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About Patrick Thorne

Patrick Thorne is a veteran ski journo who has been collecting a database of reference material on ski resorts worldwide since the 90s; he also runs the Green Ski Resort Guide database. Has written a dozen ski guides, including Powder: The Greatest Ski Runs on the Planet (Quercus, 2014). He is editor-in-chief of InTheSnow website and magazine.




About the Book

The amazing history behind the best ski trails in the world.

Veteran ski journalist Patrick Thorne has unearthed the incredible stories behind 50 unique runs from the utterly unmissable to the totally unexpected. Discover the two different Alpine ski areas who claim to be Hannibal's route through the mountains with his elephants; the debate around what is really the world's steepest slope; how smugglers have used ski runs to escape custom patrol; and why hundreds of skiers dress as witches at Belalp in Switzerland every year.

Features skiing from across Europe, North America and South America, as well as fascinating global ski destinations including China, Iran and even North Korea. Along the way we'll meet Franz Klammer, the greatest ski racer in history, as well as The Beatles, Count Dracula, St Patrick and James Bond. Complimented with practical information and trail maps, it is the perfect gift for the skier in your life.
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A Note on Sources and Run Order

The author has made every effort to verify the figures and measurements found in this book and, where available, has used official statistics. Resort staff and knowledgeable locals were asked to check stats at the respective slopes to verify as much information as possible. As skiers will know, however, different measurement systems are in use around the world and there is no global standard. As such, many figures are contestable, open to error and, in some cases, prone to change. For example, European ski areas typically measure slope length and number of runs whereas North America and most other countries list ski area size in hectares and acres. In each case the relevant official data has been included.

The 50 runs in this book are ordered to create a long and meandering circumnavigation of the globe through the world’s most interesting ski slopes, ending with a Pacific crossing from New Zealand to California.




DAVE’S RUN, MAMMOTH MOUNTAIN

CALIFORNIA, USA

Dave and Roma McCoy built one of the world’s great ski resorts from scratch. Over 70 years, Mammoth has grown into one of America’s (and the planet’s) biggest, covering 1,416+ hectares (3,500+ acres), with 175 separate ski runs. It’s only fitting that one run, a high black diamond near the summit, is named after Dave.

Mammoth Mountain is a vast dormant volcano, a ski area 9.5 kilometres (6 miles) wide and the culmination of all Dave achieved. It’s an answer to the early critics of his vision for Mammoth, who dismissed it as ‘too remote’ and ‘too high’. This must have added to the satisfaction of finally building a lift up to the highest point of the mountain.

Dave and Roma met at a soda fountain in Independence, California, in the autumn of 1939, when he was 23, she 18. By this time McCoy, who made his first pair of skis as a school project, had already become the state’s champion skier. Dave had also already set up one ski area, with a primitive lift made from parts of a Model ‘A’ Ford truck (not an unusual idea in those ski pioneering times). McCoy sought finance to build a permanent rope tow for his ski area and approached the bank where Roma was working for an $85 loan. The story goes that the bank initially said no, but Roma persuaded them to change their minds.

The pair were married on 10 May 1941 and spent their honeymoon at a remote cabin, which required skiing the 14.5 kilometres (9 miles) in. A year later Dave switched from his original ski area location to Mammoth, as he noted it had more reliable snow cover. The early years, indeed the early decades, were not easy. Dave sold his beloved Harley-Davidson to help finance the ski area and maintain the lift, and Roma collected the coins from ticket sales in a cigar box (these days a day pass will set you back more than $100). The base lodge at the time had a footprint of less than 32 square metres (340 square feet), an earth floor and an outdoor toilet. It wasn’t until 1955 that the first chairlift, a second-hand model, was installed, and not until the early 1980s, after around four decades of hard labour by Dave and Roma, that Mammoth started to come into its own.

Being so high altitude, Mammoth has one of the longest and most reliable seasons in the world, usually starting in early November (sometimes, as in 2021, Halloween weekend in October) and quite often running through to the following summer. The resort receives an average of just over 10 metres (33 feet) of snowfall each year, one of the highest in North America and, indeed, the whole world, along with a whole lot of Californian sunshine. This means it sometimes offers skiing and boarding on US Independence Day, 4 July, and now and then right through to August. That’s one of the longest ski seasons anywhere in the world (some years THE longest) for a ski area without a glacier. Dave, who worked as a hydrographer for the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power before finally being able to work full time on Mammoth, knew where the best snow was.

