
Upper Norquay Slabs 
 
The upper slabs have long been a popular climbing area mainly because of the classic 
Escargot Corner which climbs the left-hand of the two right-facing corners. The rock is 
generally excellent, the views are good, and the climb is well worth the long hike up the 
ridge. Other climbs have been added in recent years but little information has been 
circulated and they have remained obscure. Hopefully that will change since there is a lot 
of good rock to the right of Escargot Corner and the existing climbs deserve more 
attention. The cliff offers mainly friction climbing on high angle slabs and grades tend to 
be easier than on the lower cliff since the rock is more weathered and rougher. 
 
Upper Norquay Slabs approach: There are a number of approach routes that have been 
taken in the past to reach the upper slabs. The one described first is the most scenic and 
does not require crossing the highway. Begin from the small parking area off the 
westbound lane of the Trans-Canada Highway as described above for the Lower Norquay 
Slabs approach. After climbing over the animal fence at the run-off channel and 
following the right-hand bank for about 100 m, turn right and go up under the power lines 
and through burnt timber towards the main ridge. There is a small trail higher up which 
diagonals steeply up and right at first and then back left to gain the crest of the ridge. 
Follow the ridge as it climbs steadily with excellent views of Vermillion Lakes, the Banff 
town site, and Mount Rundle. Above a short level section the trail improves considerably 
and passes through a series of small rock steps. About 530 m vertically above the road a 
major level section is reached where the ridge dips down slightly and forms a small col. 
Do not descend at this point but continue easily up the rock step above and then through 
trees to a second level section with a large cairn. Drop down the left side of the ridge on a 
small trail (cairn) and go across beneath slabs into a broad scree gully. Ignoring a trail 
that climbs farther up the gully, traverse left across it and continue left and down slightly 
on a small trail below a cliff band. The trail drops down and goes around a corner onto an 
exposed ledge system that runs directly above the lower slabs. Ring bolts can be seen 
below the trail and caution is required not to dislodge rock onto the climbing area. The 
ledge system drops down steadily and turns a prow where the upper slabs and Escargot 
Corner come into view. Descend through trees into an easy gully and go down this to a 
scree bowl on the right (looking out) below the slabs. The start of each climb is described 
from here. Time: 1.5 – 2 hours. 
 
Alternative Approaches: 
1. Via Lower Slabs:  After reaching the Lower Slabs, follow the trail rightwards along 
the base of cliffs passing a rocky scoop after about 100 m and then dropping down 
around a broken buttress to reach a broad, easy gully. Go up the gully to where it is 
crossed near the top by the normal approach route as it leaves the ridge and traverses left 
above the lower cliffs. An interesting, alpine-style excursion as a prelude to Escargot 
Corner is to climb 4th class up the rocky scoop noted above and continue up a broken 
corner system on the left to the upper trail. 



2. From Vermillion Lakes viewpoint: There is a large and legal parking area at the 
Vermillion Lakes viewpoint on the eastbound side of the Trans-Canada Highway, 4.2 km 
east of the 1A Highway (Bow Valley Parkway) and 1.6 km before the west Banff (Mt 
Norquay) intersection. From the east end of the parking area, cross the highway to a low 
point in the animal fence, climb over the fence (tread carefully) and then follow animal 
trails up and left to join the main approach ridge. This route involves crossing the 
highway but descent from the upper climbs down the gully and lower drainage ends more 
naturally at this point. 
3. From Mount Norquay Ski Area: This approach route has the attraction of gaining a 
considerable amount of elevation by car and also the distinctly Alpine feel of hiking up 
through a ski area to going climbing. However, a long traverse with no trail is required to 
gain the approach ridge, access onto which is complicated by cliff bands. The route is 
best studied from the Banff town site and involves crossing an intermediate ridge and the 
descent gully to gain the approach ridge at the second level section where the trail cuts 
left to the base of the Upper Slabs. From the ski area, hike over to its far left side (beyond 
the North American run) and climb an open slope at first and then a game trail up through 
trees heading towards an area of burnt timber at the top of a rib. Traverse left before 
reaching the burnt area and cross a break in the intermediate ridge into the descent gully. 
Scramble up a diagonal break in the cliff bands that leads to the level section on the ridge. 
Alternatively, go up to the area of burnt timber and traverse across the top of the descent 
gully to reach ridge below the cliff band on the descent from Escargot Corner.   
 
