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My 12-year-old daughter wants a white Christmas,
and so do I. Enough, already, of this wet and windy
West Coast winter. The snow we've had that has
already come and gone has simply whetted our
appetite for more.

The answer is a train trip through the Rocky
Mountains, where snow grows on trees, or at least it
appears to. It has been dubbed "the land of a million
Christmas trees," and as they pose, perfectly coiffed
in show, covering the mountain sides and ringing
frozen lakes, you can't imagine anything more
Christmassy. This is what we have in mind as we
board the train in Vancouver on a grey, drizzly
December morning in search of a white Christmas.

In just two days we'll travel almost 1,000 kilometres,
cross the Continental Divide -- the high point of land
separating the Pacific and Atlantic watersheds -- and
climb 1,626 metres before arriving at our destination
at Banff. A long way to go to look for snow perhaps,
but the people at Rocky Mountaineer Vacations, in
their ninth year of running winter train trips,
understand it's the journey, not the destination, that
counts.

In the old days of rail travel, people who rode
between Vancouver and Banff would miss the most
spectacular scenery in the latter half of the trip, as the
train would be travelling at night. Now, you
overnight in Kamloops, so except for the early
mornings and early evenings, you ride in daylight and
can take in every mountaintop and river valley in
sight.

Under the domed glass roof of its Gold Leaf coaches,
the Rocky Mountaineer makes it even easier to view
the scenery; it's all around. We feel as if we're
outside, but we're inside and warm. We relax in big,
wide recliners that make airline seats seem medieval,
and when it's time to eat, we go downstairs to dine on
white tablecloths and order from an a la carte menu
that includes poached eggs on a bed of crabmeat for
breakfast and Fraser Valley rabbit stew for lunch.

For passengers from other countries, and there are
lots -- Australians outnumber both Canadians and
Americans on Rocky Mountaineer trips -- it's an
opportunity to sample our diverse and delicious
western Canadian cuisine. It wouldn't be much of a
stretch to say we eat, drink and photograph our way
to Banff.

By mid-morning on the first day, my daughter has
disappeared into the kids' car, where her new-found
friends make paper snowflakes and paint Christmas
cards.

The Aussie kids are just as happy with snow as sun
and sand for Christmas, it seems, especially since
they've heard there's a strong possibility they will be
seeing the jolly man from the North Pole before this
trip is over.

But the kids are not the only ones brimming with
excitement. I meet 70-year old Kim Sounness and his
wife, Joy, who are sheep and grain farmers in western
Australia. Kim vividly recalls the time as a child
when his teacher showed slides of her winter
vacation in the Canadian Rockies.

"I remember those slides just like yesterday," he tells
me, recalling the classic scenes of snow-covered
craggy mountaintops. Kim has brought his diary with
him and plans to record his own memories.

Before lunch, we get our first glimpse of snow at
Harrison Lake. But despite our anticipation, we're
more interested in the dozens upon dozens of bald
and golden eagles that are circling overhead or
resting in the trees. They probably followed the
salmon up from the mouth of the Fraser River a
couple of months ago and stayed on.

We, too, have followed the fish. In fact, almost half
our trip parallels the annual journey of the world's
largest sockeye salmon run, to Shuswap Lake and the
mouth of the Adams River. But although it takes the
salmon 21 days to swim up the Fraser and South
Thompson rivers, it takes us a mere 10 hours by train.

Rocky Mountaineer trains share the tracks with
numerous freight trains making their way to and from
the Interior, some 150 cars long and carrying
everything from coal and sulphur to automobiles.

Against the pale yellow canyon walls, they make a
colourful sight, with the boxcars painted in red,
green, blue and orange. Two sets of tracks -- one
eastbound, one westbound, on opposite sides of the
Fraser River -- ensure a steady ride with few
disruptions. Still, there's enough traffic that Canadian
Pacific is busy laying another set of tracks between
Kamloops and Calgary.
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Our second day begins at 6 a.m. in Kamloops and by
daylight we encounter the kind of snow we've all
been waiting for. It coats the trees and covers fields
in a blanket of pristine white. We pass a farm where
cut hay has been strewn in a wide path, forming a
long green carpet on top of the snow for cattle to
graze on.

We leave behind the rolling hills and long shoreline
of Shuswap Lake with its now lifeless summer
cottages and snow-covered picnic tables and enter the
Selkirk Mountains. The clear green water of the
Illecillewaet River keeps us company at lunch,
surprising us every now and then with precipitous
drops just beyond the window of our dining car.

Soon we're approaching Roger's Pass and the
Connaught tunnel, built in 1913 to avoid the heavy
snowfalls in the pass. For eight kilometres we're in
the dark, literally, as we travel through Mount
McDonald. It cost $9.2 million to build, considered a
fortune at the time, but not much compared to
another tunnel built in 1988 through the same
mountain. The Mount McDonald tunnel is almost
twice as long and cost $500 million. Our train goes
through the shorter Connaught tunnel so when we
emerge we can see the beautiful and historic Stoney
Creek Bridge that towers almost 100 metres above
the creek bed.

A couple of hours later and we're in the wide-open
valley of the Columbia River. The Kicking Horse
Resort beckons to skiers while our on-board attendant
raves about the quality of snow here -- the driest in
B.C. -- and explains that only the remoteness of the
place keeps it from becoming another Whistler.

But it's the Kicking Horse River, not the resort, that
really grabs our attention. As we enter the narrow
valley, the open-air vestibules at the back of the train
cars quickly fill with people eager to shoot photos of
the frolicking river and the train itself as it twists and
turns and does disappearing acts into the many
tunnels.

While the river is lively enough to suggest a kicking
horse, it actually got its name when James Hector, the
geologist who discovered this pass in 1858 was
kicked in the chest by one of his pack horses and
knocked unconscious for several hours.

In the next 48 kilometres we cross the ice-encrusted
river seven times. Looking up is just as beautiful; the
lodgepole pine trees are laden with snow, branches
folded down under the weight.

Many mountains and many rivers from Vancouver,
our train pulls into Banff. Before getting off, I ask
Kim, the Australian farmer, what he has written in his
diary for the day, and he shows me.

"Exhilarating," it says. "Very, very deep snow, even
frozen rivers and icicles. Views extraordinary. Wow!
Kicking Horse River spectacular." I couldn't agree
more.

It's dark as we step down from the train, but we hear

the crunch of snow underfoot. Yes, it'll be a white
Christmas!
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