
An aerial view of 
Yellowstone National Park 

Opposite page: Young barrel 
riders getting ready to 
open the rodeo at Lone 
Mountain Ranch in Big Sky

MOUNTAIN MAJESTIES
Over the past decade the Montana resort town of Big Sky has rocketed into the public 

consciousness as a winter getaway. Though most come to ski, Jesse Ashlock finds that, 
during the summer, it’s one of the most special places in America to lose yourself to 
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Clockwise from this image:  
A rancher at Lone Mountain Ranch; 
Yellowstone Airport; sunset at 
One&Only Moonlight Basin; Lower 
Falls in Yellowstone National 
Park; fishing for Rocky Mountain 
whitefish in the Gallatin River

Opposite page: Fly-fishing in  
the Gallatin River
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ig Sky has always been a sacred place,” says Menka 

Vansant, a horse wrangler at the Old West–flavored 

Lone Mountain Ranch, homesteaded in 1915 in the 

Madison Range of the Rocky Mountains, above Yellow-

stone National Park. For centuries, she explains, the area 

was used by as many as 49 Indigenous tribes, including 

Crow, Sioux, and Blackfeet, who rested here en route to the Yellowstone 

caldera to hunt and forage. We’re trotting along sloping, sun-dappled 

trails among lodgepole pines, spruces, and firs, occasionally passing 

through luminescent meadows dotted with Indian paintbrush and flea-

bane on this warm, dry morning in late July. Menka, a self-confessed 

rock lover, tells me she once found a fossil with a seashell pattern out 

here, a remnant of a time, more than 70 million years ago, when Big Sky 

was underwater. In a world where it can take a lot of conscious effort to 

not feel frantic all the time, there’s comfort in moving through a land-

scape that slows you down to the pace of geological time. 

Like many people I meet in and around this unincorporated com-

munity of about 3,000 year-round residents, Menka came to Big Sky 

having lived an interesting life elsewhere. After falling in love with 

horses while growing up in Rhode Island, she worked in tech and got 

a PhD in environmental science, then moved to South Africa to adju-

dicate mining-fishery conflicts before burnout drove her to these 

mountains. She’s only halfway through her first season, but you’d 

never guess it from her wide-brimmed hat, Wranglers, and woolen 

poncho. When not guiding, she often leads a Thursday retiree hiking 

group and perfects her calf-roping skills in the hopes of competing in 

the weekly rodeo. She’s not eager to leave anytime soon: “It’s like the 

best adult summer camp ever.”

The pleasures of southwestern Montana in the summertime are not 

exactly a secret. In the warmer months fly-fishing guides like Teddy 

Janney of Gallatin River Guides are inundated with visitors seeking to 

reenact A River Runs Through It. Yellowstone National Park gets nearly 

a million visitors a month from June through August, leading to annual 

complaints about traffic jams and overcrowded viewing platforms at 

such beloved sites as Grand Prismatic Spring and Old Faithful. Yet many 

travelers still think of the Gallatin Range and Gallatin River, to the 

park’s northwest, as a winter destination. Unlike many of its counter-

parts in the Mountain West—including Aspen, Telluride, in Colorado, 

and Jackson, across the Yellowstone caldera in Wyoming—the commu-

nity of Big Sky didn’t exist before skiing arrived. It took shape only after 

1973, when Big Sky Resort opened at the foot of Lone Mountain. In the 

past half-decade, two extravagant new-build hotels on either side of the 

peak, Montage Big Sky and One&Only Moonlight Basin, have begun 

enticing guests with luxury amenities and access to nearly 6,000 acres 

of skiable terrain, making this ski area the fourth-largest in North 

America. Boyne Resorts, the owner of Big Sky Resort, has added 20 new 

lifts in the past 10 years. 

But as Serge Ditesheim, the effervescent mustachioed Swiss-born 

general manager of One&Only Moonlight Basin, puts it, “We came for 

the winter and stayed for the summer.” When there isn’t snow on the 

ground, he goes mountain biking in the nearby Lee Metcalf Wilderness 

area, where he has spotted bald eagles, mountain goats, elk, and some-

times even wolves or grizzlies.

Guides and hospitality workers like Menka, Teddy, and Serge aren’t 

the only recent transplants to Big Sky. The pandemic saw a spike in the 

purchases of second homes in the area by millionaires, motivated—like 

so many of us—by the promise of privacy and unspoiled natural beauty. 

