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To my good friend Don Fowler, who, more than anyone, defines the meaning of the word Sugarloafer. His devotion to skiing in general—and Sugarloaf in particular—is legendary. His reminiscences, wit, and occasional wisdom have been invaluable as I’ve reflected on our shared past at this very special place. Along with all of my skiing buddies, past and present, Don has made returning to my roots at Sugarloaf the most enjoyable odyssey of my life.
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Foreword

If you asked God to build a ski mountain, He would start with a triangle and face it north, with the steepest terrain at the top and gentler slopes at the bottom. He might even throw in some snowfields with above-tree-line skiing and allow for a nice, long intermediate trail from the top so everyone could ski from the summit. This idyllic mountain would also lend itself to one of the most recognizable logos—one that has been seen all over the world. It makes us Sugarloafers so proud when we see the famous Sugarloaf triangle in some of the strangest places.

This is what Amos Winter saw as he drove up Route 27 from Kingfield to Stratton. Not only did he see it, but he had the vision to see it as a ski mountain. The rest is history, and this wonderful book tells you all about Sugarloaf/USA as we know it today.

Who better to write this story than John Christie, the person who worked day and night, summer and winter with Alice and Amos Winter to start the building process of what we have today. If the truth be known, smart money says John has some frozen fingers and toes and scars from black-fly bites to show for his early days as Sugarloaf—s general manager.

I have been one of the lucky people to watch the growth of this special place from its beginning, when we had to walk three miles in from Rt. 27 to ski Winter—s Way, the first trail that Amos and his friends cut. I was part of the team that envisioned a championship golf course—one that would receive the kinds of accolades one only dreams of, and that, more importantly, would put Sugarloaf on the map as a four-season resort. I have also been fortunate to watch Carrabassett Valley Academy grow from a dream to a wonderful place for aspiring kids to show their skiing and snowboarding abilities and still get the kind of education that would allow them to attend the best colleges and grow into caring, responsible citizens.
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Winter’s Way and the Access Road, 1952.

I have seen the Town of Carrabassett grow from its infancy to become a very willing and helpful partner in all of Sugarloaf—s developments.

Equally important in the story of Sugarloaf are the people, who have become the Sugarloaf Family. Because of its relatively remote location, the mountain attracted a certain breed of skier, one who was willing to travel a bit farther to enjoy the natural beauty and power of a big mountain. They have been a very loyal group through all the good and the bad times. Management—starting with Amos, Alice, and John—has always placed a high priority on Sugarloaf being a family area and the people have responded with their unwavering commitment.

This book tells the whole incredible story, I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.

—Peter Webber
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Riding the original T-Bar, 1955.

Jean Luce and everyone associated with the Ski Museum of Maine have provided immeasurable assistance, not only through their memories, but also their willingness to allow me virtually unlimited access to the Museum’s archives.

I am deeply indebted to Paul and Rebecca Crommett for giving me complete access to Dick Crommett’s voluminous historical file, as well as the beginning of his history of the Town of Carrabassett Valley, which tragically was never completed due to his untimely passing.

An equal measure of thanks is due to President Bruce Miles and the directors of the Sugarloaf Mountain Ski Club, for opening the Club’s files to me for both research and priceless photographs.

John Diller and his staff at the Mountain have supported me through their enthusiasm for the project and their generosity in providing access not only to the Corporation’s archives, but also to the ski lifts, allowing me to immerse myself in the experience of what it means to be a modern-day Sugarloafer.

Dick Bell, great friend through all my years in the ski business and tireless Sugarloaf promoter, produced shortly before his death a written record of the early days, and his family has generously made it available to me.

Heartfelt thanks, and a fond farewell, to Dave Stainton, who, during the past few years, reminded me how magical the sport is—and just how damn much fun it can be.

And, finally, I owe a great debt to what may be one of the world’s most unlikely threesomes (the latter posthumously): Neale Sweet, my old friend and publisher of Down East Books, who came to me with this project; Amos Winter, my early mentor in the ski business at Sugarloaf, who taught me that you had to walk before you could run; and Walt Schoenknecht, the fascinating visionary (some say lunatic) who created Mount Snow, had the courage to hire me to run his behemoth in Southern Vermont, and taught me that once you start running, don’t stop.


[image: frn_fig_009.jpg]

Prologue

My love affair with Sugarloaf began on a February day in 1954, during my junior year at Camden High School, when Don Worthen and I saw the mountain for the first time. We rode the rope tow up a piece of Winter’s Way, climbed the rest of the way up to the edge of the snowfields…and I took my first run on a real mountain.

We were spending our Washington’s Birthday vacation week at the Exchange Hotel in Farmington, skiing the John Abbott Titcomb Memorial Ski Slope—our first trip away from the Camden Snow Bowl to a real “ski resort.” It was a gift from my mother and Don’s parents, who sensed that we loved to ski but were beginning to feel confined by the single slope at the Snow Bowl on Ragged Mountain.

