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Introduction

A

near-vertical drop or a gentle cruise, virgin powder or well groomed, long and sustained or fast and furious — everyone has their own idea of what makes the best ski run for them. In any après-ski bar the world over, you’ll hear the same debate: ‘Which are the best ski runs in the world?’

This is, of course, a never-ending discussion and opinions will always vary. With more than 5,000 ski resorts in 80 countries worldwide, and many more virgin slopes to hike up or perhaps take a helicopter to, no one would ever have the chance to ski them all to make a judgement anyway.

But there are some runs that just keep coming up in that après-ski bar conversation – descents that have become the stuff of legend, runs that appear on any skier or snowboarder’s bucket list.

The names of many of these runs – the Vallée Blanche, the Hahnenkamm – are well known, sometimes for their magnificent isolation or spectacular views as much as their skiing satisfaction; more often we recognize the names of resorts that are known to include great runs, but not the runs themselves. Whistler and Niseko are well known, for instance, but their most exciting runs are largely not.

Then there are certain select runs in remote locations around the world, known only to a lucky few who would certainly count them among their personal favourites.

Some of these descents have now been skied for more than a century and you ski or board down them in the tracks of some of the most famous names in skiing history. Others are very new, first skied in only the past year or two. But in all these cases, often little is really known of the runs themselves, beyond their name.

In this book we are not attempting to give you that ultimate list, but there are around 50 famous or downright notorious ski runs in the world that most passionate skiers and boarders can agree on, and this is our starting point.

Understanding the maps

800m MONT-SAINTE-ANNE

START

In a detailed fact box, each run is summed up with all the essential facts as well as the locator map below. This shows the clearly marked-out run, as well as nearby lifts and cable cars, should there be any.

ACCESS: The lift combinations you need to get to the start BEST TIME: Time of year when conditions are optimal AVALANCHE KIT:

Whether specific avalanche equipment is required ALTITUDE RANGE: Start and finish altitude of the run SKIABLE AREA: Area of all runs in the region combined RUNS: The number of runs in the area

LIFTS: The number of lifts in the area WEB: Useful websites GETTING THERE: The nearest airports

IN SHORT: The essence of the run in a short summary TOUGHNESS: How tough it is on a scale of to

FEAR FACTOR: How scary it is on a scale of to VERTICAL: Vertical drop from start to finish AVERAGE TIME: Time taken from start to finish at average speed LENGTH OF RUN:

Distance from start to finish

L

A

C

R

E

T

E

FINISH Château Mont-Sainte-Anne

CANADA

– Start

– Finish

– The run

– Lifts / cable cars – Further runs in the area

– Best lift to reach the run

Introduction | 7
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ABOVE: Wilde Grub’n, in the Stubai ski area, is one of Austria’s longest ski routes, and especially enjoyable after a fresh dump of powder.
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Foreword

Skiing is, quite simply, the best sport in the world. With skis, you’re able to explore incredible terrain in some of the most spectacular scenery on Earth. Skiing is speed, instinct, anticipation and excitement all rolled into one – and if you are born on skis, like I was, you are soon able to ski faster and on steeper terrain than others – which means that you start pushing the sport to its limits. I grew up in Kitzbühel, Austria, right at the bottom of Hahnenkamm, and as a result I find it hard to look at snowy mountains without considering different – and often steep and scary – lines off those mountains. I started skiing at home and was soon travelling around the globe. Downhill, powder, speed ski, ski cross, big mountain … I loved it all. Before too long, I found myself among the best skiers in the world without realizing how I got there.

Skiing has always been my biggest passion and I am always looking for new projects. I like to ski mountains that no one has dared to ski before, and have made films documenting my adventures. Even if it looks too scary and crazy for the vast majority, I feel like I know where my limits are. First descents are like climbing without a rope – a crash can be fatal and the thrill is to control your movements to perfection. You also, of course, get to experience the best feeling in the world by gliding down a big mountain – and sometimes being the first person ever to do so. I’ve never claimed to be the best extreme skier in the world, but I do think I have the most fun on skis of anybody I know.

