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About Patrick Thorne

Patrick Thorne is a veteran ski journo who has been collecting a database of reference material on ski resorts worldwide since the 90s; he also runs the Green Ski Resort Guide database. Has written a dozen ski guides, including Powder: The Greatest Ski Runs on the Planet (Quercus, 2014). He is editor-in-chief of InTheSnow website and magazine.




About the Book

The amazing history behind the best ski trails in the world.

Veteran ski journalist Patrick Thorne has unearthed the incredible stories behind 50 unique runs from the utterly unmissable to the totally unexpected. Discover the two different Alpine ski areas who claim to be Hannibal's route through the mountains with his elephants; the debate around what is really the world's steepest slope; how smugglers have used ski runs to escape custom patrol; and why hundreds of skiers dress as witches at Belalp in Switzerland every year.

Features skiing from across Europe, North America and South America, as well as fascinating global ski destinations including China, Iran and even North Korea. Along the way we'll meet Franz Klammer, the greatest ski racer in history, as well as The Beatles, Count Dracula, St Patrick and James Bond. Complimented with practical information and trail maps, it is the perfect gift for the skier in your life.
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A Note on Sources and Run Order

The author has made every effort to verify the figures and measurements found in this book and, where available, has used official statistics. Resort staff and knowledgeable locals were asked to check stats at the respective slopes to verify as much information as possible. As skiers will know, however, different measurement systems are in use around the world and there is no global standard. As such, many figures are contestable, open to error and, in some cases, prone to change. For example, European ski areas typically measure slope length and number of runs whereas North America and most other countries list ski area size in hectares and acres. In each case the relevant official data has been included.

The 50 runs in this book are ordered to create a long and meandering circumnavigation of the globe through the world’s most interesting ski slopes, ending with a Pacific crossing from New Zealand to California.




DAVE’S RUN, MAMMOTH MOUNTAIN

CALIFORNIA, USA

Dave and Roma McCoy built one of the world’s great ski resorts from scratch. Over 70 years, Mammoth has grown into one of America’s (and the planet’s) biggest, covering 1,416+ hectares (3,500+ acres), with 175 separate ski runs. It’s only fitting that one run, a high black diamond near the summit, is named after Dave.

Mammoth Mountain is a vast dormant volcano, a ski area 9.5 kilometres (6 miles) wide and the culmination of all Dave achieved. It’s an answer to the early critics of his vision for Mammoth, who dismissed it as ‘too remote’ and ‘too high’. This must have added to the satisfaction of finally building a lift up to the highest point of the mountain.

Dave and Roma met at a soda fountain in Independence, California, in the autumn of 1939, when he was 23, she 18. By this time McCoy, who made his first pair of skis as a school project, had already become the state’s champion skier. Dave had also already set up one ski area, with a primitive lift made from parts of a Model ‘A’ Ford truck (not an unusual idea in those ski pioneering times). McCoy sought finance to build a permanent rope tow for his ski area and approached the bank where Roma was working for an $85 loan. The story goes that the bank initially said no, but Roma persuaded them to change their minds.

The pair were married on 10 May 1941 and spent their honeymoon at a remote cabin, which required skiing the 14.5 kilometres (9 miles) in. A year later Dave switched from his original ski area location to Mammoth, as he noted it had more reliable snow cover. The early years, indeed the early decades, were not easy. Dave sold his beloved Harley-Davidson to help finance the ski area and maintain the lift, and Roma collected the coins from ticket sales in a cigar box (these days a day pass will set you back more than $100). The base lodge at the time had a footprint of less than 32 square metres (340 square feet), an earth floor and an outdoor toilet. It wasn’t until 1955 that the first chairlift, a second-hand model, was installed, and not until the early 1980s, after around four decades of hard labour by Dave and Roma, that Mammoth started to come into its own.

Being so high altitude, Mammoth has one of the longest and most reliable seasons in the world, usually starting in early November (sometimes, as in 2021, Halloween weekend in October) and quite often running through to the following summer. The resort receives an average of just over 10 metres (33 feet) of snowfall each year, one of the highest in North America and, indeed, the whole world, along with a whole lot of Californian sunshine. This means it sometimes offers skiing and boarding on US Independence Day, 4 July, and now and then right through to August. That’s one of the longest ski seasons anywhere in the world (some years THE longest) for a ski area without a glacier. Dave, who worked as a hydrographer for the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power before finally being able to work full time on Mammoth, knew where the best snow was.

If you’re travelling a long way to visit Mammoth, it’s worth noting that the ski area is only a few dozen miles, as the crow flies, south-east of Yosemite National Park and its incredible giant sequoia trees. Unfortunately, the Tioga Pass between the two is blocked by snow in winter, but usually opens at the end of May (it varies each year depending on the volume of snow to be cleared). Apart from visiting the trees, the option to swim or surf in the Pacific and ski or board at Mammoth also gets easier (and the ocean warmer) around that time of year.

Dave retired at the age of 90, having run Mammoth for almost 7 decades. He and Roma sold the resort for $365 million to a private investment firm. Dave and Roma stayed active all their lives. Dave kept skiing well into his 80s, then in his later years became particularly keen on photographing the nature around him that he so loved. He died in 2020, aged 104, and Roma died a year later, aged 100. They were married for nearly 80 years and raised 6 children while building Mammoth. As of 2021, they had 19 grandchildren, 34 great-grandchildren and 1 great-great-grandchild.
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FACT FILE

IN SHORT A run at the top of one of the world’s great ski areas, dedicated to its founder who created it from nothing.

DIFFICULTY OF RUN Difficult

VERTICAL OF RUN 73 metres (240 feet)

LENGTH OF RUN 464 metres (1,522 feet)

SKI AREA ALTITUDE RANGE 2,424–3,369 metres (7,953–11,053 feet)

RESORT AREA DIMENSIONS 1,416+ hectares (3,500+ acres)

RUNS 175

LIFTS 25

WEB mammothmountain.com

GETTING THERE Air to Mammoth Yosemite, 19 kilometres (12 miles)
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