
118 ||   10.2013

119119

Kirkweird
When Vail Resorts bought Kirkwood, a rowdy, off-the-grid ski 
area deep in California’s Sierra Nevada, local skiers feared the 
mountain would go all posh and squishy. Vail Resorts’ plan? 
Save the mountain—don’t change it.
 
Words By Megan Michelson

In the distance, it looks 
like a storm is brewing. 

From atop Chair 6 at 
Kirkwood, looking west 
toward the Pacific, we see 
inky clouds gathering on 
the horizon. It’s February, 
but the day is sunny and 
springlike, and the Tahoe 
area desperately needs new 
snow. So perhaps we’re just 
imagining a blizzard that 
isn’t true.

“It’s going to bring 40 
days and 40 nights of 
storms,” says Kevin “Coop” 
Cooper, Kirkwood’s com-
munications manager and 
self-appointed  “director of 
stoke.” “There will be deep 
troughs,” he predicts.

It’s a bold promise. But 
storms of Biblical propor-
tions aren’t uncommon at 
the resort. They get stuck 
in the box canyon where 
Kirkwood is located, swirl-
ing in a vortex for days on 
end. A few years ago, I vis-
ited during a storm so fero-
cious it shut the mountain 
down for a day. The next 
morning dawned clear, and 
the powder—a miraculous 

37 inches in 48 hours—felt 
infinitely deep.

Kirkwood’s base eleva-
tion, 7,800 feet, is about a 
thousand feet higher than 
any other Tahoe ski area’s, 
so when it rains elsewhere, 
it’s often snowing here. The 
average annual snowfall 
is 600 inches—140 more 
than nearby Heavenly’s. 
Kirkwood marketers have 
adopted a nickname for the 
resort’s freak storms and 
powder-magnet quali-
ties: “the K-Factor.” Some 
locals have a different 
definition of the phrase: 
Anytime something weird 
or unlucky happens at 
Kirkwood, that too is the 
K-Factor.

“The K-Factor is the geo-
graphic effect of the storms 
coming in. When it’s not 
snowing anywhere else, it’s 
snowing here,” Coop tells 
me. “But it’s been taken 
wrong, too, as in we’re 
always broken. It’s every-
thing bad that happens at 
Kirkwood. Powerhouse 
burns down? Blame it on 
the K-Factor. Generator 

dies? K-Factor.” 
And when a wind gust 

blew the terrain park’s air-
bag into Chair 6, derailing 
the cable? K-Factor.

Kirkwood is 20 miles 
from the power grid. It gen-
erates its own electricity, 
and cell-phone coverage 
is spotty. The remoteness 
is part of its charm, but 
the real reason dedicated 
skiers make the trek here 
is for 2,000 vertical feet of 
steep, rugged terrain with 
so few people that they 
truly can find powder for 
days after a storm.

That under-the-radar 
quality isn’t good for 
business, though, and Kirk-
wood has struggled. Base 
area amenities have des-
perately needed face-lifts, 
and 30-year-old chairlifts 
have required updates, but 
the money wasn’t there.

“We’re fiercely proud, 
but we’re old,” Coop says. 
“We’re not necessarily 
broken, but we do need to 
be fixed. We need a capital 
injection.”

In February 2012, that 
financing arrived. Vail 
Resorts bought Kirkwood 
for $18 million, a relative 
bargain for the 2,300 ski-
able acres, all of the resort 
properties, plus some 

undeveloped land. (By 
comparison, Vail Re-
sorts bought Heavenly 
for around $100 million 
in 2002.)

Vail Resorts, the ski 
industry’s biggest player, 
also owns Tahoe’s 
Northstar as well as its 
Colorado areas: Vail, 
Beaver Creek, Keystone, 
and Breckenridge.  And 
soon after the Kirkwood 
purchase, Vail Resorts 
bought Afton Alps in Min-
nesota and Mount Brigh-
ton in Michigan. Then in 
May, it took over operation 
of Canyons Resort in Utah.

Kirkwood is quite unlike 
the other Vail Resorts 
properties, which cater 
to upscale skiers with 
intensive grooming, luxury 
lodging, fine dining, and 
boutique shopping. It’s a 
decidedly no-frills kind of 
place, where legitimately 
good skiing is the only 
thing happening. But that, 
it turns out, was the draw 
for Vail Resorts, which saw 
an opportunity to attract a 
more hardcore customer to 
its portfolio.

Naturally, some Kirk-
wood locals feared the 
worst. And I’ve come here 
not just to ski but to find 
out how—or if—the area 

and its quirky culture have 
changed under mega-
corporate ownership. It’s a 
question many U.S. resorts 
face, as large conglomer-
ates swallow up more 
independent ski areas. Can 
a ski area keep its charac-
ter? And without corporate 
money, do these smaller 
resorts stand a chance?

Luckily, my guide for the 
day holds the answers to 
those questions.

“When they bought us, 
Vail asked what our motto 
was,” Coop says. “You 
know Beaver Creek’s motto 
— ‘Not Exactly Rough-
ing It.’ We just said, ‘We 
don’t need a motto. We’re 
Kirkwood.’”

