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On picking Homestake Pass
We've been thinking about this for three years. Thinking about it for a long time but looking for three years. We travel a lot around, skiing, and we've always kept our eyes out for opportunities. The mechanics of picking a place in the West are pretty simple. You come up with the criteria of what you need. And it's things like regional airport, snow, community, distance from the community, those sort of things. In Montana, you can put six circles on a map and you're all done. And then you go with elevation and the circle got smaller. It becomes a very difficult thing. You can march into the Crazy Mountains and find a place that's next to the mountains over there. But nobody lives there. So we just kept looking and looking and looking. And then this spring, four pieces of property came up, all in the same area, which was surprising. We'd never seen that before. And each of them tanked for various legitimate reasons. And when we were leaving this one piece of property that we kind of liked, we were headed out of the valley there and the realtor said, you know, that piece of property might be for sale. We called back the next day and we were off to the races.
It's all public land. On the south side of the highway, there's two pieces of property. The one that we got and this other one and that's it. If you go on to the website (www.homestakelodge.com), you'll see this picture looking down from up high on the Continental Divide, and it's this perfect little meadow, a bowl in there. Our property defines the bottom of that bowl.
On his vision for the location
We've been thinking about what we would do. What would this place be like? We felt like we had a very unique concept - pieces of it have been done in the U.S. - but it's never been done in its entirety. It combines a family cultural kind of a setting where people stay in a lodge with other people nearby and it's this whole Nordic ski culture that's so attractive. We have elements of it in this country, but not really. And Mandy and I have traveled in Europe in a fair amount. We don't want to say this is European, it's very American. It's also going to be economical in the family sense. You and your wife can come from St. Paul, spend a week and not leave the family savings account behind. The typical model in the west is very high end and it's very successful. We're not being critical of that.
On his role model
And there's a place in Canada where you go there and you walk through the front door and the first thing you see is 15 wax tables. Waxing is this kind of thing that happens in preparation for your adventure. You rub your skis and do that stuff. Here's a place that understands that. You walk in and there's no check-in counter, nothing. It's just boom and as a Nordic skier you say, wow, this place is all about me. And you spend the day skiing and there's a big fire place. And we hope to have that. So you come in from Bozeman, you ski for an hour and a half, come in and put your feet up. And then you go out and do it again, rather than get out of your car, go for a ski, get back in your car and leave. We want you to come and enjoy a day of this experience.
On living in a yurt
We're building the Yurt right now, Mandy and I. We're not sewing the yurt, but we're putting the fittings in and that's our contribution to the construction on the site. There's also going to be an equipment barn and a small cabin. We'll move out of the yurt in November when the cabin's done. And that'll be our little home. It's 18 by 24 feet. That's not very big, 18x24. The yurt will be bigger than that. That will be our base of operations. When the lodge is done, the lodge will have two hostel rooms. That's really what we're calling them.
On accommodations
Our customers will choose. Do they want to stay in a cabin? Or do they want to stay in the bunkroom? So you could come over with some friends and you pay whatever the price is going to be and you bring a bag of groceries because we'll have set up a commercial kitchen for you to cook in. And you'll be in there with the people, maybe the guy who's snoring next to you, cooking dinner and having a nice time. That's really the lodging experience, but it's more than that because we really wanted to develop this into a first-class Nordic skiing center and host national class events and that sort of thing. For the west, it's nicely positioned to be easy to do that because it's easy to get there. There's two major highways going right through the area.
On Butte's development
We spend a lot of time there, and we really like it. It's a city in transition. They've got a lot of funky stuff going on. They've got this incredible museum of fine arts. It's mind-blowing what they've done over there with the fine arts. They bought the YMCA and they're totally renovating it. It's completely occupied, filled with art galleries. They're building a 70,000 foot art gallery, designed in Los Angeles. They've got a Rockford Coffee kind of place called the Blue Venus that's their fundraising mechanism. Funky coffee shop is a part of the Museum of Fine Arts mafia scene. So they got some really cool things going on. Hotels, we have a national class event, teams will be able to stay in town and be able to skiing in 20 minutes. That's a nice opportunity and something that we want to be able to develop. We're pretty about cross country skiing and we're enthusiastic about ski racing but we're passionate about the activity.
