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Cindy Hirschfeld, an avid skier and frequent contributor to the Travel section, regularly visits
the Canadian Rockies.
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The town of Banff, about 80 miles west of Calgary in southwest
Alberta, sits within Canada’s oldest national park of the same
name, offering awe-inspiring mountain views at every turn, and, of
course, an abundance of outdoor recreation. In summer, two
million visitors pour into the park, but despite three ski resorts
nearby, winter is noticeably quieter. That makes it a perfect time to
bundle up and enjoy the snow-blanketed natural splendor,
enhanced by new lifts and recent terrain updates at the ski areas,
as well as new hotels and restaurants. Thanks to institutions like
the Banff Center for Arts and Creativity, internationally known for
its mountain film festival, this town of 10,300 residents (all of whom
must be locally employed to live within the national park) also has
a vibrant cultural scene that sets it apart from many other
mountain resorts. Plus, the town’s natural hot springs that have
long attracted visitors are open year-round.
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Recommendations

Key stops -

¢ The Banff Gondola whisks you to the top of Sulphur Mountain in eight minutes and, on
winter evenings, the experience includes an immersive multimedia art exhibit called
Nightrise.

¢ Banff Sunshine ski area, five miles from town, has 138 trails on more than 3,300 acres
across three peaks and a season that lasts into May.

¢ The region’s biggest ski resort is Lake Louise, 32 miles from Banff, with 164 runs on
4,200 acres and extensive open bowls.

¢ Banff Upper Hot Springs has drawn visitors since the late 1800s to its mineral-rich
pool on the side of Sulphur Mountain.
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Friday

3 p.m. Tune in to Banff’s mountain vibe

Imagine climbing a nearby peak in hobnail boots circa 1930 or
dodging avalanches as a Canadian Pacific railroad construction
worker in the 1880s. Learn about these experiences and more at
the Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies (admission 12
Canadian dollars, or about $8.50), founded in 1968 by the landscape
painters and philanthropists Peter and Catharine Robb Whyte
(their works are also shown). Housed in a wood- and stone-
accented, midcentury-style building downtown, the eclectic array
of exhibits explores Banff’s relationship with the mountains, as
well as the Indigenous people who lived here for centuries (their
eviction is addressed in a photography display). View everything
from landscapes and vintage mountaineering gear to displays on



early female explorers and the challenges of building the railway.
Two temporary exhibitions (through April 13) showcase glacier-
focused paintings and photographs.

Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies

4:30 p.m. Discover local art and a cabin full of tea

From the museum, walk a block north on Bear Street, where
several galleries and shops offer alternatives to the souvenir
emporiums lining Banff Avenue (the town’s main street). The long-
running Willock and Sax and Canada House galleries feature
works by Canadian artists, much of it inspired by the mountain
environment. The Carter-Ryan Gallery carries sculptures and
large-scale, color-saturated paintings of the natural world from the
contemporary Indigenous artist Jason Carter. Find posters and
cards of area scenery at the Paper Den, owned by two local graphic
artists, and wildlife photography at the Brandon T. Brown Gallery.
Then sniff and sample from a variety of custom blend teas, like
maple rooibos (18.95 dollars for 80 grams, or about 2.8 ounces) at



Jolene’s Tea House (in a log cabin from the late 1800s), or a
chocolate chile chai (from 8 dollars for 50 grams) at the Banff Tea
Co., around the corner on Caribou Street.
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Tea jars at the Banff Tea Co.

6 p.m. Immerse yourself in sound and sight atop a mountain

The eight-minute gondola ride up Sulphur Mountain at dusk, as
alpenglow tints the peaks apricot and the lights of town begin to
twinkle below, may be entertainment enough (66 dollars per
person, reserve online). But the annual, winter-only Nightrise
enhances the experience with an immersive multimedia exhibit
inside and outside the summit building (through March 30). With
input from the Stoney Nakoda Nation, four separate installations
evoke the mountain environment and Indigenous lore through
music, video art and shimmering lights. From the top of the
gondola, walk a little more than a half mile on the boardwalk and
stairs to the remains of the Cosmic Ray Station, a 1902 weather
observatory later turned international research lab in the 1950s (or



take the guided tour, 20 dollars, on select weekend evenings). Then
warm up with spiced wine (10 dollars) at the Nightrise patio bar
back at the summit building.
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Nightrise on the Banff Gondola

