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BY PETER FRICK-WRIGHT

SHLESING THROUGH the big wooden doors of Union Sta-
ton in Portland, Oregon, I take my time getting to the ticket
counter.

“How late is 1t?" [ ask the clerk.

“How late is what?" she replies.

“Amtrak,” I say.

“Late? It's about to leave!"”

Please excuse my assumption. Amtrak’s reputation pre-
cedes it. All I heard in the weceks leading up to my effort to
take a low-carbon, train-based snowboarding trip were hor-
ror stories of Amtrak runs delayed as freight and errant tum-
bleweed took priority. In his new book, Waiting on a Train,
journalist (and high-speed-rail fan) James McCommons
writes, “Veteran riders of Amtrak’s long-distance trains just
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Winter

assume the train will be late. And they try to stay patient.”

The cynic in me says that trains are too unrehable for
Americans to take to the rails, yet here [ am running down
the platform, my wheeled snowboard case wobbling. The
load topples, pulling me like a stubborn donkey. The con-
ductor seems to be enjoying this. He might be holding the
train just to watch.

IKE SO MANY WINTER ADVENTURERS, 1 struggle with
the hypocrisy of enjoying remote mountain destinations
while pumping out climate-warming carbon dioxade to get
to them. Small changes in climate, it turns out, have a big
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SEEKING A GUILT-FREE WINTER
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impact on winter destinations. A 2008 study by geogra-
pher Mark Williams, a fellow at the University of Col-
orado’s Institute of Arctic and Alpine Research, found
that Colorado’s Aspen and Utah’s Park City resorts
should expect delayed snowpack and shorter ski seasons
by 2030 even if the world begins reducing its carbon diox-
ide emissions. If CO; emissions increase, Williams antic-
ipates, Park City will have no snowpack at its base by 2100.
Scientists’ modeling predicts that Glacier National Park’s
retreating iceficlds will have vamished by 2030.
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I want to see whether | can nide the rails 1o a near-zero-emussions  day of sknng through a torest-tire burn on Divide

vacation. I'm shunming cars and even resorts, with their electricity-
gobbling chairhifts. (Alas, even trains create a carbon footpring, bigger
than e might appear.) I've brought a splitboard, a two-picce snowboard
that allows niders to ascend backcountry slopes like cross-country
skiers. In short, Twant to see whether T can ski without contributing
to the dennse of sking

From Portland, Amitrak’s Empire Bunlder cuts across southeast Wash-
ington and Idaho to Montana’s Flathead Mountains, near Glacier, in
16 hours. In the Flatheads, the wet, heavy snow of the Pacific North-
west gives way to dry, hight powder, and Canada’s mountains (usu-
ally) moderate the subzero arctic air streaming south to a crisp and
comfortable 20 degrees Fahrenheit. There may be no better place to
pursue fresh tracks.

out the front door today.,” my gumnde, Mark
Ambre, says."but it would have been a wet slog, and we might have
died.” We're on our way to Essex, Montana's [zaak Walton Inn after a
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Mountam, talking over the road noise of a nuni-
van. My automobile-eschewing ambitons lasted
onge day

From the driver’s scat, Ambre points out av-
alanche danger spots that a might of rain had cre-
ated n the top-heavy snowpack, torcing us to drive
70 miles around the park to 1ts dry castern side
Our chhmb up Divide Mountain had taken us
through ghostly lodgepole and aspen—blackened
by fire or bleached white by the sun—to an over-
look, where we donned our gear. The snow was
hghtand tast, and we picked up speed unul the trees
blurred mto a tuzzy rhythm of black and white
Sheing through the dry snow, we slalomed among
the trees and mto a small dramage. As we carved
back and forth, tufts of snow shot out behind us

A backcountry ski guide who has never owned










