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the first for teams of two, a format common in Europe and one that captures the
backcountry ethic of having a partner.

Before the race, Grant Helgeson and Jim Harris, both of Park City, Utah, scoped out their
fellow competitors through the windows of Snorkel’s Cafe. The two friends, who regularly
ski the backeountry together, had decided to do the race “sort of on a lark,” Mr. Harris
said.

“We expect to be in the bottom tier,” Mr. Helgeson added as they headed to the start.
“It'll be a learning experience.”

Part of the appeal of ski-mountaineering competition is that it’s still a grass-roots
movement, and two avid skiers can decide on the spur of the moment to enter a race.
Even so, the caliber of athlete has improved, as skiers who are also competitive trail
runners, bikers and triathletes use the races as a way to maintain their fitness in winter.

“When I first started, I could count on a top-5 finish,” said Steve Romeo, of Jackson,
Wyo., who started racing in 2000. “Now I'm battling for top 10.”

Fitness alone, though, isn’t enough. “We’re putting them into some pretty precarious
situations,” said Andy Williams, head of special events at Grand Targhee, of the
racecourse he helped lay out. Near the end, for instance, competitors had to negotiate a
40-degree chute, only 15 feet wide at its narrowest part.

About 30 minutes — and 2,000 vertical feet — after the start, teams began to emerge
from the fog at the top of Fred’s Mountain, one of Targhee’s three peaks. This was the
first of seven transition areas, where racers strip the skins from their skis and switch their

bindings to descent mode (or vice versa), optimally in about 30 to 60 seconds. It’s brief
but significant — like pit stops in stock car racing — where time is lost or gained.

Mr. Helgeson and Mr. Harris were all smiles when they arrived. They shared some water,
then moved onto the next leg, a 1,000-foot ski descent. Next they’d hike, or “bootpack,”
skis strapped to their packs, to the top of a subpeak, then ski to a narrow saddle. From

there, competitors in the recreation division would ski to the finish line at the ski area
base; those in the race division would hike to the top of 9,700-foot-high Peaked
Mountain.

When the first racers reached the Peaked Mountain summit at around the one-and-a-
half-hour mark, it was a brisk 18 degrees. The Grand Teton, usually visible to the north,
was hidden by the milky fog. There was talk of cold hands and frozen hydration-system
tubes. But a reward lay ahead: 2,000 feet of virtually untracked powder in an area usually
reserved for snowcat skiing.

That kind of big-mountain skiing is what distinguishes ski-mountaineering races from
other winter competitions, said Pete Swenson, a former pro mountain bike racer who
won the national ski mountaineering title in 2006. No one’s done more to promote the
sport in the United States than Mr. Swenson.

He spends much of his winter traveling from race to race, and organizes the Colorado Ski
Mountaineering Cup, a seven-race series now in its second season, and consults on others
— all as a volunteer. Last winter the Colorado series drew 200 skiers.

Mr. Swenson sees a large untapped competitor pool in this country. At the 2006 world
championships in Italy, he recalled, “there were about 80 of us in the elite field, but just
behind us were 400 raging citizen racers. I thought, ‘Man, we need to bring this here, we
have so many good athletes.’ This sport will be very popular in the U.S. You just have to
get people to see it.”
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With that in mind, the Targhee classic started at 10:30 a.m. (most races begin before the
lifts open) so other skiers could watch it. Even so, it was still a far cry from the European

| race scene, where, Mr. Romeo said, “you’ve got helis videoing the races and fans on knife-
edge ridges cheering on the racers with cowbells.”

After another ski climb up Peaked and a final plunge — via the steep chute — to the base
area, Brandon French, of Kalispell, Mont., and Scott Coldiron, of Spokane, Wash., won
the event in 2 hours 14 minutes.

“It’s one of the harder days I've ever had in winter,” said Erich Wilbrecht, of Jackson,
who placed third with his partner, Cary Smith. “The prolonged climbs were a grunt.” It
was no small admission coming from Mr. Wilbrecht, a 1992 Olympic biathlete.

While the sport’s elite side becomes more competitive, there’s still opportunity for

| newcomers and for those like Mike Keane and Matt Erickson, fit skiers who enjoy the
challenge of pushing themselves but don’t take the competitive aspect too seriously. The

‘ pair raced with cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon in their packs, cracking them open as they

crossed the finish line last in the race division, at just under four hours.

“I got into this for fun,” said Mr. Keane, who discovered backcountry skiing when he
moved to Jackson five years ago. “It’s comparable to a regular day in the backeountry, but
it puts it in a different context.” Mr. Erickson added: “For us, it’s all about finishing. It’s
like playing basketball with the San Antonio Spurs — you're never going to win, but it’s
still fun to play.”

The next day at Targhee, a shorter “free ride” race started at the top of Fred’s Mountain
and had just two bootpack climbs. It was a fast, fun alternative for the hard-core racers
and also attracted first-timers like Liz Onufer, a telemark skier from Tetonia, Idaho. The

biggest challenge, said Ms. Onufer, who won the women'’s division in about 34 minutes,
was maintaining an even pace so she wouldn't tire too quickly.

As for Mr. Helgeson and Mr. Harris, the first-time racers from Park City, they had
' exuberantly finished the previous day’s race in just over three hours. But on this day the
| true backcountry had beckoned.

Instead of competing, they opted for a day of ski mountaineering in nearby Grand Teton
National Park.
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