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[image: uy this photo]Paula McGarvey Siblings Jessica and Daniel Peters glide down one of Homestake Lodge’s wooded ski trails recently with their dog, Lucky. The ski area has designated trails for those who wish to ski with dogs and for those who don’t. 
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If you go…
Directions: Homestake Lodge is located off of I-90, just east of Butte. Take exit 233 at Homestake, then take FS 240 (Upper Rader Creek Rd.) from the south side of the overpass and head east for 3 miles. The access road to Homestake Lodge is on the right, just past the power lines.
Cross-country ski rentals are available at Homestake.
Cross-country skiing in and around Butte
Butte has a wealth of cross-country ski terrain.
In addition to privately owned Homestake Lodge, the ski club maintains approximately 20 kilometers of groomed ski trails at Mount Haggin in cooperation with the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks. Volunteers groom the trail system one or two times per week with four snowmobiles and specialized grooming equipment. Because of the grooming efforts, Williams said that the club asks that people keep dogs off the trails at the Mount Haggin area. The ski club does welcome dogs on groomed trails at the Moulton Reservoir, just north of Butte, which the ski club maintains in cooperation with the U. S. Forest Service. Williams said that both Mount Haggin and Moulton are available to skiers at no charge.
Williams said that more cross-country ski terrain is on the horizon. The ski club is currently negotiating with the Butte Country Club to allow winter trail grooming on the golf course, which would provide access to both Butte Country Club and Mile High Nordic Ski Club members. For more information about the Mile High Nordic Ski Club and membership information, call Williams at 406-498-9615 or visit the club's website at www.milehighnordic.org.
BUTTE - Chris and Mandy Axelson's dream of building a cross-country ski area and promoting the sport in southwest Montana has quickly taken root - and blossomed. Since they purchased the parcel of land south of Homestake Pass in the summer of 2007, they have been working non-stop to turn Homestake Lodge into a recreational and social hub for cross-country skiers of all ages.
"What we wanted to do was start from the ground up," Mandy said.
And they did. The couple slept out in a tent on the land their first summer and early fall, spending their days breaking ground and clearing ski trails in preparation for the winter season. Flash forward to January of 2011 and Homestake has 35 kilometers of groomed trails, lighting for night skiing and a lodge complete with a ski shop, commercial kitchen and two bunkrooms.
Homestake offers additional lodging in the form of a rental cabin and a yurt, which is a circular domed tent mounted on a wooden platform. Serious about their sport and the risk of global warming, the couple made a decision to "go green" and powers the ski area using solar powered electricity, backed by a wood boiler, a generator and limited propane.
Their success thus far comes from a combination of the couple's work ethic mixed with their mutual passion for cross-country skiing. Chris was a former director of the New England Nordic Ski Association, where he served as head coach of its junior team. Mandy, who recently graduated from Montana State University with a degree in exercise science, has been skiing since she was a youth and competed with the university's ski team.
For the Axelsons, choosing Butte as the location for their dream was no accident. Their involvement in the sport over the years made them savvy about what criteria are necessary to make a ski area to thrive. The checklist included a substantial population, airport accessibility, high altitude and consistent snow fall. The Axelsons were also were looking for an area that didn't have a cross-country skiing junior program already in operation.
"When you started adding these things up, there were very few places left," Mandy said.
The availability of land at the top of Homestake Pass clinched the deal.
The lodge and access to trails is open year round, but the couple's thoughts are always looking forward to the coming snow. They spend summers working on trails and planting grass and trees. When the snow flies, Chris is up daily before dawn to face the never-ending task of grooming trails and plowing the road.
"Maintaining is a labor of love. You've got to love it to get up at three o'clock in the morning," he said.
Chris has mastered the art of wrangling the ski area's backhoe loader, farm tractor, snowmobile and specialized Pisten Bulley Paana and Ginzu groomers in order to keep the trails ever ready for skiers.
"People come here because they know they can always ski," he said.
Committed to fostering interest and support in the sport, Homestake offers rentals and lessons, with a junior ski club for kids ages 5 to 12 and additional adult classes for women and men in both classic and skate-style skiing.
The Axelsons have regularly partnered with Butte's Mile High Nordic Ski Club for the annual Learn to Ski Weekend held at the beginning of January. They routinely provide free rentals and lessons at the event.
Though Mile High Nordic Ski Club maintained trails at Mount Haggin or Moulton Reservoir offer great skiing, Homestake offers something snow-plowed parking lots or warming-hut gatherings can't.
"The one thing that they have that no one else has is the lodge," said Dave Williams, a ski club spokesperson.
The heated lodge allows Nordic skiers to gather for food and conversation. On weekends, the lodge serves soup, sandwiches, snacks and hot beverages, along with wine and beer for those looking for an après ski experience comparable to an Alpine lodge. The gathering place is building a stronger sense of community between people who share a love of the sport.
"I think Mandy and Chris have helped create this community of really nice people. I haven't quite experienced this before in a ski setting," said Michele Bazzanella, a regular cross-country skier from Butte (and formerly of Helena).
Being only a 15- to 20-minute drive outside of Butte is an added draw. Gus Wilkins, who grooms for the ski club at Mount Haggin, said that he enjoys Homestake for the varied terrain, close proximity and scheduled night skiing that allow him to get out and get ski workouts midweek. He added that he's also a fan of anything that can be done to get more kids involved in the sport.
"I'd like to see more youth take it up. It's good healthy exercise," he said.
For more information about Homestake Lodge, follow the link in this story at helenair.com or visit www.homestakelodge.com.
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