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COLORADO'S GLUT OF SKI RESORTS
MAKES IT AN EASY PLACE TO RE-THINK
ITINERARIES WHEN PLANES, THEN
PLANS, GET TURNED UPSIDE DOWN.

BY ADAM BISBY

arked on the tarmac at Toronto's Pearson Airport, everything seems
perfectly normal. Tray table stowed? Check. Seatbelt securely fas-
tened? Roger that. Knees nearly touching chin? Natch.

That's when things get abnormal in a hurry. Shortly after the mys-
teriously in-the-know stranger next to me reports, “trouble on the
runway,” passengers are instructed to exit the Denver-bound aircraft.

‘Trouble on the runway, it turns out, is the Feb, 17 crash of Delta

Flight 4819. The plane’s landing gear collapsed during a hard landing, send-
ing the plane into a spin and roll that left it wingless and upside downona
Pearson runway. Once the situation becomes clear, the cancellation of our
flight and the apparent demise of our father-daughter ski trip to Colorado
suddenly seem trivial.

Incredibly, the crash results in zero fatalities. The survival of our vacation,
timed for Ava's university reading week, seems unimportant compared to
a jet-fuel-soaked plane crash. Still, it feels miraculous in its own way when,
two days later, our flight is rebooked via Calgary.

But it's no miracle. After all, our destination is Colorado. Home to 30 ski
resorts, many of which are close to Denver, it's well-suited to hosting what
is now a whirlwind three-day ski road trip. A check of our itinerary reveals
‘we can still hit all three resorts we had planned, with Vail, Breckenridge and
Keystone all being within an hour's drive of each other. In this age of puni-
tive walk-up ticket prices pushing people to pre-purchase online, the ability
to salvage whatever you can of an itinerary is more important than ever
(Epic passholders don't have to worry about this, incidentally, with all three

ski areas being in the fold).

WEDNESDAY: BRECKENRIDGE
Any disappointment over losing
two days off our trip vanishes the
moment we pull our rental car into
Breckenridge’s Hotel Alpenrock.
Steps from the base of Peak 9, one of
Breck’s five summits, the recently
renovated property charms us with
a double-sided lobby fireplace and
steaming bowls of butternut squash
soup from The Carter restaurant
that put the “art” in hearty.

The next morning, feeling long-
overdue for some turns, we grab
rental gear from the in-house Breck
Sports and take a short run down
to the QuickSilver Superchair. Qur
mission, as Ava puts it, is to get “as
high as possible,” and while that
statement wouldn't go over well
at home, I know she's referring to
the Imperial Express Superchair,
It's a grand-sounding name fora
ski lift, but I guess it's deserved.
Topping out at 3,914m above sea
level, it’s the highest chairlift in
North America, so...mission ac-
complished.

From that lofty vantage point,
views of the adorable town of
Breckenridge, and the peak-lined

Blue River Valley, are almost
enough to distract us from the
double-black steeps on either side
of Imperial Ridge, which ultimately
guides us back to the quartet of
runs spilling down North Bowl. We
pick Pika, and are rewarded with a
sweeping groomer that gives way to
meandering meadow lines.

Fat flakes start piling up after 2
p.m. and we decide to call it a day
as visibility deteriorates. We clearly
have a snowy drive to Vail ahead of
us, but about 45 minutes later my
knuckles are none-the-whiter as
‘we casually roll off the smooth I-70
and straight into a complimentary
wine-and-cheese reception for all
guests of the Antlers at Vail condo
complex.

It’s all very sophisticated, very...
Vail. We sip, we nosh, we receive
umpteen apologies for Donald
Trump—we already knew that
Colorado is a blue state, but the
disdain is palpable—before check-
ing into our two-bedroom suite. We
then head to the nearby hot tubs to
soak away our Breck exer-

tions in preparation for the >
powder day to come.
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THURSDAY: VAIL

America's fourth-largest ski area
demands our full attention. Three
lifts converge atop Vail's central
peak, offering access to its three
main alpine zones: The Front Side,
Blue Sky Basin and the Back Bowls.
With buckle-deep powder blanket-
ing all of it, we float down the latter,
gliding through the sublimely
spaced Champagne Glades before
hopping onto the Sun Up Express
chair as we push eastward across
Vail's seven bowls.

A final ride up the Tea Cup
Express lift, a second run down
Whiskey Jack, and one last ascent
aboard the Sourdough Express
brings us to our reward—a well-
earned late lunch at the moun-
taintop Two Elk Lodge—before
we traverse the Front Side en
route to Lionshead Village and
our deluxe digs.

SATURDAY: KEYSTONE
The main downside of Colorado's
ski accessibility is that a large
number of people take advantage
of it, especially on weekends.
We learn this lesson as we circle
Keystone's packed parking lots un-
til a sticker-covered VW van pulls
out of a spot steps from the Peru
Express chair.

