
KEPH SENETT fi nds the Canadian Rockies 
the perfect place for a Pride festival

Rocky mountain high
HIGH ABOVE the US -Canada border, but only 
about halfway to the northern edge of Alberta 
where the province meets the Northwest 
Territories, over 10,000 square kilometers of the 
Canadian Rockies are reserved for the country’s 
second largest national park. The small town of 
Jasper is located inside this vast protected area, 
and is watched over by a statue of the park’s 
mascot, Jasper the Bear. Debuted in 1948 in 
Canadian news magazine Maclean’s, Jasper was 
created by Winnipeg cartoonist Jim Simpkins, 
who imagined an affable, harmless character—a 
perfectly Canadian bear.

More than 2 million tourists visit Jasper 
annually, and the winters belong to Marmot. The 
mountain attracts national and international 
travellers who come to work a season at the hill, 
to ski and snowboard, or to star-gaze during the 
long nights—Jasper National Park is the largest 
Dark Sky Preserve in the world. In the shoulder 
season, just before Marmot closes but before it’s 
warm enough to get out on the Athabasca River, 
Jasper hosts an LGBTQ Pride Weekend.

Coming in via Edmonton (which has the 
nearest international airport), you’ll want to call 
shotgun for the shuttle. Your driver—let’s name 
him Fred—will reach across the console for a 

handshake before putting the truck in gear. In the 
four hours it takes to reach Jasper, you’ll have seen 
15 elk, three bighorn sheep, a pair of bald eagles, 
and an overturned semi (“For a guy who drives for 
a living,” Fred will say drily, “he should know to 
slow down in the rain.”) 

You’ll have also learned about the oil and gas 
money luring the province’s sons up north to 
break their backs on the pipelines, and the booze, 
steak, and enormous trucks on which they blow 
their pay. Fred will slow down as you pass a 
roadside lot where row upon row of fully-loaded 
pickups are parked, glistening with rainwater. 
“They’re all for the boys,” Fred will tell you, and 
you’ll wonder at a paycheck that could let you buy 
a truck in cash.

Alberta’s “boys” trend manly. They’re mostly 
pipeline workers and truckers, cowboys and 
engineers, and even if they’re ski instructors, 
hoteliers, and park rangers in Jasper, the rural 
Rockies seems like a funny place to host a Pride 
festival—right up until you pull off the 
Yellowhead Highway and onto Connaught 
Drive where an enormous rainbow fl ag hangs 
from the lamppost.  

Jasper is really only a collection of streets 
fanning out from the site of the old railway 
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station. Currently used by VIA Rail—The 
Canadian rolls through three times per week—
the siding was fi rst established in 1911 by the 
Grand Trunk Pacifi c Railway back when Jasper 
was called Fitzhugh (the town’s newspaper still 
bears the name of the Grand Trunk VP). All of 
this history and more is on loving display at the 
Jasper Yellowhead Museum and Archives. 
Admission is 6 bucks but drop some extra in the 
tin; they’re taking donations to fi x the roof.

Like many small Canadian towns, Jasper 
makes hay from its pioneer past. Along the main 
streets, shops sell souvenir road signs, blankets, 
and Stetsons, and exposed wooden beams are de 
rigeur for everything from hair salons to 
pancake houses. During this Pride weekend in 
April at least, the storefronts are as riotous as 
the Castro with Pride fl ags and advertisements, 
and you’ll discover that the festival is promoted 
by businesses as transnational as TD Bank and 
as local as Buffalo Betty’s Gifts.

“Jasper respects you for you,” OUTJasper 
Program Coordinator Mychol Ormandy will say 
when asked about the logistics of running a 
Pride event in a rural town of around 5,000. 
(Later, unaware that you’re speaking to the same 
person, you’ll introduce yourself to Toni Lester 

Van Blam, congratulating her on a magnifi cent 
performance at the Saturday night drag show.) 
Sure enough, by your third day in town, you’ll 
start noticing familiar faces, and locals will 
honk and wave when they see you on the street.

At the party (which is hosted in the commu-
nity hall—the only venue large enough to 
handle the crowd) local teens in “Legalise Gay” 
T-shirts will dance alongside ranchers, 
business-owners, out-of-towners, and cowboys, 
and in the morning, everyone will gather again 
for a pancake breakfast hosted by the local 
school’s gay-straight alliance. 

Even though the statue is one of the town’s 
main attractions, it’s not until you overhear 
some gossip about Jasper the Bear that you 
resolve to take a look. “It’s just that we don’t 
really know if Jasper is a man-bear or a 
woman-bear. We’ve always assumed he’s male, 
but in the cartoon he’s always in the company 
of two cubs.”

Later in the evening, when you’re picking your 
way home past a pack of hungry elk nibbling at 
the early shoots near the roadside, you’ll make a 
detour and fi nd yourself chuckling. 

Gender notwithstanding, Jasper the Bear 
sports an unambiguously limp wrist.

WAY TO GO
Air Canada has daily direct fl ights from the UK to 
Edmonton. Daily shuttles available to Jasper through 
sundogtours.com.

Tourist info: jasper.travel
Gay info: outjasper.com
Key West Pride: jasperpride.com

Nightlife
Whistle Stop Pub
105 Miette Avenue
whistlersinn.com/pub

The De’d Dog
404 Connaught Drive
deddog.com

The Horseshoe Club 
610 Patricia Street
horseshoeclub.ca

Restaurants
Evil Dave’s Grill
622B Patricia Street
evildavesgrill.com

Papa George’s Restaurant
404 Connaught Drive
papageorgesrestaurant.com

Fiddle River
620 Connaught Drive
fi ddleriverrestaurant.com

Hotels
Fairmont Jasper Park Lodge
Old Lodge Road
fairmont.com/jasper

Mountain Park Lodges
200 Connaught Drive
mpljasper.com 

Whistler’s Inn
105 Miette Avenue
Whistlersinn.com
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“During Pride weekend 
in April the storefronts 

are as riotous as the 
Castro with pride fl ags 

and advertisements”
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