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Romance infuses any luxury train excursion with an elixir of sensory pleasures, enticing even the most skeptical of travelers into a kind of timeless reverie fit for royalty. The very sight of vintage rail carriages, decked out in shining brass and polished wood finery, ignites universal images of Agatha Christie-type characters churning through the morning fog along silver rails. Mysteries abound about the patrons boarding such a unique train; background, occupation, politics, and love relationships, just to name a few.

From our first steps up the polished brass ladder onto the “rubberneck” car at the rear of the Royal Canadian Pacific train, my lady Linda and I begin to breathe a unique brand of oxygen associated with such opulent expeditions. A kind of lightheadedness takes reign, and we begin to noticeably depart from everyday life. Chattering our way through plush lounges, outdoor vestibules, and an elegant dining car set with silverware, fine china and crystal, giddiness ensues without warning. An invisible infusion has officially begun to seep into our systems. We are enticed by the timeless spell of rail travel.

We unlock the door to our Royal Wentworth paneled walnut bedroom suite to find our luggage waiting for us, and a welcome note from the staff. Fresh towels are hanging in a separate shower/toilet area, while individual bathrobes grace the double closet doors. There is a growing sense we might thoroughly enjoy ourselves in this rather low-tech ambiance belonging to a bygone era.

Our “Train-Suite Tango” begins in earnest with dance-like movements required for maneuvering in tight quarters and accomplishing the unpacking ceremony. Having a sense of humor is a must, as attempts to perform requisite tasks dissolve into the realization that unpacking is an imperfect science aboard any moving train. More than once we found ourselves in hysterics trying to open drawers at the same time as using the ensuite sink, or arranging overhead storage while perching tiptoe on the end of the bed, train lurching side-to-side.

Once the conveyance of choice for upper class icons like Winston Churchill and Princess Elizabeth, future Queen of England, our captivating amalgam of machinery and history welcomes the barons of today’s society as an elegant option for non-profit outings, corporate retreats, and other unique events. Such was the case this fall when the Olympics 2010 chose Canadian Pacific’s Spirit Train to traverse Canada, introducing athletes to small communities from Vancouver to Montreal. 

The marketing brochures regaling the Royal Canadian Pacific primed us long before guests arrived from distant homes in Great Britain, the U.S.A., Canada, and beyond. Promising famously delicious cuisine, the possibility of forging lifelong friendships, and the exploration of a landscape National Geographic calls the “Crown of the Continent,” we wonder if this regal rail trek will deliver as promised. 

It does not take long for a noticeable feeling of camaraderie to ignite, even at the first lunch we are aware of spontaneous laughter. This wondrous music of the soul turns out to be a harbinger for our days together, a fingerprint for our intimate group of 25. We quaff and munch and giggle our way through the stupefying landscape near Fairmont’s legendary Banff Springs and Chateau Lake Louise hotels, wined and dined like visiting dignitaries at the U.N. The culinary creations and wine pairings of chef duet Denis Sirois and Bradley Joyce, plus the service team expertise, exceeded all of our expectations. 

The Rocky Mountain’s natural splendor meanwhile, builds to a crescendo near the infamous Continental Divide. As we literally pass through monumental rock faces, conversations turn to the early laborers who risked life and limb to construct this precarious route. Blinding rays of sunlight ricochet off every surface as we enter and exit a series of spiral tunnels. Rainbows of colors, shapes, and textures cajole our visual spectrum. Waterfalls appear out of nowhere, juxtaposed against the stunning valley/mountain vistas. This voyage literally brims with a feast for all our senses.

One morning, as we descended Eagle’s Eye Mountain after a private breakfast at the summit, one of life’s truly memorable sights presents itself. A grizzly bear named “Boo” can be seen from our passing gondola, playing in a tiny pond of freshwater. He appears to pose like a model for photographs as we pass a mere twenty feet over his massive head. There are few opportunities to view a grizzly bear in the wild from such a close (and safe!) perspective. 

In a modern world abounding with mysteries, it is refreshing to discover human synchronicities and a spirit of wonder at the shared beauty of the Rocky Mountains, the romance of riding these silver rails, and self-entertainment as a group, the rhythms of the train underlining the ancient arts of conversation, storytelling, and laughter. 

Over farewell dinner at Calgary’s Fairmont Palliser, we reminisce with gusto about our epic train journey, nature walks with Chateau Lake Louise mountaineer Bruce Bembridge, and how there was not enough time afforded to savoring the train itself. We genuinely look forward to the prospect of a future reunion, perhaps an encore aboard Canada’s version of the Orient-Express, our Royal Canadian Pacific.  THE END.

Links

www.royalcanadianpacific.com 

http://www8.cpr.ca/cms/English/General+Public/Holiday+Train/default.htm 
www.travelalberta.com
www.fairmont.com
www.kickinghorseresort.com 

www.crownofthecontinent.net
www.nationalgeographic.com/traveler/features/tours0805/list.html
Sidebar

We arrived in Calgary two days before the Royal Canadian Pacific rendezvous, and were hosted by the Kensington Riverside Inn, a downtown Calgary boutique property completely booked for the 25 train passengers. This created an immediate feeling of exclusivity to the beginning of our trip, and we were fortunate to experience righteous efforts by Maitre D’Hotel Josh Johnson, Executive Chef Theo Yeaman and his exuberant crew. 
The new Blackfoot Crossing Historical Park about one hour southeast of Calgary was our reason to arrive early. This park is a world-renowned cultural, educational and entertainment centre designed by Ron Goodfellow, and built for the promotion and preservation of the Siksika Nation language, culture and traditions. We were welcomed to this stunning piece of architecture by Leonard Bear Shirt and Shane Breaker, who guided us through a memorable series of cultural exhibitions celebrating their 6,000-year history in this place.   

During our Royal Canadian Pacific train excursion, we also stopped for a tour of another Siksika site, this one with the curious name of Head Smashed-In Buffalo Jump. Named after a young tribal member who was killed during a traditional Siksika buffalo hunt, this center is an official UNESCO World Heritage Site located in Fort Macleod, Alberta. Designed by Robert LaBlond, this amazing cultural hub is a seven-tiered structure built into a hill and covered over with plains grass to meld back into the surroundings.

We meet Quinton Crow Shoe, the Program Director for this interpretive site, and a man who loves to laugh and share his knowledge of tribal history. Quinton leads us to a special private show of Siksika drumming and dancing, featuring handmade costumes of stunning beauty. In many ways, this is the highlight of the train tour for our group, as it connects us to the earth we traversed and the culture of the prehistoric Siksika people who continue to thrive here.

Links

www.kensingtonriversideinn.com
www.blackfootcrossing.ca
www.head-smashed-in.com 

www.unesco.org
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