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The Trail to Reality

“I expected life to be a never-ending experience of becoming
more of a barefoot Indian running through the woods”

By CHRIS BOLGIANO

HERE IS NO SUCH THING AS A TRULY WAXLESS SKI,"
Chip Chase observes as he melts wax withan
old clothes iron onto the clean, buffed bottom
of a plastic ski. Behind him, a regiment of skis
in every make, size and color stands at attention in orderly
ranks. In front of him, across a large room filled with tables
and chairs, sunlight slants through south-facing windows
that frame the mountainous edge of West Virginia's Canaan
Valley. The chairs are empty and the wood stove s cold, but
it won't be long now before crowds of Mid-Atlantic cross-
country skiers bring the White Grass Ski Touring Center to
warm, jostling life, and Chase is preparing for the onslaught.
“We make more now on a good weekend than we did in
the whole first season,” Chase says. That first hard season was
10 years ago. He was homesteading a small piece of land in
the mountains of western Virginia and working a variety of
odd jobs, from picking apples to cleaning chimneys, either
for cash or in return for goods and services. Filled with an
irrepressible energy that demanded an outlet during thelong,
slow winters, he had taken up cross-country skiing and had
even tried to break tracks near his own place to attract other
enthusiasts.

On a pleasure tour with friends into neighboring West Vir- .

ginia, he happened to ski by a small, dilapidated lodge, aban-
doned when downhill skiing failed to catch on there in the
1960s. Chase's strong entrepreneurial instinct was immedi-
ately engaged. Within a few months he had tracked down
the absentee owner, negotiated a rental agreement, and be-
gun to acquire the rights-of-way for trails on 2,000 adjoining
acres. Several friends invested in the enterprise and helped
to renovate and enlarge the lodge. Chip's wife, Laurie, helped
to develop a natural-foods café to the point where the meal-
sized bowls of vegetarian chili, the cheese-melt sandwiches
with salad topping, the huge oatmeal cookies and the mugs
of hot mulled cider now attract even nonskiers.
Fundamental to Chase’s management of the ski center are
the skills and values he learned as a homesteader. “The
smartest thing I ever did was to get out of college and start
actually doing something,” he says. “That's when I learned
the basics, like chopping wood, using hand tools, and doing
serious gardening, as well as meditating and making music."
Chase grew up in a military family and spent most of his
adolescence in the sprawling megasuburb of Washington,
D.C., known as northern Virginia. He attended college in
Richmond for a while, but dropped out in 1972 tojoin a friend
who was caretaking a cabin in the Alleghenies. "I really ex-
pected life to be a never-ending experience of becoming more
of a beekeeper, more of a gardener, more of a barefoot In-
dian running through the woods," he recalls. But the hair that
billowed in waves around his face in those days is cut short
now, and the hands that learned to expertly strum a guitar
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are tough and calloused and, occasionally, sticky with wax.

Refurbishing the skis is only one of the chores to be com-
pleted before the season opens in early December; there are
also ads to be placed, firewood to be cut, trails to be cleared
and maintained and, when the first snow comes, broken.
Dedicated to the idea of an alternative
economy, Chase has devised ways to
accomplish some of these tasks
through barter —for example, skiers
are offered free season passes for
working on trails. Recycling and reuse
are also basic operating principles. A
lawn aerator and spring-toothed har-
row, found at a yard sale and auction,
are just a few of the secondhand imple-
ments that have been adapted for
grooming snow. No two chairs in the
lodge match, not to mention the tables.
Even the iron Chase is using to melt
wax is secondhand. “If you pay more
than 50 cents for an iron,” he says,
“you've been taken."

RUGAL MANAGEMENT, THE
F yearly reinvestment of prof-

its back into the business,
and the growing popularity of Nordic
skiing caused White Grass to grow
steadily through the 1980s. Chase
estimates that in a year with good
snow he serves about 3,500 customers
over a four-month season. And that's
quite enough for him. “I don't want
to keep getting bigger,” he says. Tve
seen too many people get sucked into
that.”