This book offers a glimpse into that world and guides you through the world’s 50 most extreme – yet still accessible – runs for those readers who are accomplished enough skiers to attempt them.

I look back at my lifetime of skiing and sometimes wonder how I did some of it. There is not much I regret, but these days I realize that you’d have to be 25 years old and invincible to even attempt some projects. I take it easier these days, but I will always love the sport.

Go skiing with passion and you will be rewarded with even more passion. Skiing makes me feel alive – and if it does the same to you, then you will always enjoy this magnificent sport.

Axel Naglich

January 2014

Kitzbühel, Austria
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McConkey’s

Squaw Valley, California, USA 2,743m

Founded by Alex Cushing in 1949 and run by his family for more than 60 years, Squaw Valley is one of those very few resorts of the thousands around the world that has built a reputation that no amount of money could buy today. Cushing secured the 1960 Winter Olympic Games for his fledgling resort, with opening and closing ceremonies orchestrated by Walt Disney.

Growing to become one of the largest ski areas in North America, Squaw had the novel approach until quite recently of producing a trail map with no trails marked on it – only lifts. The reasoning behind this was that the entire mountain was open should you wish to ski it – although it might have made writing Squaw’s entry in this book rather difficult had they stuck to that policy.
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Shane McConkey, along with several other of the planet’s greatest skiers and snowboarders, honed his skills on the exceptionally challenging terrain provided by Squaw Valley, so it is only fitting that the Californian extreme snowsports mecca has renamed one of its most taxing descents after him.
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In honour of Shane McConkey Such a philosophy ensured that many of North America’s greatest extreme skiers were drawn to Squaw, perhaps more than to any other American resort, putting it up there with Chamonix, Verbier or St Anton for global credibility. Among them were Jonny Moseley and the late, great, Canadian-born skier, Shane McConkey.

Both have runs named after them at Squaw, but McConkey, an all- round good guy as well as an amazing skier, is sadly no longer with us. He died in an extreme-sports accident in the Italian Dolomites in spring 2009. Having skied off a cliff wearing a wingsuit, Shane’s skis failed to release quickly enough and he did not deploy his back-up parachute.

Squaw decided to rename one of the resort’s most challenging ski areas, Eagle’s Nest (not just named to sound impressive – a family of eagles actually used to roost there), in his honour later that year. As with much of the resort’s famously challenging terrain, it’s accessed from the KT-22 chairlift and, unlike tough terrain at many ski areas, is relatively close to the resort base, so is less subject to closure due to weather issues.

KT-22 was named by the late Wayne Poulsen, who originally bought the land where Squaw is located in 1931 for a railroad company before teaming up with Alex Cushing, who counted the number of kick turns it took his wife Sandy to ski down it – hence the name.

To reach the area it’s a short 15-minute hike, turning left from the top of the chair. Remember to give the McConkey memorial sculpture a pat for luck and due respect, as you pass.

Skiing McConkey’s, like most other routes accessible from the KT-22 chairlift, means that you are going to be tackling it in front of a half-critical, half-supportive crowd looking straight at you from the chair as you descend. So be prepared not only to ‘pinball once or twice’, as McConkey himself described the risks, but also for possible catcalls from the lift if your wipeout isn’t serious – although equally you’ll be rewarded with whoops of congratulation if you ride it beautifully. It’s rather like being a gladiator in the Roman Coliseum a few millennia ago, as described by Oliver Reed in the famous film.

Picking the line There are several different lines down, with the Center Route – one of the steepest lift-served routes in the world, pitching at up to 60 degrees – generally considered the most challenging (and they’re all very challenging). Each line has a descriptive name – The Shoulder, Air To The Right, Ambrosia’s Alternative and Freebird, for example, and the suitability of each on any given day will depend on current snow conditions, of course. Generally McConkey’s is at its best after easterly storms have deposited plenty of powder to cover the face and fill big powder pillows to bounce into.