On making their venue ready for national-caliber events
Mandy's getting to the point that, we have this experience and many Nordic centers are Š some guy with a pony tail, you know, who's got this piece of property and he loves to ski. He started putting in trails in 1968 and then kind of goes along and now there's a thriving business there today. That's great. But that development didn't come through the athleticism and these sort of things. Whereas you could find us in the spring out touring on the corn snow under the Ridge, or you might find us on a racetrack or coaching some athletes. And so that athleticism leads us to look at the needs of the facility and say, if I'm an avid cross country skier, what do I want? We're going to have amenities that are really focused around that.
On the trail system
It means that we're going to have trails that are groomed to be 15-feet wide via piston bully, which is a beautiful piece of equipment and if you're a guy it makes you get all hot and bothered. But it's an essential piece of equipment to provide that service. But it's not unique, anybody can have it. We're going to have those kind of trails. And then we're going to have the kind of trails that go back to when I was ski racing, the kind of trails that are winding through the woods. We call them adventure trails, a lot more connected and more intimate with the environment. You can have that nice of experience of having trees close to you and feeling more surrounded. Much narrower than Bohart (XC Ranch). The only place that has trails like this is the Enchanted Forest down in New Mexico. That'll create a really nice feeling for those people and then we're going to have our touring trails that are like a hiking trail, not groomed, but maintained in the sense that there won't be logs lying over it. Marked so you feel safe and secure. You go and put your touring skis on and you walk around in the woods. A lot of people like to do that on their own. They might go up to Langhor and walk around on their own. But a certain amount of people like to be in a place that's managed where they're not going to be stepping out into the wilderness. You can walk on these trails and tour on these trails and feel that they're safe. So we'll have all of those elements in there, wrapped up in a facility that's sensitive to the needs of cross country skiers, what they want out of their day. They're all great adventures. You go to the famous racing venues in this country Š Mandy's been to Soldier Hollow (Utah) a number of times, and it's pretty sterile. IT's a great place to watch a race because there's no trees. You can see the trail going back and forth. You can really watch the race. But there's a place to go touring or something - the trails are 15-feet wide. There's snow-making. It's a very nice race venue. Last year, Mandy found an article from U.S. Ski Team members asking them, where their favorite place to ski were. And all their favorite spots were not the Soldier Hollows. Pretty interesting. Even elite athletes are looking for that connected experience.
On developing the location from an athlete's perspective
I skied competitively on the U.S. Ski Team back in the '70s. You know, it's interesting that people that take on an interest in the sport also develop an interest in the activity. You'll find us in the spring, walking around with our skis in some little access bowl beneath Bridger Ridge and just having a nice time being out in the sunshine and enjoying the experience. In the winter time, you might find us in Lycra, gunning around the track. You might find Mandy in Lycra. So we like that end of things too. To us, the people may be different, but they're part of the same world and they should co-exist. And they do, in the right presentation, co-exist. I think we will provide that, for sure.
The place we're talking about in Canada is called Mt. Ste. Anne and it's on everyone's hot list of great places to ski We used to take out team up there for a weeklong training camp and everybody was raving about it. It's not because they had log cabins but because everything is designed according to the avid cross country skier. They were in wool and outrageous Canadian fluorescent Lycra. And everyone was having a good time.
We are so enthusiastic about the sport that we want that enthusiasm to reach everybody. Just as an example. If you go to a ski center, they'll have the skis you rent. I couldn't ski very well on them. They're wide and short and made for walking around. That's not the activity. Our gear is going to be the kind of thing that we use. Because we know that when we ski on what those people ski on we look like them. I'm serious. It becomes an impossibility to do that. We want to have the gear that allows them to reach their potential in the activity. They'll be sitting there thinking, I'm kicking. I'm gliding. I feel better about myself out there. It's a real thing. Whether you're a beginner or somewhat more advanced than that. We want someone to come in and feel like they were immersed in the culture. We want these people to have spent a day there and be crazy about it. We want to share our enthusiasm for it. We want to you to come in to the driveway and have someone sitting there who says, Hey, it's terrific that you came here today and this is how you get acquainted. And you think, wow, this place is all about me.
