My Own Private Ski Course

By Lief Carlsen

Photo The author rounds a corner at Chelan’s Echo Rldge

| magine this: You’re a cross-country skier and a friend recommends you try a ski area that has

over twenty miles of trails groomed for classic and skate skiing. You go there and it’s just as
your friend said — nice rolling terrain, plenty of snow, breathtaking views, and (here’s the part
you find hard to believe) you have the place all to yourself. Oh yeah, and it only costs $5 to ski
all day! Would you tell anyone? I mean, isn’t it much nicer to ski on fresh snow groomed to a
perfect corduroy surface than to struggle to keep your balance on the icy smoothness left by the
previous 500 skiers at a popular ski course? Well, that’s the dilemma | face. | know a place that
is all I described above and more and I’ve decided to tell you about it, not because I’m generous
but because 1’m selfish. Read on, I’ll explain.

Something wonderful has happened in the hills above Lake Chelan. Every once in a while
government, community, and nature come together and get it just right. Such is the case at Echo
Ridge, the newly-expanded Nordic ski area thirty minutes from downtown Chelan. Echo has it
all —terrain for every taste and skill level, long vistas, low prices, dependable snow and no
crowds. If you’ve ever wished you could be in on something great while it was still relatively
unknown, you really ought to visit Echo Ridge.

Surprisingly, Echo has been around in one form or another for quite a while. In 1988, a group of
cross-country skiers calling themselves the Chelan Nordic Club asked the US Forest Service to
look into the possibility of establishing some ski trails on Forest Service land. Forestry



technician Ken Dull had done some skiing while a student at Colorado State University and was
assigned the task of scouting suitable sites on the Forest. He quickly realized that the attributes of
a good cross-country ski site were: access, rolling terrain, and proper elevation. Of the several
sites suggested to him, one stood out. It was an area that had burned in 1968’s devastating Fourth
of July fire. About seven miles north of the town of Chelan, it was a nameless tract of rolling
hills around Echo Summit which varied in elevation from 3000 to 4000 feet with dramatic views
of Lake Chelan and the Cascades.

Ken consulted with fellow Forest Service employee Dick Kendall who knew a thing or two
about what makes good ski trails. The two of them skied through the area on a bitterly cold,
sunny day in January 1989. Like countless skiers since, they were overwhelmed by the beauty of
the area. It had an above-the-world ambiance that set it apart from your run-of-the-mill, valley-
hugging courses. Kendall told Dull to forget about the other sites and concentrate his energies on
developing the area around Echo Summit. It was perfect.

Dull went to work with an “if you build it, they will come” attitude. It took several years of
searching for grant money, meetings with citizen groups, and maneuvering reams of paperwork
through bureaucratic channels but, by the winter of *91-’92, twelve miles of rudimentary ski
trails and a narrow, winding road connecting them with the county road were ready for skiers.
Dull says that from the beginning the project was extraordinary in that there was no opposition -
everybody liked the idea. Nordic Club volunteers assumed responsibility for grooming the trails
and purchased a vintage Thiokol snow tractor and a massive grooming attachment for that
purpose. Local citizen Wally Petersen volunteered to plow snow on the access road with his own
truck. The Chelan Snowmobile club supplied generous logistical support.

Echo Ridge, as the infant ski area was called, had about
1,000 visitors that first winter. Over the years it earned a

= reputation among local cross-country skiers for its stunning
; beauty and its quaint and rather primitive trails. Bit by bit
the grooming equipment improved and more trails were
added. The winter of *95-"96 saw the introduction of a $5
% usage fee. But public feedback consistently lamented the

| “scary” access road and the narrow trails. By the year 2000,
even Forest Service higher-ups recognized that the ski area
was a unique facility and significant money was allocated
for improvements. The access road was greatly improved
. and many of the trails were widened to accommodate skate
skiers as well as classic cross-country skiers. An extra
parking lot was added. The Nordic Club got a grant from
Chelan County to purchase the LMC grooming tractor to
supplement the snowmobiles they had been using. In short,
Echo morphed from a modest, hometown facility into a top-
flight cross-country ski area in the last few years. One
recent sunny weekend, my wife and | skied the Ridgeview
Trail at Echo with family friends. We paused along the trail at one of the many vista points.
Below us was a sea of clouds filling the Lake Chelan Valley; in the distance were countless




peaks of the North Cascades. Our friends, who the previous winter had skied Utah’s Soldier
Hollow course, the site of the 2002 Winter Olympics Nordic races, assured us that Soldier
Hollow had nothing to beat Echo Ridge.

If Echo Ridge has a shortcoming, it is, ironically, its
lack of visitors. Many are the weekdays when | have
skied there and encountered no one. On a big weekend
a total of about forty cars can be found in the two
parking lots. A typical weekday finds two or three cars.
' An anonymous skier I once encountered on Echo’s
Outer Rim trail said to me, “This place is like playing

~—~ golf at Pebble Beach and having the course all to

" A yourself!”

Photo: A typical weekday ‘crowd.’

Those low numbers are a problem, however, because Echo’s gate receipts cover only a fraction
of the cost of maintaining the trails. This means that the facility is surviving on grants. And grant
money is notoriously undependable. It also means that the cost of consistent, daily grooming of
the trails is hard to justify. Most Nordic Club members that | have talked to are confident that
once the word gets out about the improvements at Echo, attendance will rise and revenues will
cover more of the cost of maintaining the facility. | hope they’re right because it would be a
shame if | were to lose my own private ski course.

Photo: Echo Ridge is often above low clouds
like these that so often fill the Chelan Valley in
winter.




