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The Magic of the Larch

A Tree Unlike Any Other

The Golden Transformation

Kananaskis – Canada’s Larch Capital

For a few fleeting weeks each autumn, Kananaskis glows. Mountainsides that spent the summer in deep 
green are suddenly painted in brilliant gold as western larch trees prepare for winter. It's a transformation that 
draws hikers, photographers, and leaf-peepers from across the country—and one that disappears almost as 
quickly as it arrives.

The larch (Larix) is a unique, deciduous conifer. Unlike most evergreens, larches lose their needles in the 
winter. In the fall, these needles turn a brilliant, golden yellow before falling to the ground. 

Soft clusters of green needles emerge each spring, soaking up sunlight throughout the summer. As 
temperatures cool and daylight shortens, chlorophyll begins to break down, revealing the brilliant golden 
pigments hidden beneath. After putting on their spectacular fall display, the needles drop to the forest floor, 
allowing the tree to conserve energy through winter before growing a fresh canopy the following spring.

The colour change is part of the tree’s natural seasonal cycle.

As autumn arrives, the larch stops producing chlorophyll—the green pigment responsible for 
photosynthesis. Once the green fades away, vibrant yellow pigments become visible, creating the iconic 
golden forests that make larch season so unforgettable.

Unlike broadleaf trees, whose leaves often display reds and oranges, western larches are known for their rich 
golden-yellow colour that seems to illuminate entire mountainsides.

Every September, Kananaskis becomes one of Canada's most sought-after fall destinations. Hillsides 
shimmer in brilliant gold as thousands of western larches prepare for winter, creating a striking contrast 
against rugged limestone peaks, evergreen forests, and alpine lakes. 

Whether it's your first larch hike or an annual tradition, each season offers a different experience shaped by 
weather, elevation, and the changing mountain landscape.

Best Time to Visit

Peak Season
Mid-September to 
early October
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Best Conditions
Sunny days after 
cool nights

Lower Elevations
Colour changes first

Higher Elevations
Peak a few days 
later

Planning Tip
Because colour changes depend on weather and elevation, there isn't a single "perfect" day. If you're 
visiting for a weekend, aim for the last two weeks of September for your best chance of catching peak 
colour somewhere in Kananaskis.
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Preparing for Larch Season

Round Out Your Visit

Getting Here Is Half the Adventure

Pack for the Mountains

Larch season arrives with crisp mornings, cool afternoons, and rapidly changing mountain weather. A sunny valley 
can quickly give way to wind, rain, or even early snowfall at higher elevations. A little preparation goes a long way, 
ensuring you stay comfortable, safe, and ready to enjoy one of the Rockies' most spectacular seasons.

Looking for one more adventure before heading home? Whether you're exploring the trails on horseback or teeing 
off beneath golden larches, these local experiences are well worth adding to your itinerary.

Kananaskis might feel like a remote mountain escape, but it’s surprisingly easy to reach.

Flying in? Calgary International Airport (YYC) is just over an hour from Kananaskis Village by car. With direct flights 
from across Canada, the U.S., and major international cities, it’s the closest gateway to your mountain getaway. 

Most visitors access Kananaskis via the Trans-Canada Highway (HWY 1), turning off at Highway 40 (Kananaskis 
Trail). From here, it’s about 20 minutes to the Village, winding through forested valleys and mountain views that only 
get better as you go. Banff is also just over an hour west, making it easy to pair both destinations in a single trip.

Before You Go Packing the right gear will help you stay comfortable, safe, and ready to enjoy every moment of larch season. 
A few essentials can make all the difference on the trail.

Don't forget to pack:

Layers for changing temperatures

Hiking boots with sturdy tread for uneven terrain

Binoculars for wildlife spotting and distant larch views

Trekking poles for added stability on steep or rocky trails

Bear spray and the knowledge to use it properly

Water and snacks to stay fueled throughout your hike

Rent What You Need
Travelling light? There's no need to pack everything.
Kananaskis Outfitters offers rentals for many of the essentials, 
including trekking poles, bear spray, and more, making it easy to 
arrive prepared for the trail.

Kananaskis Outfitters isn't just for hikers. Whether you're planning a 
family ride, exploring on an e-bike, or introducing young children to 
the outdoors, rental options make it easy to spend the day outside.