If you’re travelling a long way to visit Mammoth, it’s worth noting that the ski area is only a few dozen miles, as the crow flies, south-east of Yosemite National Park and its incredible giant sequoia trees. Unfortunately, the Tioga Pass between the two is blocked by snow in winter, but usually opens at the end of May (it varies each year depending on the volume of snow to be cleared). Apart from visiting the trees, the option to swim or surf in the Pacific and ski or board at Mammoth also gets easier (and the ocean warmer) around that time of year.

Dave retired at the age of 90, having run Mammoth for almost 7 decades. He and Roma sold the resort for $365 million to a private investment firm. Dave and Roma stayed active all their lives. Dave kept skiing well into his 80s, then in his later years became particularly keen on photographing the nature around him that he so loved. He died in 2020, aged 104, and Roma died a year later, aged 100. They were married for nearly 80 years and raised 6 children while building Mammoth. As of 2021, they had 19 grandchildren, 34 great-grandchildren and 1 great-great-grandchild.
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FACT FILE

IN SHORT A run at the top of one of the world’s great ski areas, dedicated to its founder who created it from nothing.

DIFFICULTY OF RUN Difficult

VERTICAL OF RUN 73 metres (240 feet)

LENGTH OF RUN 464 metres (1,522 feet)

SKI AREA ALTITUDE RANGE 2,424–3,369 metres (7,953–11,053 feet)

RESORT AREA DIMENSIONS 1,416+ hectares (3,500+ acres)

RUNS 175

LIFTS 25

WEB mammothmountain.com

GETTING THERE Air to Mammoth Yosemite, 19 kilometres (12 miles)






WARM SPRINGS, SUN VALLEY

IDAHO, USA

Ski touring – hiking up the slopes to freeride down – has had something of a renaissance in recent years, as skiers and boarders enjoy the freedom it allows. Yet I think most of us would still prefer to use a ski lift to get up the slopes.

As with all things ski history, there’s some dispute over what constituted the first ski lift. Skiers used trains to get up slopes in the late nineteenth century, for example, but these were not built specifically for skiing. The top candidates were a series of essentially large sit-in sleds that were pulled uphill by a cable, each carrying four or more people, in the first decades of the twentieth century.

The very first of those cable-towed uphill sleds is believed to have been one in the German Black Forest, which started operating on Valentine’s Day in 1908. Invented by a Robert Winterhalder, it ran on hydroelectricity. Now we’ve gone full circle, with more and more ski lifts around the world switching to green power.

The days of the ‘uphill-cable-sled’ lifts were numbered when early cable cars (known as trams in North America) began to appear in ski resorts in the late 1920s, followed by the first of the modern drag lifts (where you stand on your skis to be pulled up) at Davos in Switzerland in 1934. But the invention that really made ski holidays feel like, well, holidays, was the chairlift. The idea of being comfortably carried up the mountain, not needing to learn to balance as you were dragged, fitted the American Dream perfectly, and in the late 1930s the first chairlift appeared at Sun Valley in Idaho.

The story goes that in 1935, a gentleman with the wonderful name of Count Felix Schaffgotsch was tasked with finding the location for ‘the perfect grand American ski resort’ by Averell Harriman, then boss of the Union Pacific Railroad. Count Felix eventually settled on the mountains of the Wood River Valley around the old mining town of Ketchum, which he reported more delightful than the European Alps.

Harriman agreed but wanted more than the perfect location, and tasked James Curran of Union Pacific’s engineering department with designing the lifts for his dream resort. Curran had previously worked on industrial overhead banana conveyor systems used to load cargo ships. He replaced the banana hooks with chairs and the world’s first three ski chairlifts were installed in 1936 and 1937. The rest is history.

Sun Valley was an almost instant success and remains so to this day. Its status was secured when, in 1940, just a few years after those first chairlifts were installed, it hosted what’s recorded as North America’s first international ski race, the Harriman Cup, named after the founder. It’s particularly associated with Hollywood A-listers, as well as famous writers, artists, industrialists, politicians and their ilk, past and present. Early guests included Errol Flynn, Ernest Hemingway, Clark Gable, Gary Cooper, Marilyn Monroe and Lucille Ball, along with several members of the Kennedy dynasty.

