The Celebration of a Legend

Minnesota Welcomes back Midwest racers for the Holidays
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Buck Hill, MN –The Chuck Stone memorial is an annual holiday gathering for Midwestern ski racing and a chance for the region’s top ski racers who are home for the holidays to celebrate their roots.

Each Dec. 23, while most folks are finishing their holiday shopping and Christmas tree decorating, Buck Hill, MN becomes a gathering spot for local U.S. Ski Team members, collegiate hotshots and local junior racers.  It’s a time for racers to see a familiar face, strap on their shin guards and celebrate a legend. So why would such prestigious racers who have the opportunity to ski anywhere come back to the flat lands?

“People come back to give back what they got out of the system,” said Erich Sailer, program director of the Buck Hill Ski Racing Club. “There was someone giving them opportunities when they were making their way, and now they are here to do the same for the next generation. This is their heritage. To identify themselves with the Midwest is an honor.”

Started in memory of the founder of Buck Hill, Chuck Stone, the Chuck Stone Memorial has many well-known champions, including Cory Carlson, Tyler Shepherd, Kristina Koznick, Tasha Nelson, Kaylin Richardson, Sterling Grant and Lindsey Vonn—all National team members, past and present, who are from the modest hills of the Midwest, and like most from the frigid homeland, hold a sense of modesty and pride when it comes to matters of the home hill.

“It’s a social event, a gathering and an opportunity to see each other again,” Sailer said. “ It’s like a huge family reunion.”

“I remember watching the best come home and race in the Chuck Stone every year,” Lindsey Vonn said. “I always thought it was so cool that no matter how big anyone made it, they always came back to give back.”

Stone, a Minnesota native, founded Buck Hill in 1954 with his wife, Nancy. He was arguably the originator of ski racing in the Midwest and was a gifted athlete himself, skiing for Dartmouth College. Stone was as passionate as anyone about the sport of ski racing and founded the Buck Hill Ski Racing Club in 1965.

Today, the Buck Hill Ski Racing Club is nationally renowned and locally envied. Stone’s love for the sport has not left the windblown starting gate atop Buck Hill and continues to be a part of the spirit that has developed so many racers, young and old, throughout the region. 

As for the 2008 Chuck Stone, the race began like any other year on Dec. 23 – the national anthem is played while the American Flag, sometimes looking bigger than the 300 vertical feet of Buck Hill behind it, is skied down the icy man-made snow beside the 25-gate course set. It serves as a reminder to all standing at the bottom in lined parkas, wool hats and fur boots, to cheer the long standing camaraderie that has kept the small area with big talent alive for so long.

On the women’s side, U.S. Ski Teamer and Buck Hill native Sterling Grant swept the field by almost two seconds ahead of Afton Alps’ Carly McDowell and Buck Hill’s Maisie Ide.  

For the men’s race, Tague Thorson, U.S. Ski Team member and long-time Midwesterner from Afton Alps, took first place ahead of St. Olaf’s Max Lund and Blake Radke, also from Afton Alps.  

Familiar faces and cheers lined the courses as the day at the Chuck Stone Memorial came to an end. U.S. Ski Team or not, everyone embodied the spirit of Midwest ski racing that day. Chuck Stone would be proud of the sprit that still lives on these modest hills. 