Kirkwood isn’t easy to 
get to, so if you end up here, 
it’s because you’ve made a 
deliberate decision. 

As you leave behind the 

Kirkwood  
marketers 
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freak storms 
and powder- 

magnet  
qualities: “the 
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» Craig Garbiel gettin’ shacked right off Chair 6. 

» Justin Schiller finds something slashable. 
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congested highways of 
Sacramento or the casinos 
of South Lake Tahoe, 
Highway 88 climbs and 
twists through jagged 
peaks to the Icebox, a 
dramatic, rocky canyon 
that signals your arrival in 
the Kirkwood Basin.

Besides the historic 
Kirkwood Inn, built in 1864 
by Zachariah Kirkwood as 
a way station for pioneers 
(it still has bullet holes in 
the walls), there’s not much 
else at the entrance to Kirk-
wood. A lone gas station 
near the turnoff closed 
years ago. 

The base village is 
equally sparse: a hand-
ful of dated condos and 
hotels, a general store, a 
post office in the old Red 
Cliffs lodge, a couple of 
bars, a cafeteria. When I 
check into my condo, the 
clerk warns me, “Get food 

early. Things close around 
here.” The Cornice Grill 
is the only place open at 
8 p.m. on a Wednesday, 
and there’s barely a soul in 
there. By nine, the kitchen 
is dark.

A few days later, I wait 
to meet Coop at the base of 
Chair 6. He’s 20 minutes 
late. When I call, I get his 
voice-mail greeting: “Hey, 
it’s Coop. I’m either out of 
cell range or out partying.”

Eventually he shows up, 
carrying fat powder skis 
in expectation of a storm. 
He’s 50 years old and 
sports the long blond hair 
and youthful enthusiasm 
of a guy who surfs when he 
isn’t skiing.

We lap packed powder 
in Sentinel Bowl off Chair 
6, then move over to 
Chair 10—The Wall—and 
pick steep, short drops 
into Wagon Wheel Bowl. 
Looming above The Wall 
is a cliff-studded peak 
called the Cirque, which 
has been closed to the pub-
lic since the mid-1980s. 

In recent years, it’s been 
the only U.S. venue on the 
Freeride World Tour.

On the 15-minute ride 
up the ancient triple, Coop 
tells me his plan to allow 
more skiers access to 
the Cirque. Last season, 
through a program called 
Expedition Kirkwood, the 
first guided public skier 
made his way into the 
55-degree terrain.

It all feels very un-
Vail-like, starting with 
Coop himself. He’s a little 
offbeat, and you never 
know what he’s going to 
say next. “Vail was freaked 
about me,” he admits. He’s 
the one who issues the 
daily snow report (“I don’t 
lie about the snowfall like 
a lot of resorts”), and he’s 
recently taken over the 
resort’s Facebook page 
(“I’m like, ‘We’ve got to 
stop these cliché one-liner 
marketing slogans.’ People 
were berating us.”).

He’s intensely loyal 
to Kirkwood, and it’s no 
wonder why. He’s a part of 

the family here. 
Years ago, Coop worked 

as an “aviation survival-
man,” or rescue swimmer, 
in the Coast Guard, and 
then as a rock-concert 
medic for Haight Ashbury 
Free Clinics in San Fran-
cisco. He was between 
shows with the Stone 
Temple Pilots and the  
Butthole Surfers in 1993 
when a friend told him 
about Kirkwood. He 
showed up on a powder 
day. That afternoon, he 
walked into the rental 
shop and asked for a job. 
He’s been a Kirkwood 
mainstay ever since.

That first season, he 
spotted an attractive 
blonde on the lift who later 
became his wife. She was 
Caroline Reuter, daughter 
of Dick Reuter, the former 
Squaw Valley mountain 
manager who uprooted 
his family in the 1970s 
to move to the wilder-
ness that co-founder 
Bud Klein promised him 
would be the next great 

ski area. Klein had already 
spent years getting For-
est Service permits and 
petitioning to get Highway 
88 plowed in the winter. 
Together, Reuter and 
Klein opened Kirkwood in 
1972. Kirkwood passed on 
to different owners, always 
struggling to attract 
destination travelers. It 
declared bankruptcy in the 
1990s. By 2012, if a new 
company didn’t sweep in, 
there was a chance that 
Kirkwood would close  
for good.

Enter some corporate 
executives from Colorado.

Coop got the call at 4:30 
a.m. in February 2012 
about Vail Resorts’ pur-
chase of his beloved hill. It 
was good news, he says.

“There was some shock 
among the locals. They 
thought Vail was going 
to turn everything into 
Disneyland. But we don’t 
have to make s’mores 
like Northstar or have 
the nightlife of Heavenly. 

» Opposite:  
Quaint little 
Kirkwood. 
From top 
to bottom: 
Coop in his 
element; 
The Cirque, 
FWT venue; 
Deep in 
Wagon 
Wheel 
Bowl. 

It all feels 
very un-Vail-
like, starting 
with Coop 
himself. He’s 
a little off-
beat, and 
you never 
know what 
he’s going 
to say next.  