On what led him to this dream
Back in Maine, I had a store very similar, which I sold. Part of my lifestyle was that I had this store that brought in people of similar interest and I was actively coaching. But out here, I didn't really know what the future was going to look like. But this Homestake lodge vision is has a part of coming to the West always. The shop was the way that we were going to Š I enjoyed meeting with the people, I enjoyed coaching with the kids and working with the MSU skiers and all of that. The shop was sort of an integral part of that. I don't want to call it a means to an end because that's really not what this was about. We didn't know if we were going to end up doing this in Bozeman or Gallatin Gateway or Livingston, but we did it with the knowledge that we could end up in Nederland, Colo., and the shop wasn't going there. And in this circumstance, it became too difficult to do bothŠ we tried to do both but it was problematic. With the two things, what we were finding, the shop wasn't getting the attention it deserved and neither was the Lodge. Because when we're up there working we're working from the moment the sun cracks up until it goes down. There's no shortage of things to do. And you're sitting there thinking, &#8220Uh, Sam had to leave at 4 and that means there's a closed sign in the shop for two hours." And if you're a good customer you'll go to that door and say, &#8220Oh, Chris must be off doing his Homestake Lodge thing." When you come back the next day and it's still closed, you say, well that's nice that Chris is doing that but I need my stuff. And people stop coming to the door. That was not a good way to run a business. It was in a way taking advantage of my friends and customers, who were expecting me to be able to come in and get the doors open. But the store has always been highly focused on only the things that we know in the store. In Bozeman, for instance back-country skiing, you can go to a number of places in Bozeman and people sell oodles of those things for high-alpine touring. I don't know anything about that, so they're not going to be in there. I can't add any value to that product. Go see these other people, so the shop has always been about not just having something but being able to help people make decisions and be able to be involved in their athletic choices. This summer, back in April, we got the Bozeman Masters Swim Club started up a Tri Club and I was out there coaching the running part of that all summer long, and that was a lot of fun. It went great. We had a nice group. We were focused on this race up in Missoula and the Treasure State races.
Mandy Bowden on the Homestake's five-mile run the last weekend in September
Last weekend, we posted five-mile. That was fun because we woke up that morning to snow and we were convinced that no one was going to show up. It was freezing. But we got 70 runners. It turned out to be a great event. We'd love to do more of those. We got this random phone call from a lady over in Butte, saying hey, I'd love to do your race and I know how hard it is to put them on, so I'd love to help out if you need some volunteers. I could find some people to help too.
On the community support
We've already seen the community support from Butte. We also had people from Great Falls that came to the race, Missoula, Helena. We know that there could have been quite a few more. We know that quite a few people with kids didn't want them standing around in that during a race. You get to the end of the day and you say, isn't that terrific, we thought it was going to be a bust. And then all these people came out here and seeing the place.
This closing the store thing Š someone came in the other day telling us how sorry they were that we had to close the store. Yeah, we had to close but not because we weren't successful. It's because we had something else to do. They had no idea. They came in expecting a morgue or something. Instead they came in and there's unbelievable energy. They're packed shoulder to shoulder. People are buying things, saying, hey, we want to help send you on your way. It's an incredible sendoff.
On the Bozeman skiing scene
I think it comes down to that when you live in a place that provides the perfect venue to be doing something, and you have the energy to encourage that, you see things take off. If you lived in Iowa, you could work awfully hard to have a cross country ski area and there's no naturalness to that. There's no snow. It's flat, no trees. But here there's this natural energy and enthusiasm for skiing. I got an e-mail from a guy the other day who wrote that he had come into the shop five years ago and he had just moved here, he didn't know how he was going to get through the winter. He said you told me about cross country skiing and I've been loving it ever since. And so everything about this place is perfect for it. It's the natural thing to do.
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