8 p.m. Try unfussy ltalian cuisine

Fuel up for an active weekend at the Fat Ox (reservations
recommended) with favorites like 30-month-aged prosciutto with
melon (25 dollars), tagliatelle with bison Bolognese (26 dollars)
and spiced Tuscan fries, made of cornmeal instead of potatoes (15
dollars) — or splurge on a 16-ounce Alberta-sourced rib-eye with
porcini mushroom ragu (94 dollars, serves two or more). Opened in
summer 2024, this restaurant on the east side of town reflects
Banff’s thriving dining scene, as one of several new spots that
debuted in the past year. The popular Calgary chef Glen Manzer
conceived the menu, and guests dine on flavorful, unfussy northern
Italian fare at a mix of high-top and regular tables backed by long
leather banquettes. The wine list is appropriately heavy on Italian
pours.



Spiced Tuscan fries are among the favorites at the Fat Ox.

9:30 p.m. Enjoy a sophisticated sip or join the barflies

Banff’s most elegant cocktail venue is at the legendary Fairmont
Banff Springs Hotel south of downtown, opened in 1888 by the
Canadian Pacific Railway and resembling a sprawling castle. Sink
into a lounge chair (ideally, fireside) at the hotel’s living-room-like,
two-level Rundle Bar (named after a nearby peak) and sip on a
signature cocktail like the Ember (28 dollars), a twist on an old-
fashioned that includes smoky, maple-infused lapsang souchong
tea. Prefer a divier vibe? For 40 years, the Rose and Crown has
anchored downtown’s bar scene. The second-floor space, with well-
worn wood floors and low ceilings, draws late-night revelers to
shoot pool, watch hockey games on TV, drink Kokanee on draft (9
dollars a pint) and shake it to live music nightly at 10 p.m.
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The Rose and Crown pub



Banff offers awe-inspiring mountain views at every turn.
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Saturday

9 a.m. Hit the slopes



Choose from three options, collectively marketed as SkiBig3 (from
180 dollars for a one-day lift ticket, or use the multi-mountain Ikon
Pass from Alterra). Close to town, the compact Mount Norquay has
served local skiers since 1926. At Banff Sunshine, five miles away, a
gondola offers access to the midmountain main village; from there,
lifts serve more than 3,300 acres across three peaks, from
sweeping groomed runs on Lookout Mountain to harrowing steeps
that require avalanche gear to enter. Straddling the Continental
Divide, the resort typically operates well into May. With 4,200
acres, Lake Louise, 32 miles from Banff, offers the most skiing,
including the extensive back bowls. A new heated bubble lift makes
lapping the expert terrain in the recently opened West Bowl
quicker. Not a skier? Experience the high-alpine setting on a
guided snowshoe tour (149 dollars) at Banff Sunshine.

Lake Louise ski resort, just 32 miles away from town, has a new bubble chairlift.

12:30 p.m. Stay on the mountain for a tasty bite



At Lake Louise, ski to the midmountain Whitehorn Bistro for
dishes like squash and sage gnocchi (28 dollars), a hearty seafood
chowder (24 dollars) and cheese fondue (68 dollars), along with a
view across the valley to peaks like Mount Temple and Fairview
Mountain, and the Victoria Glacier. At Banff Sunshine, duck into
Mad Trapper’s in the village, housed in a rustic log building from
1928 that used to be a lodge (check out the historic photos inside
for a glimpse of the ski area’s past). In keeping with the
restaurant’s vintage vibe, the offerings include classic ski fare like
burgers (18 dollars), nachos (23 dollars) and, because it’s Canada,
poutine (17 dollars).

Whitehorn Bistro at the Lake Louise ski area

4 p.m. Dip into Canada’s highest-elevation hot springs

Once back in town, do the traditional apres-ski hot tub one better at
Banff Upper Hot Springs on the side of Sulphur Mountain (17.50
dollars). The 200-person pool is large enough for swimming, but
most guests just soak sore muscles in the mineral-rich water
(between 98 and 104 degrees Fahrenheit) while gazing at Mount



Rundle and other snowy peaks. There’s history, too: In 1883,
railway workers found natural hot springs (now known as the Cave
and Basin site) at the base of Sulphur Mountain, which catalyzed
the creation of the national park two years later. The upper springs
drew visitors starting in 1884, and the current bathhouse dates to
1932. Fully embrace the retro vibe by renting a vintage-style unisex
bathing suit (2.25 dollars) to wear in the springs.
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The pool at Banff Upper Hot Springs fits 200 people.

