
EVERYBODY WAS HIGH. Losing it. Just…gone.  
It was the best storm in God knows how long and the 
line at the North Face Lift, a T-bar that accesses the 
prized lines at Crested Butte, Colorado, was buzzing. 
One guy joyfully pumped his fist in the air. His partner 
stared at the sky, shaking his head in rapt awe. Another 
skier, a lane to our right, was so overwhelmed he just 
kept saying, “fuck, fuck, fuck,” while the girl next to 
him repeated, “oh my god, oh my god, oh my god!”  
Everyone was covered in white, and hysterical.

It was Monday morning, and dumping. Thirty-six inches fell last week. 
Crested Butte would record another 48 by Tuesday. The headline of the 
Crested Butte News read: “Historic storm buries area under 7 feet of fresh.” 
Nobody was going to work. If your boss was a skier, work was closed; if he or 
she was not, you called in sick, or you just quit and figured it out later. Locals 
compared the storm to ’07-08. Some said it was the best dump they’d ever 
seen. Others said they had the best run of their lives. Today. Inbounds. 

When photographer Garrett Grove and I—both Colorado skiing neo-
phytes—arrived yesterday, everybody had mouth guards, body armor, 
black eyes, stitches, and horror stories from the merciless, and typically 
dry, terrain here. But on this day, the lines were all filled in and the airs 
forgiving. The snow was deep and soft, and it was still coming down so 
hard it could be the apocalypse and nobody would even give a shit. This 
was more than a powder day. It was the return of something a lot of people 
at Crested Butte believed in, committed their lives to, sacrificed jobs and 
careers and girlfriends and boyfriends for, but hadn’t felt in a very long 
time. The previous two winters were some of the worst in 30 years. But 
things were changing. The Storm of ’14 arrived. This was their religion, 
and the Church of Crested Butte was, finally, in session. 

Deep days are here again in 
Crested Butte, Colorado

S T O R Y  B Y  J O H N  C L A R Y  D AV I E S
P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  G A R R E T T  G R O V E

The High 
Church  
of Skiing
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IN CRESTED BUTTE THAT NIGHT, the 
snowbanks were head-high and bicycle han-
dlebars jutted from them. The quintessential 
ski town, streetlights illuminated the falling 
snow and the crooked, colorful mining-era 
wood buildings that line Elk Avenue—quite 
possibly the most charming main street in all 
of America. A skier clicked in and slid down a 
flight of wooden stairs leading to the Eldo Bar. 
Inside, you could feel the collective embrace 
of the town. Everybody was happy drunk, as 
they should have been, given all the snowfall, 
the legal weed, and the Broncos place in the 
upcoming Super Bowl. Colorado was having 
the best winter in the country, and, well, what 
else really mattered? 

The real question was, why wasn’t it like 
this all the time? In the late ’90s, “CB” was 
the center of the skiing universe. It hosted 
the first big mountain skiing event—called 
“the Extremes”—in 1991. In 1998 and 1999, 
CB hosted ESPN’s Winter X Games. Western 
State University, 30 miles down the road in 
Gunnison, produced some of the best skiers 
in the country, like Seth Morrison. Matchstick 
Productions moved to town. Ski racer Wendy 
Fisher became a big mountain superstar. There 
was Dave Swanwick, Kim Reichhelm, Alison 
Gannett, Woody Lindenmeyr, and a host of 
others none of us have ever heard of but who 
could ski as well as anyone you saw in a ski 
film. It all happened here. 

Then, CB went into decline. The scene shifted. 
The Waltons and the Callaways, the owners since 

the ’70s, didn’t have the capital to make neces-
sary upgrades. The resort suffered more than its 
fair share of low-tide winters. It lost direct flights 
into Gunnison—so precious in this out-of-the-
way locale. The ski area gave away 100,000 
free lift tickets a year to attract more visitors. 
In 2004, the Mueller family, who also owns Oke-
mo in Vermont and Sunapee in New Hampshire, 
bought Crested Butte Mountain Resort.