Sun Valley is a ski resort with great skiing for all abilities, but the run that is most admired as one of North America’s best is Warm Springs, a steep run of 1,006 vertical metres (3,300 feet) that continues at a fairly constant pitch for around 3 kilometres (almost 2 miles). It’s a real leg-burner.

Fans of the run, who include international ski racers, say that standard pitch, coupled with a north-facing orientation and a reputation for being groomed to perfection, make it one of the greatest runs anywhere.

Located above the Sun Valley suburb of Warm Springs, the wide run is accessed via either the Challenger, Christmas or Lookout Express quad chairlifts, the modern incarnations of those first chairlifts installed more than 85 years ago. Two of those three original chairlifts are long gone, but the last is still standing on Sun Valley’s Ruud Mountain. It’s worth paying homage to while you’re in the resort, located along Fairway Road from the centre. Although chairlifts today have up to eight seats per chair, sometimes pull-down hoods, occasionally digital displays on their safety bars, even heated seats and Wi-Fi, with Porsche designing some to make them look extra stylish, you’ll still note how little has changed in the basic design of the chairlift from that original patent.

Harriman’s vision and Curran’s lift design proved incredibly popular. In the golden age of Hollywood it was the go-to destination for numerous film stars, and many films were shot there. It remains one of the world’s great resorts.
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FACT FILE

IN SHORT One of the best ski runs in North America, and the ski area that gave the world chairlifts.

DIFFICULTY OF RUN Moderate

VERTICAL OF RUN 1,006 metres (3,300 feet)

LENGTH OF RUN 3.6 kilometres (2 miles)

SKI AREA ALTITUDE RANGE 1,752–2,788 metres (5,748–9,150 feet)

RESORT AREA DIMENSIONS 971 hectares (2,400 acres)

RUNS 65

LIFTS 13

WEB sunvalley.com

GETTING THERE Air to Hailey’s Friedman, 22 kilometres (14 miles)






5 MILE, SUN PEAKS

BRITISH COLUMBIA, CANADA

Every skier wants something different from their holiday, so how do you go about creating the perfect ski resort? It’s an impossible task. In fact, many ski areas become victims of their own success. Their popularity leads to them being over-developed and over-crowded. An escape to the open space of the mountains becomes the same battle it is on the streets. Plus a sizeable chunk of skiers want to stay in a small city at the base of the slopes with all the amenities that offers.

No one knows this better than husband and wife team Al and Nancy Greene Raine. Both were already famous in the ski racing world when they moved to Whistler, then an undeveloped backwater in the early 1970s. While raising a young family, they were instrumental in Whistler’s growth into the world-leading resort it is today, with North America’s largest ski area and a legacy that includes hosting the 2010 Winter Olympics.

But having done much of the work of persuading government and investors to back Whistler’s development, and conceiving the ski area on Blackcomb Mountain, Al and Nancy moved on in the early 1990s, just as Whistler Blackcomb was making its debut on ‘must ski before I die’ lists.

Their destination was the rundown ski area of Tod Mountain, renamed Sun Peaks, some 350 kilometres (218 miles) to the east, close to the small city of Kamloops and right in the heart of British Columbia. The past three decades have seen Al, Nancy and team grow Sun Peaks to become Canada’s second-largest ski area, with more than 1,700 hectares (4,200 acres) of terrain and 138 runs. Even so, the resort village remains relatively small, compact, intimate and friendly. It has the same user-friendly design as Whistler, thanks to the team at Ecosign, but the sense of a genuine local community is strong. Everything you need, especially ski lift access, is steps away from your accommodation, but the guest-to-slope-space ratio is perfection.

5 Mile is an iconic run that sums up everything that is Sun Peaks. The resort’s longest run and utilising the full lift-served vertical, it’s an epic easy green-graded descent that carves down through the forest between Tod and Sundance mountains back to the base.

To access it, take the Sunburst then Crystal quad chairlifts to the Top of the World area (at the peak of Tod Mountain, the highest lift summit) from the Village Base; or from one end of the resort you can hop on the Burfield quad and get up to the same point on one long quad lift. Turn skier’s right from the top of either lift to begin 5 Mile.

