


MAGINE A WORLD where drones fly
overhead while you rip a steep line through
powder-stuffed trees. A tiny camera inside the
drone captures footage of you, making even
the average skier look like a breakthrough per-
former in a TGR flick. Magically, within a day or so, a polished,
edited video appears in your inbox, primed to score a gazillion
likes on Facebook.

That is the world Jason Soll envisioned. And it becomes reality
this winter with the launch of Soll’s Silicon Valley tech start-up,
Cape Productions. While dozens of ski resorts are in the midst of
writing policies that ban the use of personal drones, others are
finding ways to incorporate them. This winter, skiers at resorts
like Squaw Valley, California, and Fernie, British Columbia, can
hire Cape’s team of drone pilots and professional editors to pro-
duce an aerial video of their day on snow. For under $200, you'll
get a two-minute edit within 48 hours. It’s the SharpShooter of
the future.

Soll, 25, grew up in Ohio, and thanks to Warren Miller movies
and a snow-covered mound in Pennsylvania, he became a skier.
As a youngster, he took trips to Utah with his family, where he
developed a love for soft snow and the Stein Eriksen buffet at
Deer Valley. After college, he worked as a product design consul-
tant at Google X, ground zero for gadgets built to make radical
change. As a graduate student at Stanford’s Business School, he
came up with the idea for Cape, named because it transforms
Clark Kents into goggle-clad Supermen.

“I knew of all these drone products in development, but I
wasn’t excited about having to deal with the hardware,” says
Soll. “Then I realized we could deploy the technology as a ser-
vice, not a product. That would also solve the other challenges
of video production, like editing and distribution. Those skiers
with GoPros and selfie sticks, they want to capture the moment,
but many just wind up with raw data on their hard drive. Our

big idea was eliminate the hard work and let people capture the g* ¥

moment without any distraction.”
Gaining permission to use drones at ski resorts required
collaboration with the Federal Aviation Administration, the

U.S. Forest Service, Transport Canada, and resort corpora-

tions. Cape received approval to operate in the U.S. and Canada

this year and their drones will be limited to a small selectfon of runs within
specific resort boundaries. “The last thing we want to do is create a world
where drones are flying everywhere and you can no longer lose yourself in

nature. We won’t let that happen,” says Soll. ‘ ' |
The reality is it might be too late. The mountains are already intertwined

with technology. As skiers, we now live in a society whef‘e powdfer turns are
made for Instagram, the crowdsourced EpicMix app estm}ates l:ft-lme. wait
times, and you can buy lift tickets online as if you were going to a movie.
just how big is the digital world in skiing these days? Sales of action cam-
eras and their accessories have doubled among snowsports users smc'e 2011,
now selling a hefty $55 million. According to the SnowSports Industries
America, 80 percent of skiers say they use cameras or smartphones to cap-

ture imagery on snow, then share their mountaintop photos on social media.
For skiers under 25, more than 95 percent of them are active on social media.

Rut how has our addiction to the digital world impacted our enjoyment of
the sport? Do we love skiing more thanks to social media, the Internet, and

our phones? Or is technology slowly killing the soul of skiing?

BREFORE THE INTERNET grew into the bottomless crater it is today, you

had to rely on word of mouth or outdated guidebooks on a ski trip. You'd
show up in a place, go to the local shop, and ask the guy behind the tuning

bench which zone was holding the best snow.
Sure, people fumbled along the way, but they
also discovered things for themselves. When the
Internet arrived, it changed the way we ski.

A crusty, bearded Utah man named Bob
Athey started posting photos and descriptions
of the snowpack in the Wasatch backcountry in
the early 2000s. It’s hard to know for sure, but
he may have been one of the first to share that
kind of information online. “I set up a Wasatch
snow conditions page on TelemarkTips.com way
before anyone was doing that,” says Athey, now
63, who earned the nickname the Wizard of the
Wasatch and has been ski touring in Utah since
the 1970s. “I started the whole fad of posting
photos of what the skiing and snowpack were
like, which now has exploded beyond belief.”

Athey built a rudimentary website around
2004 to supply snowpack information to the
Utah Avalanche Center, where he was working a8
an independent contractor. It was, essentially, @
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howing folks what conditions are really like.”
< pioneering ways on the Internet, Athey would rather stay away

He doesn't use Facebook or Twitter. He has an Instagram
account, but he doesn’t follow anyone. He owns a $20 pay-as-you-go phone
from Walmart, but it’s never on, SO if you need to reach him, call his landline

hefore 8 a.m. Of after 6 p.m. Otherwise, he’s out skiing.
Ask Athey how he thinks the Internet and social media have changed the

backcountry; and he’ll tell you the majority of info online is garbage. “I'm not
: based on where someone else skied,” he says. “It’s an ‘all-about-

:+%s about who's the coolest one on the mountain, rather than

| information.”
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‘ res an entire
community of people using the
PP 1o earn badges on powder
days (you get a snorkel badge
Whl'ﬂ you ﬁhuw Up Lo a resort re
porting more than a foot of snow)
and connect with near strangers
on the lift. ”
| .lﬂtﬁ*ﬁlt‘t‘h“ d 35 vear old snow
boarder with a Ph.D. in philoso
phy, is one of those users. “The
4Pp can track yvour season, how
many resorts you went to, how
many powder days you got,” savs
Steele. “At the end of the day, with
one click it overlays your runs on
top of Google Maps and uploads a
report to Facebook or Instagram.
If I have a big day, I'll do that and
it’s like, “Hey, 1 rode 7,000 vertical
feet today.™