From skier’s right, the most distant line from the lift, and one of the most infamous, is The Shoulder, which is usually one of the least skied even after fresh powder. This is not just because of the longer hike, but because those in the know are aware that if the snow is not yet deep enough (and even if it is), you can expose up to six metres of rock face with a turn. However, the run levels out a little from its initially vertiginous pitch as it reaches the trees and it is one of the more forgiving lines if you do fall.

The Shoulder, as with most of the other lines here, deserves a listing in IMDb (the Internet Movie Database), as it has appeared in countless ski movies, including Extreme Skiing and Licensed to Thrill. We are in the Hollywood state, after all.

The Center Route is, for most, the most challenging simply due to its pitch (it’s also one of the most visible for onlookers), which averages out at around 60 degrees but can increase if a cornice builds through the season at the top, making it potentially as steep as 65 degrees. If that cornice is there, it’s important to be careful not to fall through it when picking your line, as has happened in the past. The route is marked by a small pine tree and involves riding down that very steep slope and one or two jumps of 7–10 metres, depending on the line you take.

14 | McConkey’s, Squaw Valley
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LEFT: It’s not unusual for several feet of snow to fall in several days on Squaw’s slopes, giving superb powder conditions.

RIGHT: An efficient lift system means access to Squaw’s steeps is relatively effortless.

For the most extreme only The other lines are all very alarming for the non-expert extreme skier in their own way. High Line is considered the most technically challenging, where the slightest error can cause problems; Freebird involves a drop of some 20 metres from a starting slope pitching at 68 degrees; while Air To The Right is so named because it involves a jump of around eight metres – but as the slope is still pitching at 50 degrees when you land, and some very big trees fly towards you, some nifty turning is quickly required.

If all this sounds rather too much – and for all but the most experienced, it definitely is – Squaw is chock-full of iconic terrain that the rest of us can tackle.

Famous runs include the Women’s Olympic Downhill – also accessed from KT-22 but without the hike, the Men’s Olympic Downhill which runs from Palisades to Siberia, and West Face, renamed Moseley’s in February 1998 in honour of Squaw Valley Freestyle Team member and Nagano gold medallist, Jonny Moseley. It is regarded as the best of KT’s double-diamond terrain.

Fact file McConkey’s

KT-22 Squaw Valley Base Area

2,500m

START

M

c

C

O

N

K

E Y

’S

FINISH

IN SHORT: If you’re up to it and prepared to push your limits, this is a run you should aim to do at least once in your life TOUGHNESS:

FEAR FACTOR:

VERTICAL:

2,499–1,890m (609m vertical)

AVERAGE TIME:

Five minutes LENGTH OF RUN:

1.5km

ACCESS:

KT-22 chairlift then hike BEST TIME:

December–April ALTITUDE RANGE: 1,890–2,500m SKIABLE AREA: 4,000 acres RUNS:170 LIFTS:33 WEB: squaw.com

GETTING THERE:

Reno Tahoe International Airport (67km), San Francisco International Airport (313km) via all-weather Interstate 80

USA

McConkey’s, Squaw Valley | 15
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Gunbarrel

Heavenly, California, USA 3,068m

Do you like moguls? Do you have legs of steel? Are you just slightly insane? Then Heavenly’s famous mogul run, The Gunbarrel, is for you.

Gunbarrel is arguably the world’s best-known bumps run, plummeting 610 vertical metres of continuous moguls down The Face, the mountainside above Heavenly’s California Base Lodge. The fall line is fairly constant and it is basically a case of ‘bend ze knees’ and go. And go. And go. The main variable is the size of the moguls and/or the quality of the snow, which we will discuss a little later.

The one constant, as from most of Heavenly’s slopes, is the great views out over Lake Tahoe, which dominates the skyline, stretching 22 miles to the north. At 501 metres it is the tenth-deepest freshwater lake in the world, it is 99.9 per cent pure and looks awesome.

