
More than a hop, skip and a jump. 
Dan Abrams on Kangaroo Peak, WA. 

It’s late May, and I’m riding one of eight bicycles 

climbing side-by-side up Washington’s North 

Cascades Highway, a steep road that snakes over 

Washington Pass. The road is technically closed as 

the Department of Transportation works to clear La 

Niña’s record snowpack, but my friends and I aren’t 

here to bike; there’s still plenty of skiing up high.

Skis and poles are strapped to our bike frames, 

and we’re carrying packs stuffed with backcountry 

gear, PBJs and cans of beer. Ski boots are slung over 

the top, swaying with each pedal stroke. It’s like a 

pedestrian version of The Grapes of Wrath, and the 

whole setup is heavy, lopsided and awkward—skis 

poke my legs, my pants keep getting caught in my 

bike gears, and the bike frame is creaking under the 

added weight. The distance we need to travel—

six miles and 2,000 vertical feet—seems more 

daunting than it did when we started near the small 

town of Mazama an hour ago.
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with tourists on bikes carrying skis—he stares like we’re a circus act.  

“We were thinking about heading up Cutthroat Creek,” Jim says.

“Oh, no. I wouldn’t do that if I were you. We’re dropping bombs in 

there today.”

“I thought it was your day off today?”

“We’ve got too much work to take a day off.”

“Maybe we’ll head across from Liberty Bell then, to Kangaroo Peak?”

The man in the truck ponders this for a moment, then starts 

chuckling, the tension in his face easing into laughter. 

“You’re going to get a great show then,” he says. “At noon, a 

helicopter will be dropping bombs onto Liberty Bell.”

None of this was part of our initial plan: the closed road, the 

bikes, the bombs, the avalanches. But very seldom do backcountry 

ski trips go according to plan, and there’s nothing wrong with a free 

show. Especially when it involves helicopters, bombs and huge 

climax slides.

Initially, this was supposed to be a different kind of trip 

entirely—a hillbilly-style camper caravan over the North Cascades 

Highway. There’s no state better suited for an RV ski adventure 

than Washington. Here, it’s legal to park campers overnight at ski 

resorts, and some even have electrical plug-ins for your rig—it’s just 

part of the ski culture. RV villages crop up at resorts like Stevens 

Pass, Crystal and Alpental, where skiers linger around outdoor 

barbecues discussing things like the latest innovation in generator 

technology. And in Washington, road passes abound, scenic byways 

crisscrossing Alps-like backcountry terrain. 

We planned to drive en masse over Washington Pass, camping 

and stopping to ski big lines along the way. Michele Manning, a 

former Alta ski patroller, would drive her 27-foot RV, Jim would bring 

his trailer with 1970s aluminum siding and a ski bum’s bumper sticker 

collection (“Hart Skis,” “Crystal Mountain,” “Pabst Blue Ribbon,” and 

“Hang loose, Hawaii”), and I planned to tow my 1952 canned-ham-

The mountains all around rise steeply  to high, 

jagged ridgelines slathered in deep spring snow. The spiky peaks 

look more like Switzerland than the northwest corner of the U.S., 

and it’s easy to see why Route 20 has been called “the most 

beautiful road in Washington”—a state full of mountains and 

beautiful roads.

A white Chevy truck with a Washington State Department of 

Transportation logo on the door rounds a corner and approaches 

our two-wheel procession. The two men in the front seat look as 

startled to see us as we are to see them, and they roll to a stop beside 

Jim Jack, a Leavenworth, Washington local and head judge on the 

Freeskiing World Tour.

 “Where are you all headed?” the WSDOT staffer in the passenger 

seat asks through his open window. He’s a weathered-looking guy, 

and seems more amused than concerned. After a few weeks of 

clearing snow from the road, he clearly hasn’t had much interaction 

Top: Jim Jack in his 1970s-era ski bum-mobile.
Bottom: Pedal to the metal: only 2,000 vertical feet to go.

Right: Scott Wicklund embracing plan B after the fireworks show.
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the ridge, we have a panoramic view of the empty road below and 

the even emptier mountains above. We haven’t seen another skier or 

track all weekend. 

After three hours of skinning, we reach the top of Kangaroo Peak 

(8,200 feet). Glaciated, volcanic mountains rise in all directions like 

dark spires heavy with snow. Nearby Glacier Peak (10,541 feet) and 

Silver Star Mountain (8,876 feet) shoot dramatically into the clouds, 

with tantalizing, untracked ski lines dripping from every col—after 700 

inches of snow, the coverage looks like midwinter even in late May. 

The sun is high and the snow is softening to perfect corn when 

we settle onto a rock ledge near the peak’s summit to eat lunch. “And 

now,” Drew reminds us, “we get a pyrotechnics show.” 

The DOT helicopter shows up right on schedule, hovering just 

across the valley from us. It’s a quarter of a mile away, but loud 

enough to feel like it’s right on top of us. The chopper drops its first 

charge in a couloir below the Liberty Bell’s narrow ridge. We have 

front-row seats to a live show for which people in Vegas would pay a 

lot of money. After a distant, echoing ‘boom,’ the snow shatters like a 

broken windshield, sending a massive white tsunami tumbling over a 

thousand feet to the highway below. 