The run starts quite narrow but gentle, cutting along the side of upper Tod Mountain through snow-clad trees. Then fabulous views open up to the right as black diamond terrain such as Rice Bowl and Pink Flamingos drop away on one side. As 5 Mile sweeps back around to the right, becoming progressively wider, another black diamond, White Rabbit, starts from the skier’s left.

These are all enticing for future laps, but the first run of the day down 5 Mile should be a glorious cruise. The slope widens to the size of a football field as it passes the base of the Elevation chair, and runs of all types funnel down into it. It’s perfect for mixed ability groups and lets the more able skiers take The Other Way to experience all kinds of little side ventures, including unmarked tree runs. One, known to locals as ‘Inner Child’, is a line that includes some nice banked turns created by a summer mountain bike track.

Nancy’s determination to make a success of Sun Peaks comes from a go-getting attitude that was bred into her at a young age. Her ski racing success was exceptional, winning the inaugural World Cup tour in 1967 and repeating the feat in 1968, breaking the European domination of the past. Jean-Claude Killy won the men’s titles in the same years. Nancy also took two medals in the 1968 Winter Olympics, at Grenoble in France, including gold in the giant slalom by 2.68 seconds, still one of the biggest margins in Olympic ski racing history.

Despite retiring from racing aged 24, Nancy remains the most successful Canadian ski racer of all time, with cabinets full of glittering trophies in Cahilty Lodge, the Sun Peaks accommodation she established with Al, who became the new municipality’s mayor. If all this wasn’t enough, Nancy also served as a Canadian Senator for BC, from 2009 until mandatory retirement, aged 75.

An important thing to note about Sun Peaks is that Al and Nancy have sought to build a community as much as a destination resort, battling to secure public funds to invest in facilities for the people who have moved to the area to make Sun Peaks their home. They’ve particularly focused on supporting the younger generation. One of the coolest examples of this is a small elementary school located at the top of the Village Platter lift where the local kids can ski-out at the end of the school day.

Nancy has long been Director of Skiing at Sun Peaks, and skis most days with any resort guests who want to come along, free of charge, meeting at 1pm at the top of the Sunburst Express chairlift.

Apart from the kudos of skiing with the lady who was, for good reason, named Canada’s female athlete of the twentieth century, and enjoying some fabulous terrain, Nancy offers some of the best no-nonsense advice gleaned from her lifetime in the sport, including: ‘Look ahead, not down, when you ski. You paid a lot of money for this holiday so look at the view, not at your feet.’
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FACT FILE

IN SHORT A marvellous cruise with many options from two of the great names in Canadian skiing.

DIFFICULTY OF RUN Easy

VERTICAL OF RUN 825 metres (2,707 feet)

LENGTH OF RUN 8 kilometres (5 miles)

SKI AREA ALTITUDE RANGE 1,255–2,152 metres (4,117–7,060 feet)

RESORT AREA DIMENSIONS 1,728 hectares (4,270 acres)

RUNS 138

LIFTS 13

WEB sunpeaksresort.com

GETTING THERE Rail to Kamloops, 52 kilometres (33 miles); or Air to Kamloops, 62 kilometres (38 miles)






CPR RIDGE, KICKING HORSE

BRITISH COLUMBIA, CANADA

A good many famous (and less famous) North American ski areas owe their existence to the development of railways. Initially, pioneers surveyed routes through the mountains for the train lines, and supply points along the way grew into towns. Then railway employees or other settlers from snowy parts of Europe saw a nice snow-covered slope and thought they’d try hiking up and have a ski down. Often thought eccentric (occasionally bordering on insane) by their contemporaries, a century or so later some of those first ski runs are now part of billion-dollar resorts.

Of course, the railways didn’t just have an impact on the development of ski resorts in North America. In the late nineteenth century and the start of the twentieth century, railways were under construction through mountains all over the world, and there was usually a skier or two among the workers involved who realised they could use the new train line as a ski lift, be it along the Argentina–Chile border, or even in countries like Iran.

Kicking Horse ski resort on the western side of British Columbia takes its name from the mountain pass it sits in, above the railway town of Golden. The kicking horse in question was owned by the surgeon and naturalist James Hector, a native of Edinburgh, Scotland. In 1858 Hector was employed as a doctor and naturalist on the Palliser Expedition, which was seeking to find a route for the railway through the Canadian Rockies. Chasing after his straying
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