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In 2007, longtime Alaska ski guide Kirsten Kremer landed a big trip. A group of her more advanced heli-ski clients 
wanted her to guide them up 20,310-foot Denali and ski down from the highest peak in North America. They’d ascend the West Buttress 
route with lightweight alpine touring gear, summit, then glide down through the upper Football Field before picking off steep lines in the 
Messner Couloir or Orient Express.

But a few months before the trip, Mountain Trip International, the commercial guiding company under whose permit Kremer would 
operate, told her that Denali National Park was prohibiting any unroped travel for guided parties outside of established camps. The rule 
included skiing downhill. “I said ‘hell no,’ I’m not going to be on a rope with clients skiing 50-degree terrain,” says Kremer. “If they fall, I 
get pitched. And just because they’re on a rope doesn’t mean they’re protected.”

Kremer canceled the trip, which would have earned her between seven and ten thousand dollars—significant income for a full-time 
guide. And Kremer isn’t alone, since the National Park’s dated rule mandates that guided parties above base camp be roped up at all times, 
it’s effectively killed any opportunity for guided skiing on Denali—an activity with growing demand.

As little as 15 years ago, ski guiding big lines with clients was not only rare in the U.S., it was hardly even a pipedream. Then, in June 
of 2004, Exum Mountain Guides’ Doug Coombs and Mark Newcomb guided Cameron Romero down the Ford Couloir of Wyoming’s 
Grand Teton. After gaining 7,000 feet of elevation—including vertical ice—they cut confident turns on steep, firm snow above colossal 
exposure. These days, skiing the Grand is a trade route for locals, and each winter Exum leads a handful of clients down the East Face. 

mtn   report

Drop the Rope
In certain terrain, skiing downhill while tied to another 
person is beyond dangerous, so why does Denali 
National Park still require it? by Scott Yorko
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But as the guided ski mountaineering 
market matures, many highly skilled but 
time-crunched skiers and splitboarders are 
eyeing Denali. The massif is famous for 
some of the gnarliest weather on earth, but 
also for its big mountain freeskiing terrain, 
which, unlike many ski mountaineering 
objectives, often has good snow.
“The Park is huge and there’s a ton of ski 

mountaineering potential,” says professional 
steep skier Chris Davenport, who, along 
with Kremer and Nick DeVore, put up four 
first descents from the North summit in 
2007 on a 14-day shredfest where they skied 
just about every possible run from both of 
the mountain’s peaks. “The terrain offers an 
awesome skiing, guiding, and educational 
opportunity for people.”

Davenport thinks that decisions on how 
to safely manage clients should be made 

by professional mountain guides, not the 
National Park Service, which is adminis-
tered by several nonskiers. But until the 
NPS recognizes unroped ski guiding as a 
legitimate endeavor on Denali and Rainier 
(which has similar regulations), guides 
like Kremer, along with their clients, will 
stay away.

Not only is skiing downhill while tied to 
another person undesirable for clients, but 
it’s incredibly dangerous in committing ter-
rain. Sure, ropes are essential for navigating 
difficult features, especially lowering a client 
past an icy crux or into a vertical entrance, 
but skiing avalanche terrain, steep faces, 
and even certain crevassed zones on a rope 
team is just plain stupid. If one person falls 
or gets taken for a ride, their partners, with 
skis on their feet, won’t be able to self-
arrest. Such a scenario could see an entire 

rope team caught in a slide or a crevasse, 
without leaving anyone to mount a rescue. 
Descending one by one on skis also puts 
significantly less force on the snow—vital 
for avalanche terrain and crossing snow 
bridges—while a rope team requires fre-
quent stops, increasing exposure. As the 
American Mountain Guides Association’s 
technical handbook states: “Guides should 
carefully consider all other options before 
using the rope when skiing downhill.”

Keith Garvey, owner of All Mountain 
Adventures, ski guided a client off the 
summit in 2014. Garvey skied 10 feet 
behind his client, with both hands coiled 
around the rope. “It was a challenge to 
have the client in front of me without 
being able to see the terrain below us,” he 
says. “It ruins the whole experience.”

But does the park service even want ski-
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ers on its big summits? Colby Coombs, 
owner of Alaska Mountaineering School, 
thinks the park sees guided skiing as just 
another headache to manage, like getting 
people to properly pack out their poop. 
“The park has heard it all, then seen it, 
then bodybagged people, and they’re sick 
of it,” he says. “They don’t want to see a 
bunch of unqualified clients in the park 
skiing and being knuckleheads.”

Mark Allen, IFMGA guide and owner 
of The Mountain Bureau, wonders if the 
rule was left intentionally broad for exactly 
that reason. “My guess is that they created 
a policy that’s so unattractive that no one 
will ever want to do it.” 

To be fair, roped travel above base 
camp has been standard guide protocol on 
Denali since the 1980’s—well before there 
was much interest in guided ski moun-
taineering. But the park service officially 
wrote the policy into their contract provi-
sions in 2004. 

Still, it’s not like Denali never experi-
mented with unroped skiing. In 2009, 

Denali National Park let Mountain Trip 
International ski guide a trip on a trial basis. 
The expedition went well, with a success-
ful summit and descent. But in 2012, the 
NPS developed sudden onset amnesia and 
canned the whole thing, claiming, “We are 
unable to identify means by which authoriz-
ing unroped travel would make experiencing 
Denali safer, in fact, we believe the contrary 
to be true.” Mountain Trip International has 
been pushing for an updated skiing policy 
ever since.

That edict banning unroped skiing was 
crafted by John Leonard, the former South 
District Ranger (who is not a skier). But 
there is a beacon of hope in Leonard’s 2016 
replacement, Tucker Chenoweth, a Colorado 
native who ski patrolled for 10 years and 
has also guided in Alaska, where skiers see 
him as an advocate. “The park knows that 
these types of trips would have a market,” 
he says. “If there’s a new user group want-
ing to come, then there’s room for policy 
to adjust to that. Figuring out how to do it 
safely is a good first step.”

Much of what follows will depend 
on how and when new concession con-
tracts are awarded this spring. The park 
is considering more Commercial Use 
Authorizations (CUA) that act as one-
off permits for guided trips, relinquish-
ing every party from having to operate 
under an existing guiding company’s 
contract stipulations. The CUAs would 
be more flexible with separate rules for 
mountaineering and skiing. And unlike 
existing 10-year contracts, the CUAs can 
be amended every year. Still though, the 
soonest unroped skiing would be allowed 
is 2020.

In the meantime, says current Denali 
National Park superintendent Don Striker, 
“People want to be guided on Denali 
because it’s a big scary place. Concessions 
are the best voice of the demand, but the 
public can be requesting it directly too. 
Keep us on our toes. It’s your park!”
 
To keep Denali rangers on their toes, voice 

your opinion at: nps.gov/dena/contacts.         
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