What first put Big Sky on the map for the very wealthy was the 1997 

opening of the Yellowstone Club, an ultraexclusive real estate develop-

ment with an 18-hole golf course and its own private ski area. Members 

are said to include Mark Zuckerberg, Melinda French Gates, Tom Brady, 

and numerous other titans of culture and commerce. When I get lost 

one afternoon and show up at its gates, a friendly but firm security 

guard points me back down the mountain. My stay also coincides with 

one by J.D. Vance, a regular visitor to these parts, who’d come to town to 

host a lavish RNC fundraiser. 

Big Sky’s newfound identity as a locus of wealth and power has 

caused consternation among some longtime residents, but many 

welcome the new energy. “Yellowstone Club, I’ve worked with them on 

a lot of trips and I’ve never met nicer people,” says Randy Hall, a 

Montana native who has lived and worked at Lone Mountain Ranch for 

more than 20 years as a naturalist guide and jack-of-all-trades. He 

recalls a time not long ago when Milkie’s, a beloved local pizza parlor, 

was the only place to eat in the offseason. The influx of wealth to the 

area, he points out, has helped finance the construction of a communi-

ty center, post office, and school in recent years. “I have a business 

community that would love to see more visitors, and residents that 

would love to stay where we’re at,” says Brad Niva, the CEO of the Big 

Sky Chamber of Commerce, who preaches the gospel of “livability—

increasing social services, improving the transportation network—as a 

way to manage growth sustainably. Unlike more mature communities, 

Big Sky has the opportunity to pivot.”

One early morning on a ride with Endeavor Ballooning, I get a glimpse 

“
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Yellowstone National Park 
and its natural geysers  
as seen from a helicopter
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“They nicknamed Yellowstone National Park 
‘Wonderland’ for a reason”



of both Big Sky’s small-town core and its current expansionary state. As 

we rise up into the blue, my gaze falls to a swath of earth the size of 

several football fields where tractors and bulldozers are working. The 

noise of heavy machinery drifts up into the still morning air. The pilot, 

David Adler, who works in Big Sky in the summer, when it’s too hot to fly 

in his native Yuma, Arizona, says that three weeks earlier this was all 

gently molded earth covered by grass and shrubbery. Still, the town 

looks diminutive, a thin ribbon of boxy wooden condo buildings and 

parking lots in a brief clearing between foothills dense with conifers. To 

the west I can make out the brown bulk of Montage Big Sky, the biggest 

building in Montana, on the right flank of Lone Mountain. The bare, 

symmetrical peak rises impassively over the entire landscape.

All of these newcomers need to eat, and many of them are used to 

eating well, which has led to a renaissance in the agricultural and culi-

nary communities of the Gallatin River valley and beyond. Perhaps the 

best-known avatar of both is Eduardo Garcia, a Montana-born chef and 

television personality who, after years spent cooking aboard private 

yachts, returned to Montana in 2011 to cofound Montana Mex, a food 

company selling condiments, spices, and sauces nationwide. His many 

projects include Big Sky Kitchen, a show on Magnolia Network; open-

fire cooking events on farms and ranches; and an upcoming cookbook. 

Not long after coming home, Eduardo lost his left hand in a hunting 

accident. With his bionic claw, Western straw hat, and toothy smile, he 

cuts a unique and irresistible figure when proselytizing about the pro-

ducers and purveyors of southwestern Montana, as he does often. “You 

get whispers of things,” he tells me. “Fishmongers and truffle hunters—

people who do something different. I think we’re in the early heyday for 

food, hopefully, here.” 

Wanting to show me what natural food means in this corner of the 

country, he takes me to Bodhi Farms, a 35-acre glamping retreat and 

organic farm between Bozeman and Big Sky. Rayner and Tanya Smith, 

refugees from Texas who took inspiration from a year they’d spent in 

Costa Rica, opened the place during the first summer of the pandemic 

to focus on food and wellness. As Tanya walks me from one food-

growing area to another—a greenhouse, vegetable gardens, food forests 

that produce fruit, berries, and herbs—she counts the ways life at Bodhi 

revolves around cooking and eating: the Field Kitchen restaurant, the 

private dinners for up to 200, the annual food festival, the kids camps. 

Interns from the College of Agriculture at Montana State University 

suggested adding a market, so now every week in the summertime they 

host a “Farm Party” where they sell produce from their gardens.

“Fifty people a day move here,” Eduardo tells me as we head toward 

Amaltheia Organic Dairy, on the outskirts of Bozeman. “You can’t have 

enough farmers.” While introducing us to her herd of 200 goats, Sue 

Brown, a former special education teacher, explains how she got 

started: “My kids grew up doing 4-H with goats. My husband was an 

embryologist. He got hurt and said, ‘I’m done with cows.’” We stroll 

into a greenhouse where thousands of huge garlic bulbs, stems 

attached, lie drying on the ground. “This is what freedom looks and 

tastes like,” Eduardo says, nibbling one. 

