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A ' efore 1 lived in New England my wife and T used to
, make an annual pilgrimage from Maryland to ski
_ N DR ’ ' Tuckerman Ravine, on the east side of New Hampshire’s
3. t }’ ) o YRR } f Mt. Washington. As fun as it was, it was always a little disap-
% 2 wif '{ : ’ ; : : ;_ ¢ .. pointing to drive 12 hours, skin for three miles, hike for an hour, and crest the
I } 1=k PR AR bowl to find 700 people with radios, barbeques, and no fresh powder in sight. On

¢ - ik ch R Fom a typical spring day the snowcat-packed trail to “the Bowl” is so crowded that it is
more full of potholes than postholes. In midwinter, when the best powder is fall-
4 ing, so are avalanches on Tuckerman’s steep slopes. Little did we know that an
1 hour away is a much less visited area, full of great runs, glades, and quintessential
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New England skiing—minus the crowds.
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In search of northeastern powder stashes without a
carnival atmosphere, we explored the Phillips Brook
Backcountry Recreation area during a January full moon.
Despite its association with a logging company, the
Phillips Brook area is a well-preserved chunk of land,
remote and beautiful—especially in the winter when the
logging activity is at a minimum. The area is big, over
24,000 acres, and is owned by the International Paper
company. However, it is leased to a private cooperation
that manages the land tract. The area, including 75 miles
of trails and 11 yurts, is comprised of logging roads
(mostly inactive). Cut deep into the mountains, these trails
provide access to superb eastern glades and chutes.

Driving into the gate, the snowy access road follows
a cascading stream (great summer trout fishing) for miles.
We encountered two dogsled teams and one parked car
after 30 minutes on this road, buried under three feet of
snow. Not only is there no evidence of crowds, there is
also little evidence of logging. The woods are thick and
clear cutting is practically absent. We were surprised to
find such wild country so close to the crowded Timber-
land-and-Dansk-outlet lined streets of North Conway.

From the trailhead we skinned up moderate terrain
to the Millsfield yurt. It sits in the middle of perfect glades.
Below the yurt drip a series of narrow, steeper chutes,
almost like the classic old-fashioned trails that wind with,
not against, the fall line at old-school Vermont ski areas
like Mad River Glen. Scattered birch groves dotted the
hillsides, interspersed with hardwoods and pines—the
perfect eastern blend. There were even a few cliffs to be
hucked, buried in the forest.

The eastern backcountry is known for its jungle-
esque density, but around Millsfield the trees were per-
fectly spaced, reminiscent of an American Airlines com-
mercial showing Billy Kidd bouncing through “cham-
pagne powder” in the aspen trees at Steamboat Springs.
After a day of cutting up two feet of fresh powder in this
area we settled into the yurt, sharing Jim Beam and Top
Ramen with two wool-clad, bearded canoe builders from
Maine. We sat on the deck sipping bourbon at 2 a.m.
watching the amazing green and pink ribbons of the Au-
rora Borealis ripple in the sky.

The next morning, in the glades, we met a group
from Vermont who was passing through during a traverse.
“Pretty sweet, huh?” the group leader asked.

Ben, the leader, was skiing on old wooden Tuas and
well-broken-in leather boots. His soles were smooth, like
a seasoned pair of combat boots (clearly pre-Vibram). He
propped his bamboo poles into his armpits, brushed the
snow off the bottom of his wool slacks (which he wore
with neon pink gaiters), and asked us, “Been to the back
side yet?”

“Nope....wait, what backside?” 1 ignorantly re-
sponded.

“Over the top. Cmon.”

We followed Ben and his two brothers behind the
yurt, up a narrow dyke, through the thick brush, and
finally to the ridgeline. It was easy to see why the yurt was
built lower down; there was no view from this ridge. We
continued to bushwhack for about a mile. Finally, the
ridge opened up. To the east, plenty of fine lines jumped

out at us as the thick trees melted into per-
fectly spaced glades, far from the reach of
the closest logging road. All natural. Not too
steep, we cut in and out, gaining speed
through the glades, stomping through the
thicket and letting loose again as the den-
sity decreased. We finally climbed back up
to the ridge and back to the yurt, where we
skied out. The trip out was almost as fun as
the glades—at least 10-foot wide strips of
fresh powder flanked either side of our nar-
row tracks up. After two miles of freshies
we were back at the truck.

Returning to the truck was not the
plan. Our route was going to take us from
Millsfield to the Dummer Ridge Yurt, eight
miles south. From there we would head west
to the Long Mountain Yurt, finishing a
traverse of the range that makes up the spine

of the Phillips Brook. We had bottles of wine,
steaks, potatoes, and ice cream in the truck for
the last day of the trip, but after seeing the
amenities of the yurts, like Millsfield, we were
kicking ourselves for leaving the good stuff at
the car and settling for dried noodles. The yurts
had all the silverware, pots, and propane needed
to whip up a huge feast without bringing any-
thing but the food itself. Had [ read the detailed
information pack the Phillips Brook manager
sent, [ would have known.

Anyone who has ever done a hut-to-hut
trip knows that, other than getting in turns, in-
dulging in a big meal with wine is the most im-
portant thing. So we spent that night re-orga-
nizing our gear in the East Branch Yurt, one of
the three yurts only a short walk from the access
road that cuts up the middle of the wilderness
area. True to hut-to-hut tradition we filled all
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the space in our packs (plus some)—made avail-
able by leaving tents, ThermaRests, stoves, and
more—uwith wine, brownies, wine, steaks, and wine.