Vail brought us on to add 
that authenticity of a big 
mountain. They look at ev-
ery resort as an individual 
experience, and this place’s 
experience is about big-
mountain.”

Casey Blann, Kirkwood’s 
general manager, came 
over from Heavenly once 
the deal was final. “It was 
a perfect opportunity for 
us,” Blann says, “because 
Kirkwood offers that 
big-mountain terrain to a 
much greater degree than 
Vail Resorts’ other Tahoe 
resorts. Kirkwood is the 
perfect complement.”

Once skiers from 
Northstar and Heavenly 
could use their passes at 
Kirkwood, there was an 
influx of beginner and 
intermediate skiers ac-
cidently loading Chair 10, 
which accesses only expert 
terrain. They’d get stuck up 
top, petrified. There were 
also more downloads on 
Chair 6 than ever before. 
So resort management 
installed warning signs 
that said, “The terrain on 
this lift isn’t like anything 
you’re used to at your  
home hill.” 

Most changes have 
been subtle, according to 
the locals I spoke with. 
Bub’s Pub went back to its 
original name, the Cornice 
Grill, and some memora-
bilia was removed from the 
walls, including an X-ray 
of the broken femur Glen 
Plake sustained during a 
Warren Miller film shoot 
in Kirkwood’s legendary 
Heart Chute. 

The new owners added 
slow-skiing zones, more 
signage, and extra patrol-
lers. They added safety 
bars (“comfort bars,” Vail 
calls them) on all chairlifts 
and groomed more terrain. 
Lift queues are better 
organized, and tickets 
get scanned. (Before Vail, 
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there were entire days 
when your ticket was 
never checked.) Employ-
ees got new uniforms and 
were told to wear helmets 
when on the job. There’s a 
newly enforced dog-leash 
rule, and friendly staffers 
occasionally hand out free 
hot chocolate and cookies. 
Starting in 2014, the local 
utility plans to extend 
power lines to Kirkwood, 
meaning the resort will 
run on reliable electricity 
for the first time in its 40-
year history.

The only things locals 
have really complained 
about are modest in-
creases in the prices of lift 
tickets, burgers, and beer. 
“The food quality hasn’t 
necessarily gone up, but 
the price has,” one long-
time pass holder tells me.

“There are going to be 
people who aren’t happy,” 
Coop admits. “They 

wanted to come here 
because it was cheap. But 
you can’t run a mountain 
at the level everyone wants 
when it’s cheap. You can’t 
survive that way.”

And as long as Vail 
Resorts doesn’t change 
the one thing people come 
to Kirkwood for—the ski-
ing—then most locals say 
they’ll be OK.

“The biggest complaints 
I’ve heard are rather mi-
nor,” says Josh Daiek, a pro 
skier and Kirkwood local. 
“On the flip side, lifts open 
on time, and the mountain 
is as fun as ever. All in all, I 
think the feedback is more 
positive than negative.”

Casey Cane, who has 
skied Kirkwood since he 
was a boy and now brings 
his family here from the 
Bay Area, says he initially 
thought Vail Resorts own-
ership was a bad thing. 
“But then, as it sinks in, 

you think, ‘They have a lot 
of money. They can save 
this place.’ They basically 
haven’t changed anything 
ski-related, and that’s the 
most important thing.”

Vail Resorts execs insist 
they don’t plan to change 
what makes Kirkwood 
Kirkwood. Blann says the 
approach to upgrades will 
be conservative starting 
with upgrades to food, 
lodging, grooming, and 
avalanche control. “We 
weren’t going to come in 
in a day and change every-
thing. We’ve spent the first 
year getting a feel for what 
improvements are needed. 
We’re looking at more 
long-term opportunities.”

And perhaps that’s the 
biggest change of all at 
Kirkwood—that there’s a 
future to look forward to. 
Employees have job secu-
rity. Pass holders no longer 
worry that the resort will go 

out of business midseason.
Sure, Vail Resorts will 

continue to tweak the ski 
area’s facade, but there’s 
no way it can touch the 
heart of Kirkwood, even if 
it wanted to. Its middle-of-
nowhere feel, its diehard lo-
cals, its bottomless powder, 
and its steep terrain—none 
of that is going anywhere, 
no matter how many wine 
bars or spas get built.

 On my way out of Kirk-
wood, I pass rusting RVs in 
the parking lot. A few stray 
dogs flout the leash law. It’s 
still pretty empty around 
here, but a few skiers 
congregate around their 
cars to swap stories about 
the day. As I turn out of the 
entrance and back toward 
civilization, I glance up. 
Sure enough, just as Coop 
promised, the snow starts 
to fall.  

“There are 
going to be 
people who 
aren’t  
happy,” 
Coop ad-
mits. “They 
wanted to 
come here 
because it 
was cheap. 
But you 
can’t run a 
mountain 
at the level 
everyone 
wants when 
it’s cheap. 
You can’t 
survive that 
way.” 
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Former Skiing editor Megan 
Michelson calls Alpine  
Meadows her home hill.

» Goodnight moon. Goodnight Kirkwood. 


