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A Wintery Wonderland
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by: Jill Becker

An average 360 inches of snow a year, a trio of award-winning
resorts, and some of the finest powder in the land make Park
City, Utah, a particularly sublime destination come ski season.

“Break a leg,” he said as I prepared to take my first run down
the slope.

Of course, as soon as he said it, I knew I probably would, in
fact, break a leg.

Luckily, I made it to the bottom of the mountain unscathed.
Although my clumsy descent was far from a thing of beauty.
There were stops and starts, near collisions, and a couple of
falls. But I still had great fun.

Such was my first experience snow skiing, which for reasons too
long to explain here, was with a professional ski club from Texas
on the powdery slopes on Park City, Utah.

And while I can’t say I necessarily loved the sport so much that
I immediately went out and bought my own pair of K2s, I did quickly become enamored with the charms of Park City.

Peak Performance
Just 35 miles from the Salt Lake City International Airport, Park City is easily one of the most accessible mountain retreats in the
country. Originally a silver mining community, it was devastated by fire in 1898 and remained somewhat obscure until the
1940s, when it began to catch on as a ski spot, then shot to international fame in 2002 when it hosted the sledding, downhill,
and ski jumping events of that year’s Winter Olympics.

Situated amid the aspen-covered slopes of the Wasatch Mountains, the city sports more than 9,000 acres of skiable real estate,
averages a good 360 inches of snow a year (the light, fluffy kind often referred to as “the Greatest Snow on Earth”), and boasts
a trio of award-winning ski resorts that are all within five miles of each other — making it the only place in the country to have
its snowbound facilities so close together and convenient.

The first of them is the Park City Mountain Resort, consistently named one of the top 10 family resorts in North America. It
boasts more than 3,300 acres of terrain that rise some 3,000 feet, and features 750 acres of bowls, 14 lifts, 100 runs, and some
of the best halfpipes in the country — including the Eagle Superpipe, where they hosted the 2002 Games. New for the
2008-2009 season are $10 million worth of improvements, including an additional high-speed lift, a new gladed run, and a
complete renovation of its Mid-Mountain Lodge.

The Deer Valley Resort made history more than 25 years ago when it
became the first ski resort in North America to provide the same
first-class service you’d be treated to at a five-star hotel. The amenities
include ski valets, onsite childcare, an award-winning ski school, and
state-of-the-art snowmaking for those rare days when Mother Nature
doesn’t cooperate. Deer Valley is also one of only three resorts in North
America that is off-limits to anyone other than skiers (snowboarders take
note!).

The Canyons Resort is one of the country’s largest ski and snowboard
resorts. In addition to the many on-mountain activities (from skiing to
snowshoeing to dog sledding), there are options galore off-slope as well.
For example, treat yourself to a luxurious spa treatment, some first-rate
shopping, or a little après-ski entertainment.

Park City is nothing if not evolving, though, and can always be counted
on for new and exciting developments. Among them is the Sky Lodge,
which opened a year ago and is already winning accolades for its
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Manhattan-meets-the-mountains vibe, combining traditional craftsmanship (think hand-planed hickory floors and 100-year-old
wood columns) and high-tech conveniences (like flat-panel, high-def TVs and commercial-grade appliances). Coming in August is
a St. Regis, the first and only Waldorf-Astoria property to be located in a ski area. Among its luxuries will be a heated infinity
pool and butler service. An outpost of the famed Golden Door Spa, boasting a full menu of both pampering treatments and
fitness classes, will be unveiled when the new Dakota Mountain Lodge condominium/hotel opens in June. Also debuting later this
year is the High West Distillery, where visitors will be able to stop in for tours and tastings of Utah’s only locally made spirits:
unique rye, not bourbon, whiskeys and vodkas distilled from oats rather than the usual potatoes. And this spring, the Park City
Historical Society & Museum will reopen after undergoing an $8.9 million renovation and expansion.

 

Of course, there are the old Park City standbys, the places and spaces
that help draw in visitors year after year. Obvious among them are the
varied winter sports options, be it taking a guided snowmobile tour or
horse-drawn sleigh ride through beautiful backcountry landscapes,
ice-skating at the Olympic-size rink at Quinn’s Junction Recreation
Complex, snowtubing at Gorgoza Park, or cross-county skiing on the
groomed trails of the Wasatch-Cache National Forest.

If you’d rather stay out of the elements, there are stores galore to
explore along Main Street, at the Tanger Outlet Center, or any of the
area’s other shopping areas. Or maybe you’d rather do your buying at
one of the town’s 20-plus art galleries, like the Kimball Art Center or
Images of Nature. You could also take in a show—of everything from
ballet to brass bands—at the Eccles Center for the Performing Arts. The
options are many.

 

A Summer Place
Despite Park City’s popularity as a ski spot, authorities are quick to point out that it’s actually an ideal year-round destination.
Notes Craig McCarthy, of the Park City Chamber of Commerce and Visitors Bureau: “Our summer season is really growing.”

Some of the thanks for that can be attributed to Park City’s 7,000-foot elevation, which ensures that it is typically a good 10
degrees cooler than Salt Lake City and other surrounding areas at lower elevations. Other factors include its secluded mountain
setting and, as in the winter, the endless recreational opportunities. For instance, think you can’t take a spin down the city’s
Olympic bobsled course just because there’s no snow and ice on the ground? Think again. Come summer, the folks at Utah
Olympic Park simply swap a bobsled with blades for one with wheels, and then you and two friends, steered by an official driver,
can scream down the course at more than 70 miles an hour. And just because it’s the off-season doesn’t mean the chairlifts
aren’t in use. Instead of skiers and snowboarders, they whisk hikers, bikers, and your everyday sightseers up the mountain,
where they can check out the view or access the more than 50 miles of scenic trails.

What’s also special about the off-season is that it’s when travelers can snatch up some great bargains. For example, Craig
McCarthy tells us that a hotel that goes for $1,000 a night in January or February can be had for as little as $99 off-peak.
Another money saver? All of the public transportation in Park City is absolutely free, so you can not only get around without
having to worry about having exact change, but also without even having to rent a car.
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