During that week, two life-changing events occurred for me: First, watched in awe as a group of skiing gods and goddesses maneuvered their way effortlessly down the Farmington slopes. I vowed that one day I’d ski half as well as those I jealously attempted to emulate. Little did I know during that fateful February week that I’d not only meet these icons one day, but would also eventually develop lifelong friendships with them: Peter and Norton “Icky” Webber, Brud and Deanie Folger, Jill and Linda Flint, Norton and Suzanne Luce, Norm Twitchell, Tommy Stearns, and a host of other skiing paragons who populated this one special little ski area.

Second, when I rounded “Oh My Gosh” corner on Route 27 north of Kingfield and saw, for the first time, the mass of Sugarloaf capped by its glistening snowfields, I somehow sensed that this place would one day become a very important part of my life. I didn’t realize then, as a seventeen-yearold high school student, that one day I’d end up racing there during my college years; that I’d spend a spring on the Ski Patrol after returning from postgraduate work in Europe, and stay the following summer to help put in a couple ofT-bars; and that eventually I’d end up managing the place.
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Rounding “Oh My Gosh” Corner, 1957.

After leaving in the late 1960s to follow my skicareer star, I finally returned to renew my vows in the mid-’90s, to be ever faithful to my true love: Sugarloaf. My odyssey, and my return, say a lot about this mountain. It inspired me to get into the business in the first place, and years later to rediscover the sport that I’d forgotten I loved so much.

This book is a genuine labor of love. It has given me the opportunity to awaken long-dormant memories of a very special place and time. It has allowed me to explore parts of Sugarloaf’s history with which I was either unfamiliar or, I hasten to say, may have just forgotten. It has given me the opportunity to build new friendships with people who have been part of the pageant, and whose roles have made the fabric even more colorful. It has helped me share with my family, none of whom were around during my early years at the Mountain, the details of a very important part of my life. I know that my wife and sons now under stand why Sugarloaf has meant—and continues to mean—so much to me.

I’m grateful for the opportunity to offer up my memories to the countless thousands who share my affection for this special place. I pray this book does justice to all those friends of mine, living and dead, who are part of this story. Sugarloaf is, after all, two things: a mountain and a feeling. Both are special and unique. Why they capture us the way they do is tough to explain.

This book is my attempt, however, to do just that.
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Sugarloaf, as we now know it, began in two places: on the north slope of Bigelow Mountain, and in the head of a storekeeper in Kingfield, Maine, by the name of Amos Winter. It really began in three places, the third being an organization called the Maine Ski Council.

Let me explain. Shortly after the end of World War II, Amos, who owned a general store (actually, the general store) in the sleepy little town of Kingfield, had an idea. He had cut his skiing teeth in the formidable bowl on the east side of Mount Washington known as Tuckerman Ravine, and he began to think he could avoid the long trip to Pinkham Notch if a ski trail of some sort could be cut a little closer to home.
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Some of the original Bigelow Boys—years later; l–r: Howard Dunham, Odlin Thompson, Stub Taylor, Howell McClure, Dick French. Right: An aerial view of Bigelow Mountain across Flagstaff Lake (photo by Mark Warner).

In his backyard loomed Mount Abraham, which he looked at every day from the imposing home he shared with his wife, Alice, on Kingfield’s principal height of land, and from their log summer camp a couple of miles away on Tuft’s Pond. Farther north up Route 27, toward Stratton and Coburn Gore, were four more 4,000-footers constituting the Longfellow Range, also referred to by some as the Blue Mountains. Amos had tromped those hills, often in the company of his older brother, Erland, a legendary guide and owner of a set of sporting camps called Deer Farm Camps.

Bigelow, the second highest and most massive of those mountains, was of particular interest to Amos. Running some fifteen miles east to west from Little Bigelow to Cranberry Peak, this imposing hulk was the mountain from which Colonel Timothy Bigelow, a member of Benedict Arnold’s troop on its march to Quebec in the late fall of 1775, was said to have attempted—unsuccessfully—to see their destination. Interestingly, in March of 1820, when Maine separated from Massachusetts and became a state, Timothy Bigelow was the Speaker of the House of the Massachusetts General Court. Supposedly, the army encamped beyond the great bend of the Dead River and erected a flag at what was later called the town of Flagstaff.

On its broad northerly flank, the potential for a ski trail of nearly 3,000 vertical feet was revealed to Amos as he explored the terrain with Fred Morrison, proprietor of the local drugstore. Accompanying them was an enthusiastic group of young Kingfield schoolboys, including Robert “Stub” Taylor, Odlin Thompson, Howard Dunham, Howell McClure, Dick French, and Mickey Durrell. Together, they ultimately carved out a ski trail.

