
 
 

 

Everything you need to know about 
skiing Lake Tahoe this winter 
With near-record snowfall burying Lake Tahoe in powder already, opening days at 
the region's 10 major resorts are coming soon. Here is everything you need to 
know about how to take advantage of what is shaping up to be an incredible 
winter in the mountains. 

By Megan Michelson | Oct. 29, 2021 | Updated: Oct. 29, 2021 9:24 AM 

Last winter was a grand experiment: Could skiing still happen in a pandemic? The answer was 
yes. Ski resorts opened with limited capacity on chairlifts, face coverings required in lift lines, 
grab-and-go food, and outdoor dining. Festivals and events were canceled, but après ski still 
happened on tailgates in the parking lot instead. On the hill, though, the sensation of soaring 
down a snow-covered mountain felt mostly unchanged. Skiers and riders could still woop it up 
through fresh snow with friends. This year, a few COVID-19 policies remain in effect, like 
buying tickets online in advance, wearing masks indoors, and following vaccine requirements 
at select destinations, but many things return to — dare we say — normal. 
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Two iconic neighboring mountains famous for their ski-movie-worthy terrain 

The big news at Palisades Tahoe — formerly Squaw Valley and Alpine Meadows — is the 
resort’s new name. After years of contemplation, the resort changed its name in September to 
eliminate the “s-word,” which is considered offensive toward Native Americans. Besides that, 
though, the storied mountains remain untouched. Accessible from two separate base areas at 
Alpine Meadows and Olympic Valley, the resort offers a massive 6,000 skiable acres — the 
most in Tahoe — with steep faces and open bowls, all accessible on the Ikon Pass. Daily lift 
tickets are best purchased online and in advance for the best deal and to ensure availability. 

Opening Day: Because of high early-season snowfall, the resort is opening limited terrain 
starting Oct. 29, Friday-Sunday, 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. It will be fully open starting Nov. 24. 

What’s New: Construction of a new gondola, which will connect the base areas at Olympic 
Valley and Alpine Meadows, began over the summer but won't open this season. Two chairlifts 
also got new names: the Resort chair (formerly Squaw Creek) and the Wa She Shu chair 
(formerly Squaw One) were named after the Washoe people, who inhabited the valley for 
thousands of years. Learn more about the valley’s original settlers in a new Washoe cultural 
exhibit at High Camp. For beginners, a new, friendlier magic carpet has been installed at High 
Camp. 

What's Back: Events including Kid-O-Rama (Feb. 19-26), the U.S. Freestyle Mogul 
Championships (March 23-27), and WinterWonderGrass (April 1-3) plan to return this year, after 
a COVID hiatus. Also returning: indoor dining at mid-mountain and base area lodges and 
restaurants. 

Where to Aprés: Still don’t feel like crowding into a bar? That’s OK. The Subway parking lot at 
Alpine Meadows became the spot for outdoor après ski last season, and the tailgate vibe 
should continue this year. Bring a lawn chair and get there early to snag a parking spot along 
the snow. Or, hit the KT Base Bar at the bottom of the KT-22 chairlift, on the Olympic Valley 
side, for live music on the deck and an outdoor bar. 

Sugar Bowl 
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An independent ski hill with historic charm 

You cannot beat the magic of Sugar Bowl. This place is low-key on powder days and 
welcoming to all levels, and gets an average of 500 inches of snow a year — among the most 
of all Tahoe resorts. Located atop Donner Summit, it’s one of the closest ski areas to San 
Francisco but somehow doesn’t get the crowds like other places, perhaps because it’s not on 



a mega pass. Come here if you’re looking for a place where your kids can learn to snowplow 
on Nob Hill, while you shred the steeps off Mount Lincoln.  

Opening Day: Nov. 26 

What’s New: Though Sugar Bowl isn’t exactly known for its terrain parks, this year the 
mountain is investing in its parks, including a new 13-foot-high mini halfpipe for kids and fun-
loving grownups off the Judah Lift. Unlike last season's COVID protocols, face coverings will 
no longer be required outdoors, but they are still encouraged inside and vaccinations will be 
mandatory for all Sugar Bowl employees. 

What's Back: The historic Hotel at Sugar Bowl (from $219) was closed all of last winter 
because of COVID, but the slopeside property is reopening Dec. 9. This is the snowbound 
hotel where you’ll ride a vintage gondola to reach your room at the base of the Disney Express. 
Live music, as well as favorite events like the Sugar Bowl Poker Run, the Banked Slalom, and 
the Tiki Pond Skim will all return this year. 

