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Chris Axelson arranges rental skis at his new cross-country ski area, Homestake Lodge. 
Cross-country and skate skiers have a new place to play — on 17 kilometers of smoothly groomed trails south of Homestake Pass.
Chris Axelson and Mandy Bowden opened Homestake Lodge before Christmas. The former Bozeman residents said they chose the Homestake Pass area because of its central location and close proximity to Butte.
“We thought this location was so terrific because Butte has a history of sports like this,” Axelson told The Montana Standard on Friday. “We thought it would be really nice to bring that back to Butte.” In September, the two purchased 160 acres surrounded by Forest Service land and began building a series of ski trails, which snake through the property.
The area is near the Continental Divide, south of Homestake Pass, 10 miles east of Butte on Forest Service Road 240.
Since it opened, it has attracted skiers from Butte, Missoula, Helena, Bozeman, Whitehall, Dillon and Twin Bridges.
“It’s been pretty busy, so it’s good,” Bowden said.
Skiers are drawn to the area, and are willing to pay to ski, because the trails are smooth and groomed, Axelson said.
“If you want a nice surface to ski on, we have all of that going on,” he said.
The trail system includes “dog friendly” routes where visitors are permitted to ski with their pets, he said.
The owners groom the trails beginning at 4 a.m. some days, while work also continues on the trail system, buildings and other infrastructure.
High performance cross-country and skate ski equipment is available to rent for $20, or $12 for those under age 12, during the day in a heated yurt near the property’s entrance.
The 24-foot yurt is temporary, however, and will possibly be used next winter as a warming hut somewhere along the course.
Using all local contractors, the owners are building a 5,000-square-foot lodge with a common room, fireplace, tables, couches, a commercial kitchen, wax room, two hostel-style bunkrooms, changing rooms with showers, bathrooms and a coffee and espresso bar.
The lodge will offer a self-service soup and sandwich buffet with homemade bread in time for the next season, as well as a full-service ski shop where customers may purchase equipment and ski accessories.
An equipment barn nearly completed on the property will serve as the operation’s power center, with inverters, 32 batteries and a generator. One side of the barn’s roof is covered with solar panels to supply juice to the lodge and other structures.
The two are working with a Bozeman contractor in planning for a lighted, 2.5-kilometer ski course using solar power. They plan to open the lighted course next winter, Axelson said.
“We’re trying to do our share to develop a place that has a small carbon footprint,” he said.
During the summer, the area is opening for running, hiking and mountain biking. Visitors also may enter the surrounding Forest Service trails, Axelson said, adding that the Continental Divide trail is a couple miles away.
The lodge also will be available for weddings, Axelson said.
The owners have great expectations for the ski area — including a program for youngsters, mountain bike races next summer and triathlons in winter and summer.
“We really want to be part of the community here and hope this will be a nice community resource,” Axelson said.
Reporter Justin Post may be reached via e-mail at justin.post@lee.net or by telephone, 496-5572.
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