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As head of public safety for Alberta’s Kananaskis 
Country, George Field has two offices: one inside, 
where he spends half his time, and one outdoors—
4,200 square kilometres of Alberta’s Rocky Mountains 
and foothills, where he rescues climbers from remote 
10,000-foot glaciated peaks and paddlers stranded 
in surging whitewater. It’s part of his job description 
to go  climbing—to practise his rescue skills—and ski 
touring—to assess avalanche conditions. “I have to be 
physically fit, or else I’m a liability,” he explains.  

mountain guide
Jörg Wilz, 43, Canmore, Alberta

What he loves about his job
In a profession where too many calls 
result in bagging a dead body, Field says 
the best part is coming out with a happy 

ending. “And the thanks we get from the person or 
their family.”

What he doesn’t love about his job
The toughest part of the job is dealing with the 
grieving families of fatal accident victims and trying 
to answer their questions, even two years after the 
accident.

Best moment
A day after a dog had been buried in an avalanche, 
Field and his colleagues went out to try to retrieve the 
dog’s body. But as they neared the site, they heard 
barking—the golden retriever had dug itself out from 
six feet of debris. “I put him in my pack and skied 
down to the parking lot,” Field recalled. “He was totally 
exhausted—he must have been digging all night.” 

Right stuff required
This profession demands the technical skills to orga-
nize and execute a rescue, an aptitude for recogniz-

ing hazards, and an understanding 
of assorted recreational pursuits. In 
some national and provincial parks, 
public-safety specialists require full 
certification with the Association of 

Canadian Mountain Guides. Other necessary quali-
ties include compassion and patience, Field says, 
plus a talent for thinking on your feet. “You have to 
be open-minded and flexible, be able to think about 
things several hours down the road. And if things do 
go sideways, you need to know how to prevent them 
from becoming a disaster.”

Show me the money
An Alberta provincial park position starts at $40,000 
to $50,000.                                                              —LM

Through the winters, Wilz guides heli-skiers 
for Canadian Mountain Holidays from their 
base in Revelstoke, B.C., laying first tracks 
in deep powder for two weeks on/two weeks 
off. When he’s home in Canmore, he leads 
day trips—ice climbing or snowshoeing in 
winter, rock climbing or mountaineering in 
summer—which lets him come home for din-
ner with his wife and two children. Then in 
September he guides climbing trips in the 
European Alps before ski season starts up.

What he loves about his job
Climbing an 11,000-foot peak one day or hik-
ing around an alpine lake the next, Wilz says 
it’s the diversity of his clients and his expe-
riences he loves most. Guiding, he explains, 
isn’t climbing to push his limits, but to give 
his clients an experience beyond their own 
expectations. “I really love showing people 
a good time,” Wilz says. “And I really enjoy 
being out in the mountains. On the stormy 
days, when the sky opens up a little bit, it’s 
almost spiritual.”

What he doesn’t love about his job
Wilz doesn’t like starting a week with skiers 
who’ve paid $18,000 each for the ultimate 

heli-skiing experi-
ence knowing the 
conditions are 
unsafe or plain lousy and he won’t be able 
to deliver on their expectations.

Best moment
“I think I have a couple of career high-
lights every year,” Wilz says. But especially 
memorable was a 1993 trip to Pakistan’s 
Karakoram Range, and making first ascents 
with two other guides and 20 young climb-
ers in the Hushe Valley. 

Right stuff required
Guiding, Wilz says, takes a love for the 
mountains, comprehensive technical climb-
ing and backcountry skiing skills, and the 
confidence and judgment to oversee a 
group’s safety in all conditions. Becoming an 
internationally certified guide takes six to 
10 years of intensive mountain experience, 
plus a series of rigorous and often stress-
ful exams. Working in the mountains both 
at home and abroad means lots of time 
away from family at a job where accidents—
though rare—can happen. “It’s a little riskier 
than being an accountant,” Wilz says. 

Search and rescue
George Field, 59, Canmore, Alberta

Show me the money
Working 200 days a year for the standard 
full guide’s rate of $300 a day, Wilz says he 
can earn about $60,000.                         —LMabo
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» 70 per cent 
of Canadians 
say that having 
interesting work 
is very important, 
while only 62 per 
cent say that 
having a well-pay-
ing job is impor-
tant

» Only 28 
per cent of 
Canadians are 
“very satisfied” 
with their jobs

» 27 per cent of 
Canadians report 
high levels of job 
stress

» 18 per cent of 
Canadians have 
difficulty keep-
ing up with their 
workload

» 9 per cent of 
Canadians would 
prefer to work 
fewer hours for 
less pay

job 
stats

Source: jobquality.ca

Adventure Thrills	 8/10
Longevity	 8/10
Pay	 6/10
Outdoor Time	 9/10
Freedom	 7/10

how it rates 38

Adventure Thrills	 9/10
Longevity	 8/10
Pay	 6/10
Outdoor Time	 5/10
Freedom	 5/10

how it rates 33


