
Tonquin Valley  

This is a hike we had talked about doing for a long time and we finally put in our permit application to 
Parks Canada at the same time we applied to Mount Robson Provincial Park for the Berg Lake trail 
permit. Parks Canada is a lot less strict with their permit pick-up than USA National Parks or the 
Canadian Provincial Parks. Basically, the email that you receive that notifies you that you have a permit 
is your “permit”. No separate document to carry, no video to watch, no need to actually check-in before 
you start the hike.  

The Tonquin Valley is located just south of the town of Jasper in Jasper National Park so we used a taxi 
service from Jasper to “shuttle” us between trailheads. We left our car and were picked up at Tonquin 
trailhead and were dropped off at Portal Creek trailhead. We have used shuttles before when a loop 
hike is not possible and when we do not want to do an out-and-back hike. The prices vary between high 
and outrageously high. 

Day 1: Portal Creek Trailhead to Maccarib Camp  

It started to rain while we were riding in the shuttle on the way to the trailhead and the weather did not 
look like it was going to change for a while. At the trailhead, we geared up in rain suits and pack covers 
to start our day of hiking. The trail starts out by going up a steep and rocky but short slope and then 
levels out somewhat. After a short time, the trail crosses over Portal Creek on a substantial bridge and 
starts a gradual climb up the valley on the north side of the creek. Due to overnight rain and the rain we 
were hiking in, the trail was very wet and muddy. Within a day, we would look back on this section of 
trail and consider it as a “dry” trail. The real mud was yet to come. 

As the rain and clouds started to lift we stopped at Portal camp to have lunch. The camp did not have a 
shelter but did have tables that we could use to set our packs on without getting more soaked. The trees 
had thinned out as we climbed higher and the views were improving both up and down the valley. The 
orange and red shades of the mountainsides to the south were very nice. The overcast skies helped to 
bring out the deep colors.   

The trail continues a gradual climb past Portal up to Maccarib Pass, a wide, open saddle that is marked 
with an old pole. From here you get the first views of The Ramparts across the Tonquin Valley. The 
clouds were still low-hanging enough to obscure the tops of the mountains, but the view was still 
terrific. The trail west from the pass going down the Maccarib Creek drainage is also gradual. The trail 
stays close to the creek and is very wet with areas that could be called “boggy”. We did not understand 
why the trail was not routed down either side of the open valley in areas that appeared to be above the 
prevailing wet areas. We heard later that the original trail had gone down the north side of the valley 
through the forest but then had been rerouted closer to the creek due to frequent encounters with 
grizzly bears. The route along the creek was much more open with small vegetation to allow for long 
sight distances. As we neared the Maccarib camp, there was a short reroute of the trail to the south side 
of the creek and then the creek was crossed on a sturdy bridge.  

Just as we got to the camp, it started to rain and it appeared that the rain would last for some time so 
we chose to shelter in a small group of trees. When the rain let up we hurried to set up our tent and get 
our gear out of the rain. Within a few minutes of getting everything set up and keeping most of our gear 
dry, the sun came out for about an hour to finish drying things out. The clearer skies allowed us to get a 



better view of the Rampart range and the Amethyst Lakes in the Tonquin Valley as we ate our supper. 
The views are unmatched. Later on, as the sun went down, the rain started again and continued on and 
off throughout the night.   
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Figure 1 Portal Creek Near Trailhead 

 

Figure 2 Looking Down Portal Creek Valley 



 

Figure 3 Looking Northeast from Maccarib Pass 

 

Figure 4 Looking West from Maccarib Pass 

 

Figure 5 Mount Edith Cavell from Maccarib Pass 



 

Figure 6 First View of Ramparts 

 

Day 2: Maccarib Camp to Surprise Point Camp 

The overnight rain had left snow at the higher elevations, including at Maccarib Pass and the upper 
levels of the Ramparts. Due to the low-hanging clouds that obscured the mountains across the valley, 
we chose not to go up the side trail to the north of the camp to an overlook. On a clear day, the views 
would be terrific. The trail starts by crossing the bridge over Maccarib Creek and then angles away from 
the creek to the southwest towards the northern Amethyst Lake. As you approach the lake, a lodge can 
be seen to the west across the lake – the Tonquin Valley Backcountry Lodge. A side trail splits off from 
the main trail and goes to the lodge.  

The main trail continues along the east side of the lake and soon you come to Amethyst camp. Camping 
here would give you spectacular views of the Ramparts. The camp is located in an area of “thin” forest 
that would not block your views. We took this hike in late August and mosquitos and other bugs were 
not a problem. Earlier in the summer that may not be the case. As you reach the area between the north 
and south Amethyst lakes, there is another side trail to a lodge – Tonquin Valley Adventures. It was in 
this area that we noticed a small group of mountain caribou to the east of us on the other side of some 
small lakes. We decided to take a break and watch the caribou. We lost sight of them behind some trees 
for a while and then when they reappeared, they had come around to our side of the lakes. We 
continued to sit quietly as they continued to approach us. The group turned out to be a male, a female, 
and a young caribou. We felt very lucky to be all alone in this gorgeous valley and to be able to watch 
the rarely seen caribou go past us as they grazed.  