“You lucky bastard!" the bearded
driver yells out the window, grin-

Our mission, my
daughter declares, 1s to get ‘as
high as possible.

ning, as we celebrate our gradual
karmic realignment in the wake of
the Delta crash.

We make a bee-line for the
Bergman Express chairlift, which
since late 2023 has facilitated ac-
cess to what was formerly hike-in
terrain. Taking a hard right off

Bergman Bowl's 3,720m summit,
we ski Ten Mile—the green ridge
run separating Bergman from the
more challenging Erickson Bowl—
and then veer down Ptarmigan,
one of 13 blue trails that flow
naturally from expansive bowl
into mellow glades. Strewn with
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gullies and rollers, the terrain
keeps us guessing until our time
runs out. We need to get back to
Denver. Ava has a 6 p.m. flight
taking her back to uni studies and
I've got a ticket for a 7 a.m. ski
train leaving from downtown the
next day to enjoy a few more days
of Denver-area skiing (see Train to
Trail, page 68).

U.S. Route 6, which takes us
most of the way back to Denver, is

breathtakingly scenic. We pass the
Arapahoe Basin ski resort before
a steep climb to the Continental
Divide, and then descend dra-
matically along the 1-70 past the
Loveland Ski Area.

“If only we had more time!” Ava
exclaims as the Rockies recede
in our rear-view mirror. Then she
adds, wistfully: “At least we
made the most of the time
we had.”

TRAIN TO TRAIL

There’s nothing like riding rails to
the slopes. No rental, no parking, just a
stroll from train to trails.

COLORADO'S WINTER PARK EXPRESS

SERVICE CONTINUES TO GAIN MOMENTUM

AMONG SKIERS

n s I'buckle my boots in my

slopeside suite at Colorado's
Winter Park Resort, a not-so-distant
train horn reminds me that the
gondola has just opened.

Having arrived on the Amtrak
Winter Park Express 24 hours
earlier, | know that the real purpose
of the resonant blast is to signal the
911 a.m. arrival of the train thathas
just taken two hours to travel from
Denver’s Union Station to this, the
state’s fifth-largest ski area. It's su-
perbly timed, what with the gondola
in question being about 90 steps
from the train platform. While pas-
sengers won't get first tracks, those
who hustle will come close.

Originally launched as the “Ski
Train” in 1940, it operated con-
tinuously until 2009, when it was
discontinued for six years before

being brought back
to life in 2015. For
the 2024-25 season,
Amtrak added two more passenger
cars, Increasing capacity from 268
to 402 passengers per trip. With dis-
cussions underway about extending
service to fellow Ikon Pass member
Steamboat Springs, the train's role
in car-free mountain travel could
expand even further. No driver’s
licence? No burning desire to drop
hundreds of dollars on a rental car?
‘The convenient, comfortable and
scenic Thursdays-through-Mondays
service proves that there’s noth-
ing quite like riding the rails to the
slopes. No parking hassles and fees,
just an easy stroll from train to
trails, with fares starting at US$19.
Speaking of convenience, it
doesn't get much easier than over-
nighting at downtown Denver’s
Hotel Indigo before riding the
Winter Park Express. Located right
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across the street from Denver's
beaux-art rail hub, the stylish
property helps me feel as well-
rested as possible before the train's
7 a.m. departure.

It is both novel and exciting
to cross a platform buzzing with
skiers and snowboarders placing
their equipment on rolling racks
destined for the train's storage com-
partments. My own gear stowed, [
find a seat and marvel at legroom
that would satisfy Kareem Abdul-
Jabbar. The addition of an Amtrak
Superliner Sightseer lounge car,
with its floor-to-ceiling windows,
only adds to the appeal. I crack a
craft beer and watch scenery roll
by; first the cityscape, then the sub-
urbs, then the foothills, and finally
the Rocky Mountains.

As the train climbs in eleva-
tion, it passes through a series of
historic tunnels—31 in total—many
of which were excavated by hand

in the early 20th century. The final
plunge, the Moffat Tunnel, is a
10km-long engineering marvel cut-
ting under the Continental Divide.
Emerging on its northern side, I'm
treated to a suddenly snowy view o
peak after peak as the train makes
its final approach to the Winter Par:
Resort platform.

Off the train and onto the gon-
dola, within minutes I'm standing
atop Mary Jane, one of Winter Park’
three main peaks, with 1,250ha of
pleasingly varied terrain stretching
out before me. It's a feeling of antici
pation similar to that of knowing
1 can sip an aprés beverage on the
4:35 p.m. train back to Denver. #

ALL ABOARD!
amtrak.com/winter-park-express

Winterparkresor{.com




