Sierra Style

From Mammoth Mountain to a range of resorts surrounding
Lake Tahoe, California is a winter-sports playground = BY BILL FINK

I'M LIVING A SKIER’S DREAM. Catching an early chairlift, the morning after a storm at 10,800 feet on top of

Chair 23 at Mammoth Mountain, I gaze at bluebird skies above me and powder-white below. I buckle my boots tight

and peer over the cornice into the formidable double-black-diamond Wipeout Chute. The prior night’s winds have

blown deep snow into the steep, narrow run between jagged black rocks. = Ilaunch myself a few feet into the air from

the lip, and land in comforting, soft powder that slows my momentum a bit. A hundred feet of bouncing turns through

knee-deep snow, and I emerge safely from the chute into a vast bowl of untracked powder. Gaining speed, my wide,

sweeping turns raise a rooster tail of snow behind me as I drop a thousand vertical feet back to the bottom of the lift.

Still out of breath, I quickly get back on the chair, ﬁgur'mg 1 can rest on the return ride to the summit. m California

may be better known for its beaches, theme parks and wineries, but when November rolls around and the flakes begin

to fly, snowboarders and skiers like me turn their attention to the Sierra Nevada, the Golden State’s winter playground.

The following guide offers profiles of several sure-bet resorts for a California winter vacation.

A Mammoth of a Mountain

The first thing you'll notice about skiing Mammoth is
that the name fits—it really is a mammoth-size moun-
tain. With 3,500 acres of terrain, 150 trails, 28 lifts and
3,100 vertical feet of skiing, it allows you to spend a
weekend exploring the slopes without ever repeating a
run. An epic ride up Panorama Gondola carries you
close to the 11,000-plus-foot peak. As the name implies,
panoramic views await those who come to the summit:
360 degrees of sweeping jagged peaks of the Sierra
Nevada range.

Peering down from the peak, skiers and snowhoard-
ers are greeted by open expanses of extreme terrain, as
well as the wide, groomed, easygoing Dave’s Run. On a
good day, the bowls beneath the peak are deep with
fresh snow as fluffy as the mascot, Woolly, allowing for
long, arcing turns through the powder and whoops of
joy echoing across the hills.

Even when the weather doesn’t cooperate with daily
fresh snow, remember that this is a big mountain: Fol-
low the locals to the powder stashes that linger in the

sheltered tree-lined slopes on the mountain’s far right
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above Outpost 14, or the far left at Cloud Nine Express.

One of the great things about Mammoth is that, with
multiple peaks and slopes facing all directions, chances
are good that on any given day you're going to find some
excellent ski conditions, sometimes in many different
places on the slopes as the day progresses.

For advanced terrain, Chair 22 is my personal favor-
ite. It leads to steep, powder-filled, tree-lined runs where
intimidating names such as Avalanche Chutes protect
the area from getting tracked up too quickly, though the
runs are made safe by the ski patrol early in the day.

For beginners, a well-developed ski/snowboard
school offers group and individual instruction, and
plenty of gentle terrain, with a couple of moving-carpet
lifts and, of course, good ol” Woolly hopping around to
greet the kids.

Mammoth is also well-known for its assortment of
terrain parks—a collection of seven areas of halfpipes,
jumps, jibs and rails that have been winning numerous

MAMMOTH MOUNTAIN features untracked ridges, chutes
and bowls for skiers and snowboarders of all abilities.
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“best of” awards in the ski press. To immerse myself in the
experience, I join a “Parks and Pipes” snowboard camp
offered by the mountain. I figure I'll be double the age of
the next-oldest student, but several adults join me in the
multiday class, which eventually splits into two parts
along age and skill lines. One small 12-year-old boy
proudly announces, “T've been snowboarding since I was
little,” and joins the advanced group. I do fine on the
jumps, quickly graduating from the smaller ramps to the
laxrger kickers in the Unbound terrain park, but my exper-
tise in rails is lacking. After careful instruction and
encouragement, I'm able to tackle some of the basic park
features. But when I advance to the more complex swoop-
ing, turning and downright scary features, things don’t go
quite as well. I opt out of the “battle-box” challenge, and
instead spend my time trying to memorize my new snow-
boarding vocabulary.

At the end of a day of skiing, riding or just sightseeing
on the slopes, visitors can drop down to the Main Lodge
area for apres-ski food and drinks in the lodge, the cafes or
the always-popular Yodler chalet. Or visitors may ride a
gondola back to the main village, an extended pedestrian
area of shops, restaurants and hotels. For this season, the
improved and regraded Village Ski Back Trail offers skiers
the chance to skip the gondola and just slide back to the
village over a bridge and through the woods.

Nonskiers will find their own share of activities around
Mammoth Mountain, such as the snowmobiling tour I
took last season. Our convoy of five snowmobiles took off
from the slopeside lot and followed marked paths into the
forests around Mammoth. The guide kept us to sensible
speeds, although it still required some power and balance
to guide the machine around tightly banked turns. Then it
was playtime: We found a wide-open meadow filled with a
couple of feet of untracked fresh powder, and the guide let
us spin around to our hearts’ content.

For a more culinary treat, take a snowcat tour up the
side hills around Mammoth to a picnic table perched on a
scenic overlook. The staff hops out to serve a multicourse
meal, paired with wine, while you sit back and enjoy the
expansive scenery. You can also take an evening snowcat
ride up to the midmountain restaurant for dinner. The
adventurous may want to sign up for full-moon snowshoe-
ing or cross-country skiing tours.

With a combination of massive annual snowfall and one
of the most substantial snowmaking systems in North
America, Mammoth has one of the longest seasons of any
resort, often ranging from mid-November through June,
The resort hasn't missed a Thanksgiving opening in 20
years, and in 2010 Mammoth even stayed open for some
Fourth of July-celebration skiing. Late in the season, keep a
lookout for the Mammoth “3-Way,” a $99 package combin-
ing skiing, mountain biking and golf in a single day pass.
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NORTHSTAR-AT-TAHOE is a
family-oriented resort with terrain
parks and somie of the best glade
skiing in the Tahoe area.

COURTESY: Nonmsmn-;\?-rmﬁ%f

Alaska Airlines’ sister carrier, Horizon Air, launched
direct service to Mammoth Yosemite Airport from Los

Angeles a couple of years ago, and has added nonstop
flights out of San Jose, as well as one-stop, same-plane

service out of Portland. Free shuttles connect the airport
to slopeside hotels, from which you can get around the

village on local shuttles.

California’s Cool Collection:
Lake Tahoe

The Lake Tahoe area of California,
bordering Nevada, has more than a
dozen ski resorts scattered around
the famous lake. The resorts range
from mega destination ski areas with
ski villages and an array of facilities,
to those with little more than a
ticket booth and a few ski lifts.
There’s something for just about
every price point, skiing ability and
vacation style. The profiles of four
resorts, below, offer a few enticing

variations on the Tahoe ski scene.

SNOWCATS take

guests into the scenic hills around
Mammoth Mountain for picnics.
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