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  Warning: Skiing is a dangerous sport. You can be seriously injured or die. Read the following before you use this book.




 This is a book about skiing, a sport that is inherently dangerous. Do not depend solely on information from this book for your personal safety. Your safety depends on your own judgment based on competent instruction, experience, and a realistic assessment of your skiing ability. The information given in this book is based on the authors’ opinions. Consult your physician before engaging in this sport.




  There are no warranties, either expressed or implied, that this book contains accurate and reliable information. There are no warranties as to fitness for a particular purpose or that this book is merchantable. Your use of this book indicates your assumption of the risk of death or serious injury as a result of skiing’s risks and is an acknowledgment of your own sole responsibility for your safety in skiing.




  The authors and The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc., assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book.












  
FOREWORD





  You never forget the first time you ski from a summit. There is simply too much at stake.




  For me, it was Mount Democrat in the Mosquito Range of Colorado. A relatively simple and safe backcountry descent by most measures, those standards do not matter when standing on skis on top of a steep, narrow couloir at 14,000 feet, anxiously awaiting your turn to test yourself against the mountain. I will forever remember the fear at the top, the anxiety of those first turns, the thrill of finding a rhythm, and, finally, the simple joy of looking back up at my accomplishment. In the world of skiing, nothing can top that feeling.




  Years have gone by since that first backcountry run, and my love for climbing and skiing has taken me an uncountable number of miles all across Colorado. From the gentle and friendly slopes of the Sawatch to the sheer and imposing cliffs of the Sangres, to the wild and untracked bounds of the Gores, and to the majestic expanse of the San Juans, Colorado is truly one of the best places in the whole world to interact with the mountains on skis. Few other places contain the unique mixture of relatively simple access, beautiful peaks and ranges, excellent snow, readily available route information, and a seemingly endless bounty of peaks and lines to choose from.




  For many, simply gazing up at the hills is enough to satisfy; beautiful scenes and sublime landscapes fulfill the call of the wild. For others, the peaks stir something deeper within, inspiring a desire to venture out onto the slopes themselves to hike, to climb, and to explore. Then, for the precious remaining few, the siren song is another prize beyond the summit: to not just simply climb to the top but, upon reaching those lofty places, to strap on skis and face the ultimate challenge on the descent. This book is dedicated and written for those who dare to dream, explore, and face the mountains with planks underfoot.




  The authors could not be better suited for the task. Since meeting them I have lost count of the number of trips we have taken together into the high places of Colorado. From multiday backpacking trips to single-day blitz descents, I have been privileged to both climb and ski with these two on all different types of lines throughout our fine state. Though ever humble, their combined climbing and skiing résumés make them two of the most experienced backcountry travelers around. The numbers are impressive: Ben and Brian account for more than 330 unique fourteener summits, nearly 250 thirteener summits, and 200 ski descents of high peaks in every range of Colorado.




  All that time spent in the mountains lends itself to some excellent information and knowledge about each of the routes in this book. Within the following pages you will find detailed outlines and descriptions about a multitude of different lines. One of the biggest challenges in beginning a sport like this is simply knowing when and where to go. Local knowledge, online trip reports, and veteran powderhounds are able to offer plenty of ideas and vague descriptions, but there is simply no substitute for a detailed guide with accompanying route photos and instructions. This categorization and outline of options is exactly what Climbing and Skiing Colorado’s Mountains provides.




  For each peak you will find all the necessary information, such as trailhead directions, route descriptions, maps, difficulty ratings, best practices for safety, etc. Beyond these basics, you will also find useful information and opinions on topics such as gear preferences, timing, trip planning, overview of the ranges, and, of course, the ever-important post-climb meal options! Ben and Brian have done an excellent job of providing all the details needed for years and years of backcountry adventures.




  However, ski mountaineering is about far, far more than simple numbers or route information. It is all too easy in this sport to obsess over arbitrary things like lists, difficulty ratings, collecting lines, or trumpeting accomplishments. If there is one thing I have learned from my time in these mountains, it is that they are all too willing to humble the proud. Beyond the tangible, Ben and Brian’s true love for the sport is best reflected in something much deeper: inspiration.




  I have always felt that the mountains are a means to an end. Venturing into the highest places of Colorado can stir emotions and feelings like few other places. Peering up at the Diamond on Longs Peak or gazing out from atop a San Juan summit or peering down the Cross Couloir on Mount of the Holy Cross will stir all but the most hardened heart. Even more meaningful, the camaraderie and brotherhood forged with partners on these expeditions is unrivaled. There is something uniquely binding that comes from adventuring, struggling, risking, and succeeding together.




  These are the reasons that Ben and Brian venture into the backcountry. As much fun as the skiing and climbing are, it is only as meaningful as we allow it to be. If we allow ourselves to feel, to be inspired, and to learn from the mountains we love, we may, perhaps, find the joy so many of us seek in life. I know that the sincere desire of both men is that you will find just a taste of this as you flip through these chapters, and even more so as you venture out into the backcountry itself.




  In closing, a mutual friend once remarked of Ben and Brian that, “The mountains need more guys like (them).” I could not agree more. As you read on and learn what ski mountaineering in Colorado has to offer, I hope and expect you will feel the same.




  David Yarian


  A cabin in the Gore Range


  March 2013
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INTRODUCTION





  Colorado Backcountry Skiing







  “Skiing.” “Colorado.” Those two words have gone hand in hand for the better part of the last century. Colorado is home to many classic ski towns, spanning from Denver to the southwest corner of the state. Places like Crested Butte, Aspen, Silverton, Steamboat Springs, Telluride, and Winter Park are unique to the Rocky Mountains and boast some of the best skiing on Earth. While Utah may see higher snowfall totals and Montana and Wyoming may tout more extreme terrain, none of them contain nearly the volume or variety of ski terrain as Colorado. The sport of skiing has evolved drastically over the years, and one such evolution has been the idea of venturing beyond the boundary lines of the resorts. Though skiers have been taking skis into Colorado’s backcountry for the better part of a century, the past twenty or so years have been the most influential to the sport. Local skier Lou Dawson and others like him essentially pioneered the idea of skiing Colorado’s biggest peaks. In 1991 Dawson became the first person to ski every 14,000-foot mountain in the state. He accomplished this before the advent of the internet and reliable avalanche and weather forecasts, and before guidebooks became available. More recently, big-mountain skier Chris Davenport of Aspen has raised awareness and interest in backcountry skiing through his project to repeat Dawson’s feat in a calendar year.