The debris pile swallows a gigantic swath of roadway, settling 

just a couple hundred feet from where we’d left our bikes. Any closer 

and we’d be walking six miles down the road at the end of the day. 

Once all its ammunition is deployed, the helicopter thwacks 

out of the valley, and finally it’s time to ski. One at a time, we carve 

down the peak’s 35° shoulder, and all of our unexpected detours—

the broken trailer, record snows, a closed road and a painful bike 

ride—wash away. Drew, Michele, Jim and the rest of our group arc 

high-speed turns and I chase behind, taking in the sensation of 

perfectly softened grains of corn beneath my skis, and a hundred-

mile mountain view.

We leapfrog down 3,000 vertical feet of increasingly slushy 

snow that our fat skis spread like butter, taking our time and savoring 

each pitch. These might be some of the last turns of the season. 

When the snow runs out at the road, we crack open cans of beer in 

celebration—it’s a “Rainier Moment,” as Drew points out.

There’s one last challenge, however, before reaching the comfort 

of camp. We shoulder our bikes and stumble over the freshly 

deposited avy debris, which the DOT later determines is 10 to 30 

feet deep and covers 650 feet of roadway. It’s like walking over 

two football fields of hardened cement, with small trees and rocks 

scattered throughout. The sun is dipping low in the sky by the time 

we climb onto our bikes and push off down the pass.

We coast six blissful miles downhill to our RVs, which are parked 

around a campfire pit at a deserted campsite. Bratwursts, potato 

chips, baked beans and an extensive flight of ski-bum beers—Miller 

High Life, Rainier and PBR—complete the day. Then, after settling 

into camp chairs around the fire, we spend the rest of the night 

sipping whiskey and brainstorming a better way to strap skis to a 

bike—for the next time nothing goes according to plan. z

shaped camper—I’d purchased it from a vintage truck collector at the 

beginning of the winter. An assortment of friends from throughout 

the northwest would join us, since bed space was plentiful.

Then, in late April, just a few weeks before our planned 

departure, I broke the underbelly of the trailer, snapping its 60-year-

old frame on the bumpy access road to Crystal Mountain. My trailer 

was dead, but I committed to sleeping in the truck and just hanging 

out in the other RVs.

We had bigger problems than broken trailers, however: Massive 

avalanches were nailing the highway. “Word is, the gate is closed,” 

pro skier and Seattle resident Drew Tabke relayed to the group in an 

email a couple weeks before our planned rollout. “People who’ve 

been going up from the east side either walk or bike the six miles to 

the pass. Ugh.”

The reason for the late opening was simple: snow. During the 

spring of 2011, nine feet fell in March and a record seven-and-a-

half feet fell in April on the Cascades’ western slope. Sections of 

the North Cascades Highway were buried by as much as 75 feet of 

avalanche debris. Ultimately, it took until May 25 (a week after our 

trip) for the highway to open—the second-latest opening in the 

highway’s 39-year history (the latest was June 14, 1974). 

As a relative newcomer to Cascade skiing, I called renowned 

mountain photographer John Scurlock (Photo Flyboy, Nov. 2011) to 

see if this kind of snowpack was out of the ordinary. “What puts this 

in perspective is the date of [the highway] opening—four to six weeks 

later than is customary,” Scurlock told me. “That—in combination 

with the 75-foot depth in some of the avalanche paths—make this 

year’s a truly massive and gigantic snowpack.” At least, we thought, 

the skiing would be good.

But the week before our scheduled trip, the weather and 

avalanche forecast turned from cold and low danger to rain, warming 

temperatures and unstable layers. The Northwest Weather and 

Avalanche Center reported, “This is not the weekend you had 

hoped for, but one in which your safest options should not include 

backcountry travel.” 

If we cancelled the trip, it seemed the hardest part would be 

deciding whether to chalk it up to bad conditions, a closed road, or 

my broken trailer. With just a few days to go, however, the weather 

started to look more promising, and Drew was hungry. He wrote 

another group email with a simple idea: “What do you guys think 

about bringing bikes?”

After wishing us luck, the WSDOT workers leave us to our 

climb and 30 minutes later, we stash the bikes in a switchback 

snowbank and gear up for skiing. I’ve never been so happy to put my 

foot into a ski boot, relieved at being done with the clumsiness of the 

bike. It’s warm—low 50s—and Jim and I choose to climb in shorts. It 

finally feels like spring after a long, snowy winter. 

We skin through a stand of pine trees and onto Kangaroo Ridge, 

which curves up the mountainside for 3,000 feet like a thread. From 

Clockwise from top left:  
Captain Kangaroo Michele Manning; Jim Jack and Jamie Callister top out 5,000 feet above 

the RVs; Drew Tabke about to shotgun down the avalanche; Jamie resting between lines. 

Taking cyclocross to the next level: Dan Abrams crossing two 
football fields of frozen Cascade concrete. // Photo: Michele Manning
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