
OUTTA STATE, MAN


My wife Anne and I were saying goodbye to Chip Chase, owner of White Grass XC Ski Center, at Canaan Valley WVa. We had just completed the annual Ski Touring Section work weekend at White Grass, to help prepare it for the soon-to-arrive ski season. We mentioned to Chip that we had lived in Oregon for over 20 years, and that when we returned to the East coast, we were looking for places to go XC skiing--and people kept mentioning White Grass. Chip said to us, you know, a few years ago some folks told him that White Grass reminded them of Oregon in the 1970s. Anne and I nodded approvingly to each other. A very apt observation, that. The Oregon of the 1970s had a Republican governor leading the nation with legislation to require a deposit on beverage cans and bottles to cut litter and reduce waste, and land use planning to preserve farms and forests from indiscriminate development. A very diverse population of Oregonians, from far left to far right, got along and thought more about making it a better place and a better life, and not looking for reasons to hate or pull things apart. So to us “Oregon of the 1970s” is not some frozen in time style of dress or granola dieting caricature that the Wall Street crowd would like to mockingly invoke. It was and can remain a set of priorities, and attitudes, and a caring for each other that just strikes us as something we could use a little more of right here and now. So, after spending the weekend at White Grass, getting to know it on its own terms, we told Chip that there truly was a sense of place and community there that captured the best of that Oregon of the 1970s. From first-hand experience, we can attest unequivocally that this is a good thing.


But. let’s back up from our farewell chat to Friday afternoon, November 11 as a baker’s dozen of STSers converged on Canaan Valley from the DC/Baltimore area, and other points throughout the mid-Atlantic. This herd of kittens had been rounded up by our leader Lynn Yates for the purpose of providing the hands and muscles for executing Chip’s pre-season to-do list. I don’t mind saying that, even though politically incorrect, it is nice at this stage to be wanted for my body. The crew consisted of Doug Lesar, Erma Cameron, Jack Kangas, Steve Gray, Barry Weston, Peggy Alpert, Steve Brickell, Anne Larsen, Al Larsen, Bert Finklestein, Dalia Melzer, and Dave Collins. Most of us stayed at the house of Jim Norton, who so graciously provided that great accommodation that looks right up the hill at the Timberline downhill ski area. Thanks, so much Jim.


Barry had arrived Thursday evening, and spent a half day working at White Grass on Friday. The rest of us headed over first thing Saturday morning. Chip had organized three work groups, with tasks for each. The STS crew was augmented by again that many other individual volunteers and small groups. We spent a full day spread out all over the White Grass trails, trimming out tree sprouts that had come up in the middle of trails, sawing out downed trees and branches, reinstalling and repairing foot bridges that cross streams or “weeping” ground spots, clearing glade runs, etc. Chip and the White Grass folks prepared lunches and big soup pots for the work crews. At the end of a hard day’s work, they had a terrific lasagna waiting, along with a keg of beer. The food at White Grass, both pre-season and during the season, is tasty and healthy--worth the trip just by itself.


On Sunday morning, we were back at it. Once again, we split into three crews (this time with less augmentation from other workers), and finished off the list that Chip had for the weekend. When we had arrived on Friday, there was snow on the roads. Approaching Canaan Valley from Davis, looking right at the two downhill areas and White Grass, the hills were white and it looked as though the place was primed for skiing rather than working. Of course, we knew it was just a pretty illusion. Sure enough, by Sunday, pretty much any trace of snow was gone--because the weekend had been a beautiful, sunny, 45-50 degree made-for-outdoor treat.


As we pondered the weekend--feeling good about giving back something to STS and the venues we like to ski, the good feel that we all have experienced from a vigorous workout, the cheer of the sunshine on our shoulders, the camaraderie with friends and new acquaintances in the club--Anne and i talked about how White Grass was for us no longer just a venue, a place to go find snow and ski around. Chip and friends have made it a community, focused on skiing to be sure, but so much more than that.  I don’t know if Thomas Wolfe was right or not in observing, “You can’t go home again”. I guess I don’t even ponder that question. What I do know is that you can create a good vibe, just as it existed elsewhere, if the people are of good heart and good intention. We consider ourselves fortunate to have discovered such a vibe at White Grass--and if it captures some of the best of Oregon in the 1970s, so much the better. Out of State, man.
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