  Fast-forward to 2019: History and beta on backcountry skiing in Colorado have piled up on the internet. Stronger, lighter, and more reliable ski gear has made backcountry travel much easier; as a result, people are able to travel farther faster. In recent years the number of people heading into the backcountry on skis has skyrocketed as a result. As popular backcountry zones are becoming more crowded, people are beginning to venture farther into the hills in search of isolation and solitude. Those who have honed their backcountry skills at lower elevations are seeking bigger lines more frequently. In recent years it’s become commonplace to view Colorado’s fourteeners, thirteeners, and twelvers as the most challenging backcountry objectives to ski in the state. Colorado is home to fifty-three ranked fourteeners as well as hundreds of thirteeners and twelvers. Just about every couloir, face, and snowfield on the fourteeners has been skied and documented in recent years, but there are still plenty of lines on sub-14,000-foot peaks that are waiting to be explored. In this book you will find a mixture of both, as we strive to provide a guide for common descents as well as to inspire skiers to explore the relative unknown.




  In our opinion, approaching the Colorado Rockies from an exploratory standpoint is better than adhering to a set checklist. Checklists are sometimes healthy, as they can provide motivation, but they become dangerous when the adherence to the list becomes more important than the experiences themselves. For this reason, this book does not focus on a list of ski descents based on any particular parameters. Instead it highlights a mixture of some of the finer descents in the state based on accessibility, diversity, and quality. Also, don’t forget that part of the appeal of spending time in the mountains is not only the views and the challenge but also the bonds you form with your partners. It could be the altitude or the intense euphoria of feeling alive, but when you are high up on the mountain sharing a common interest with a good friend, working toward a common goal, your appreciation for the mountains takes on a different dimension entirely.




  The advantage of living in Colorado is that you can experience this feeling every weekend. Access to the state’s mountains is better than just about anywhere else in the world. You can leave your house and crest Independence Pass, or veer around the corner on US 285 and get slammed with a panoramic of Mount Princeton, or experience neck pain from the mind-bending view of the Sneffels Range as you drive south from Montrose—all within an hour of leaving your home, depending on where you live. Once you reach a good campsite for the weekend, preferably one near a mountain stream or along a scenic overlook, the difficult part is already over. Colorado is yours for the taking; all you need to do is choose your adventure!




  Climbing and Skiing Colorado’s Mountains is intended to capture and encompass all aspects of exploring Colorado. It’s more than just a guide—it’s an inspiration and a celebration of how the sport of skiing has evolved. The book provides basic beta on how to approach and ski fifty-plus select backcountry ski descents on some of Colorado’s finest high peaks. The information found in each chapter is meant to encapsulate the typical state of the featured peaks and lines—that is, the conditions found in a typical snow year during periods of low-to-moderate avalanche danger. During other snow years, some of these lines may never come into skiable condition, and there can be times when a deviation from the described route may be required to avoid obstacles unique to that particular ski season. Keep in mind that we have skied each and every line in this book at least once, but that does not mean you shouldn’t think for yourself and approach a peak/line from a devil’s advocate standpoint.




  This book follows what is often referred to as a healthy “progression,” a sequence of ski descents designed for use by the novice to take him or her through a safe learning process. If you have never skied in the backcountry, we highly recommend starting with one of the easier descents in this book. We also assume that every skier considering even the easiest lines in this book has skied inbounds for several years, building up a basic skiing skill set. The descents in this book are not meant for people who have never been on skis before but rather for proficient skiers who can easily take on black-diamond ski runs at ski resorts. Backcountry travel and skiing backcountry snow is a different ball game than the resorts; there’s just no other way to say it. The higher altitude, dehydration and lack of calories from hours spent reaching the summit of a peak, tired legs, and often extremely temperamental snow conditions can combine to create a difficult day. Skiing a steep line in crud/crust snow conditions on tired legs, miles from the nearest road, is an entirely different experience from skiing Sundown Bowl at Vail Mountain. All that said, skiing a big peak can be an incredibly rewarding experience if done safely and well. The best ski days of our lives have all come during time spent in the backcountry.
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  Making powder turns down the Silver Couloir in April (route 13)




  Probably the most important goal of this book is to highlight the spring season in Colorado. Winter and the ski industry drive the well-oiled machine that is the outdoor economy of Colorado, but spring is where most of the (safe) backcountry adventure lies. To some, skiing in winter and hiking in summer are simply activities that function to pass the time until the arrival of spring. Like a surfer waiting for that perfect wave, a dedicated and proficient backcountry skier has the patience, the vision, and the common sense to find a perfect line in stable conditions. Lift access is a great way to get in the repetition and strengthen your ski legs; the backcountry is where you celebrate the hard work. Spring skiing in Colorado is proof that ski season doesn’t end in mid-April when the lifts stop running. In May and June, with the resort crowds gone, major roadways mostly empty, a stable snowpack, consistent weather, trees in bloom, and rivers raging, spring skiing in Colorado marks the beginning of the true ski season for many.