Mountain 
Bikes

e-Bikes Children's 
Bikes

Chariot 
Trailers

Helmets

Boundary Ranch
Experience the Mountains on Horseback

Trade your hiking boots for the saddle and explore Kananaskis from a 
different perspective. Guided horseback rides and seasonal dog carting 
adventures offer a memorable way to experience the changing colours of fall.

Kananaskis Country Golf Course
A Round Surrounded by Autumn Colour

Play two championship courses surrounded by mountain peaks and vibrant fall 
colours. It's one of the most scenic places in Alberta to enjoy a late-season round.
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Scenic Drives
Not every larch adventure begins on a trail. Kananaskis 
is home to some of Alberta's most scenic drives, where 
golden hillsides, mountain peaks, and winding valleys create 
unforgettable views from the comfort of your vehicle.

Don't miss:
•	 Highwood Pass – Canada's highest paved highway and 

one of the province's premier larch viewing routes.
•	 Highway 40 – A classic drive through the heart of 

Kananaskis Country.
•	 Smith-Dorrien Trail – A rugged gravel road offering 

dramatic scenery and access to several popular 
trailheads.

Guided Adventures

Pickleball with a View

Looking to discover more than just the scenery? Joining a guided hike with Kananaskis Outfitters is a great 
way to learn about the unique ecology of western larch forests while exploring safely with local experts.

Featured Guided Hikes
•	 Wild Awe Hike – Discover the stories behind Kananaskis' landscapes as local guides share insights into 

the western larch, mountain ecology, and the changing seasons.
•	 Survival Hike – Learn practical wilderness skills like fire building, shelter construction, and navigation 

while gaining a deeper appreciation for the natural environment that makes Kananaskis so unique.

For something a little different, spend 
an afternoon on the pickleball courts in 
Kananaskis Village. Framed by mountain 
peaks and colourful forests, it's one of 
Alberta's most scenic places to enjoy a 
friendly match. Need equipment? Paddle 
rentals are available through Kananaskis 
Outfitters (on a first-come, first-served basis).

Autumn brings a different kind of beauty to Kananaskis' lakes and rivers.

On the Water

Fishing
Cooler temperatures make fall one of the best times 
to cast a line. Several nearby lakes offer excellent 
opportunities for anglers looking to enjoy peaceful 
mornings surrounded by golden forests.

Cycling Through Gold
Seeing the larches by bike offers a completely different perspective. Cruise quiet valley roads, tackle mountain 
trails, or enjoy a leisurely family ride while surrounded by brilliant autumn colour.

Popular routes include:
•	 Highwood Pass – A bucket-list road ride with spectacular alpine scenery.
•	 Bill Milne Trail – A paved, family-friendly path ideal for all ages.
•	 Smith-Dorrien Trail – A rewarding gravel adventure for experienced riders.
•	 Terrace Trail – A fun mountain biking option right from Kananaskis Village.

Local Tip: Kananaskis Outfitters offers mountain bike and e-bike rentals, along with coaching sessions for 
riders looking to build confidence on the trails.

Experience 
Larch Season
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Larch season isn't just for hikers. Whether you're exploring by bike, taking the scenic route, or slowing down beside 
a mountain river, there are countless ways to experience Kananaskis in the fall. However you choose to explore, 
golden forests are never far away.

River Viewing
The Kananaskis River becomes a gathering place for 
whitewater paddlers throughout the season. Watching 
kayakers and surfers navigate the river's standing waves 
offers an exciting break between hikes or scenic drives.



Raptors & Birds of Prey
Golden Eagles
These majestic birds are frequently spotted during their 
fall migration. They use mountain updrafts to soar without 
expending much energy, and you may see them funnelling 
through the valleys in groups.

Bald Eagles & Ospreys
Both are commonly found near lakes and large rivers, 
where they hunt for fish.

Merlins
These small, agile falcons are known for their speed and 
are often seen chasing smaller birds.

Other Raptors
Keep an eye out for red-tailed hawks, northern goshawks, 
and other migrating birds of prey.

Waterfowl
As the season progresses, lakes and wetlands become 
hubs for waterfowl.

In the latter half of September, waterfowl populations on 
local lakes reach their peak. You can expect to see various 
ducks, such as Barrow’s Goldeneye and Mallards.

Birding Tips

Forest Songbirds & Familiar Friends

As the forests turn gold, the skies become just as active. Fall migration brings a variety of birds of prey through 
Kananaskis, while resident songbirds remain busy preparing for winter.