Just how hard going Gunbarrel is when you visit depends a good deal on your timing. The run, which has played host to the US Freestyle Championships, is normally only groomed once at the start of the season, the day after which the run is, briefly, a great high-speed, steep cruiser. But as more people ski it and the season progresses, those moguls grow and grow.

The steepest run in western North America

Fresh snow – which falls in abundance here – can make the slope still more challenging. By the time spring rolls in, Gunbarrel’s location at the bottom of the ski slopes, right above the resort’s California base, can mean the snow gets sticky after lunch – adding to that leg burn. The challenge can be greater still, however, on a cold, icy day with little fresh snow as you try to hold an edge on the downside of those moguls on the steep slope. It’s worth noting, too, that Gunbarrel is probably the steepest run in western North America with snowmaking. This means it is normally open all season long, not relying on an accumulation of natural snow until it can be skied – although there’s normally plenty of it, with Heavenly averaging a world-class 12 metres of powder per season.

Keep in mind that, along with folk looking up at you from the base, Heavenly’s iconic red tram soars overhead on the left side of the run, while Gunbarrel’s own signature high-speed quad chairlift races up the right side. This enables you to rapidly ascend to try it over and over, but also means that your every move is constantly scrutinized by

16 | Gunbarrel, Heavenly
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RIGHT: You have been warned.

BELOW: The extensive skiing at Heavenly already makes it one of the world’s best ski resorts, even before you consider the amazing views of Lake Tahoe spread out below you.

Gunbarrel, Heavenly | 17
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LEFT: Every so often, Gunbarrel gets a white coat of fresh powder and a few folk make fresh tracks before the bumps inevitably reappear.

onlookers – so make sure your bump-bouncing technique is tip-top to avoid embarrassment.

If you do get weary, or just plain embarrassed, you can traverse out into the East Bowl woods, gentler tree skiing to skier’s right, or opt for the longer, gentler Round-A-Bout blue-square intermediate trail that crosses The Face rather than going straight down it.

Don’t just ski it – Facebook it!

But Gunbarrel is addictive and has even spawned its own ‘user group’ dubbed the Face rats, who do little but ski the run over and over, sometimes clocking up as many as 50 descents – more than 30,000 vertical metres of bumps – in a day. Keeping track of that and comparing your achievements with others got a lot easier a few seasons back when Heavenly’s owners, Vail Resorts, launched their high-tech Epic Mix lift tickets. These use a radio-frequency chip in the card that automatically tracks the skier as they move around the slopes, allowing them to check the numbers on their smart phones and post to social media at any time.

Very few runs are associated with one skier, but Gunbarrel will forever be linked to living legend freestyle skier and local Tahoe boy Glen Plake, who has grabbed the world’s attention for his multicoloured Mohican hairstyle combined with his freestyle skiing prowess from the early 1980s on. The first-ever ski magazine I worked on in London in 1986 featured a young Mr Plake flying high above a red double-decker London bus.

His contribution to freestyle skiing and to the image of Heavenly led to the resort naming Plake its ‘Ski.E.O.’ in 2003 and the following year he was awarded the prestigious Ski Club of Great Britain Centenary Medal, as the august organization celebrated its 100th birthday, ‘in recognition of his outstanding contribution to and influence upon snowsports’.

Although Plake travels the world with his ski career these days, he returns to Tahoe each spring to host the Gunbarrel 25 – the challenge being to ski or board Gunbarrel 25 times or more in one day. Well if you like moguls, have legs of steel and are just slightly insane, what could be better?