Descent: 
Climbs on the right-hand side of the slabs reach a broken section on the ridge where easy 
scrambling leads down to the approach trail. Escargot Corner and the Baker/Cain Route 
arrive higher up on the ridge above a steep cliff that complicates the descent. There are a 
number of options, probably the easiest of which is to walk down the ridge for a short 
distance to the top of the cliff band and locate a black, rappel chain threaded through a 
hole in the rock (check the condition of the chain). From here, a 25 m rappel leads to a 
two-bolt station over on the left (looking in), and then a second, steeper rappel (30 m) 
reaches easy ground and the approach trail below. 
There are two other options for Escargot Corner and the Baker/Cain Route that do not 
join the approach trail. Hike up for a short distance to the crest of the ridge and then drop 
down the other side towards the ski area (east). Scramble or rope down a small cliff band 
(easier farther left) and then either hike down to the ski area ((see approach from that 
direction) or traverse right (west) and cross a treed rib into a steep, narrow gully that 
parallels the approach ridge. The gully provides an easy but bone-jarring descent on 
unsatisfactory scree and leads to open forest above the Trans-Canada Highway. Head 
straight down and cross the animal fence at a low point directly across from the 
Vermillion Lakes viewpoint. 



 



Escargot Corner,  260 m, 5.6/7.  
Murray Toft and Allan Derbyshire, 1980 
  
Escargot Corner is one of the best climbs of its grade in Banff Park. It gives six pitches 
of good climbing, four of which follow a long corner system on excellent rock at a 
consistent standard. The combination of a walk up the ridge, the climb itself, and 
refreshments in the Mt. Norquay ski lodge (when open) is hard to beat. Fossilized snails 
on the right wall of the final corner provide added interest. A good selection of gear (to 
3in) is required and the stations are bolted for rappel. The first two pitches may be 
avoided by scrambling up on the left via a small ridge – this is common practice but the 
complete climb is definitely worth doing. 
From the scree bowl at the base of the approach gully, traverse left (north) beneath the 
cliffs to an undercut slab below the lower corner. If the two lower pitches are to be 
climbed, move slightly left and scramble up to the base of the corner. Alternatively, 
continue traversing left and climb easy slabs to gain a small ridge, above which more 4th 
class scrambling leads up and right to the foot of the main corner – see topo. 
 
1 & 2. 95 m, 5.5. Climb the lower corner system on interesting, knobbly rock, filled with 
solution pockets, past a tree belay to a bolted station at the base of the main corner on the 
left. 
3. 35 m, 5.6. Climb up to an overhang in the corner (piton) and continue up around it on 
good holds to a small ledge and bolt belay on the left. 
4. 50 m, 5.6/7.  A long pitch up the corner leads to a semi-hanging, two bolt belay on the 
right. The climbing is interesting and quite sustained but can be well protected with gear. 
There is an alternative, bolted belay at a ledge on the left, a short distance higher. 
5. 35 m, 5.5. Continue up the corner past a slightly broken section to some large 
overhangs and a bolt on the right. Traverse easily right past the bolt to a two-bolt belay at 
a huge block. 
6. 45 m, 5.6/7. Climb a broken crack above and left of the block and move left back into 
the main corner. Follow the corner past a steep section near the top to a bolt belay at an 
easy ramp on the left. 
 
Descent: Scramble up to big ledges at the top, from which there are a number of descent 
options – see above. 



 



Mother, Jugs, and Speed,  190 m, 5.8.  
John Forrest and Tom Black, August 1987 
 
This enjoyable route climbs the full height of the cliff on the long, sweeping slabs right of 
Escargot Corner. The rock is clean and solid in the upper pitches giving excellent slab 
climbing in a great position. Protection is fairly sparse, however, and there are some run-
out sections. The top part of the climb had been done previously by moving up and left 
from the first belay of Sea of Tranquility to join the third pitch – see crag photograph. 
The route was called Picnic at Sloping Rock and was climbed by Brian Wyvill, Saul 
Greenberg and Clive MacKay in 1985. 
Gear: Nuts and cams to 2 in. The belays are fixed but a hammer (to test the pitons) and a 
small selection from knifeblades to small angles is advised. 
 
The climb starts immediately right of the lower corner of the original start of Escargot 
Corner. Scramble up to a ledge on the right at the base of the corner, below a short, dark 
slab. 
 