Their route utilized a section of the Appalachian Trail that started on Avery Peak and descended east toward Little Bigelow, to a point under a promontory known as “The Old Man’s Head.” Here, the AT intersected with a trail cut by the Civilian Conservation Corps, which headed north toward the old shingle mill on the banks of the Dead River. This so-called Dead River Trail followed the route known today as the Safford Brook Trail.

Starting in the winter of 1945-46, the Bigelow Boys, as they came to be known, enjoyed the deep snows and challenging terrain some twenty miles from Kingfield. But by 1948, the year that marks the real beginning of the Sugarloaf story, the Boys were encountering some problems on Bigelow. Or, better stated, at the base of Bigelow.

FLAGSTAFF LAKE CREATED

The Central Maine Power Company, recognizing the hydroelectric potential of the Dead River, had finalized a plan conceived during the 1920s to purchase the land bordering the river north of Bigelow, including the village of Flagstaff, from the Great Northern Paper Company. The plan was to build a dam at Long Falls, not far from the easterly end of Bigelow, and create a massive impoundment to be known as Flagstaff Lake, twenty-six miles long and four to five miles wide at its greatest width. The dam would be built at a total cost of about $6 million. In conjunction with sister dams on the Kennebec, into which the Dead River flowed at The Forks, some twenty miles downriver to the east, this dam would allow the capture and storage of melted winter snows and the subsequent orderly release of water to power-generating stations farther downriver.
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[image: The route of the original ski trail on Bigelow, following the Appalachian Trail east from Avery Peak to the col under “The Old Man’s Head”, then north to the base of the mountain]

As crews began to cut the flowage area, traveling in on a road built to the dam site by the J.L. Hinman Company, a disturbing result was




THE MAINE SKI COUNCIL IS BORN

























THE SUGARLOF SKI CLUB IS FORMED AND TRAIL WORK BEGINS







































































THE ROPE TOW



















THE SUGARLOAF MOUNTAIN CORPORATION





THE FIRST T-BAR


















THE SECOND T-BAR.
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	An additional 2,600-ft. Constam T-bar in tandem with an existing lift to carry skiers well up into the snowfields—a distance of 6,240 feet from the base area.
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	The Lodge has now been enlarged to a building 110 feet long, where skiers may rest and watch activities on the various trails, from the eight picture windows. The Lodge also includes a large and modern commissary where the finest home-cooked foods are served.
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	You will be delighted with the modern restroom facilities. Running hot and cold water is on tap from the Corporation’s own artesian well drilled deep into the mountain.
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	For those of you who should fall by the hillside (we hope you don’t), peace and comfort will be derived in the newly equipped first-aid room. Here splints of all kinds are available, and prompt attention will be given in the event of mishap.
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	For equipment, just visit us—that is all we ask. If, when you see the slope, you feel that inner urge to feel the tingle of crisp, clean, invigorating racing as you skim down our inviting trails, then let your fancy take over and visit HARVEY’S SKI SHOP—one of the most completely outfitted shops of this nature in the East, where all types of ski equipment may be purchased or rented.
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	The “Sluice” and upper half of “Narrow Gauge” should only be traversed by the experts. Here one drops a thousand feet over 35-degree trails to the halfway station, in the first half-mile. The “Sluice” then enters “Winter’s Way” at the spring and thence continues approximately a mile, giving an opportunity to regain one’s composure from this breathtaking descent through the “Sluice” to the Lodge.
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	The “Upper Half of Narrow Gauge” offers equal challenges to the expert, with a corresponding vertical, winding descent to the halfway terminal. Then, over one of the widest and best-groomed mountain slopes, one drops another 900 feet to the Lodge, in three-quarters of a mile.
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	The “Tote Road,” a completely new two-and-one-half-mile trail, starting at the upper terminal near the snowfields, meanders lazily along the north ridge, parallel to the famous “Appalachian Trail,” for a distance of three-quarters of a mile, where it then turns to the east, drops rapidly, and then sweeps into another gradual slope which swings gently down through heavy timber for nearly a mile and a half to the Lodge.
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	SKI PATROL: Full-time and volunteer Ski Patrolmen will be in attendance at all times and are on constant alert for accidents on the trails. These patrolmen may be alerted over a communication system that extends from the Lodge to key points on all trails.
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	SUGARLOAF MOUNTAIN SKI SCHOOL will be in daily operation after December 15th, under the direction of “Bill” Briggs. Bill comes to us highly recommended as a certified instructor and has had considerable experience in some of the larger ski areas. We know Bill will be a great asset to the Sugarloaf Mountain Area, and will be most helpful with any who have need for his services.





















































































THE BASE AREA RELOCATED
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