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As an intrepid young climber and 
skier, Hans Gmoser launched daring 
expeditions and redefined technical 
boundaries in Canada’s Rocky Moun-
tains. But it was as a mountain guide that 
Gmoser, who died on July 5 from injuries 
sustained in a cycling accident near 
Banff, revolutionized the country’s 
mountain recreation industry and left a 
lasting legacy.

Born in Austria in 1932, Gmoser 
escaped his industrial suburbs by climb-
ing mountains. At age 19—too young to 
take Austria’s mountain guide’s exam—
he and friend Leo Grillmair journeyed to 
Canada, where they discovered innumer-
able unclimbed faces. In 1952, they 
climbed Mount Yamnuska’s south wall, 
the first of many groundbreaking ascents 

that helped steer the course of Canadian 
mountaineering, including the first all-
Canadian ascent of Mount Logan and a 
new route on Mount McKinley. On skis, 
Gmoser pioneered glacier traverses in the 
Rockies and the Purcells. 

Throughout the 1950s, Gmoser 
guided ski tours in the winter and 
climbing trips in the summer. To pro-
mote his company—Rocky Mountain 
Guides—he toured North America, 
thrilling and inspiring audiences with 
ski f ilms highlighting the unspoiled 
Canadian wilderness. One show in 
Detroit drew 2,500 people.

In 1965, at the suggestion of clients 
keen on making more turns, Gmoser 
hired a helicopter to ferry 18 skiers up 
mountain slopes. The following year 70 

skiers signed on for the service. The tim-
ing was serendipitous—jet helicopter 
technology was taking off, and by 1968 
Gmoser opened Bugaboo Lodge. His 
business evolved to Canadian Mountain 
Holidays, which now boasts a dozen 
lodges amidst B.C.’s powder belt, com-
plete with rooftop Jacuzzis, five-star 
chefs and 500 staff serving 7,000 skiers 
and 3,000 heli-hikers annually. Although 
he counted Pierre Trudeau and the kings 
of Spain and Norway among his friends, 
Gmoser maintained a first-name rela-
tionship with guests and staff alike. 

While best known as the father of 
helicopter skiing, Gmoser was much, 
much more, says Chic Scott, author of 
Pushing the Limits. “For me, Hans’s most 
significant contribution was that he 
turned young Canadians into moun-
taineers and ski mountaineers. He 
inspired us to go climbing and ski tour-
ing with his movies.”

In 1963, setting the course for genera-

Hans Gmoser pioneered new highs in the alpine
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Peak moment: Hans 
Gmoser and wife 
Margaret in the 
Cariboo Mountains.