1. 30 m, 5.5. From the ledge, climb up and slightly right past a small overlap to a piton a 
little higher up. Continue up the slab past a second piton near the top to ledges and a 
fixed piton belay. 
2. 35 m, 4th. Traverse easily up and right around the edge and into the broken corner of 
the Baker/Cain Route. Move up and then traverse right on a grassy ledge to the base of 
the upper slabs. 
3. 45 m, 5.7/8. Climb the right-hand margin of the slab to a block with a small tree 
(junction with Picnic at Sloping Rock). Continue up and then go diagonally left to a fixed 
belay in a small depression. 
4. 45 m, 5.7/8. Continue up the slab staying to the right of a shallow corner to another 
fixed belay. 
 5. 35 m, 5.6/7. Climb the slab angling slightly right to gain a ledge system below the 
short upper wall. 
 
Descent: The top of the cliff is reached just below the steep section on the descent from 
Escargot Corner. It is possible to scramble down to the right and regain the trail on the 
ridge. 
 
 
The Baker/Cain Route  225 m, 5.6 
Ken Baker and Ginger Cain, late 1950's 
This was the first route done on the slabs but nowadays it is rarely, if ever climbed. It 
follows a parallel line to Escargot Corner but appears to offer less consistent climbing on 
not such good rock. Its poor reputation, however, may not be entirely justified and the 
climb may be worthwhile particularly if it gets cleaned up with more traffic. The upper 
corner system certainly looks good and also could be accessed using the start of Mother, 
Jugs, and Speed.  



Sea of Tranquility, 160 m, 5.7 R  
Saul Greenberg, Clive MacKay and Brian Wyvill, 1985  
Variation: Brian Wyvill. 
 
The next two routes go up the slabs immediately left of the approach gully (looking up) 
and share basically the same first pitch. The rock here is excellent although the climbing 
tends to be run-out. Some judicious bolting may be worthwhile considering the technical 
grade of the routes. 
Approach as for Escargot Corner but instead of descending to the bottom of the gully 
and then traversing across, move out left on a higher ledge about 40 m above the scree. 
Traverse left for about 25 m and belay just past a small clump of trees below a broken 
diagonal line that goes up left to easy corners.  
Gear: Nuts and cams to 2 in, plus a selection of pitons – knifeblades to small angles. 
 
1. 60 m, 5.5. Follow the diagonal line up left and climb the easy corners heading for the 
base of a shallow, slanting corner set in perfect rock. Belay in a small alcove below the 
corner. 
2. 55 m, 5.7 R. Sustained climbing in the crackless corner (one protection bolt) leads to a 
2-bolt belay below a right-leaning roof.  
2 alt. 55 m, 5.7 RX. Move right and climb through a small overlap and then go directly 
up the right edge of the slab to the bolt belay – no protection!  
3. 45 m, 5.6. Climb past the right side of the roof (good crack) and go up wormy slabs to 
the top. 
 
Descent: The top of the cliff is reached below the steep section on the descent from 
Escargot Corner. It is possible to scramble down to the right and regain the trail on the 
ridge. 
 
Spiky Plus  210 m, 5.6 R  
Jeff Perron and Peter McPhearson, June 1996 
 
This is another slab climb featuring good climbing on excellent rock but with barely 
adequate protection. Again, bolts may not be a bad idea if only for the belays? 
Gear: Nuts and cams to 2 in, plus a selection of pitons – knifeblades to small angles. 
 
1. 60 m, 5.5. Start as for Sea of Tranquility and move right near the top of the pitch to 
belay at a small horn of rock. 
2. 20 m, 5.4. Traverse right and up slightly and then go across for 20 m to a tree.  
3. 55 m, 5.6. Climb straight up to gain a corner and follow it to where it shifts to the 
right. Move left on to the face and go across to a larger corner. Continue up this to a fixed 
piton and nut belay on the right. 



4. 60 m, 5.6. Step back left to regain the main corner and follow it to a small break about 
5 m below a roof. Move left out of the corner and go up and diagonally left across a slab, 
crossing the upper pitch of Sea of Tranquility. Continue up and left on the slab to 
eventually intercept a large, loose corner with a ledge about 15 m below the top of the 
cliff. Belay here using a short crack up and left on the slab (small nut and Lost Arrow 
piton – not fixed). 
5. 15 m, 5.5. Follow the corner to the top. 
 
Descent: The top of the cliff is reached just below the steep section on the descent from 
Escargot Corner. It is possible to scramble down to the right and regain the trail on the 
ridge. 
 


