
If Instagram hashtags were today’s 
bumper stickers, every Subaru in Vermont would 
be plastered with #outsideisfree. I like the sentiment, but it’s pure 
bullshit. Most of the time, #outsideisfree is virtually tacked to a 
picture of someone having a lovely outdoor experience facilitated 
by a trunk full of not-free stuff, like Austrian skis, Italian boots, 
German bindings, Norwegian poles, Colorado backpacks, California 
jackets, New York sunglasses, Swiss skins, and, well, you get the 
idea. Not to mention the $60,000 SUV they took to get there, and 
the ultra premium unleaded inside the tank. The last time I checked, 
#outsideisfree had been used in more than 1.4 million Instagram 
posts. That’s a lot of false advertising.

A truer statement, with the same message, has only been used three 
times: #outsideiskey. If I had a mantra to guide my daily life, that 
would be it. The physical evidence is in my walkout basement in 
Woodstock, Vermont, where all manner of outdoor sports implements 
are neatly arranged. On a more intellectual level, living according to 
#outsideiskey means knowing how to milk New England winters 
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for all they offer. It means knowing where to go when it snows, and 
where to go when it doesn’t. After 15 years in these parts, I think I’ve 
got it figured out.

When the snow is piling up, I head for the backcountry skiing 
zones in Brandon and Braintree created and managed by RASTA, 
the Rochester/Randolph Area Sports Trails Alliance. For a few 
years now, RASTA and its many volunteers have worked with 
the Green Mountain National Forest (in Brandon) and private 
landowners (in Braintree) to carve fall-line runs out of the woods 
on high-elevation, north-facing mountains. Each RASTA zone has 
ample public parking, a kiosk with a map, and clearly marked skin 
tracks and runs—a notable departure from Vermont’s secret glades 
and bushwhacking epics.

Thanks to RASTA, on a particularly memorable powder Thursday 
last season, some friends and I skied 10 laps in Braintree—and pretty 
much tracked out the whole place. We started on 2,901-foot Skidoo 
Mountain, where an ancient orchard glade funnels to stashes both 
obvious and hidden. Then we skied across the ridge to the more 
remote Twin Peaks zone and trenched the shorter but steeper lines 
before skiing the snowmobile trail back to our cars. Famished, we 
drove 20 minutes to South Royalton and gorged ourselves on wood-
fired burgers and craft beers at the Worthy Burger.

When time is shorter, I find other ways to ski tour for powder 
in Vermont. Pico Mountain, adjacent to Killington, closes its lifts on 
Tuesdays and Wednesdays, and the mountain allows uphill skiing if 
you buy a $20 season pass. The climb to the summit is nearly 2,000 
vertical feet, so one run takes me about an hour, round trip. I’ve had 
so many untracked Wednesdays there over the years, I’d be willing to 
bet Ullr was born on hump day. Suicide Six, in Pomfret, is my other 
haunt. I get there at seven or eight and skin a few laps before the 

lifts open at nine. The vertical drop is only 600-feet, but as the name 
implies, Suicide Six is consistently steep and thrilling. A side bonus 
is that all those transitions from skinning to skiing have made me a 
more efficient mountain traveler.

If the backcountry is compromised by a thaw-freeze cycle, I get 
even more local and grab my skate skis and head for the Woodstock 
Inn’s Nordic Adventure Center. The manager there, Nick Mahood, 
is a former collegiate Nordic racer who coaches the local high school 
team. He knows how to massage the snow into perfect corduroy. The 
groomed 25 kilometers on the golf course and Mount Peg offer pancake-
flats, steady climbs, and a descent from Mount Peg where I hit 40 mph 
when I’m feeling brave. Later in the winter, Mahood grooms another 
15km at Mount Tom, on perfectly-graded carriage trails. 

When natural snow is in short supply, though, I drive 15 miles to 
Killington. The resort’s 1,700 snow-guns cover 60 acres with 12 inches 
of fresh snow every 24 hours, and its fleet of 17 snowcats can groom 
40 miles of trails overnight. Meaning the Beast of the East is my skiing 
insurance policy. In my 20s, I systematically scoured the trails and 
woods for the best snow. Nowadays, I guide my two kids on classic 
runs like Superstar and Cascade and build their skills in the Stash 
Terrain Park.

Now for the wildcard. You won’t find a fat bike in my basement, 
but you will find a set of hockey skates. Sometimes it rains in 
January, and the snow melts so fast that even Killington can’t keep 
up. But then the temperatures plummet for a few days and the local 
lakes turn to glass. My tip? Dig out your skates and drive up to Silver 
Lake, in Barnard. Go glide around in the wind, say hi to the ice-
fishers, have a hot chocolate at the country store.

Whatever the winter brings next, you and your new hashtag will 
be ready for it. 
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