A year or two ago he was almost
sucked in, almost overwhelmed by the
demands of the growing business. His
response was simply to do less work
and attend to balancing the other
aspects of his life. “Balance” is a word
that occurs often in Chase's conversa-
tion; perhaps it is because skiing re-
quires such fine balance that he loves
it. “This business is all maintenance,

.
Ski-lodge operator and master-of-all-

trades Chip Chase: “In a good year we
can make $20,000 and save $10,000.”
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and I let some of the maintenance details go," he confesses.
“Things aren't sharp and crisp and polished to perfection, but
I'm not imprisoned by the workload or the worry. Serenity
and calm —something simple and basic and eternal —that's
what I look for in country life, not making more money or
owning more things."

The career that led to this definition of happiness turns the
conventional American dream of success inside out. After
all, Chase is in his late thirties and drives a 1973 Toyota, and
he doesn't even own the house he lives in with Laurie and
their three sons. The man who owns the ski lodge also owns
the 1910 farmhouse and the 450-acre farm where the fam-
ily has lived for nearly a decade through a year-to-year lease.
The Chases pay no money, byt swap their caretaking for the
rent. Yet everything about the farm — the bright red walls of
the barn, the sturdy fence posts, thehick and healthy pas-
ture grass —bespeaks the kind of respect for land and work
that is usually attributed to pride of ownership. In 1989,

the farm won a statewide conservation award.

“You don't need to own everything around you,” Chase
says, throwing out his arms to encompass the golden fields
and blue-black mountains beyond the lodge walls. “Owning
things doesn't necessarily make you happy.”

During the two-thirds of the year when there is noincome
from the ski lodge, Chase makes a living through a combi-
nation of activities, each of which contributes a small mea-
sure of income. Farm work is central to his enterprise. He
rents out pastures,

makes hay and tends a e

garden. In addition, he

plays guitar around the ~ “Serenity and calm—
campfire for horseback . .

and mountain-bike tour somethmg snmple and
groups, and sometimes basic and eternal -
builds sweat lodges for

tHerPA Sl minsa,,d that's what I look for

still slender as a snake,
Chase clambers up on
roofs and cleans chim-
neys in the same top hat
(now a little the worse

in country life, not
making more money
or owning more

for wear) that he wore things.”
when he first started
that business in the =

1970s. With two of the
three boys now in school, Laurie brings in cash from a small
catering business and occasional stints as a waitress.

“Our income might be considered poverty level by a lot of
people,” Chase says, "but we're able to save money because
we live so simply. The whole basis of my life has been to
learn self-sufficiency and depend on very little money. I have
no debts. I've never had life or health insurance. Maybe that
makes us vulnerable, but I still haven't sold out to the idea
that you need all this projection into the future, all this worry.
I have faith in the here and now."

IGHT NOW, WITH THE SKI SEASON APPROACHING,
R Chase is thinking about the firewood and the

snow fencing and the endless other tasks that
need doing. “I've started a list of priorities for inside and out-
side chores. I doalot of menial, repetitive work," he muses,
“but I've learned not to struggle against it. I give myself up
to it. It's all a matter of attitude.”

The only complaint he has about his life is that it's difficult
to get away from daily responsibilities to animals and the
land in order to travel, which he loves to do. Even so, he man-
aged to wedge a trip out West between the closing of ski sea-
son and the beginning of farm labor last spring.

“Ilooked in the Yellow Pages of the Las Vegas phone book
just to see what kinds of services are available out there. My
God, those people don't do anything for themselves!" His
amazement at this evidence of the divergence between so-
ciety’s path and his own was tempered by amusement at his
efforts to master the most recent fad on the Western slopes:
snowboarding. “I have to learn it because it's the future,” he
says. “It's not something we'd offer here —it takes lifts and I'm
not into that —but it's different, it's a challenge, it's a surrender
to balance.”

In surrender to balance, Chip Chase seems to have found
his own definition of victory.

Chris Bolgiano is a freelance writer who lives in Virginia.
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