Where to Aprés: The Village Lodge’s cozy Belt Room Bar, which was closed last winter 
because of state COVID guidelines, is reopening this season. Come for the local beer on tap, 
French onion soup, and truffle fries; stay for the views of the snow-slathered slopes from the 
enormous windows. 
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Big terrain parks and lots of learner terrain, plus under-the-lights night skiing 

Most people drive right by Boreal, which is located alongside Interstate 80 atop Donner 
Summit, about 15 minutes outside of Truckee. But there are a lot of reasons to stop. With six 
lifts and 41 trails as well as Tahoe’s only night skiing, there’s more terrain than meets the eye. 
Boreal is known for its terrain parks: This compact 380-acre ski area has six parks and an 18-
foot-high halfpipe, with jumps for every level of skier and rider. Plus, there’s Woodward Tahoe: 
a 33,000-square-foot jumper’s paradise full of trampolines and foam pits so you can practice 
that backflip before you take it to the snow. 

Opening Day: Oct. 29 

What’s Open: Want to ski for only a few hours and save a few bucks? Boreal’s new Go Time 
Tickets let you select your start time and preload a lift ticket online just for the hours you want 
to ski. So, you can start skiing or riding at, say, 2 p.m. for $74, a $25 reduction from the all-day 
ticket pricing. 

What's Back: The Subaru Winterfest was canceled in March 2020 because of the pandemic, 
but the two-day festival is slated to return March 14-15, 2022, with live music, gear demos, up-
front parking for Subaru drivers, and après ski specials. 

Where to Grab Lunch: Ordering food and drinks online, a trend that gained traction during 
COVID, will stick around this winter, which means less waiting in cafe lines and more skiing 
and riding. Pro tip: Order a burger or street tacos ahead of time from your phone, then pick it 
up at the Hub and Spoke, on the second floor of the Boreal base lodge. 
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Beginner-friendly hill with panoramic lake views and reliably good storm skiing 



A lot of Tahoe locals get a Homewood pass just for the deep storm days when other, bigger 
nearby resorts are shut down because of weather or avalanche danger. Homewood, with its 
lower elevation, lower angle terrain on the west shore of Lake Tahoe, 10 minutes south of 
Tahoe City, tends to stay open on those days. And powder days here are quiet and 
uncrowded. Besides that, Homewood is known for its affordable lift tickets (starting at $64) and 
good learner terrain. You’ll come for the Instagrammable view of Lake Tahoe from the Madden 
chair and the gladed tree skiing off the Ellis chair. 

Opening Day: Dec. 10 

What’s New: If you’re learning to ski, Homewood is a welcoming place to start. The Easy As 1-
2-3 program includes three adult lessons, and you’ll earn a free season pass upon completion. 
For first timers, sign up for the new $89 Learn to Ski/Ride special, which is good Sundays 
through Fridays, not during the holidays, and includes a half-day lesson and all-day lift ticket 
and equipment rental. 

What's Back: Homewood Snowcat Adventures, a guided outing into the nearby Ellis Peak 
backcountry, was open last year but only for full-group buyouts. This year, cat skiing from the 
resort will be back for individuals and groups. 

For Nonskiers:Not into skiing or snowboarding? Homewood has a sledding and snow play 
area at the resort’s south base that’s perfect for kids or fun-loving grown-ups who don’t want 
to deal with skiing but still want to get outside and play. You’ll need a snow play ticket (from 
$29), and bring your own sled or rent one there. Afterward, grab a bratwurst or soft pretzel 
from the Hofbräu food truck, parked on-site. 

Northstar 
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Perfect groomers, vast terrain parks and a full-service village 

Start your day at Northstar, 15 minutes outside of Truckee, by riding a gondola from a twinkling 
village through a snow-covered forest. From there you can explore 3,170 sprawling acres and 
20 lifts that access everything from manicured groomers to eight varied terrain parks to 
untracked tree skiing on the backside. This family-friendly destination, which is on the Epic 
Pass (along with Heavenly and Kirkwood, on the south end of Lake Tahoe), entertains day and 
night, thanks to a wide variety of intermediate ski terrain to fill your daytime hours, then ice 
skating, wine bars, shops and restaurants in the base village at day’s end. 

Opening Day: Nov. 19 

What’s New: Next year, the Comstock Express, a quad that delivers skiers and riders to the 
top of the mountain, will be replaced with a faster, six-person chair, increasing lift capacity by 
50%. But for this winter, enjoy the meandering ride through the trees to the top of 8,610-foot 
Mount Pluto, a dormant volcano. 

What You Need to Know: No more online reservations will be required to ski for Epic 
passholders, like last year, but face coverings will still be required indoors. Proof of vaccination 
will also be required for guests 12 years and older to enter indoor restaurants, and you may 
need to make a reservation to eat indoors at many of those establishments. 

Insider Tip: The tree skiing off Lookout Mountain holds snow long after a storm, so when it 
dumps, head straight for the Martis Camp Express for long, sustained steeps and zero crowds. 



