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WLTRAVEL / / skiing

TThis wasn’t my first ski trip. So when the lady behind the 
counter at the car rental agency at the Denver Interna-
tional Airport “helpfully” suggested an upgrade from the 
rear-wheel-drive Chevy Impala I’d reserved to a pricey  
4 × 4, I wasn’t biting. 

“I’m fine, thanks,” I replied, shaking my head at her 
presumption. Who did she think she was fooling? It was 
late February and Denver was basking a shirtsleeves-
worthy heat wave. My biggest concern wasn’t whether to 
pay double for a sport utility, but whether the unseason-
able heat would be wreaking havoc on my destination, the 
nearby Winter Park Resort. 

In fact, I was heading to Winter Park exactly because 
of its proximity. Whereas the bold Colorado names of 
Aspen (four-plus hours and one dicey mountain pass) and 
Vail (two-plus hours and that same high mountain pass) 
are beloved by out-of-state visitors, ask any Denver local 
where they ski. Guaranteed, the answer will be Winter 
Park. It’s not just that it’s the closest resort to town (about 
a 90-minute drive), it’s that, for the most part, you avoid 
the dreaded I-70—the main highway that connects Denver 
to the other resorts (and becomes a parking lot on Friday 
nights and Sunday afternoons during ski season). It’s also 
owned by the City of Denver, so there’s a civic pride pull as 
well (although the resort is actually operated by the born-
in-Vancouver Intrawest).

I zipped into town for a short cultural detour and by the 
time I pointed my wheels west, the blinding sunshine had 
been replaced by some low, slightly ominous cloud with 
a sprinkling of rain. So maybe I wouldn’t be driving with 
the window open, but the temperature was still well above 

FROM A LOCALS-ONLY 
HILL IN COLORADO 
TO A LOCALLY OWNED 
SPOT IN B.C., WE’VE 
SOURCED THE 
BEST RUNS ON THE 
CONTINENT FOR YOUR 
SKIING PLEASURE.

by ne a l mclenna n

Cliff Hanger
Colorado’s Winter Park is 
actually three separate 
mountains, each with their 
own character. If you like 
cliffs, try Vasquez Ridge.

Stellar
WINTER
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freezing, so no cause for alarm. Leaving downtown Den-
ver feels a lot like leaving Calgary—you emerge from banks 
of skyscrapers to be faced with a beautiful panorama 
of Rocky Mountains. But whereas the TransCanada 
remains pretty straight and relatively flat, the I-70 starts 
to gain elevation in a hurry. (The highway reaches a peak 
elevation of 11,990 feet at Loveland Pass. For reference, 
the town of Banff is at 4,537 feet.) And with that eleva-
tion came a rapid decrease in temperature, such that the 
light mist became a light snow, and then rapidly became 
a heavy snow. By the time I turned off at the Winter Park 
exit, there were easily four inches of fresh snow on the 
ground. With two rear wheels to power me through it.

I slogged slowly with a death grip on the imitation 
leather-covered wheel. Going mid-week had seemed the 
perfect idea to beat the crowds, but now it meant that I was 
the lone trailblazer making my way on an undisturbed 
blanket of snow on a road so squiggly that it looks on a map 
like it had been drawn by Jackson Pollock. Slow and steady 
did indeed win the day as I inched into the nearby town of 

Fraser, abandoned the Impala in the Safeway parking lot—
and called the friends I was staying with to come fetch me 
in their 4 × 4. 

Snow is a zero-sum game when it comes to skiing. The 
trouble it creates trying to get to the hill is repaid in kind 
the next morning when a) that same snow is sitting undis-
turbed on the mountain and b) you only have to share it 
with those insane enough to have driven through it along 
with you. So the next morning, a ragtag group of locals, 
those who value skiing more than family, and I had the 
entire 3,081 acres to ourselves.  

Winter Park is actually the amalgam of three con-
nected mountains: Winter Park, Mary Jane and Vasquez 
Ridge. My Denver friends had told me that Mary Jane was 
the place for tree skiing and steeps but, they added pre-
sciently, if it dumps, hit Vasquez. I hit Vasquez.

In some ways it was the sort of day of skiing you almost 
regret, like the one time you made an impossible three-
point shot or ran the board watching Jeopardy: it makes 
you think the near-impossible is likely. I kept dropping 

I began to wonder what dupe would 
shell out top dollar for heli-skiing  
when Winter Park exists.

Town Council
Winter Park is run by 
Intrawest, so the village 
will seem very familiar  
to Whistler-goers.

Greatest Gloves Ever?
It uses two types of 
Gore-Tex, three types 
of insulation and comes 
in at a painful $280. 
On the other hand, the 
new Lithic Glove by 
Arc’teryx feels like your 
own skin and will never 
allow your hands to get 
cold. So we’re sold.

into knee-deep powder like it was a natural thing to do 
at a resort. I began to wonder what dupe would shell out 
top dollar for heli-skiing when Winter Park exists. I ate a 
Clif bar for lunch, riding up the chairlift by myself, but as 
the sun came out mid-afternoon, I knew that the jig was 
up—the roads would be plowed, the hordes a-coming. So I 
skied until the last lift—something I hadn’t done in years.

