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Sled-Skiing: Effortless Backcountry

By CHRISTOPHER SOLOMON

IT'S a John Denver morning in northern Colorado — naked aspens shivering in deep snow, white
clouds scudding across too-blue skies. By 10 a.m., some 20 trucks and trailers overflow the trailhead
parking lot a few miles north of the Steamboat ski resort. A small weather system of blue smoke
gathers overhead as snowmobilers pull starter cords. The sleds make a peeved sound. The still morning
falls in shards. '

Something's weird here, though, aside from the chainsawlike sound that ruins the quiet; the riders
below Buffalo Pass aren't the usual sledheads. A snowmobile dives into the forest bearing two dudes
with skis. Another guns past, laden with snowboards, lawn chairs and snow shovels: boarders out for a
day building jumps and taking look-Ma pictures on a nearby slope.

Gary Smalley sits on his Polaris 500 wide-track — a pair of chubby Salomon Pocket Rocket skis
flaring off the back like a lone tailfin — and says it's no mystery why hard-core skiers and
snowboarders all over the West are heading into the backcountry astraddle snowmobiles.

"We'll ski untracked powder for a week" out here, says Mr. Smalley, 52, mustache bristling through his
balaclava. "You do this for a while, then you go back to the ski area and you push and shove and share

the run with 200 people ..." Point made, he lets the sentence dangle. Then he and his skiing buddy start
their engines, twist throttles and ride uphill on their two-stroke chairlifts.

Not so long ago snowmobilers and backcountry skiers mixed about as well as motor oil and water. But
the rise of "sled-skiing," also called hybrid skiing or, occasionally, Ski-Doo skiing, has blurred the
lines in the well-worn motorized-versus-nonmotorized debate — and in many places it has brought
new crowds and new headaches to North America's increasingly busy winter backcountry.

Sled-skiers now rev up all over the West, from the Sierras in California to the Selkirks in British
Columbia and beyond.

In Crested Butie, Colo., so many skiers use sleds (nobody in the know calls them snowmobiles
anymore) to gain access to Kebler Pass and the Anthracite Range that the herd of machines parked at
the trailhead can number near 60 at times.

The area around Vail Pass, Colo., about 100 miles west of Denver, has been used so intensively for the
last 16 winters that a management plan has been put in place to segregate nonmotorized users from
snowmobilers and sled-skiers. Hybrid users now account for about 10 to 15 percent of the estimated
24,000 winter visits, according to Don Dressler, snow ranger for the Holy Cross Ranger District of the
White River National Forest.

The trend's epicenter, however, is found outside Whistler Blackcomb, British Columbia, where nice
days will send dozens of skiers and snowboarders driving away from the ski resort and toward the
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