  Difficulty Ratings





  This book is organized by range, starting with the Front Range to the east and moving westward, ending in the San Juans of southwest Colorado. Within each range we have listed the peaks, to the best of our ability, in order from easiest to hardest. We have designated three difficulty categories: intermediate, difficult, and most difficult. Intermediate ski lines are characterized by wide, mellow slopes under 42 degrees in steepness, with relatively safe and unobstructed runouts. When compared to a run at a ski resort, intermediate lines are similar to a black-diamond run, with more variable and unpredictable snow. Difficult lines have some complexities throughout the route, some short sections of no-fall-zone skiing (skiing where a fall could be fatal), and an average/maximum slope angle between 42 and 48 degrees; the route also may narrow into a couloir. A-Basin’s East Wall would be a good comparison to a difficult line as defined in this book. Lastly, most-difficult lines are steep and narrow, designated for those who have the utmost confidence in their skiing abilities, as well as their assessment of snow conditions and knowledge of the backcountry. Runouts are complex and hazardous, routes feature larger amounts of no-fall-zone skiing, and max slope angles are greater than 48 degrees and can reach upward of 55 degrees, with consistent pitches in the mid-40s for long sections of the route. These are the types of lines where you really feel the true weight of gravity pulling you downmountain. As Lou Dawson eloquently put it in the backcountry documentary Steep:




  

  When you ski steep terrain, all it takes on a 45-degree slope to launch into space is a small tweak of your quadriceps muscle, and if you pop off that snow, you can sail down the hill for 20 feet with very little effort. When you get to the 50-degree range, it starts to get difficult to control yourself. There is so much gravity pulling you down that you get to a point where you can’t overcome it. But anything that produces this much joy in someone’s life is worth a certain amount of risk.







  Regardless of your risk tolerance, there is no shame in turning back when you just aren’t feeling good about the day. The mountains are only enjoyable if you are still around to enjoy them.




  Gear





Gear discussions are fun. We all like new toys, and outdoor equipment is no different. Just like bicyclists with a stable of bikes, or hunters with a cabinet full of rifles, we’ve seen some pretty impressive and, at times, downright scary ski gear closets. Keep in mind we are not gear experts; we just know what works for us. What works for us might not work for you, so take this information with a grain of salt and figure out your ideal gear system through trial and error. This section is merely intended to point the way. Also keep in mind that the more time you spend worrying about gear, the less time you’ll have to enjoy the mountains. At the end of the day, gear selection is not rocket science.




  Skis


  You could, in theory, have a different pair of skis for every feasible scenario. For inbounds, you’ve got your bump skis, your all-mountain utility skis, your fat powder planks for really deep days, and your sharp, narrow skis for icy conditions. Out-of-bounds is a little different. Because the sport of backcountry skiing is so expensive, it’s a good idea to get a pair that you can feel comfortable taking out in a variety of conditions—“one ski to rule them all.” While you will most likely encounter variable conditions in the backcountry, and snow can change dramatically over the course of even one tour, we’ve always found it best to bring a reliable pair of planks that we don’t have to worry about when conditions change or deteriorate. Get a ski that’s wide enough to handle heavy, wet snow, but also narrow enough to cut through icy crud. We’ve always found the 95mm-to-105mm underfoot range to be the most versatile, leaning in the direction of a larger sidecut for more control.
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  Skinning through pine and aspen forests in the eastern Gore Range




  Let’s get specific for a moment. A carbon fiber ski will be great for the uphill thanks to its light weight and would probably handle deep powder better than most, but how will it ski when conditions take a turn for the worse? Light skis tend to get thrown around in trap crusts and icy crud. On the flip side, using a pair of short, 80mm underfoot skis may be great for the uphill and carving GS turns over an open face, but you might run into trouble when the slough starts building up and you are using every ounce of strength you have to make a single turn. Over the years we’ve found a ski that’s within the 130mm-to-140mm range on the tip, 95mm to 105mm underfoot, and 120mm to 130mm on the tail to be the most versatile in the backcountry. Just about every alpine touring (AT)–oriented company out there has designed a ski that fits within these criteria. As for specific brands and models, the options are too numerous to list, but G3, Black Diamond, Liberty Skis, Kastle, DPS, and Black Crows were among the most commonly used backcountry skis in 2019, and all of them have great touring ski options.




  
Boots


  The boots discussion is a rather easy one and goes something like this: Use the boot that fits your foot. Boots from different companies fit different people’s feet in different ways. Our advice is to head to a reputable mountaineering shop (Bent Gate in Golden, Neptune in Boulder, and Cripple Creek Backcountry in Vail and Aspen come to mind; see appendix A) and get properly fitted for an AT boot. As most boots nowadays have thermo-moldable liners, you will likely need to head to a store to have them properly molded; we would not recommend self-fitting a boot to your foot. There are just too many variables that you might get wrong. There is perhaps no piece of gear more important to get a good fit for than your AT ski boots. Put double-digit miles and several hours into a tour using improperly fitted boots and you’ll see what we mean. Don’t do it. Have your boots fitted by a professional.




  A competent AT boot fitter will measure your foot and recommend several boots that might fit well. At this point you have some options to consider. Beyond boot fit the primary option is tech versus frame binding compatibility. Tech bindings are those that utilize two small metal pinholes in the toe of the boot and a metal heel clamp to secure the boot to the binding (see the “Bindings” section below). Be sure to match your boot’s tech compatibility with the bindings you intend to purchase. Other options to consider are stiffness, which will affect how comfortable and responsive the boot is, and the walk mode range of motion, which will affect how comfortably the boot walks. Finally, be sure to consider weight, since some boots are designed to be lightweight for long tours and others are designed for maximum performance. Some of the earliest boot models were essentially alpine boots with a walk mode built in, and nowadays would be considered right up there with the heaviest AT boots on the market. In recent years companies have rolled out lighter boots that sacrifice very little in performance. As technology continues to develop, the weight-to-performance ratio will no doubt also continue to improve. Decide what your intended use is for your boots (i.e., skimo, primarily backcountry, or a 50/50 inbounds/backcountry split) as well as what type of binding you wish to purchase, then check out a professional AT boot-fitting operation.