Heavenly 
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Tahoe’s biggest ski area, with 4,800 acres of terrain and 28 chairlifts, known for its lively 
aprés parties and rolling groomers with lake views. 

Intermediate skiers and riders love Heavenly for its gently graded slopes that seem to drop 
straight into Lake Tahoe. But expert skiers shouldn’t write this place off. Spend a day ripping 
the steep chutes in Mott or Killebrew canyons or shredding bumps under the Gunbarrel lift, 
and you’ll be zapped and ready for a beer at the Tamarack Lodge by 4 p.m. With 4,800 skiable 
acres and 28 chairlifts that literally cross the state line from California to Nevada, there’s 
enough room for everyone to spread out, even on the most crowded of days. Access 
Heavenly, which is located in the casino-studded town of South Lake Tahoe, with your Epic 
Pass or with the Epic Day Pass, purchased online. 

Opening Day: Nov. 19 

What’s Back: Après ski festivities were toned down significantly because of COVID-19 last 
year, but expect to see live music and some famously popular ski bars return to action this 
winter. You can get a margarita around an outdoor firepit at Azul Latin Kitchen, a bustling spot 
not far from the gondola terminal in the base village, or cross the border into Nevada and grab 
a beer for $1 at the sports bar inside the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino. 

What You Need to Know: Vail Resorts, which owns Heavenly, is requiring vaccinations for all 
of its employees and will also be asking for proof of vaccination for skiers and riders 12 and 
older to enter on-mountain restaurants, including quick-serve cafeterias. Face masks won’t be 
required while skiing or on lifts, but they will be required indoors when not actively eating or 
drinking. 

For Nonskiers: Foot-traveling sightseers can still ride the Heavenly Gondola for a postcard-
worthy view of Lake Tahoe (you’ll need a scenic gondola ticket, which starts at $81), then go 
for lunch at the LEED-certified Tamarack Lodge at mid-mountain. South Lake Tahoe has 
become a veritable craft brewing hotspot, so take a pub crawl to local favorites South Lake 
Brewing Co., Cold Water Brewery and Sidellis. 

Kirkwood 
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A big-mountain skier's paradise just outside the Tahoe Basin, with rowdy side bowls, 
crowd-free skiing and the highest average snowfall in Tahoe. 

No one goes to Kirkwood, 45 minutes south of Lake Tahoe along Highway 88, for fancy dining 
or spa treatments. This is a skier’s mountain and that’s pretty much the only thing going on 
here. But the terrain and snowpack deliver if that’s what you’re after. Thanks to Kirkwood’s 
prime ridgetop location along the Sierra Crest and a base elevation of a lofty 7,800, weather 
patterns tend to nail Kirkwood with more snow than nearby resorts, totaling about 350 inches 
on average (a big winter, like 2016, saw more like 680 inches). Your Epic Pass works here. 

Opening Day: Dec. 3 

What’s Back: Think of Expedition Kirkwood like ski school for the ultra-adventurous. Though 
most programs were halted last year, Expedition Kirkwood will be back this winter with guided 
backcountry outings out the gates, avalanche courses, and steeps and freeride clinics geared 
toward skiers and snowboarders. 

What You Need to Know: Like its sister Vail Resorts-owned properties, Kirkwood will require 
proof of vaccination for guests 12 and older to enter indoor restaurants and face coverings 
won’t be required on the mountain, but they will be required indoors. You may need a 
reservation to eat at on-hill or base-area restaurants, but you won’t need a reservation to ski 
this year on your Epic Pass.. 

Insider Tip: Beeline it to the high-speed Cornice Express, veer right off the top, then traverse 
out as far as you’d like. The tight chutes, wide-open faces, and tucked-together groves of trees 
in Sentinel Bowl and Palisades Bowl make for a powder-day paradise. When your legs need a 
break, head to the Wall, a slow-moving, expert-only triple chair that gets you to the goods. 

Sierra-at-Tahoe 
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Approachable terrain for kids and beginners, with high-quality terrain parks and back-
bowl powder stashes for everyone else. 

If you want skiing a convenient distance from the Bay Area, you can’t get closer than Sierra-at-
Tahoe, which is a three-hour drive from San Francisco and about an hour south of Lake Tahoe 
on Highway 50. This relaxed and family-friendly ski area has easy-to-access slopes for all 
ability levels from the Grandview Express, as well as terrain parks that have raised Olympians 
and stealthy tree skiing in Huckleberry Canyon, which, when it’s open, can feel as untracked as 
the backcountry.  

