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Alpenglow Sports, a gear shop in Tahoe City, California, feels like the well-curated garage of 
an outdoorsy friend. Backpacks, alpine touring skis, camp stoves, and waterproof jackets neatly decorate the 2,700-square-
foot store. Owner Brendan Madigan greets all visitors with a warm hello. Posters advertise the shop’s upcoming events: 
there’s a trail shoe demo on the docket. Come back next weekend for the film festival. 

Madigan, 37, is tall with a long-distance runner’s build and a mop of reddish blond hair. His work uniform consists 
of bright running shoes, jeans, and a hoodie. He has skied 20,320-foot Denali, North America’s highest peak, and run, in 
segments, the entirety of the 165-mile Tahoe Rim Trail. And in the past 3.5 years, he’s doubled Alpenglow’s sales.

That’s no small feat in today’s gear economy, where regional independent operations like Alpenglow compete with 
giant international retailers like REI and Backcountry.com, which can ship to your door and can afford to slash prices. 
According to the Outdoor Industry Association, more than eight percent of all outdoor gear is now purchased online. 
And that includes much of the high margin items like fleece tops and windbreakers. It’s not news that such online 
consumption will only increase. In 2015, global e-commerce sales could top $1.7 trillion thanks to the growing prevalence 
of smartphones, which drive still more digital sales. To prosper, neighborhood ski, bike, and outdoor shops must offer 
what the Internet can’t: Real-life human connection, personalized customer service, expert local knowledge, and a 
tangible sense of community.

When Madigan started at Alpenglow in 2003—the Virginia native moved West to ski bum—not much had changed since 
opening day in 1974. Employees still wrote receipts by hand for each sale, and many of the employees might as well have been 
selling commodities like bananas or lawn chairs. In 2011, Madigan bought Alpenglow and quickly reinvented it. The first steps 
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involved renovating the interior, modernizing the purchasing system, 
expanding the inventory, and hiring more outdoor athletes to run the 
place. But the biggest change wasn’t in the store at all. “The days of just 
opening your door and running your ski shop like a hardware store are 
over,” says Madigan. “You can do that and get by. But to be relevant, 
you have to reach out and give people a reason to shop with you.”

Look for a fun, organized outdoor event in Tahoe, and Alpenglow 
Sports is probably behind it. In summer, the shop leads Tuesday 
night group runs. This June, Alpenglow hosts a nine-day Mountain 
Festival complete with yoga and paddleboard clinics, guided hikes 
and trail runs, film premieres, and gear demos. (There’s a winter 
edition in February.) The monthly winter film series features 
the likes of ski mountaineer Chris Davenport and rock climber 
Lynn Hill—and draws 500-plus people. And at the shop’s Home 
Brew slideshows, regular folks with day jobs share stories of their 
expeditions. Recent presentations included a sailing and skiing 
adventure in Greenland, and a splitboarding trip in the Chinese 
Himalaya. To accommodate the growing crowds, Alpenglow 
moved the events to the Tahoe City movie theater.

“We do it for the fun factor,” Madigan says of the local programs. 
But the good times have a side effect: Alpenglow became more than 
just a place to buy stuff. The shop morphed into a community 
hub. And when it’s time to buy skis or a tent, the crowds know 
where to go. “We’ve seen a lot of goodwill built from those events,” 
says Madigan. “Our history, service, knowledge, and community 
involvement give people a reason to spend their money locally.”

The Alpenglow model—localized expertise versus standard issue 
gear shill—is hardly new. “Online business is boring,” says Jeff 
Crabtree, co-owner of Skinny Skis in Jackson, Wyoming. “It’s a hell 
of a lot more fun to sell face-to-face.” Legacy mountain shops like 
Boulder’s Neptune Mountaineering, Feathered Friends in Seattle, or 
Skinny Skis have long used community outreach to support their 
stores. In April, Skinny Skis shuttered their online retail site for 
Nordic ski gear. Instead, they’re focusing on what they do best: 
in-house service. “We engage with everyone who walks through 
that door,” says co-owner Scott O’Brien. “You don’t get that online.”

There’s more to building a community than simply saying hello 
(although that’s vital as well). In 2008, husband and wife duo 
Jordan and Sam Salman bought The Hub, a bike shop outside of 
Asheville, North Carolina. Their first order of business: install a 
bar. The accompanying Pisgah Tavern offers six beers on tap. Hub 
customers now chat trail conditions over a pint while their bikes 
get tuned. “We put the bar in to get people through the door,” says 
Jordan. “Now, our customers don’t need an excuse to come in.” The 
result: at least 15 percent growth per year.

Back in Tahoe, it’s late on a Wednesday night and Madigan should 
be done working for the day. But he’s been thinking about how 
his shop can compete with online stores. “In this age of devices, 
social media, and overwhelming sensory shock, people are craving 
human contact,” he says. “They want to be part of something bigger 
than themselves. Human connection—from greetings, to events, to 
shared mountain experiences—is what we do.”  
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“Our history, service, 

knowledge, and 
community involvement 

give people a reason to 
spend their money locally.” 

—Brendan Madigan

Community organizing, human contact, customer service, 
draft beer—and other subversive means independent 
gear shops employ to survive in a digital world. 
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