  Bindings




  Because AT bindings are constantly evolving on a near-annual basis, it’s almost futile to mention specific models, as they may be replaced or obsolete by the time this edition even hits the shelves. Generally speaking, however, bindings can be divided into two categories: frame bindings and tech bindings. Frame bindings are similar to traditional alpine ski bindings with a frame that surrounds a ski boot from toe to heel, but with a built-in walk mode. Because the entire frame must be lifted with every step, these bindings are generally much heavier than tech bindings but are also more durable and perform better on the downhill. These days, full-frame AT bindings are mostly used by skiers who are just getting into the sport or who primarily ski inbounds (or “on-piste”) but would like the option of hiking on the same setup.




  Tech bindings utilize pinhole tech inserts in the toe and heel of a ski boot to connect the boot to the ski. Because tech bindings are frameless and rely on the ski boot itself to bridge the gap between toe and heel, there’s no need to lift an entire frame along with the boot with each step. Thus, tech bindings are significantly lighter and more efficient to tour in. Their weight-to-performance ratio is simply unmatched by any other binding on the market, and many people use them to ski inbounds as well as out. Besides the price tag, the downside of tech bindings is that they often require some getting used to—they are more difficult to get in and out of than frame bindings, and they often require that you clear the pin holes in your boot of snow and ice to ensure a clean connection. Prerelease is an inherent risk of not learning to use tech bindings properly prior to heading out into the backcountry, as many have found out the hard way. Nevertheless, used properly each and every time, tech bindings are generally safe, reliable, and durable.




  Within both of these categories lies a plethora of different binding options made by many different companies. Dynafit traditionally was the go-to tech binding brand, but in recent years, companies like G3, Plum, La Sportiva, and Black Diamond have come out with excellent tech binding options, some of which boast release value adjustability and some of which are even fully TUV-certified. Some bindings utilize a hybrid design, with tech toe inserts and a traditional frame heel insert. A recent trend is to tour on tech bindings without brakes, which shaves even more weight off a backcountry setup. As previously stated, all of this is constantly evolving, and what works for some may not work for others. We recommend visiting a gear shop and/or researching online at places like Backcountry.com to get a full picture of all the options out there and determine what works best for you.
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  Skis, bindings, and boots ready to go at the trailhead ALEX HUDGINSOR




  Avalanche Gear




  Avalanche gear generally consists of three items: a beacon, a shovel, and a probe. You don’t want to forget any of these items, and you want to make sure they are easily accessible in your pack (your beacon, of course, should be strapped across your chest underneath your clothing). Beacon technology has evolved a lot in recent years, with most companies offering three-antenna options. Most newer beacons allow users to “flag” the location of each buried victim and move onto the next in the event of a multiple burial scenario. Range and battery life only continue to get better as technology evolves. Three beacon companies to consider are BCA (Backcountry Access), Pieps, and Ortovox. We recommend BCA’s Tracker series, which are easy to use, reliable, and one of the more common beacons out there.




  As for a shovel and probe, those are decisions you can make based on your budget or availability. A basic Black Diamond collapsible shovel and a Petzl probe will do the trick. Whichever probe you decide to purchase, make sure you can assemble it in seconds using the draw cord.




  Packs


  There are two types of packs to consider for backcountry skiing: a daypack and an overnight pack. An ideal daypack holds between 20 and 35 liters and includes a compartment for avalanche gear, a sleeve for your hydration straw, a helmet pouch, both A-frame and diagonal carry compatibility, and back-panel access. We can’t emphasize enough how convenient and stress-free back-panel access can be, as removing your skis every time you want to access your pack can get quite tiresome. Also consider packs with airbags built into them. These packs feature a cord that releases an inflatable, durable airbag in the event you are caught in a slide. The higher buoyancy achieved from airbag deployment gives the user a better chance of not getting buried, dragged over rocks, or tossed into trees. The concept behind these packs is excellent, but every model that has been released thus far has been prohibitively expensive. We’re hoping this changes someday!




  Black Diamond has developed a breathing apparatus called the Avalung, which pulls oxygen out of the snow in front of the victim and deposits CO2 behind the victim, using the victim’s body as a natural barrier between the two. This helps mitigate the dangers of asphyxiation and can help an avalanche burial victim to stay alive longer while buried. The technology has been incorporated into several of Black Diamond’s ski packs and is well worth the investment. (Note: There is also a freestanding Avalung model that can be used by itself in the absence of a pack.) For daypacks, consider the Black Diamond, Deuter, Dakine, and Osprey lines. For overnight packs, sizes can range from 35 liters (if you are an ultralight traveler) to as high as 55 or even 60 liters. You are basically looking for the same functionality as a daypack with added room, the ability to compress the pack down, and, of course, back-panel access.




  
Shells




  When the weather takes a turn for the worse, you are going to appreciate a quality shell. There are three primary types of shells to consider for the winter/spring skiing season: hardshell, softshell, and hooded down. Hardshells are designed to block wind and seal out moisture while still providing a certain level of breathability. Gore-Tex has been the gold standard in terms of high-quality, waterproof, durable hardshells. Gore-Tex garments come in three styles: Paclite, Active, and Pro. Paclite shells are basically expensive two-layer rain shells with some breathability features and technically placed pockets, and maybe some pit zips. Some are constructed better than others, but generally these are the most basic of shells. Active shells are designed for active pursuits, like trail running and backcountry skiing. As far as Gore-Tex shells go, they are the best option for this type of activity. Last are Pro Shells, which are three-layer coats of armor that are insanely durable and insanely expensive. We hate to use the word “bombproof,” but this shell might literally shield you from a bomb. Joking aside, this jacket can be a little overkill for backcountry skiing, especially late in the spring, but many people do ski with them and love them.




  Softshells have improved immensely over the years and are one of the authors’ preferred types of outerwear when touring in the backcountry. Softshells don’t possess the waterproof capabilities of a hardshell, but they can wick moisture, are way more breathable than a hardshell, and are way more comfortable as well, especially those with fleece liners.




  Hooded down jackets are an option mostly for winter pursuits, but they do serve a purpose as an emergency jacket when the weather goes south. It’s always a good idea to stuff one of these into the bottom of your pack.




