
Along the Fall Line

“Want to join us?” I’ve just 
bumped into Brian and Sarah, 
standing atop a glade known 
as Cookie Bowl while taking 
advantage of the lunchtime 
lull. The timing of our rendez-
vous is perfect: for the first 
time this year, a firm base 
locks down the forest floor 
with some fluffy powder on 
top, and I’m itching to point 
my skis to the trees.

I join them, carve twice on 
an established track, then 
turn off and find my private 
untracked line. Oh, sweet joy. 

Compared to cut trails, tree-
skiing (I use this term for all 
types of equipment in the 
woods – snowboarders, don’t 
feel left out!) requires deeper 
snow to enjoy safely. Exactly 
how deep depends on your 
ability, your comfort and the 
location. Higher elevations 
tend to have better cover; 
right now you’ll find a lot of 
punji sticks poking up below 

2,000 feet. Mellow slopes hold 
snow better than steep ones, 
and glades maintained by the 
resort have less debris than 
off-piste.

But once you reach that 
base depth, whatever it is, 
tree-skiing seems to be the 
best strategy in just about ev-
ery condition. Is it cold? Trees 
block the wind. Is it warm? 
Trees offer shade so the snow 
takes longer to melt. Is it icy? 
Thanks to the natural snow 
and lack of traffic, the woods 
may offer a more edgeable 
texture. Is it foggy? Trees pro-
vide contrast to improve your 
visibility. Did you miss a big 
dump? You’ll find freshies in 
the woods days after the other 
trails have tracked out.

SAFETY FIRST
Let’s review the three gold-

en rules of tree-skiing. 1. Wear 
a helmet. 2. Goggles on. 3. Pole 
straps off your wrists. The 
first two rules protect your 
head and eyes from errant 
branches, while the third rule 
protects your arm in case your 
pole snags on something. Hik-
ing uphill to collect dropped 
equipment might seem like a 
pain, but trust me, dislocating 
your shoulder is much worse.

For extra safety, the pol-
icy at both Mad River Glen 
and Sugarbush is to travel in 
groups of three or more. If 
one person in the party gets 
hurt, the second can keep 
them company while the third 
goes for help. Patrollers don’t 
sweep the woods, so you’ll 
need somebody to bring them 

to you in case you’re incapaci-
tated.

And when all else fails, so 
will your cellphone, but it 
doesn’t hurt to have the ski 
patrol phone numbers on 
speed dial. Use (802) 989-0012 
at Mad River Glen and (802) 
583-6567 at Sugarbush. Don’t 
call 911. They’ll spend 10 min-
utes searching for the right 
response team and then di-
rect your call to the ski patrol 
anyway.

START SMALL
Tree-skiing expands your 

horizons, turning virtually 
any place on the map into a 
potential adventure. If the 
prospect scares you a little, 
ease your way into it. Gradu-
ation Woods at Mt. Ellen is a 
great place to start. The gen-
tle pitch gives you time to turn 
and guarantees that you won’t 
pick up enough speed to hurt 
yourself.

To gain confidence you can 
choose trails with widely 
spaced trees, like Chipmunk 
or Sleeper. You can also ski 
a lift line like Loon or Hot 
Shot – lift towers make good 
substitutes for maple trunks. 
As uncomfortable maneuvers 
become easier, graduate to 
steeper and tighter lines. And 
always remember: Aim for the 
spaces!

With the inevitable Janu-
ary thaw behind us and fresh 
snow on the ground, it sure is 
a pleasure to get back in the 
woods again. See you along 
the fall line.
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Into the woods we go for some tree-skiing
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Will Ploof of White River Junction checks the snow depth in Exter-
minator Woods.
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