Full stake in Homestake: Couple makes dream of cross-country ski area a reality 
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BEN PIERCE/CHRONICLE Cam Carstarphen of Butte skis along the "Busy Beavers" trail at Homestake Lodge on Tuesday, Jan. 12, 2010. 
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HOMESTAKE PASS — Set high on the Continental Divide a few miles east of Butte, Mandy and Chris Axelson live in a one-room cabin. The Axelsons are owners of Homestake Lodge, Montana's newest cross-country ski venue.
They've got plans for a house — and a whole lot more — but right now it's winter.
And that means it's time to ski.
"This idea (for owning a crosscountry ski area) had been in our head for a long time," Chris said on Tuesday. "Whenever we travelled to ski, we looked around with that idea in mind and kept our eyes out for something in the future."
Prior to building Homestake Lodge, the Axelsons resided in southern Maine. In 2003, they moved to Bozeman where Mandy attended school and skied at Montana State University. Meanwhile, Chris operated Threshold Sports on Main Street across from Bozeman High School.
All the while Chris and Mandy formulated a list of 20 criteria they deemed essential for the success of a cross-country ski venue including proximity to population, transportation and terrain.
"When you filter the West through that sieve, there are not many places left," Chris said. "This place in particular appealed to us because it is exceptionally private and very easy to get to a major town. It has a unique combination of attributes."
After Mandy graduated, the Axelsons moved over the divide to Butte and got to work.
The 160-acre property of Homestake Lodge is set on the site of a former homestead settled by Billy and Edna Moore in 1906. They received their homestead papers in 1911 and proceeded to build a barn and cabin. Portions of those buildings and other artifacts from the homestead can be seen along the trails.
The Axelsons began work on the property in the summer of 2007, like the Moore's constructing the oneroom cabin where they currently reside.
"We started out in just a tent because it was the fall," Mandy said. "We were just going as fast as we could to build as many trails as we could before the winter came. We packed the blankets in the tent until October and then moved into a yurt until Christmas.
"We got up at seven in the morning and went to bed at 7 p.m.," she said. "It wasn't an issue that we were in a tent. We were just so wrapped up in building our dream. Looking back on it now, it is hard to believe we did it."
Set in the midst of the Boulder Batholith, the lodge is surrounded by undulating peaks and gentle slopes covered with stands of aspen and open lodgepole pine forest. Enormous rounded granite boulders greet skiers along the trails.
Cam Carstarphen, a resident of Butte for 16 years, began skiing at Homestake Lodge shortly after the area opened to the public. She said the venue has changed the dynamics of the outdoor community in the Butte area.
"Besides Chris and Mandy becoming a big part of the community, this place has become a spot where they create community," Carstarphen said. "Usually you'd see people at the trailhead and say hi and bye and that was it. Now we have this gathering spot where we get to stop and connect."
Mandy said that she and Chris strived to embrace a community, family-friendly environment in the construction of the facilities at Homestake Lodge. That correlated to communal dining areas and dormitorystyle lodging.
Mandy said many of the ideas for the ski area were gleaned through travels to European venues.
"The experience is very communal in Europe," she said. "You come back from your day of travel and everyone is eating at the same table. It makes for a really nice experience."
The trails at Homestake Lodge — which boasts more than 40 kilometers of groomed terrain — exude an intimate feel as well. From the start, Chris and Mandy wanted to keep the trails narrow and tree-lined, taking advantage of the property's abundant natural features.
"We spent most of the late summer that first year just walking around the property thinking about how we wanted the flow of the trails to be so that there would be a nice rhythm to everything. We walked and walked every inch of this place and slowly laid the trails out in our head."
The result is a pleasing mix of terrain and difficulty levels, Carstarphen said.
"The trails they have built are what I would call a blend of trails that can be groomed with a PistenBully, but also have maintained an intimate feel with the forest. The terrain is varied and rolling. You have an amazing array." The Axelsons said business has been steady at Homestake Lodge on the weekends with groups from Butte, Bozeman and Helena booking out accommodations. Weekdays have been slower with a crowd of local skiers from Butte and Whitehall trickling in after 4 p.m.
Many nearby skiers have been pleased by the addition of a lighted ski trail that allows them to navigate the terrain after the early sunsets of mid-winter.
"It is a totally unique experience for people," Chris said. "You flip a switch on and see a ribbon of lights out there."
Homestake Lodge has already hosted a variety of competitive and communityoriented events this winter. Ahead are the Montana Snowshoe Championships on Jan. 23 and the Powderhound Winter Triathlon on Jan. 31.
In addition to cross-country skiing, Homestake Lodge is open for mountain biking and running in the summer months.
"What (the Axelsons) have done community-wise here and in Butte, they have been really willing to help invest in our outdoor community," Carstarphen said. "They help make it a better place."
For Chris and Mandy, it has been a dream come true.
"It feels like we are still in the process of building it, but there is a sense of enjoyment in the lifestyle that we can make our living doing something that we love."
mailto:bpierce@dailychronicle.comBen Pierce can be reached at bpierce@dailychronicle.com and 582-2625.
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