We drive out to North Bridger Bison, a 2,500-acre ranch north of 

Bozeman founded eight years ago by Matt and Sarah Skoglund, a 

Chicago couple who moved to Montana to escape the rat race. Like the 

Smiths, they had no previous agricultural experience. “It’s a flow state,” 

says Matt, a former lawyer. “To be here in airplane mode focusing on 

the task at hand is such a gift.” Tall, heavily bearded, and easygoing, he 

seems—like Menka—to be so entirely of this place that it’s hard to 

imagine him in another life. I’ve come to witness a bison harvest, which 

happens here about once a week. When I arrive, the carcass of the thou-

sand-pound animal, a two-year-old buck, is already hanging from the 

back of Matt’s pickup. “The process is usually locked in the basement, 

under concrete,” he tells me. “We’re the opposite.” He speaks rhapsod-

ically about the ways his outfit is different from a corporate ranch: its 

adaptive rotational pasture-grazing program; his humane method for 

slaughtering the animals, reducing stress and helping ensure the excel-

lence of the meat; how the grass grows thicker and taller on sites where 

he has butchered an animal, feeding the rest of the herd.

From left: One&Only 
Moonlight Basin tucked into 
the landscape; swans on  
the Yellowstone River; the 
vibrant hues of Yellowstone’s 
geothermal hot springs 
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Clockwise from this image: 
Matt Skoglund, cofounder  
of North Bridger Bison;  
a bedroom at one of Montage  
Big Sky’s Mountain Homes; 
One&Only Moonlight 
Basin’s indoor pool; 
assorted dishes at 
Montage Big Sky’s 
restaurant Cortina



Clockwise from this 
image: Chef Eduardo 
Garcia; a ranch with 
the Crazy Mountains in 
the distance, north  
of Bozeman; a bison at 
Yellowstone; a rancher 
at Lone Mountain 
Ranch; chef Garcia 
prepping a snack
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At dinner that night at the Montage Big Sky’s Cortina chophouse,  

I order the bison rib eye with au poivre. Chewing the lean, earthy cut of 

meat, I recall something else Matt said: “When you’re eating bison, 

you’re eating this land.” 

The town of Big Sky sits just an hour north of Yellowstone’s West 

Entrance, and whatever season you come, a visit to the park is obligatory. 

They nicknamed it “Wonderland” for a reason: No matter how many 

times you’ve been, the 3,500-square-mile expanse of mountains, 

canyons, lakes, waterfalls, rivers, and more than half the world’s known 

geothermal features will show you something new. One way to beat the 

crowds is to fly above the park, which provides an understanding of the 

Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem that’s hard to achieve from the ground. 

I ride in a Yellowstone Club helicopter piloted by Jeff Cook and Jordan 

Nieters, both area natives, and absorb park features I’d known about 

without really understanding: the still-visible scars of the famous fires 

of 1988; Earthquake Lake, just outside the park, formed by a 1959 

tremor that caused an 80-million-ton landslide, damming the Madison 

River. Grand Prismatic Spring from above is insane, a pucker of turquoise 

ringed by yellow and orange in a blast zone edged by dense lodgepole 

pines. Much of what we fly over is inaccessible except by horseback or 

foot. Many of the park’s famous animals seek higher elevations in the 

summer to beat the heat, like the herds of elk and bighorn sheep we 

spot. Lone bison roll in patches of dirt to cool off. 

But of course you’ll also want to see Yellowstone up close. On a sur-

prisingly cool Wednesday at the end of July with Ash Tallmadge from 

Yellowstone Safari Company, the worst traffic turns out to be caused by 

the bison. Driving from Artist Point, overlooking the Grand Canyon of 

the Yellowstone, toward Yellowstone Lake, we pass through Hayden 

Valley, where several hundred of the park’s 5,600 bison have gathered. It’s 

peak rutting season, with the bulls curling their lips, bellowing thunder-

ously, and kicking up great clouds of dust in response to pheromones 

given off by the cows. Some stand protectively close to a cow they’ve 

claimed. A solo bull, grunting and wildly tossing its great head, strolls 

along the road. “This is such a summer scene,” Ash says. “It’s the bisons’ 

time to shine. The rest of the year they eat and lie down, eat and lie down.”