  Pants/Bibs


  Choosing a pant/bib for the backcountry is less complex than choosing a jacket. You have hardshell pants and softshell pants, and there isn’t always a huge difference between the two. If the forecast calls for wet and/or cold weather, it’s probably best to wear a hardshell pant, preferably with long johns or some additional insulation underneath. If the forecast looks to be sunny and calm, it’s best to use a breathable softshell pant with full-length zip vents to dump heat and air out your nether regions. You’ll also appreciate the range of motion and stretchiness of softshells. Lately, some softshell companies have reinforced abrasive areas like the butt, knees, and cuffs with hardshell patches, making softshells an even more versatile option. Many companies are offering versatile bib options that are great for both inbounds skiing and touring. If you happen to get cold easily, ski a lot of deep powder, or fall a lot, consider purchasing a bib instead of pants. Seriously, though, try not to fall a lot when skiing in the backcountry.




  Midlayers


  Choosing a midlayer is somewhat dependent on personal preference. Options are fleece, softshell, synthetic, and down technologies. Your typical midlayer serves a very specific purpose—insulation—and the idea is to avoid adding too much bulk in the process. With a good-enough outer hardshell or softshell, your midlayer’s function becomes less critical. Fleece by itself is extremely porous, providing amazing breathability but lacking any sort of water- or windproof functionality. It’s a basic layer that should be used solely for insulation, preferably underneath an outer layer. Softshells with hoods can function as outer layers, but without a hood, their purpose becomes more specific. Wear a softshell on ascents during bluebird, windless days, or throw on a hooded jacket (light fleece) underneath for slight wind protection while still enjoying some level of breathability. Synthetic and down midlayers usually come in the form of athletic-fitting “sweaters,” used mainly on colder days. Neither breathe well, so they also are used for specific situations. Our best advice is to choose your midlayer based on the forecast and hope for the best.




  Base Layers


  A lot of research and technology goes into base layers, but our advice is to wear whatever is the most comfortable. Synthetic, wicking, and odorless tech shirts are better options than cotton. Base layers are a category in which you can save some money by not purchasing the bigger name brands and still get the functionality you need. A simple purchase of some REI brand or even a synthetic shirt from Target would do. If you can find them on sale, Icebreaker from New Zealand has a nice product in their merino wool fabrics, with a wide range of T-shirts, long sleeves, and super-lightweight hoodies. Patagonia’s Capilene line will work as well (think 50 percent–off sale).




  Gloves


  It’s always a good idea to come prepared with a number of different options for hand protection in the mountains, particularly if you know you have poor circulation in your hands. There are tons of different options these days, but leather workman gloves have become the most popular option because they are insulated, have dexterity, keep some moisture out, and are very economical. Numerous companies have hopped on this bandwagon, so there’s no use getting too specific, but you can basically go to an Ace Hardware store and buy half a dozen Kinco gloves for $60 to $70 and you’ll be set for the next decade.




  One downside of these cheap leather gloves is on a wet day, they are susceptible to getting soaked, in which case an extra pair or even a higher quality pair of mitts is recommended. One way to help with the waterproofness of your gloves is to bake Atsko Sno-seal into them once or twice a season. For those looking for beefier options, companies like Black Diamond and Hestra make warm gloves and mittens, but you’ll pay a premium for them.




  Goggles/Eyewear




  You don’t need to get fancy with either of these purchases. Just make sure your lenses are polarized and your sunglasses completely cover your peripheral. Ski-goggle technology has improved dramatically with the evolution of photochromic lenses. These lenses negate the need for interchangeable lenses, as they adjust naturally to light conditions throughout the day. You can also find goggles with a GPS device and altimeter built into the lens, all yours for $600! Perhaps next will be goggles that automatically shoot eye drops into your eyes, but in our opinion, all of that is unnecessary. Get a pair of polarized goggles for under $100 and save your money for something more important. Keep your sunglasses purchase simple as well. Sunglasses are probably the number-one item in your inventory that are most likely to get smashed, lost, or abused while you’re skiing in the backcountry; but at the same time, you don’t want to completely skimp. Spend under $100 and get a polarized pair that covers your entire eye.




  Ice Axes and Crampons


  It’s best that your axe be as light as possible. Good lightweight options are available from Black Diamond and CAMP USA, and a number of heavier, more durable options are made by Petzl and Grivel. Don’t get an axe that is too long either, as its usage will mainly be on steeper slopes. Anything within the 55cm to 65cm range is sufficient, and don’t forget to equip with a leash to tie to either your waist or wrist. The basic function of a mountaineer’s axe when climbing steep slopes is to provide stability and a failsafe, dependable self-belay anchor. Holding the axe around the pick area, the idea is to plunge the shaft as deep into the snow as it will allow, using the stable point of contact as a “handhold.”




  Crampons are the other most important piece of gear when ascending a steep couloir, as they give you added reassurance when the slope angle exceeds 40 degrees. Like axes, crampons should be as lightweight as possible, as you will use them primarily to ascend snow. Steel crampons are heavy and always make the decision of whether to bring or leave crampons a tougher one than it needs to be. Do yourself a favor and invest in some aluminum crampons, and just take extra care when traveling near rocks. Lightweight aluminum crampons (like those sold by CAMP) will become your best friend on longer days, and you won’t fret over the added weight like you might with heavier crampons.




  Climbing Skins


  Just when you probably thought your backcountry setup was complete and your wallet was finally finished taking hits is right about the time when you’ll realize you need to buy skins. Luckily, you really only have a few options to choose from. Still, to this day, with gear evolving the way it has, climbing skins have remained relatively consistent—a bunch of mohair and nylon with industrial-strength glue slapped on and some toe and tail clips. Generally speaking, you either have a skin that is lightweight with better glide and less grip or a slightly heavier skin with more abrasive glide and better grip. G3 and Black Diamond are still the frontrunners in this realm, with several other companies joining the party as of late. Just make sure to buy the correct width of skins, and don’t rush the skin-cutting process. If you mess it up, you could be looking at an expensive mistake.




