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Mannelin’s Mountain
Tram guide and magazine photo model Mike Mannelin 
selects some of his Big Sky favorites. 

Two Runs in One This is one of Mannelin’s favorite tram runs: 
Drop into the narrow 45-degree spindles of the Dictator Chutes, 
then head skier’s right into the wide-open, steep bowl terrain of 
The Wave. 

Heli Tracks If he’s on the first tram the morning after a storm, 
Mannelin hits Marx first. “It’s wide-open powder – like heli-skiing 
without the helicopter,” he says.

Warm-Up For those not up for Lone Peak’s exposed steeps yet, 
he suggests the shorter pitches off the Challenger lift like Big 
Rock Tongue into 17 Green.

Hotel. The mountain is eerily quiet as we 
slide to the triple chair, then over to the 
tram for the first car up Lone Peak. The sky 
is tropical blue and the wind is calm as the 
half-empty 15-person car rockets us to the 
top of the stone peak in four minutes.

At the summit, clouds are pouring over 
mountains into faraway valleys and 
Wyoming’s Grand Tetons 150 miles away 
are spiking toward the sky. We gingerly pick 
our way across the wind-scoured Otter Slide 
and dive into Marx. Already, I am lost in the 

dust of their fat skis, but Mannelin waits 
patiently for me as I pick my way through 
the 45-degree no-fall zone. 

And for the rest of the day, as we tour the 
mountain from east to west, Mannelin 
happily makes arcs down terrain he could ski 
with his eyes closed. Run after run, from Elk 
Park Ridge to the Big Rock Tongue, I notice 
his laugh grows larger with each turn and his 
energy is twice what I felt the evening before. 

Clearly, he is in his element out here. It 
doesn’t matter that he’s not charging as hard 
as he could and having to wait for me to 
catch up still; he’s skiing the mountain that 
he knows and loves. That’s all that matters. 

Call him an ambassador. A 
tour guide. A ski pro. Whatever. Mannelin 
began his Big Sky life as a skier who was only 
here to ski. While he works for Big Sky two or 
three days a week, he uses it to his advantage 
to build a bigger network within the ski 
industry. He genuinely loves this place and it 
shows. There is nothing fake about him.

And he’s not the face of this place just because 
he appears in so many photos and films – 
he truly exemplifies many of the things that 
make Big Sky so special. He’s humble and 

without ego, and 
projects a laid-back 
vibe. While he’s 
soft spoken, he can 
make a point when 
he needs to. The 
same could be said 
of Big Sky.

Later I ask him 
why he didn’t roam 

the West, trying different mountains rather 
than stay here. It’s as if the question is absurd. 
“I’d never really considered going to other 
mountain towns,” he says, pointedly in the 
past tense.

But what about the future? I press him. Is 
it ever troubling not having any money in 
the bank?

“I’d rather be here skiing and not worry about 
that stuff,” he says, without inflection or care 
in his tone. “Yeah, I’m kind of a bad planner, 
but you can plan your whole life away and 
never do anything. I’d rather be on Lone Peak. 
It’s my favorite spot in the world.”  ::

       Mannelin has worked diligently to build a life out of 
ferrying journalists and photographers around the mountain, 
                          sweating hard on photo shoots to get the
        images in the magazines that then beget sponsors.
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