Opening Day: To be determined 

What’s Back: Not that many ski resorts in the Tahoe area have on-site day care, but Sierra-at-
Tahoe does. The licensed child care center in the main lodge was closed last year because 
COVID but will reopen this year for children 18 months to 5 years old and includes snowplay 
and snack breaks for the kiddos, while you get some much-deserved powder turns in. 

What You Need to Know: Sierra-at-Tahoe was smack in the pathway of the devastating and 
now-contained Caldor Fire, which started in August and burned more than 220,000 acres near 
South Lake Tahoe, so the ski area is still recovering from a decent amount of infrastructure 
damage and assessing repairs to determine when and what will open for skiing this winter. 
What we know won't open: areas with the fire-weakened trees and damaged lift line cables, 
including the popular West Bowl Express, the tree skiing in places such as Jack’s and 
Avalanche Bowl.  

Insider Tips: For lake views and a tasty pulled pork sandwich, head to the 360 Smokehouse 
BBQ, atop the Grandview Express at an elevation of 8,852 feet and with commanding views of 
Lake Tahoe. On sunny days, the outdoor deck is where it’s at. 
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A small but mighty community-owned ski hill in Incline Village, with some of Tahoe's best 
tree skiing and terrain for all abilities. 

Diamond Peak, located minutes from the town of Incline Village on the north shore of Lake 
Tahoe, is a community-operated ski hill with a down-home, family-friendly vibe. This is a 
judgment-free zone: You can ski in jeans, pose with the fuzzy penguin mascot, or fall off the 
loading carpet on the Lakeview chair and nobody will blink. Here, you can still buy tickets from 
a walk-up window, like the old times (but get them online if you want a better price). In Solitude 
Canyon, off the top of the Crystal Express, you’ll feel miles from civilization as you sneak 
through empty, powdery glades. The tree skiing is among the best in the region, but it’s totally 
under the radar. Everyone is too busy ogling the sweeping views of Lake Tahoe to notice how 
good the skiing is.  

Opening Day: Dec. 9 

What’s New: Already good tree skiing is getting even better this year, thanks to recent glading 
and the removal of low brush and small trees for forest management, which has the added 
benefit of making more room for gladed skiing off the Crystal Express. Some of the new glades 
will earn names this winter, thanks to input and name suggestions from the community. 

What's Back: Events such as the annual Ullr Fest (Feb. 4-5), the Dummy Downhill (March 20), 
and the Luggi Foeger Uphill/Downhill Festival (March 26) will be back this season. Lifts will 
return to operating at full capacity, and masks won’t be required outdoors. On certain 
Saturdays, you join free, guided ski and snowboard tours of the mountain, which are also 
returning after a COVID hiatus. 

Where to Aprés: The most unique way to end your day? Sign up for the mountain’s Last 
Tracks wine and beer tastings, which will return this year to the Snowflake Lodge, site of 
arguably the best view of Lake Tahoe around. You’ll load the Lakeview chair at 4 p.m., sample 
a flight of local beverages, then ski down as the sun sets. 

Mount Rose 
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Mount Rose Ski Tahoe 

Reno's backyard resort with Tahoe's highest elevation base area and good early season 
offerings. 

Mount Rose often gets billed as Reno’s backyard ski hill. And it’s true, you can be loading the 
Northwest Express at Mount Rose a short 25-minute drive after touching down at the Reno 
airport. But proximity to casinos isn’t the only thing this little-mountain-that-could has going for 
it. It’s got steep terrain like the 1,500-vertical-foot, north-facing Chutes, and the highest base 
elevation in Tahoe, at 8,260 feet, meaning that when it’s slushing elsewhere, Rose has cold, 
dry powder. 

Opening Day: No opening day is set yet, but Mount Rose is typically one of the first Tahoe 
resorts to open. Management says this year’s opening weekend may be for passholders only. 

What’s New: The resort has been approved for a $7.5 million terrain expansion with a new 
high-speed chairlift into the popular Lakeview zone, but none of that will be finished until next 
year. This winter, enjoy new snowmaking infrastructure on trails such as Mine Train, Slide Bowl 
and Race Arena, which will guarantee decent early season turns or ensure more reliable snow 
conditions if Mother Nature doesn’t deliver by midseason. 



What You Need to Know: Mount Rose is requiring its employees to be vaccinated this year, 
but as of now, there are no vaccine mandates for guests. Everyone will be required to wear 
masks indoors, per local regulations. The resort isn’t on a collective season pass, but lift tickets 
are some of the most affordable in the area. Buy them online as early as you can for the best 
deal. 

Insider Tip: The out-of-bounds terrain off Mount Rose is some of the best high-elevation 
backcountry terrain in Tahoe. But don’t go unprepared. This winter, Alpenglow Expeditions 
scored expanded permits to lead guided backcountry outings (from $185) into new terrain in 
the Mount Rose area. 