Nearly a decade later, after general manager 
Ethan Mueller injected new leadership and 
fiscal responsibility into CB, the resort saw 
modest upgrades. In 2013-14, it snowed 300 
inches—on par with their historical average—
but twice the amount of the dismal 2011-12 
season. Skier visits spiked 19 percent from the 
previous year, and the resort had double-digit 
growth in profit. More importantly, Febru-
ary 2014 saw the best storm of the season, if 
not the decade. The faucet was on, and there 
was a rumor that the finals of the weekend’s 
Freeskiing Extremes—the most exciting do-
mestic big mountain skiing competition of the 
year—might even be held on Big Hourglass, a 
permanently closed face in Third Bowl stacked 
with pillows, flutes, and cliffs. And, MSP was in 
town filming an all-inbounds segment.

X

This was The Great Dump. The Blizzard of ’14.  
The Church of Crested Butte was, finally, in session.
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↑  Elk Avenue is the quintessential 
ski town main street.

←  The best cure for sweaty tits is a deep 
submersion in Colorado pow. Mark Morris 
cools off in the trees near the High Lift.  
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THE 2013-14 WINTER was Colorado’s year. 
Grove and I saw the storm coming on a Friday 
afternoon and booked flights to sneak in 
before it hit. Less than 48 hours later, we were 
in the middle of a maelstrom, our faces wet 
and burning and our skis gliding smoothly 
through boot-deep powder in Angle Gully. 
The next morning, at Camp 4 Coffee, I met the 

prince of Crested Butte, Rob 
Dickinson, as the storm total 
approached four feet. He was 
grinning, which he always 
does, but still, this was a 
genuinely ecstatic smile. 
“It’s Christmas,” he told me 
excitedly. “It’s the best day of 
everybody’s lives.” 

I followed Dickinson and 
13 of his friends—several 
of whom work for his paint 

company—through a stand of fir trees near 
the Headwall. The branches held eight inches 
of snow and we burrowed and popped and 
whooped our way through knee-deep blower. 
Later, we skied Spellbound Bowl to Phoenix 
Bowl and traversed over to Staircase. We 
plowed through soft thigh-deep snow in the 
alleys and gullies below us. That afternoon, 

the skies cleared for the first time, reveal-
ing the brightest, snowiest, happiest place 
on earth. A group of us—17 by my count—
mobbed down Hot Rocks, underneath the 
Silver Queen Express, boosting bumps and 
rocks and somehow avoiding contact with 
each other. Then we went to the Avalanche 
Bar, where everybody drank a beige-colored 
cocktail called a Painkiller.

Dickinson met his wife, Sydney, on Chair 1 at 
Loveland in 2007. They moved to Crested Butte 
a year later. Both are as handsome as they are 
beautiful skiers, and adored by everyone I met. 
(Sydney is a two-time Extreme tele-ski cham-
pion.) Rob, 34, like Sydney, 32, is an ambas-
sador for the ski area, as well as an occasional 
competitor in big mountain events.

At one point, Rob stared up at a run he had 
just skied. It was steep, technical, and, like 
everywhere else this week, full of snow. “It’s 

so worth the wait when it comes,” he says. “I 
didn’t make a dime today, but it was the best 
day of my life.”

THERE’S A GARAGE on 2nd Street made of 
weathered two-by-fours with a sign that reads, 
“Please Move Your SUV.” Adjacent to the old 
wooden structure, in front of a 1973 baby blue 
VW bus, Silas Murch smoked a cigarette while 
shoveling out his 120-year-old cabin. He had 
another V-Dub—this one in orange—parked 
across the street, but you couldn’t see it. It was 
completely buried in snow. 

Murch’s grayish hair and beard drooped to 
his chest. Seventeen years ago, he drove here 
from the Adirondacks for a visit and never 
went home. He asked his brother to bring his 
belongings out, and his brother decided to stay, 
too. Murch makes tie-dye T-shirts he sells at 
the farmer’s market and shovels snow for work. 
With all the snow, he says, he was pretty sore.