I spent the night having dinner with friends at Dev-
il’s Thumb Ranch, a 20-minute drive from the resort, 
rumoured to have the best cross-country ski trails in the 
country. It looks like an Old West town, if towns in the Old 
West specialized in verticals of Château Margaux. The fire 
was roaring, the food supremely satisfying and everything 
was just as it was meant to be. My white-knuckle experi-
ence of the day before faded as I recounted the story of the 
epic powder day, pouring another glass of wine. Tomorrow 
I’d be skiing what would in practice be a different moun-
tain, one with half the snow and twice the skiers. And 
after that, another sleep and the drive back to Denver. 

And snow was in the forecast. 

GROUP 
LESSONS
The community loved Shames 
so much that they bought it.
by andre w F indl ay

My earliest memories of skiing were formed at 
Kamloops Ski Hill. Enterprising locals used an 
old VW motor to power a rope tow whose greasy 
cable could shred a pair of gloves in an after-
noon as it dragged you repeatedly 100 vertical 
metres up a steep hill. There were four runs, with 
a warm-up shack at the bottom. This anonymous 
little operation became extinct decades ago, the 
north-facing hillside of ponderosa pine and Doug-
las fir long since blasted away to accommodate a 
massive Costco outlet and parking lot. 

I’ve skied a lot; it’s a habit hard to kick. I’ve 
experienced them all: big, glossy resorts and 
subsistence hills that stagger from one year to 
the next fuelled by little more than diehard com-
munity spirit. And it’s the latter incarnation of the 
skiing experience that always leaves the most 
indelible impressions: places like Shames Moun-
tain, tucked into the rugged Skeena range of 
northwest British Columbia, 35 kilometres west of 
Terrace. Shames has the stats to grab the atten-
tion of skiers. It routinely claims more snowfall 
than any other lift-serviced resort in the world, 
with an annual snow base that tops 10 metres—
enough to bury a three-storey chalet—and the 
variety and abundance of lift-accessed backcoun-
try, or “slack country” in ski jargon, is legendary. 

Equally legendary is the story behind this little 
ski operation. In 2011 Shames appeared destined 
for doom. The local investors who had nursed 
along the mom-and-pop ski hill since the early 
1990s wanted out. If a buyer couldn’t be found, 

The next morning, a rag-tag group of locals, 
those who value skiing more than family, 
and I had the entire 3,081 acres to ourselves.
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Shames would close before that autumn’s first 
snowfall. Panic swept among avid skiers like Dean 
Wagner, a Prince Rupert commercial fisherman 
who hand-makes Divide skis on the side. But the 
community rallied. Shames supporters formed My 
Mountain Co-op and, by late spring, volunteers 
had sold enough memberships to secure financ-
ing and take ownership, which they did in Decem-
ber 2012. It’s the only co-op-owned and operated 
ski hill in Canada, and today it is 1,354 members 
strong and still growing.

There’s no better way to tap Wagner’s pas-
sion than to go skiing with him. “Shames is a huge 
reason people choose to live around here. The 
energy and enthusiasm behind the mountain is 
better now than it’s ever been,” Wagner says as 
we stop for a snack after skiing a steep off-piste 
line on the back side of the mountain known as 
Zymacord Trees.

What makes the co-op model special is that 
every dollar of profit generated through lift ticket 
sales, equipment rentals and beer and burgers at 
Galloway’s Mountain Bar is pumped back into the 
hill for upgrades and maintenance. It’s no cash 
windfall, but it ensures Shames remains rooted 
in Terrace and other communities in the region, 
like Prince Rupert, that form the core of skiers and 
boarders supporting the mountain.

Wagner and I begin ascending back up Zyma-
cord Trees, then weaving our way over to the 
Dome, a golf ball-round summit above the ski 
resort. Chiselled peaks soar above a nearby 
valley littered with avalanche paths and known 
locally as the “valley of doom.” We peel the climb-
ing skins from our skis then drop off a little cornice 
into the North Bowl, now well tracked-up by pow-
der hounds. Still, Wagner and I manage to mine 
the slope for fresh tracks. One thing you rarely 
find at Shames is a crowd; as I’m learning, most 
people on the slopes today are on a first-name 
basis with one another.

Back at the day lodge, I head upstairs to Gal-
loway’s. Children cavort on the deck outside, 
where I find Charlotte Rowse, her bright pink lip-
stick matching her ski pants, having lunch with 
husband Dennis. The Prince Rupert couple skis 
30 days a year on average. Not bad for folks in 
their 90s who have been skiing Shames since it 
opened in 1990.

A few minutes previous, I had met 29-year-old 
Billy McCrae, a fourth-generation Terrace resi-
dent, who was running the T-bar while listening 
to heavy metal on a portable boom box. With his 
mohawk coif, diamond ear stud and white muscle 
T-shirt, McCrae shares neither musical tastes nor 
fashion sense with Shames’s only nonagenarian 
skiers. What they do share is a love of a ski hill. 

Shames routinely claims more 
snowfall than any other lift-
serviced resort in the world.

Miles Away
While the lift-serviced 
terrain at Shames is 
killer, it’s when you use 
the lifts to access the 
backcountry that things 
verge into epic territory.


