbs the larch-scattered rib just left of the gully. Near the top where the headwall starts to rear up and become ugly, head off right across easier-angled ground to gain a large, flat terrace above the gully’s left fork. High to the left, Mt. Birdwood rises like the thin blade of a knife. On the right the south ridge of Mt. Smuts looks equally terrifying and I can’t believe it’s a scrambling route, but this is where hard-core scramblers would set off up the first gully. I’ll watch from the bottom, thanks! For us walkers there’s one last step to go. Short and easy, the trail traverses from tight to left to Smuts Pass.


The ground ahead slopes gently down to a sunken valley occupied by a lake. On the terrace above is another lake, frozen for most of the year. In fact, I’ve never seen it completely free of the ice had melted to disclose inky blue water. From it, a cord of white water pours into the lower lake, whose waters sink into the ground at the same phenomenal rate to join some vast underground drainage system. This giant sinkhole is bounded on the west by a high ridge that is the true K Country/Banff Park boundary, no matter what the topo map shows. Now if the water could be shown to emerge at Karst Spring….

To High Col The trail continues, climbing beside the stream to Ice Lake, as I call it, and from there to High Col at GR135279, a fine vantage point for the west face of Mt. Birdwood, becoming spectacular if you wander up the west ridge a bit. My favourite viewpoint has to be the terrace east of Icy Lake where an unsuspected tarn mirrors the mountain to perfection. From higher up the terrace, a view above bluffs includes both passes and the lower lake (see photo). Late afternoon light is best for photos, which isn’t much help, I know, to those of you continuing on over Birdwood Pass.

GOING FARTHER

Birdwood Pass 2463m add 2.5 km to pass, complete loop 12 km, height gain from High Col 167 m, height loss 76 m. Making a loop with Burstall Pass trail using Birdwood Pass as the link makes for a very long day. Trails are intermittent, the terrain occasionally steep and rocky with a bit of bushwhacking thrown in. In a whiteout, navigation could be a nightmare unless you’re lucky enough to own a GPS receiver.

To Birdwood Pass Start from High Col. Without losing height, head southeast across meadow to the skyline at treeline. Find the game trail that drops steeply through the trees for 10 vertical metres, then cuts left through a diagonal rock band into a long, slightly descending traverse. Between forested ribs you cross steep avalanche chutes crammed with flowers, the whole gorgeous scene looking remarkably like a neo-impressionistic painting by Georges Seurat.


At black shale the trail drops sharply to a flat meadow nowhere near Birdwood Creek (which is farther down the slope in a mini canyon). From this low point restart the climb to Birdwood Pass. Farther right the terrain is extremely complex. Use the draw under the west face of Birdwood, a simple walk up grass, scree and often snow leading directly to the pass at GR146264.


This is a bleak spot, wide open to bad weather. Somehow I can’t seem to get here without a thunderstorm gathering. Judging by his photographs, Alf Skrastins has the same problem. But the view is stupendous, not only of where you’ve come from but looking ahead to the fabulous karst country of Burstall Pass, the smooth slabs of Whistling Ridge leading the eye towards the great peak of Mt. Sir Douglas.


To Burstall Pass trail The far side is a two step scree or scree ’n’ snow slope dropping to a grassy bench. Gain the lower narrower bench sited above the high cliff defending the pass from the Burstall Creek side. It was here, just as the storm was imminent, we came upon a couple of climbing acquaintances with a tent. Unfortunately, we couldn’t cram another six people into a tent made for two and had to leave. This means walking to the far left end of the bench (as you look out), where a ‘trail’ in scree leads down to a four metre-high rock step that can be managed holding an umbrella in one hand. After this you descend under the cliff, heading a long way right to grass where the trail, its duty done, vanishes. Descend where you fancy. The end result is always the same: some tree basking to gain the Burstall Pass trail in the big meadow. Turn left and follow it out to Burstall Pass parking lot (#79).

OPTION

Birdwood Pass to Burstall Pass 1.7 km, 90 m height gain, 46m height loss. The traverse has one stretch of easy but potentially dangerous scrambling. I recommend waiting until most of the snow has gone.

Head south along the lower bench and at the obvious place transfer to the upper bench which is of varying width and slant. Halfway along is a small plot of Indian Paintbrushes, featuring showy bicoloured species.


Unfortunately, the bench peters out and you mush climb steep broken ground to gain the south ridge of Snow Peak above. Climb diagonally left uphill, passing below then up the left side of what is almost a permanent snow patch. The scrambling couldn’t be easier. The danger comes early in the season when a more extensive snowfield forces you farther left onto ledges above the drop-off. Needless to say, finding the going down place from the uphill direction can be a bit tricky.


Once you’ve reached the ridge, it’s an easy walk down to Burstall Pass. You’ll be ecstatic with the panoramic view as shown on pages 182 and 183.