That night we had a perfect sky, clear enough
to see the entire Milky Way. It was cold, but a rip-
ping fire kept the yurt toasty. Just as we were doz-
ing off we heard the soft, deliberate crunching of
snow just on the other side of the canvas wall from
our bunk. We got up and cracked the door. There,
under a near-full moon, were two moose—one bull,
one cow, The larger of the two must have been 14
feet tall. He was no more than four feet from the
door of the yurt, staring right into our eyes. Under
the bright moon his huge nostrils, big enough to
shove a raquetball into, spewed steam into the cold
night air.

“Grab a camera!!” Carolyn loudly whispered
to me. I shifted my weight, the floor creaked, and
the moose ran. We went back to bed. In the morn-
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ing the whole area was trampled with hoof prints.

The next day we skied up to the Long Moun-
tain Yurt, situated at 3615 feet, the highest yurt in
the area. This area had much more to offer than
the previous yurt, and the setting was spectacu-
lar. A 4.1-mile ski up the Jodrey Brook trail from
the valley brought us to the face of Long Moun-
tain. Two long traverses through wide glades and
we were on the ridge, looking back on the
Dummer Ridge and the valley. After passing a
steep chute that descends to “The Granite Shoul-
der” (excellent powder stashes), the trail winds
through the trees emerging on the ridge’s far side.
The yurt sits in a clearing that gapes right at the
north face of Mount Washington, Mount Madi-
son, Mount Adams, and the lesser peaks of the
White Mountains.

Ben said this was the best skiing in the
Phillips Brook drainage. He said higher elevation
equaled more powder—a scarce commodity in
the middle of the notorious, eastern mid-winter
thaw. It was true. The snow was well over five feet
deep. At least that’s how far | sunk in when |
stepped off the deck to get more fi rewood from
under the yurt. After dropping our packs we back-
tracked to an unmarked trail atop the ridge called
the “String of Pearls Trail.” We skinned for about
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a mile across the ridge, heading neither up nor
down. Surrounded by thick trees I was getting
skeptical that this was the “classic Phillips Brook
skiing,” we were told about. Thinking 1 was go-
ing to have to settle for a tour of the ridge, I was
pleased to see the thick trees on the downslope
side of the trail thin out and give way to an entire
mountainside of perfect glades. I went one way,
Carolyn went another, and we didn’t see each other
for an hour, until we passed each other crossing a
brook at the bottom. A few runs and we were back
at the yurt. The sun set just behind Long Moun-
tain and a brilliant pink lit up the heavy clouds
that had sunk into the valley, leaving the snowy
peaks of the Presidential Range spiking through
the mist like islands in the ocean.

After our feast we headed back to the String
of Pearls Trail. The moon was so bright, spar-
Kling off the surface hoar, we never needed to turn
on our headlamps. After two runs we sat down on
alog to have a sip of coffee. Carolyn gripped the
thermos with both hands and took a sip. Steam
rolled across her face. “Listen,” she said to me.
Down the hill, very faintly, we heard the firm but
delicate crunching of snow.
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Phillips Brook Backcountry Area is able
to exist because of a dynamic, symbiotic re-
lationship between timber companies and
land conservation managers. Because of the
nature of this relationship, the Phillips Brook
area is granted a “year by year” lease. This
lease will not be renewed this year and will
expire in November 2003. Phillips Brook yurts
will be relocating to a new area, though the
exact location is still undecided. Ideally, says
Bill Altenburg, one of the founders, they will
be moved to a large land area, similar and
very close to the present backcountry area,
in Northern New Hampshire. The other op-
tion is to relocate the yurts to Northern Ver-
mont, on land near the towns of Topsham and
Washington where the managers already have
a 30-year lease with Meadowsend Timber-
lands. The move will start this spring, when
the yurts will be relocated to a spot on the
Connecticut River for the canoe season and
then on to their final winter destination in the
mountains. Though the yurts will be moved,
new potential areas will offer comparable
skiable terrain, annual snowfall and yurt
amenities. Although we hate to see any

.,.i,_ b, FHENNSTE

b Pk Trall [

Th Loamzg My Virrt

The Bend \.m"'-. 1

e Thie Dismmser Ridge Trai] j}‘

-f\ .,4'3"' ki Vit

“_q'n.

o
% ! The Entrance to the Park

UL __m..,

The Fars M,
The Purts Lot
3 The Paris Office

3 ’

backcountry area access lost, it's exciting to
think that brand new, previously unskied ar-
eas are still out there (in the East, no less!)
that will soon be at out disposal. For more
information on potential changes in these ar-
eas, 9o to www.phillipsbrook.org.

The Phillips Brook area encompasses a lot
of peaks and, even though many offer
grades of greater than 25°, the topogra-
phy and surface anchors make avalanche
danger virtually non-existent. Even in the
steeper areas, slides are not a danger, as
these areas are winding and less severe in
grade—so you can leave the shovel and
beacon at home. In addition to the yurt
system, the area offers beds in a rustic log
cabin-style lodge, which we found to be
great for arriving late and getting organized
early. Despite its remote feel, weekends
and full moons book early, so call in ad-
vance. The area is open year-round, so hut-
to-hut hiking, biking and whitewater
kayaking are also options for the off sea-
son. For more information call 800,TRAILS.8
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