Birdwatching During 
Larch Season

Listen First

Many birds reveal themselves by 
sound long before they're seen. 
Pause for a moment and listen 
for the songs of ruby-crowned  

kinglets, chickadees, and other 
forest birds.

Use the Right Tools

Use Merlin Bird ID to identify 
birds by both sight and sound. 

Its built-in Sound ID feature 
listens to bird songs in real 

time, helping you discover the 
species around you.

Look Beyond the Larches

While you might be focused on 
the golden larches on the ridges, 
don't forget to check the valleys, 
ponds, and river edges, as these 

areas remain productive for 
birding throughout the fall.

Canada Jays 
(Whiskey Jacks)

Often referred to as "Whiskey Jacks," these friendly birds 
are common companions on outings and are frequently 
seen near viewpoints and picnic areas.

Clark’s Nutcrackers
Frequently sighted in the region, these birds are common 
mountain specialties.

Chickadees Mountain Chickadees are commonly found in the area.

Woodpeckers
You may encounter various species, including the hairy 
woodpecker, downy woodpecker, pileated woodpecker, 
and three-toed woodpecker.

Other Common Birds
Keep an eye out for ravens, crows, grouse, and various 
thrushes.

Did You Know?
Migration peaks in September!

Fall migration makes September one of the best 
times to spot birds of prey in Kananaskis.

MALLARD

GOLDEN E AGLE



Curated Hikes
& Strolls
From easy lakeside walks to challenging alpine adventures, these 
handpicked hikes showcase the best of Kananaksis during larch season.

Perfect for families, casual walkers, and anyone looking to 
experience the larches without a strenuous climb.

Up to approximately 10 km with moderate elevation gain. Perfect for 
hikers looking for a half-day adventure.

Longer distances, steeper climbs, and unforgettable alpine views for 
experienced hikers.

Mount Lorette Ponds

Top 5 Easy Hikes & Scenic Strolls Top 5 Moderate Hikes Top 5 Difficult Hikes

A gentle loop with beautiful 
pond reflections and golden 
larches.

1km loop

25m

45 min

Lower Lake 
Interpretive Trail
A peaceful, accessible lakeside 
walk with mountain views and 
interpretive signage.

1.3km
out & back

56m

45 min

Troll Falls
A family-friendly trail that offers 
a leisurely trek through Mother 
Natures finest handiwork.

3.5km
out & back

154m

1.5hr

Wedge Pond
A scenic lakeside walk where 
calm waters reflect the 
surrounding peaks and vibrant 
autumn colours.

1km loop

33m

30min

Village Rim Trail
A paved village loop with scenic 
viewpoints, benches, and 
stunning mountain views at 
every turn.

1.4km loop

20m

0.5-1hr

Ptarmigan Cirque
A short hike to stunning alpine 
meadows filled with beautiful 
larches.

3.5km loop

258m

1.5hr

Pocaterra Cirque
A spectacular ridge traverse 
with sweeping alpine vistas 
and vast larch forests.

6.9km
out & back

419m

2-3hr

Rummel Lake

A scenic forest trail leading to a 
tranquil alpine lake with fewer 
crowds.

10.3km 
out & back

434m

3hr

Burstall Pass
A valley hike through expansive 
larch forests with stunning 
mountain views throughout.

16.4km 
out & back

675m

5hr

Rawson Lake
Turquoise waters, dramatic 
peaks and spectacular autumn 
scenery.

7.1km 
out & back

521m

3.5hr

Healy Pass
A steady climb through dense 
larch forests rewarded with 
breathtaking alpine vistas and 
brilliant fall colour.

18.3km 
out & back

890m

6.5hr

Arethusa Cirque
A scenic loop featuring larch 
forests, waterfalls and dramatic 
mountain backdrops.

3.5km loop

378m

2hr

Tent Ridge
A signature ridge hike with 
panoramic views over endless 
golden larch valleys.

10.5km loop

842m

4-5hr

Chester Lake
A classic larch hike with open 
meadows, a beautiful alpine lake, 
and some of the region's most 
photographed fall scenery.

5.8km
out & back

433m

3hr

Tryst Lake
A quieter alpine hike 
surrounded by colourful 
larches.

7.2km
out & back

397m

3hr

1 1 1

2 2 2

3 3 3

4 4 4

5 5 5
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Relax, Refuel & Stay
After a day spent chasing golden larches, there's no better way to unwind than with a great meal, a soak in the 
Nordic Spa, or a cozy night in the heart of Kananaskis Village. Everything you need to relax and recharge is just a 
short walk away.