  

  THE ART OF SKINNING




  Skinning is an easy skill to learn, and sidecountry spots with mellow slopes are conducive for skin training exercises, both going straight uphill and utilizing switchbacks. Switchbacking is a valuable skill to perfect, because skis on your feet are always nicer than skis on your back and create less of a possibility of wallowing in the snow. When slopes start to push the 30-degree range, it’s reassuring to know you can continue to keep the angle shallow by throwing in a switchback. Making a switchback turn on a steep slope can be tricky, but practice makes perfect. Ski crampons are also a good tool if you plan on skinning a lot on frozen surfaces and/or steeper slopes. Be aware of avalanche-prone slopes, and travel one at a time in accordance with avalanche safety best practices.
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  Food and Snacks


  We take our food options in the mountains very seriously. Not seriously in the sense that we monitor and watch what we eat, but rather in the sense that we like to eat a lot of food and have a decent-size list of stuff we bring on every trip. You need a healthy mix of sweet, spice, and salt—stuff you know you can force down easily at higher elevations when your appetite begins to fade. Energy bars, wafers, and chews are growing rapidly in popularity, with brands like Honey Stinger, Skratch, Cliff, Larabar, and PowerBar leading the charge. If you are looking to go cheap, fruit snacks, loaded with high-fructose corn syrup, are always an option, as are economy-size bags of candy corn. For salt, look no further than sleeves of Pringles. These were tailor-made for the mountains—they contain a healthy dose of sodium and are packaged in a protective tube that easily stows in your pack. For spice, Whole Foods’ sweet-and-spicy trail mix in the bulk-food section is a good place to start, or try spicy sausage links with some cheese slices and maybe a small bottle of Tabasco. We’ve seen people haul up a sandwich from Jimmy John’s, a full-size burrito from Chipotle, some drums of fried chicken, cold pizza, day-old cheeseburgers, and other various entrees. Just remember to bring ample amounts of TP as necessitated by your backcountry culinary choices!




  Vehicles




  Most of the time, a car with seats, a steering wheel, and enough space to store your gear is all you really need to get from the city to the trailhead. There are a lot of purists out there who firmly believe in human-powered ascents; they drive simple vehicles and forgo the option of snowmobiles to deal with longer approaches. If you are young, motivated, and abide by a strict set of rules you set for yourself, more power to you. In Colorado it’s never a bad idea to have four-wheel drive (4WD) or, at the very least, all-wheel drive (AWD). When roads get slick and treacherous, you’ll love the additional traction. No doubt your car is your car, and nothing we say in this book is going to inspire or sway you to purchase such an expensive toy, but the following are a few of the more popular vehicles seen around the mountains: Toyota 4 Runner and Tacoma; Subaru Outback, Forester, and Impreza; Ford Escape and F-150; Nissan Xterra; Land Rovers; Audi A-series; Volvo wagons; and Jeeps. Any of these vehicles with the right tires will get the job done. In summer most of them can help you get farther up dirt roads; in snow season they provide better traction on slick, snow-covered roads.
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  Avalanche Safety





 It is estimated that more than 20,000 avalanches occur each year throughout Colorado. On average, avalanches kill six people in Colorado every year. Please enjoy this brief section on avalanche safety, but don’t allow it to serve as a substitute for continuing education, smart decision making, rescue practice, and selecting knowledgeable partners who make safety a priority.




  The snowpack in Colorado is among the most complex in North America, making careful assessment of avalanche conditions necessary before any trip. Being so far inland, our mountains receive dry snow for most of the winter and have a relatively shallow snowpack, which makes our snowpack less stable and avalanche conditions less predictable. Places like Lake Tahoe and the Cascades of the Pacific Northwest receive wetter snow in greater quantities, which helps the new snow bond to the old snow at a faster rate and results in less long-term instability. All the routes in this book, even those listed as moderate, require travel through or near avalanche terrain and are designated for the spring ski season (around mid-March to mid-June). Colorado typically has deep slab instabilities that linger through March or April from faceted layers that build early in the season and persist for many months. Heat is the primary and most effective ingredient for stabilizing deep-faceted layers, and due to Colorado’s latitude, most aspects won’t receive enough sun for this transition to occur prior to April. That said, the avalanche danger in Colorado does trend up and down with new snowfall, and there are indeed many midwinter days when a safe tour is entirely possible, but also days in May and June when travel in avalanche terrain should be avoided. But as a general rule, unless you are very confident in assessing a winter snowpack, waiting until spring to ski in the backcountry when avalanche assessment is somewhat easier is the best policy.