7 p.m. Make new friends over inventive fare

Find some of Banff’s best food at Block Kitchen and Bar, a
matchbox-size restaurant in the downtown core that serves
inventive Asian- and Mediterranean-inflected fare (reservations
aren’t taken, so be prepared to wait). It has the genial feel of a
neighborhood bar, but it’s not bar food the kitchen turns out. Try
dishes like a boneless-beef-rib steamed bao bun with housemade
kimchi (10.50 dollars per bun), flatbread with smoked bison and
pumpkin seed pesto (27 dollars), and a risotto with three kinds of
mushrooms and three types of rice in a mouthwatering Thai curry
sauce (26 dollars). Cocktails also get creative treatment: The Open



Sesame (18 dollars), for example, melds rye washed in sesame oil,
prosecco and shiso bitters into a palate-pleasing elixir. A bonus for
extroverts: Conversing with other diners is practically de rigueur.

The Open Sesame cocktail at Block Restaurant and Bar

9 p.m. See local stars

Picking out constellations amid an inky night sky instills a singular
sense of awe, but with pervasive light pollution, the experience can
be hard to come by. Not so in national parks, and Banff is no
exception. Head to the expanse of Lake Minnewanka, about a 10-



minute drive from town, for a prime star-gazing session. During
the current period of heightened solar activity, you may even be
lucky enough to see the northern lights (locals flock to the
lakeshore on these nights). Park at the well-signed day-use area
along the lake’s western end, which has a few picnic tables as well
as a wooden dock to sit on. Bring plenty of warm clothing and,
ideally, a thermos of hot tea or cocoa.
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Winter in Banff is a perfect time to bundle up and enjoy the snow-blanketed natural splendor.
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Sunday

8:30 a.m. Pick among the pastries




For two decades, locals have loved the counter-service Wildflour
Bakery downtown not only for its daily menu of breads, but for the
filling breakfast sandwiches made with baked eggs, Cheddar,
pepper and tomato jam on sourdough (12 dollars). It’s hard to
ignore the tempting array of pastries, too, and you may well end up
buying a maple-glazed twist (6 dollars) that’s the size of a salad
plate for later. Another local favorite is the Whitebark Café in the
Banff Aspen Lodge, where the baked goods are also made in-house,
like a fluffy apple, Cheddar and bacon scone (5 dollars, ask for it
heated, with butter). After ordering, sit at the long, white
windowside counter for a close-up view of Mount Rundle’s
distinctive wedge-shaped ridgeline.

A coffee and baked treat at Wildflour Bakery

9:30 a.m. Ice, twice as nice

Yes, it’s winter, so embrace the ice. One way is by visiting the
fanciful formations of frozen waterfalls and cascades in Johnston
Canyon, a 15.5-mile drive west of Banff. A three-mile round-trip
snowpacked trail follows the creek, partly along suspended metal



catwalks (with railings!); get an up-close look at the almost 100-
foot-high upper falls from the end-of-trail viewing platform. Local
outfitters lead guided interpretive tours (99 dollars), but you can
easily hike the canyon yourself; consider renting small crampons
(15 dollars) for better traction. Prefer gliding across the ice? Lake
Louise is the classic place for skating in the national park, but
closer to Banff, the Vermilion Lakes, 1.5 miles from town and
reassuringly shallow, make a good alternative. Rent a pair of
skates (17.50 dollars) and, conditions permitting, sample the wild
ice, surrounded by a panorama of high peaks.

In Johnston Canyon, a snowpacked trail follows the creek, partly along suspended metal
catwalks.

12:30 p.m. Take off the chill with ramen

Entering this hole-in-the-wall spot on the top floor of a small indoor
shopping mall may seem inauspicious, but some Banff locals swear
that Ramen Arashi serves some of the best ramen this side of
Tokyo. Indeed, a steaming bowl of rich, fragrant black arashi
ramen (18.95 dollars), flavored with black sesame, will warm every
part of your body. You’ll slurp in close comfort with your neighbors



at the eight-table restaurant, which makes up in flavor what it
lacks in décor. At night, hungry would-be patrons sit in order of
arrival on a bench outside, as Ramen Arashi doesn’t take
reservations. Lunch usually requires less of a wait.

Ramen Arashi’s rich, fragrant black arashi ramen, flavored with black sesame, takes away the
winter chills.