Fact file Gunbarrel

IN SHORT: It’s the ultimate bumps run TOUGHNESS:

NNNN

(requires stamina) FEAR FACTOR:

VERTICAL:

2,603–1,993m (610m vertical)

AVERAGE TIME: 5–30 minutes LENGTH OF RUN: 2km

ACCESS:

Cable car or chairlift BEST TIME:

January–March AVALANCHE KIT:

Nonessential ALTITUDE RANGE: 1,993–3,068m SKIABLE AREA: 1,968 hectares RUNS: 97 LIFTS: 30

WEB:

skiheavenly.com GETTING THERE: Reno (89km), San Francisco (320km)

START

G

U

N

B

A

R

R

E

L

FINISH

USA

Gunbarrel, Heavenly | 19
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Grizzly

Snowbasin, Utah, USA 2,850m

Utah famously trademarked the phrase, ‘The greatest snow on earth’ to describe its super-light, fluffy powder which is toasted free of moisture as it arrives over the plains from the Pacific.

For once a marketing slogan is pretty accurate, unless you’re unlucky when you visit. Better still, there’s also an abundance of it (unless you’re unlucky when you visit), with several Utah resorts in the world top ten for annual average snowfall tallies of up to 13 metres.

But sadly it is not powder freedom for all, as Alta and Deer valleys still ban snowboarders from their slopes, two of only three resorts in the whole of North America (and with most ski areas in Japan that banned borders in the 1980s and ’90s now open to all, possibly the whole world) that do.

Not your regular resort Snowbasin, located in the Wasatch-Cache National Forest, north of Salt Lake City, is, however, a ‘normal’ resort that welcomes all regardless of their race, religion, gender or snowsports orientation. But in one respect it is not a regular resort, as this was the host of the downhill skiing events at the last Olympics to be held in the US, the 2002 Salt Lake Games.

The resort’s Grizzly downhill is one of the longest and steepest on the mountain, taking the entire vertical and, when groomed and iced for racing, one of the most fearsome high-speed descents in the world. The good news is that these days it’s generally left as an ungroomed powder run. While Snowbasin’s ten metre-plus average annual snowfall isn’t Utah’s greatest, it’s still an awful lot of powder.

The terrain where Grizzly was created had been a hike-to, backcountry preserve before it was first lift-accessed in 1998. The course was created from scratch by the great 1972 Olympic downhill gold medallist-turned- piste designer Bernard Russi of Switzerland, who had also shaped the downhill courses for the previous three Olympics. When it was in action for the 2002 Games, the course was compared to the Hahnenkamm by former Austrian and US Olympic coach, Herwig Demschar. It has subsequently been tamed a little with some of the more fearsome sections ironed out, but it remains a great challenge and a great deal of fun.

Named after a local grizzly bear But although Grizzly is one of the world’s newer runs, Snowbasin itself claims to be the oldest continually operated ski area in the US, established

Fact file Grizzly

OGDEN

2,917m

START

IN SHORT: Olympic gradient with a lot of Utah powder TOUGHNESS:

FEAR FACTOR:

VERTICAL:

2,850–1,951m (899m vertical)

AVERAGE TIME: 15 minutes (Fritz Strobl, Austria: 1:39.13 for Olympic gold)

LENGTH OF RUN: 2.86km

ACCESS:

John Paul express quad and after take the Allen Peak tram BEST TIME:

January–March AVALANCHE KIT:

Nonessential ALTITUDE RANGE: 1,951–2,850m SKIABLE AREA: 1,300 hectares RUNS: 113

LIFTS: 13 WEB: snowbasin.com GETTING THERE: Salt Lake City (84km)

Y

L

Z

Z

I

R

G

FINISH

USA
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‘BELOW: Utah’s ski slopes have a reputation almost unmatched in the world for their nearly weightless, abundant powder. The slopes of Snowbasin typically receive more than ten metres of superbly skiable powder each season.

THE GRIZZLY DOWNHILL IS ONE OF THE LONGEST AND STEEPEST ON THE MOUNTAIN, TAKING THE ENTIRE VERTICAL AND, WHEN GROOMED AND ICED FOR RACING, ONE OF THE MOST FEARSOME HIGH- SPEED DESCENTS IN THE WORLD.’
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