Across the street from Murch, the Scarp 
Ridge Lodge has a heated sidewalk in front of 
its door, in addition to supplemental oxygen 
in its rooms, a saltwater pool, a hot tub on the 
roof, and costs $16,000 per night (based on 
10-person occpancy). The lodge, owned by 
The Eleven Experience, provides guests with 
the Irwin Guides snowcat operation. To get 
a glimpse of the glamour, we rode Irwin’s cat 
on our third day. The area receives twice the 
amount of snow as Crested Butte, even though 
it’s just 25 miles away. Our skis floated on top 
of a powder race course in the West End zone, 
as we zipped GS turns on the 40-degree slope, 
using trees as gates.

Murch says he appreciates the money the 
lodge has brought into town—and has even 
done some work for them himself—but the 
guests the lodge attracts represent a stark 
contrast from the type of skiers that put 
Crested Butte on the map 20 years ago.

Like former Olympic racer and MSP regular 
Wendy Fisher, who on the next day, shed some 
light on how to ski CB: “It’s a maneuvering 
mountain,” she says. Whereas Jackson Hole is 
big and open, Crested Butte is a sea of pepper 
and cliffs. My legs burned like the devil trying to 
keep up with her that morning. Maneuvering—
definitely not skiing—was exactly what we were 
doing, sluicing between the rocks in Fredo’s. I 
wouldn’t normally be skiing the lines she chose, 
which is both the best and the worst part about 

Seventeen years 
ago, Murch drove to 
Crested Butte from the 
Adirondacks for a visit 
and never went home.

X

↑  Inhaling powder > inhaling paint fumes. Rob Dickinson  
takes a day off to send one on the Irwin cat-skiing tenure. 

← “See you at Camp 4.” 

↑ Silas Murch is not impressed. 

↑ After a good ski day, the Avalanche Bar buzzes. The Painkillers help. 

↑ Sympathy for the devil at Irwin’s Movie Cabin. 
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skiing with someone who is far better than you. 
I wasn’t scared. There was really no time to 
think about that. Wendy was already through 
the crux. So I glided behind one rock, hopped 
beyond another, leaned into my edges, then 
jump-turned below another peppery funnel, be-
fore pointing my skis straight and locking every 
muscle in my legs. Gravity and momentum took 
me over a drop and up alongside her—where 
she immediately started pointing out more lines 
on the mountain. 

“CAN YOU SKI?”
“Yes.”
“Can you follow directions?”
“Yes.”
Ruth—short, fit, surly, and a Crested Butte 

Ski Patrol avalanche explosives specialist—
was asking the questions. And like that, I was 
on a patrol route to open Third Bowl, the zone 
for which every skier was anticipating the 
rope to drop. On the sidestep out, Ruth asked 
her partner, Russ, “Who do you think has 
sweatier tits right now?” They were tired—it 
had been snowing a lot—but their job was 
business as usual. Russ and Ruth are both 
27-year Crested Butte Patrol veterans, and 
their chemistry showed here, on their beat, 
their route, while coolly dropping jokes and 
bombs as they worked their way to different 
avalanche paths. They had a dark sense of hu-
mor, one that I imagine doctors or paramedics 
would be familiar with, because they regularly 
deal with the realities of tragedy. But there 
was nothing tragic about this day. It was the 
first day since the storm subsided, and a thou-
sand feet of untouched fresh snow sat before 
us, under royal blue skies. 

After one bomb didn’t release any activity, 

they gave me the nod to go ahead. The terrain 
back there had everything—ridgelines, bowls, 
steep, narrow alleys through the trees, and 
pillows. I skied four fall line turns on the skier’s 
left side of Third Bowl then pulled up next to 
Ruth. After the final bomb, we descended the 
final 500 vertical feet to the bottom, wiggling 
through beautiful, low-angle powder. 