After the caribou had passed us to continue west, we decided to head over to the lodge to see what it 
was like. It is a short distance from the main trail across a very wet drainage area. Some of the side trail 
to the lodge is on raised wooden walkways. The lodge itself consists of several wood buildings that are 
connected by wooden walkways – dining hall, sleeping cabins, outhouses, staff building, storage, etc. 
We also saw canoes and fishing gear. It looked like a great place to stay. We did not see any people at 
the lodge so we headed back to the main trail. The trail heads east and climbs up away from Amethyst 



Lakes. After a climb of about 700 feet and a crossing of a stream draining down from Mount Maccarib, 
the trail goes back down the slope and crosses the outlet of the south Amethyst Lake. From here to 
Surprise Point camp the trail was very muddy and swampy. In some places the “trail” was more of a 
barely discernible walkway through short willow bushes that was filled with water. I would not want to 
slog through here when mosquitos are around.  

After setting up our tent and storing our food in the bear box, we decided to take a hike towards 
Chrome Lake. We ended up going past Chrome Lake and up along Penstock Creek a ways before we 
decided to turn around due to the increasing rain. We made it back to camp and were able to have 
supper during a break in the rain. We were the only ones at the camp as we made it through another 
night of cold rain and some lite snow. Another great day of hiking through beautiful scenery with hardly 
any other people around, but the chance to see rare mountain caribou. 

 

Figure 7 Morning View of Ramparts 

 

Figure 8 Morning Snow on Maccarib Pass 



 

Figure 9 Mountain Caribou 

 

Figure 10 Ramparts and Amethyst Lakes 

 

Figure 11 View South from Surprise Point 



Day 3: Surprise Point Camp to Clitheroe Camp 

Another day that started with low-hanging clouds and the threat of rain. During the night we had heard 
part of a glacier give away and rumble down the mountains to the west of our camp. The rumbling 
lasted quite awhile so we spent some time after breakfast scanning the glaciers with binoculars to see if 
we could locate where the glacier gave away. We did not have any luck. We did spot several different 
types of mushrooms on the wet forest slopes very near the camp area. 

The hike started with a backtrack on the trail through the boggy area from yesterday after crossing the 
outlet of Amethyst Lakes. Due to the overnight precipitation, the trail had even more water on it than 
before. The trail then climbs up through the forest to the main Tonquin Valley trail. Clitheroe camp is 
very close to the intersection of the side trail to Surprise Point and the main trail. Since today was a very 
short length of trail, we decided to hike back down into the valley after setting up camp. Clitheroe is set 
in thick woods with very limited views across the valley.  

We hiked back down into the valley where we had seen the caribou the day before. After eating lunch 
and exploring the areas along the lake shores and not seeing any caribou, we headed back to camp. 
Once again it looked like we would be getting rained on. A short day today but we saw very few other 
people and the scenery remained fantastic. 

 

Figure 12 View Southwest from Surprise Point 



 

Figure 13 Muddy Boots at Lake Outlet 

 

Figure 14 Outlet of Amethyst Lake 



 

Figure 15 Muddy Trail in Tonquin Valley 

 

Figure 16 Southern End of Ramparts 



 

Figure 17 Northern End of Ramparts 

 

Figure 18 Amethyst Lake and Ramparts 

 

Day 4: Clitheroe Camp to Tonquin Trailhead 

Some time during the night the weather changed and we climbed out of the tent below a cloudless sky. 
Finally, a clear view of the mountains across the valley even if we had to look through trees. We wished 
that we could turn and hike back into the valley for a couple more days, but did not have the permit to 
do so.  

The trail stays more or less level as you leave Clitheroe camp and pass a side trail to Switchback camp 
after about one hour. We did not check out Switchback camp. The name for the camp becomes evident 



as you hike farther east and go down a set of several switchbacks and into the valley of the Astoria River. 
The switchbacks are located just west of a large avalanche area that is full of boulders that are from 
basketball to house in size. As you get to the bottom of the switchbacks and start to cross the avalanche 
area, it is easy to see why the switchback trail was required. When we hiked through this area, there 
were several locations on the trail that needed to be cleared and some boulder scrambling was 
required. There are signs about not stopping in this area due to the danger of falling rocks. 

The trail then continues along the Astoria River and passes Astoria camp. The camp sits on a rise above 
the north side of the river. We stopped here for lunch – we like to use picnic tables whenever we can for 
our lunch breaks. The views up and down the valley are great. A short hike farther down the valley leads 
to a bridge that crosses the river to the east side. From here, the hike is mostly level or slightly downhill 
until you go up a short climb and reach a bridge over Cavell Creek as it flows out of Cavell Lake. There 
are a lot of hikers here because of the proximity to the very popular Cavell Meadows trailhead. Just past 
the bridge is Tonquin trailhead. We hopped in our car, took a short drive up the valley to the restrooms 
at Cavell Meadows, and then headed to get pizza and showers.  

 

Figure 19 Rampart Range 

 

Figure 20 Rampart Range and Amethyst Lakes 



 

Figure 21 Boggy Trail 

 

Figure 22 Astoria River 

 

Figure 23 Astoria River 



 

Figure 24 Mount Edith Cavell 

We really enjoyed this hike despite the rainy weather and very wet and sloppy trails. If we do this hike 
again, we will plan on spending at least one more day in Tonquin Valley itself. We would have liked to 
have hiked up to the overlook north of Maccarib camp, but the weather did not cooperate. Setting up a 
“base” camp at Amethyst camp would be ideal because the distances to hike within the valley are 
relatively short. It may also be possible to spend some time canoeing on the lakes from one of the 
lodges in the valley. 

 

 

Additional Photos: 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 