  Four ingredients are required to create an avalanche: snow, a slope sufficiently steep for snow to slide, a weak layer, and a trigger. With regard to steepness, as a general rule, avalanches can slide on slopes as shallow as 25 degrees and as steep as 60 degrees, with the most common angle setting in around 38 degrees. Backcountry travelers wishing to completely avoid avalanche danger will generally stay off and out from under slopes steeper than 25 degrees. The second ingredient, snow, is obvious but sometimes not obvious enough. A slope with just a few inches of snow can still slide, and snow depth can vary greatly over a very short distance. Just because you can see bushes and rocks sticking out of the snow on a slope doesn’t mean the snowpack isn’t 6 feet deep just feet away. Wind loading can create some unbelievable variation in a snowpack, in terms of both depth and layering. Many weak layers form as a result of the wind. The third ingredient, a weak layer, usually consists of a rotten or faceted layer of snow that collapses under stress, putting the avalanche in motion. Deep slab instabilities result from a large slab of snow sitting atop a weak layer. Or sometimes after a large snowfall, the new snow can slide on the old surface, which in effect acts as the weak layer. Sometimes even the ground can act as the weak layer, in which case an avalanche can rip all the way down to the grass and rocks below the snow. The fourth ingredient, a trigger, can be a person, animal, snowmobile, cornice fall, rock-fall, or new snow being added to an already stressed snowpack. In the winter months in Colorado, with lingering deep slab problems, a slope can remain “hanging by a thread” for many weeks until a trigger finally comes along and releases it. New snow can be a very dangerous trigger. As it piles up onto an existing snowpack, avalanches can be caused as the deep, weak layers give way to the additional weight. Listen for “whomps” and watch for shooting cracks as you approach your ski line. Feeling out the area and listening to your intuition are paramount. In general, most natural avalanches occur within 24 to 48 hours of a major snowfall, so if the region you intend to ski in has seen big snows in the past few days, be on your guard.
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  The good news is that during the spring months, as the sun heats things up, the snowpack will transition to an isothermal spring snowpack largely devoid of faceted layers. This transition generally occurs between late March and early June every year, but be guided by the weather and snowpack, not your calendar. This warming process stabilizes the snowpack, but it also brings along its own set of dangers. In the spring you must watch out for wet slides, which occur as the snow heats up and saturates with water. Early in the spring this saturation process can also add weight to the older, drier snowpack below, which has not yet transitioned, and create a kind of wet slide–hard slab combo avalanche. These types of avalanches can be particularly destructive. To avoid wet slides, time your tour so that you ski your intended line before the snowpack has become saturated, usually no later than 9 or 10 a.m. for south/east aspects and 10 or 11 a.m. for north/west aspects. Also watch what the snow/weather does the night prior to your tour. What you are looking for is a good overnight freeze that locks the snowpack into place. On warm nights the snow is less likely to completely freeze after the warm afternoon sun shines, which can result in wet slide instability earlier the following day. A good way to test this as you skin toward your goal in the early morning is to note the condition of the snow surface on the same aspect you intend to ski. If it supports your weight and you find it difficult to punch your boot through, the area likely received a decent freeze the night prior. If it’s early morning and you’re already wallowing through slushy soup, consider saving your tour for another day.




  It’s best to track websites such as the CAIC’s (Colorado Avalanche Information Center; avalanche.state.co.us) throughout the season, and particularly closely during the week leading up to your intended climb. Be observant of which aspects are unstable using the avalanche roses and note how many days in a row an area has a “low” or “moderate” rating. Reading forecasts, tracking trends, sharing beta on internet forums, reading books, taking avalanche courses, practicing avalanche rescue, and observing the snowpack on the day of your climb are all ways in which you can help increase your knowledge and mitigate avalanche danger. The information above is merely a set of generalizations and tips; please develop your own knowledge of avalanches or hire an experienced guide. There is also no substitute for experienced partners who can share their knowledge.




  Weather


  Tracking the weather the week leading up to your climb is nearly as important as assessing the snowpack conditions when on the mountain. We have always been big proponents of checking the five-day forecast using the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration’s website (noaa.gov) in conjunction with local Colorado meteorologist Joel Gratz’s opensnow.com and the CAIC’s (avalanche.state.co.us) forecast section. It’s good to take the average of the three and make assumptions that will affect your timing and route choice. Three components to pay attention to are wind speed/direction, snow accumulations, and the daytime temperature high. These are more important earlier in the spring before the snowpack has transitioned completely to an isothermal snowpack. Changes in the roses listed on the CAIC’s website do a good job of showing which aspects of a mountain are being affected by the changing weather.




  Winds can play a significant role in your backcountry planning, as they can create wind-loaded slopes, even when it’s not snowing. Wind-loaded slopes create deep, unstable layers where the possibility of slab avalanches can occur. Wind-loaded areas are usually found up against and below cornices along ridgelines (that’s basically how cornices form), as well as around convex features along the slopes. Wind speeds between 20 and 60 mph are optimal for transporting snow. Even in late spring, when the old snow is locked in place by a good melt-freeze cycle, new wind-loaded snow can slide on the old surface, potentially in the form of a slab. Sometimes when the risk of a burial isn’t present, we let our guard down, but if a slide knocks you off your feet, the consequences of getting carried over a cliff or through rocky terrain might be just as dire.




  As the season progresses and the snowpack transitions to an isothermal one, the name of the game is overnight freezes and how early the sun is going to hit the slope you intend to ski. An ideal day would consist of an overnight freeze, followed by a day of bluebird skies with the sun hitting your line around midmorning. If the overnight temps don’t reach a freezing point, track the skies. Clouds hold in heat, so if the skies are overcast and the temperatures do not dip below freezing, you may have a problem. On the other hand, if temps do not drop below freezing but you have a night of clear skies, the snowpack may still freeze due to radiant cooling (the transfer of heat out of the snowpack). Again, continually test the surface of the snow to determine if it has frozen properly.




  We are by no means experts on the subject of avalanche safety, so we again stress the importance of not relying upon our summary for your avalanche knowledge. In addition to the resources and practices we’ve mentioned, we also recommend the book Staying Alive in Avalanche Terrain by Bruce Tremper. Friends of Berthoud Pass (berthoudpass.org) is an excellent grassroots organization that offers free avalanche awareness courses throughout the Front Range as well as on-snow introductory sessions at Berthoud Pass. Our friend Markus Beck and fellow guides at Alpine World Ascents provide top-notch avalanche courses and offer guided ski mountaineering trips in Colorado and internationally.




  Group Dynamics





  An ideal size for backcountry travel is usually three people. That way, in the event of an emergency, one person can remain with the injured climber while the third goes for help. The most common size we’ve noticed is two, with the occasional solo climber. When your group gets too large, the risk of conflict increases, as there is more room for someone to get hurt. It becomes tougher to travel at a similar speed, more complicated when traversing avalanche terrain, and makes for a more time-consuming day out in general. All that said, we’ve shared some great backcountry days with large groups and had a lot of fun in the process. Just be cognizant of your group size, factoring in the nature of the objective you’re going after. A benefit of having a larger group and/or strong partners is the ability to share in boot pack responsibilities. Post-holing is a reality every mountaineer needs to face, whether it’s wallowing through freshly deposited dry snow or sinking in wet snow. It’s tiresome and always a relief when you can switch off breaking trail. When speed is key and efficient travel is a must, every step counts.