At the run’s end, skiers skate and herring-
bone a cat track back to the lifts. A quarter of 
the way there, the Big Hourglass face looms 
above passersby. Because it is so steep and rid-
dled with large cliffs, it is permanently closed. 
Crested Butte only opens it as a venue for the 
finals of the Extremes, which they’ve done just 
five times in the competition’s 23-year history. 
With the event a couple days away, Tom, an-
other patroller, stuck his remaining charges on 
the Big Hourglass run-out. He skated over to us 
and we all plugged our ears until we heard the 
deafening blast. The snow held.

BIG HOURGLASS LOOKED devastating, 
with no straightforward way down. And on this 
afternoon, there was a start gate at the top, a 
finish corall at the bottom, and hundreds of 
mad spectators waiting to clang cowbells and 
have a reason to light another joint. Skiing’s 
gladiators had to navigate 1,000 vertical feet 
of pillows, 60-foot cliffs, triple-stagers, spines, 
or whatever they thought would score them 
points and also not kill them.

X

“It’s so worth the wait 
when it comes,” says 
Dickinson. “I didn’t make 
a dime today, but it was 
the best day of my life.” T
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↑  Aidan Sheehan airs Hairy Rock before 
playing DJ with the Irwin snowcat’s 
surround-sound speaker system. 

←   Some people blow their savings on a ski vacation. 
Rob Dickinson just walks out his front door. 
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After the event, a couple of competitors said 
it was the steepest run they’d ever skied. An-
other said that from the top, it felt like it was so 
steep he could take a leak on the crowd below. 
And what a crowd. Beers, whiskey, heckling, 
bookies, an older man in red suspenders grill-
ing free hot dogs, kids leaping off boulders into 
deep snow, and views of skiers with something 
to prove—with plenty of terrain and snow to do 
so effectively—right in front of us. We sat in an 
amphitheater directly across from the run-out of 
Big Hourglass, partying and hollering whenever 
there was a local on course or when somebody 
we didn’t know just plain gave ’er. 

Snowboarder Mary Bodding-
ton, who grew up here, set the 
tone when she won the women’s 
single-plank division. She claimed 
the day’s biggest applause until 
Sydney Dickinson dropped in. She 
skied with so much fluidity and 
confidence through a line with so 
much consequence that I could 
feel the anxiety of the crowd. She 
had never skied Big Hourglass 
before. Later, after she won the 

event and was mobbed by a dozen friends, she 
said it was the best run of her life. 

An hour later, her husband dropped in. Going 
into the finals, four of the top-10 men worked 
for Rob Dickinson’s paint company. His line 
was not one that would be repeated that day. He 
hopped a series of pillows without once getting 
tossed off-balance, graduating to bigger and big-
ger airs, before he stuck the final 15-footer and 
cut into the fall line. He lined up his last air—a 
monster—and with the town of Crested Butte 
holding its breath, he stomped it.

Dickinson swung his poles in the air as he 
came through the finish line, embracing his 

wife and townspeople. His score put him in 
first place until his best friend, colleague, and 
ski partner Tom Runcie skied a beautiful and 
aggressive line of his own. Ultimately, the two 
would finish in second and fourth place. 

Long after the crowd cleared out, Rob lay in 
Sydney’s arms on the snow below the finish line. 
Sydney still wore her bib (she giggled at the fact 
that she was #69). Rob held a beer in his left 
hand, but his eyes were closed, no doubt dream-
ing that every day could be like this. 

X

Details, Details

CRESTED BUTTE, COLORADO
SkiCB.com

$98 300” 2,775’

Eat: Stash pizzas; farm-to-table  
delicacies at Sunflower.
Drink: Beers at the Eldo; cocktails at  
the Montanya Rum distillery.
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↑ Watch out for pee! 
← Pass the pipe, the bottle, the bookie spreadsheet, and the mustard. 
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i

↙  “She takes a lickin’  
And keeps on tickin’ 
I’m never gonna let her go.” 
Rob and Sydney Dickinson 
embrace after competing 
in the Extremes. 


