Outdoors

SLIDE RIGHT UP

NEW LIFTS, NO CROWDS, AND ENDLESS TERRAIN -
BIG SKY DIALS IN THE SKIER'S SKI VACATION. By JusTIN PAUL




N A BLUEBIRD DAY, from the
top of Lone Peak you can see
clear to Yellowstone and the
Tetons to the south, Idaho to the
west, and across who knows how many
hundreds of square miles of Montana
wilderness and ranchlands in other
directions. But it’s not the horizon
that draws my gaze: | can’t stop look-
ing down; nearly 2,000 vertical feet of
pillowy, wind-loaded snow spread out
below me — and that’s before you hit
the tree line. Wide-open Liberty Bowl
beckons to the right, as do the more
steeply pitched Lenin and Marx runs to
the left, in a sort of geopolitical battle
for some of the country’s preeminent
high-alpine resort skiing.
“This look good to you?” my moun-
tain guide asks on our second lap up to
the top, nodding toward Lenin. With

that, we’re off — and | mean off. A few
hundred yards down the 11,000-foot
peak, he smiles as | pull up beside him
to catch my breath, grappling with the
altitude. “We don’t turn as much up
here as you do on Pacific Northwest
slopes,” he says with a shrug. “Tires
you out.”

It’s about as good an introduction as
you could get to Big Sky, the third-larg-
est ski resort in the U.S. behind Park
City and Palisades Tahoe. An hour’s
drive south of Bozeman, the mountain
is known for wide-open, big-mountain
skiing up top and prime glades, bumps,
and cruisers lower down. Guests have
their pick of more than 5,800 acres
that go from “Let’s take this one easy”
to “I’'m up for the challenge” to “War-
ren Miller-caliber insanity.” (Keep
your eyes trained on the upper chutes
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Dropping into the Pinnacles
and (opposite) a midmountain
lunch at Everett’s 8800.

and mountain-goat paths, and you’ll
likely see seasoned locals and visiting
crazies hitting what could be consid-
ered audition reels.)

What Big Sky isn’t known for is equal-
ly delightful: crowds. Thanks to its size
and lack of a nearby major city and in-
terstate feeding it weekend warriors,
it’s a welcome respite from the Summit
County and Utah resort scenes. “What
sets Big Sky apart from other resorts
is the feeling that | have the whole run
to myself,” says Rick Reichsfeld, presi-
dent of ski-vacation tour operator Al-
pine Adventures, who has skied at more
than 100 resorts in 15 countries. “You
can let your guard down without wor-
rying about somebody running into
you, even in high season.”

The latter fact makes Big Sky’s slopes
especially appealing to families and
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beginner-intermediates, who have a
wide variety of terrain spread across
the lower mountain rather than being
hemmed into one area, as is the case
at some resorts. And the impressive
lift system —including three with heat-
ed seats and windscreens to protect
against the Northern Rockies’ wind-
chill — cuts lines to a fraction of what
you’d expect in high season, making it
easy to bounce around the hill. Bonus-
es: This season, the new 75-passenger
Lone Peak Tram replaces its 15-pas-
senger predecessor, reducing what was
perhaps the mountain’s only choke
point. Work is also underway on a new
gondola that will provide direct access
to the tram from the resort’s base.

In fact, until recently, Big Sky’s big-
gest ding was its dearth of high-end
accommodations and amenities. Aside
from the billionaire-beloved Yellow-
stone Club, a private residential estate
and ski resort on the mountain’s east
flank, it was about what you’d expect
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A reigning champ of Lone Peak and
(opposite) Montage’s Alpenglow bar.
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for a no-attitude mountain in western
Montana. That changed in late 2021,
when the Montage resort opened ad-
jacent to the Yellowstone Club, com-
plete with a bowling alley, tubing hill,
and small army of ski concierges to
ready guests’ gear each morning. The
mountain is primed to receive another
boost when One&Only opens its first
U.S. property on Moonlight Basin next
season. But even if the rush is on, Big
Sky will never be Aspen or Telluride.
Skiers looking for rollicking apres-ski
or nightlife and walkable Wild West
mountain towns will mostly find
themselves poling the flats.

NEARLY 23,000 vertical feet and 39
miles covered since the day’s first
lift, I hand my boots to Montage’s ski
concierge to be dried and warmed for
the next day and, on a tip, make the
20-minute drive to The Riverhouse
BBQ. In its gravel parking lot on the
bank of the Gallatin River, six-wheeled
pickups with Montana plates outnum-
ber rental SUVs. Inside the lodgelike
space, metal beer and highway signs
fill the wood-paneled walls.

A crew sporting Carhartts and
fleece-lined jean jackets holds down
part of the packed bar, while serv-
ers carry heaping Hill Country-style
plates out to lifties from the mountain,
college spring-breakers, and dozens of
others decked out in pom-pom beanies,
Cotopaxi puffers, and souvenir sweat-
shirts repping favorite ski towns. It
seems like half the mountain is here —
and by 9:30, out the door.

By the time | drive back through
Town Center, the local-favorite craft
brewery, top Neapolitan pizzeria, and
sushi lounge have long since called it
a night. Big Sky goes to bed early and
rises a little more fresh-legged for it — a
rarity among ski resort towns. Staring
down from Lone Peak, an occasional
hoot rising from someone unseen be-
low, I'll take every advantage to get in
on its secrets.

(MOUNTAIN GOAT) PATRICK CONROY, (MONTAGE) CHRISTIAN HORAN



Break for Big Sky

STAY The 39-room Montage Big Sky opened as the moun-
tain’s sole luxury resort, with indoor and outdoor pools,

a spa, and fine-dining Cortina, featuring northern Italian
dishes and Montana fish and game. This season, the resort
will offer kids’ group lessons at its on-site ski hill during
the holiday season and Presidents’ Day weekend; on other
dates, kids’ club staff will provide round-trip transportation
to the ski school’s base at Mountain Village. Doubles from
$570, including breakfast daily and a $100 resort credit.

GO Snow-sports specialist Alpine Adventures arranges
custom ski vacations for groups of any size - from couples
to entire ski clubs - at resorts in more than 22 countries.
Sample Big Sky trips include six nights for two adults at
Montage Big Sky or a condo for a family of four on the edge
of Mountain Village - both are ski-in/ski-out and include five
days of lift tickets, ski or snowboard rentals, and a rental car
from Bozeman. From $18,989 and $11,979, respectively.
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