  
Skiing Skills






  The backcountry is a good place to hone your skills, not learn them. Before heading out into the backcountry, it’s a good idea to get as many inbounds days under your belt as possible, gaining confidence and making ski turns second nature. Of course it isn’t paramount that you are an expert skier before trying Quandary’s East Ridge or the Angel of Shavano; nonetheless, out-of-bounds snow conditions are a lot more complex than inbounds. When at a resort, even during a long drought, the runs are packed down and less variable due to higher skier traffic, and you have a patrol on duty at all times. Snow in the backcountry can be grippy and icy, or have the highly dreaded breakable crust, which is nearly impossible to negotiate. On warm spring days, slough can build up and weigh down your skis, making turns more physically arduous, so not only do you need to be aware of this, you also need to be able to ski through this.




  When preparing to ski steep backcountry lines, a good place to practice is on the steepest runs inbounds. Areas such as the Lake Cutes at Breckenridge, Mary Jane chutes at Winter Park, Stone Creek chutes at Beaver Creek, East Wall at A-Basin, Palmyra Peak at Telluride, Highlands Bowl at Aspen Highlands, the Cirque or Hanging Wall at Snowmass, or just about any run around the north side of Crested Butte are all good places to learn how to handle high alpine conditions. These places all have rocks, steep 50-degree turns, cliffs, and obstacles you might find in the backcountry. Once you get to the point where you can ski these without hesitation, that is probably a solid indication you are ready to attempt the steep lines of the backcountry (from a skill standpoint). Various passes around the state are good places to ease your way into the backcountry. Berthoud (near Winter Park), Loveland (near A-Basin), Red Mountain (near Ouray), Monarch (near Salida), Cameron (near Fort Collins), Jones Pass / Butler Gulch (near Empire), and Vail Pass (near Copper Mountain) are all good places to improve your skills.




  Leave No Trace





  The Leave No Trace policy still applies to ski mountaineers. The beauty and advantage of human-powered snow sports in the mountains is that they have the least amount of impact on the environment, the snow being a natural buffer between your feet (or skis) and the Earth. The Colorado Fourteeners Initiative (CFI) has worked hard over the years to maintain sustainable trail systems that minimize mountain tread and develop steward programs that both educate and monitor proper trail usage. We’d love to think that ski mountaineers are educated, experienced, and seasoned outdoors enthusiasts who know better than to disrespect the environment, and while that is likely true for the most part, there is always one or two bad apples in every barrel. We are by no means overbearing environmentalists, but we try to do our part in preserving what we can, when we can. In return for using our book for information, we ask that you treat the mountains with respect and with others in mind. Perhaps collectively we can strive to preserve the pureness and aesthetics of the great outdoors so it can be enjoyed by many generations to come.
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 For more information on zero-impact skiing, visit LNT.org.




  Finding Your Way





  The maps in this book were not designed to act as your sole source of navigation; they point out important geographical landmarks and provide a general idea of the route but do not show much outside the immediate vicinity of the particular peak or trailhead. They also do not contain detailed topographic information. We highly recommend purchasing or downloading a US Geological Survey (USGS) or Trails Illustrated topographic map of the peak or area you are looking to ski as a supplement for the maps in this book. Used in conjunction with a compass or GPS, topographic maps are highly useful tools. Most of the lines listed in this book are relatively easy to find and navigate, with minimal bushwhacking below tree line. If you aren’t the most proficient map reader, there are plenty of resources online, including 14ers.com, the Teton Gravity Research forum at tetongravity.com, summitpost.org, Lou Dawson’s wildsnow.com, and numerous personal blogs where you can seek additional information. If you still are unsure of your abilities to navigate, find and tag along with someone who knows the route. Like any activity, skiing with someone more experienced and skillful than yourself is the best way to learn and improve.




  GPS/SPOT/Garmin inReach Units


  As mentioned, GPS units can be very useful in combination with a topographic map, especially if the unit has maps loaded onto it. Marking tracks and waypoints is a good way to ensure you return the way you came, especially if the weather obscures visibility on your way out of the backcountry. We have skied peaks for which we’ve relied heavily on GPS waypoints. If you think you may need to rely on your GPS, consider bringing a spare set of batteries.




  A few words on emergency signaling devices: SPOT locator units, personal locator beacons (PLBs), and Garmin inReach devices can be used to signal for help in the event you are out of cell range in the mountains. These types of devices have come a long way in recent years. PLBs and inReach devices are known to be slightly more reliable in getting out a message promptly and accurately. SPOT and Garmin inReach units allow for full customizable messages to be sent to any phone number or e-mail address from anywhere; the inReach has built-in maps for navigation as well as smartphone connectivity. For more information on these devices, stop by an REI store or go online and do some research.




  CORSAR Cards


  Colorado residents and visitors are well served by dedicated volunteer search-and-rescue teams, but mission costs are often in the thousands of dollars. By purchasing a CORSAR card, you are contributing to the search-and-rescue fund, which will reimburse these teams for costs incurred in your search and rescue. Funds remaining at the end of the year are used to help pay for training and equipment for these teams. Anyone with a current hunting or fishing license or boat, snowmobile, or ATV registration is already covered by the fund. The card is not insurance and does not reimburse individuals, nor does it pay for medical transport. Medical transport includes helicopter flights or ground ambulance. If an aircraft is used as a search vehicle, those costs are reimbursed by the fund. If the aircraft becomes a medical transport due to a medical emergency, the medical portion of the transport is not covered. CORSAR cards are available for one year or five years for a small fee, and can be purchased at more than 300 retailers in the state; go to dola.colorado.gov/sar/vendors.jsf to see a list of vendors. You may also purchase cards online at dola.colorado.gov/sar/orderInstructions.jsf.
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