In today’s digital universe,
there’s a Bluetooth-enabled
avalanche probe that collects
snowpack data and uploads it to
a crowdsourced website via your
phone. You ¢can now point vour
phone’s camera at a mysterious
peak on the horizon and an app
will tell you everything you need
to know about that mountain. Lift
tickets can cost half what the re-
sorts charge at the ticket window
if you browse sites like Liftopia.
There’s a website called Freshy
Map that uses a custom algorithm
to determine the likelihood of
finding fresh snow at the resort of
your choosing.

You can borrow a beacon, shovel,
and probe from a guy named Nick
in Boulder, Colorado, for $10 a day
through a gear-sharing site called
GearCommons. And once you're
finally on the hill, you can capture
your faceshots with a high-defini-
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SALUS to the hest place II:O get chicken wings and Ste::g Todd Stuart. He lives in a hut in the Utah backcountry that he built
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iﬂur friends on the mountain in real time and Joor. To get home, he skins a M it s gl
racks ical, top i ck.
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of logs, rocks, and recycled Little Cot- T »
tonwood Canyon slide-path signs. The lfyOll cant put your phone away lOl‘lg enﬁugh

roof is plywood; the walls are tarp. It has to gEt to know someone on the Chai]"lift and
a woodstove and two mattresses. In big k fei :
winters, it’s buried in snow and nearly MaKke a rlend, i th]nk that’s sad. To me, that’s
invisible from the outside. one of the mo . .

Stuart, who is 56 and skis every day 3 : sttreasured parts of ski culture
he can, used to work as a ski patroller at thatis on its way out.” —Todd Stuart

Deer Valley (he now drives a snowcat at
the resort and skins in the dark four miles

each way to work his nightshift). When he got divorced and had to pa ,
child suzport for his three kids, he couldn’t afford his home and caf, go he EZS?giE:iﬂ;hwhmh he uses mai'nly to call his
lgave them 11111:) and moved to the woods. That was 15 years ago and he’s still keeps a complutse:‘) ;f ;Esegfﬁ‘%-ie:: :Fssh};: :el?::
iving out there. :
Ingzoos, Stuart wrote his first of four books about the process of moving Hiii,l{; glhICh h-e u:ses to write his books.
off the grid, which was titled, Nobody Owes You Tomorrow: A Story About the greateﬁuéwe iz woods- alﬁ,?e’ g
How Truth, Beauty, and Wilderness Can Heal the Human Soul. “ got re- “It’s cabin f threat to.your sanity?” asks S'tuart.
ally hooked on living in the wilderness,” says Stuart. “I could move to town animals. I heven Getting lonely. Vb{e’re social
and be normal, but I really treasure peace and quiet.” i thém tzviethlt:e beauicliﬁ.d Cl'tlldl;tl:l andBIUt
aDle to call me at anytime.

Stuart’s not completely unwired. He gets cell service at his hut and h if 'm
e ’
it 'm out there and I don’t want my phone to

REFRESH

. L & 'I



ring, I turn it off.”

S_t”al't sometimes looks at snow reports
0“_1_1“6- Mostly, he just looks outside. When he’s
skiing the resort, which he does occasionally,
he says he sees more and more people staring
ry th.Eir phones on the chairlift and not con-
necting to each other. “It doesn’t matter who
you are, we are all there because we love flying
dor’“ mountains. That’s what binds us togeth-
er,” says Stuart. “If you can’t put your phone
away long enough to get to know someone on
the chairlift and make a friend, I think that’s
sad. To me, that’s one of the most treasured
P D_fski culture that is on its way out.”
Sta}j;liwlf s alone, eons from the neare{st
neqedc S, but Stuart says he loves being con-
digita] ‘k{{eal'hfe connection, that is. Not the
e 2p 1r}d.. He loves talking to n€w peiople
mOUHt‘J?Slng paths with his neighbors 19 the

tains. But he also loves being out i1 na-

ture, where nothing can disturb him. “I've had more time to think without
interruptions than anybody I know,” he says. “I treasure being surrounded

by beauty and peace and quiet. That is a very real thing.”

NOW BACK TO THOSE DRONELS. The one buzzing through the sky on your
way down the hill. If they are a symbol of our current digital state, then are
they nature’s buzzkill? Or are they a way to advance the richness of our lives?
The answer, of course, 1s up to you, and the lens from which you view
the world. You can always escape to a shack in the woods. You can shut oft
your phone or ignore your feed—something most of us should do more

often to cultivate the relationships right in front of us. Or you could allow
seep in and let the vastness of it make life easier, smarter,

and less complicated.
eatest beauty of skiing: It can be whatever you

That’s perhaps the gr

want it to be. Technology enables us to
te, find our friends,

get to snow-covered peaks. Our
and track the next storm. Our gear
e we are there, surrounded by

criends and giant, drifting flakes, none at matters. Once we drop in,
' blank and all the wires disappear. &

the world goes