Ash, like Eduardo, is another returnee. She grew up on the other side 

of the caldera, in Jackson, and settled in Bozeman after time in Oregon, 

New Mexico, and the Kenyan Rift Valley. “I just love the Rockies,” she 

says. “I love the basin—the mountain-range topography.” Away from 

the western tourist corridor stretching from Mammoth Hot Springs to 

Old Faithful, we see few other visitors. A single family joins us at a 

lookout point above the placid expanse of Yellowstone Lake, the largest 

high-elevation lake in North America. The mountains on the other side, 

which straddle the Continental Divide, are some of the most remote 

terrain in the Lower 48. This entire part of the park is often inaccessible 

in the winter due to snow. Driving toward Old Faithful, we pass few 

vehicles besides a dozen or so Harley riders bound for the Sturgis 

Motorcycle Rally in South Dakota the next week. 

The viewing platform at Old Faithful is packed, but Ash sets up deck 

chairs in a strategic spot a hundred yards away, where we’ll be best posi-

tioned for a serendipitous event: Beehive Geyser, an eccentric, unpre-

dictable gusher on Geyser Hill, across the Firehole River from Old 

Faithful, is also expected to erupt. Sure enough, as soon as Yellowstone’s 

most famous sight quiets down after 90 seconds of fire-hose-like spurt-

ing and great belching of steam, its little-known neighbor gets going. 

LONE MOUNTAIN RANCH

This comfortable dude ranch 

marries the region’s rough-and-

tumble spirit with modern  

hospitality. The 148-acre proper-

ty includes 26 recently restored 

log cabins, the rustic-chic Horn  

& Cantle restaurant, and the 

polished speakeasy and supper 

club Auric Room, plus miles of 

trails for hiking, horseback riding, 

and cross-country skiing. Don’t 

miss the Tuesday night rodeo 

during the summer. From $600

MONTAGE BIG SKY

The 139-room wood-and-stone 

main structure dispenses with 

antler chandeliers and wagon 

wheels in favor of easygoing 

American gentility. Cortina,  

the hotel’s fanciest restaurant, 

applies Northern Italian tech-

niques to Montana ingredients 

like bison and venison, while  

the 11,000-square-foot spa 

gives guests a place to unwind 

after a day on the slopes or  

the trails. From $790

ONE&ONLY MOONLIGHT 

BASIN

Sleek and tastefully futuristic, this 

Olson Kundig–designed refuge  

is the first American property 

and first alpine resort from the 

ultraexclusive international brand.  

Its 92 guest rooms occupy three 

low-slung lodge buildings and 

19 freestanding minimalist 

cabins. A massive spa has an 

indoor lap pool that opens in the 

summer to let in the mountain  

air. Guests can hike, cycle, or ski 

up to Moonshack, a secluded  

cabin built from reclaimed 

timber next to an observatory 

with a telescope on par with 

those used by major research 

universities. From $2,100

HOW TO DO IT
For on-the-ground wildlife tours 

of Yellowstone (which can be 

combined with Grand Teton),  

the 35-year-old Yellowstone 

Safari Company offers warm 

guides with tremendous insight 

into the ecological and cultural 

significance of the area. To see 

Big Sky and the surrounding 

Madison Range from above, 

book an early-morning ride  

with Endeavor Ballooning.  

If you’re a fly-fishing enthusiast, 

Gallatin River Guides will take 

you to the best spots and provide 

friendly pointers on technique. 

All three of the aforementioned 

resorts can help you book excur-

sions with these outfitters as  

well as other activities such as 

helicopter rides, horseback 

adventures, and Nordic ski tours. 

WHERE TO STAY

Beehive is more delicate, sending up painterly tendrils that form a thin 

scrim in front of the landscape of volcanic sediment, evergreens, and 

puffy cumulus clouds. Wonderland, indeed. 

That morning, just inside the West Yellowstone entrance, we stopped 

to watch a coyote nose its way through the dew-brushed sage growing on 

an incline above the road. An auspicious sign, Ash said. Coyotes, the true 

American canine, have roamed this continent for more than 2 million 

years and were venerated by many of those same Indigenous peoples 

who once made camp in Big Sky. The gray-brown creature wove its way 

through the grasses until we couldn’t see it anymore, but throughout 

the day it still feels present. The coyote is a reminder that, beyond the 

challenges posed by Yellowstone’s and Big Sky’s ever-growing popular-

ity, beyond the spinning-plates feeling of living in America today, there 

is another, more elemental reality, as deep as the supervolcano buried 

beneath Yellowstone: This land was here long before we got here, and it 

will remain here long after we’re gone.  T
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