Unwind at the Kananaskis Nordic Spa

Dine & Recharge

Stay in the Heart of the Village

After a day on the trails, there's no better place to soothe 
tired muscles than the Kananaskis Nordic Spa. One of 
Canada's premier mountain wellness destinations, the 
spa combines hot pools, cold plunges, steam cabins, 
saunas, and relaxation spaces in a peaceful forest setting.

Whether you're warming up after a crisp autumn hike or 
simply slowing down to enjoy the changing season, the 
hydrotherapy circuit offers the perfect way to end the day.

Enjoy 5 great restaurants in the village.

Whether you're planning a weekend getaway or a longer stay, Kananaskis Village makes an ideal home base 
during larch season. Comfortable accommodations place you just steps from the Nordic Spa, restaurants, 
Kananaskis Outfitters, and many of the region's most popular trailheads.

Planning Tip
Book ahead if possible.

Evenings and weekends fill quickly during 
larch season, while weekday mornings tend to 
be the quietest time to visit.

Upgrade Your Experience
Book the Nordic Nights Spa Package  at the 
Pomeroy Kananaskis Mountain Lodge for 
a luxury, cozy stay with guaranteed evening 
access, and plush robes.

Pomeroy Kananaskis Mountain Lodge
Warm mountain hospitality, spacious guest rooms, 
multiple dining options, and direct access to 
the Village's amenities make the lodge an ideal 
basecamp for exploring larch season.

Black Diamond Club
Looking to make your stay even more memorable? 
Black Diamond Club offers an elevated experience 
with premium rooms, exclusive amenities, and 
thoughtful touches like cozy robes, slippers, and 
personalized service.

Forte Restaurant
Wood-fired pizzas, handmade pasta, and classic Italian 
dishes in a relaxed mountain setting.

Market Café
Fresh coffee, pastries, sandwiches, and grab-and-go 
snacks—perfect before or after a hike.

Blacktail Bar
Craft cocktails, local beers, and casual mountain 
inspired dining.

Cedar Room
An elevated dining experience showcasing locally inspired 
ingredients and seasonal flavours.

Woody's Pub & Patio
Classic pub favourites, cold drinks, and one of the Village's 
best patios for relaxing after a day outdoors.

https://knordicspa.com/
https://www.marriott.com/offers/nordic-nights-spa-package-off-113864/yyckk-kananaskis-mountain-lodge-autograph-collection?propertycode=yyckk
https://lodgeatkananaskis.com/
https://blackdiamond.lodgeatkananaskis.com/accommodations/
https://lodgeatkananaskis.com/forte-restaurant/
https://lodgeatkananaskis.com/market-cafe/
https://lodgeatkananaskis.com/blacktail-bar/
https://lodgeatkananaskis.com/cedar-room/
https://lodgeatkananaskis.com/woodys-pub-and-patio/
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The right apps and resources can help you navigate with confidence, understand the natural world around you, and 
stay safe in the mountains.

Download these tools before you go—cell service can be limited in parts of Kananaskis.

Essential Tools for 
the Season

Leave No Trace

AllTrails

Weather
Network

iNaturalist

Maps

Merlin 
Bird ID

Alberta
Parks

Help protect Kananaskis for future visitors.
Stay on designated trails, pack out everything you bring in, respect wildlife and keep your distance, 
leave the larches exactly as you found them.

Trail Navigation

Discover hiking routes, 
download offline maps, track 
your progress, and stay on 
course—even when you're 
outside cell service.

Check Conditions
Before You Go

Use the radar feature to monitor 
approaching weather systems 
before heading onto the trail.

Identify Plants & Wildlife

Curious about a flower, 
mushroom, or tree? Snap a 
photo and identify thousands 
of species while contributing to 
citizen science observations.

Don't Rely on Cell Service

Download offline maps before 
your trip, we suggest Backroad 
Maps or Gem Trek maps, 
especially if you're exploring 
beyond the main highways.

Identify Birds by
Sight & Sound

Use your phone's microphone 
to identify birds in real time or 
upload a photo to discover the 
species you've spotted.

Public Safety &
Advisories Webpage

Check for trail closures, 
wildlife advisories, fire bans, 
and seasonal updates before 
setting out.

https://www.albertaparks.ca/parks/kananaskis/kananaskis-country/advisories-and-public-safety/
https://www.albertaparks.ca/parks/kananaskis/kananaskis-country/advisories-and-public-safety/
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