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Installation of ski fifts at Wasatch Peaks Resort during the winter of 202122 proved

PHOTOS BY FRANCISCO KIOLSETH | 7he Sar(
Ski Lifts, but a legal dispute has been resolved.

Falling ski lifts from helicopters
among hazards faced on resort job

WPRdispute

former CEO Bob Wheaton, in an
intimate meeting. After no move
than an hour, Johnston told The
Tribune, the two parties came to
an understanding. They agreed
to jointly ask Judge Noel Hyde to
dismiss the case. Then they ex-
changed payment for services ren-
d('"‘d and, unexpectedly, an em-

‘w:- hugged it out,” Johnston
said. “T'm not a huggy kind of gay,
but it was like we were best friends.
Tt went really well. He actually of-
fered me more money than what
1 wanted. He came in high and 1
came in low.”

Johnston declined to name the
‘Wasatch Peaks owner with whom
he met. Wasatch Peaks has close-
Iy guarded the names of the inves-
tors in the 12,700-acre property
near Morgan since its sale in 2019.

“It took a minute to get to that
stage, which was unfortunate,”
Johnston said of the agreement
“But that's the way it goes.”

TROUBLE FROM THE
START

Even before buildings, Wasatch
Peaks Ranch wanted ski lifts.

In early 2021, the resort wasn't
much to look at — excluding the
grandeur of the steep and rugged
mountains around it. Few roads
had been built and no permanent
buildings had been construct-
ed. In fact, Wasatch Pexks Ranch
was embroiled in another lawsuit
in which five Morgan Counry citi-
2ens were challenging the cial
resort district” zoning laws upon
which the entire 750-home d('w-l

ent hinged.

Still, having sold itself to in-
wvestors as a private ski resort, it
pushed shead with that plan. In
April 2021, it contracted with
Highlander Ski Lifts at the rec-
ommendation of Wheaton, who
had worked with the lift installer
when he presided over Deer Val-
ley Resort

For roughly $3 million, accord-
ing to court documents, Highland-
er agreed to install a pair of detach-
able bubble quad lifts with hested
seats, referred to as Lift 1 and LIR

fuded bui

nd p

top and bot!am Seruinals s wll
as the towers, running the cables
and other tasks. Both sides agreed
the project needed to be complet-
ed by December 2021. That dead-
line would ensure Wasatch Peaks
Ranch could offer skiing and snow-
boarding during the 2021-22 sen
son. Plus. Highlander would avoid
trying toerect a ift on a 10,000
foot mountain peak during the
harshest winter months.

Before work even began, though,

arose.
“It was a really big job,” John
ston suid. “There were a lot of
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Abcve » A winter trail map of Wasatch Peaks Resort shows the terrain that the skiHift contractor encountered.
Below » The Acom fift is shown in December. After the difficult insallation of lifts in winter 202122, the resort

conditions issues, a lot of access
issues, a lot to do in such a short
period of time. Then the weuth-
er kicked in really early and real-
Iy heavy and difficult ll'lﬁlm"

became a lift-served ski area in February 2022.

el

its work area, and for much of the
project the sugmg area was “a
mmaddy bog ™ the complaint states.

Other contractors also got in the
“y according to the compilaint.

ording to court d
anhhndu' had planned to work
from the top down in order to
avoid high-elevation work as the
weather turned colder. But snow
lingered on the mountain peaks
throngh lute spring, blocking ac-
cess to the top of the lifts. So, the
lift installer resorted to = bot-
tom-up approach.

Yet even accessing the base of
the ski area proved difficult, ac-
cording to Highlander's complaint

Unable to drive pickups over
the rough-hewed roads and wash-
outs, the installer swid it had to
pull trailers londed with materi-
al up the mountain with bulidog-
ers. Later, it turned to Blackhawk
and Chinook

notes, some work-
h-d o be pulled away to install
an Avalauncher svalanche mitiga-
tion device, a side project commis-
ix)n-d by Wasatch Peaks Ranch
Those were minor inconve-

miences, l)xmpxcmq-mi to the

because they were plotted on steep
rock faces. At least one tower had
to be redone because of “geotech-
nical conditions.” And when work
on the lift started, no road to the
top of the lift existed, Highlander
complained, which meant its work-
ers had to hike to the towers.

“All survey i food, wa-
ter and excavation gear had to be
hllwd uphill” Highlander stated in

conditions, which was very costly
to Highlander.

“Highlander ended up losing
several of its skilled and long-
term workers, who were not will-
ing to perform dangerous instal-
lation work high on a mountain in
the middle of winter and who were
not comfortable with staying with
Project. Highlander had to per-
form repeated extensive snow re-
moval work to perform its work in.
the winter. Tasks would take up to
10 times longer to complete in the
winter conditions.”

Wasatch Peaks, on the other
hand, said in its counterclaim that
Highlander arrived at the project
unprepared. The installer was con-
sistently short-staffed, the resort’s
representatives argued in court
documents, and knew it would
have to work around other con-
tractors.

What's more, the resort’s law-
yers said the line for Lift 3 had
been chosen and Highlander em-
ployees had walked it before the
contract was signed. They allege it

was Highlander's efforts to change
the route that led to many of the
delays.

“While Highlander wanted to
change the layout and spend an un-
reasonable amount of time trying

“WPR lﬁﬂ'ﬂl&!\!"\ states thl' the
location and layout for Lift 3 nev-
er changed from the original phns
Highlander agreed to construct.

Wasatch Peaks Ranch finally
became a lift-served ski resort in
February 2022, when Lift 1 was

u‘zmeltnth-p:u-!wadm "

tor machine in fuel cans until there
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All along_ the project was in a
race against the ¢iements. Then,
2021 produced one of the snowi-
est Octobers in decades. Novemn-
ber warmed some, but when Leit-
ner Poma didn't deliver some parts
for Lift 8 until Nov. 30, with the
worst of winter ahead, court doc-
uments say Highlander asked to

the project.

Wasatch Peaks said that wasn't
an option. Promises had been
made.

FINISH AT ALL COSTS
So Highlander pressed on. Its

workers melted ice from parts with
propane torches but, according to

However, Lift 3 was
not fulh installed until March 28,
2022

Wasatch Peaks Ranch did not
respond to an email requesting
comment on the settlement. In
January, it also denied a request
for comment on the abrupt set-
tiement of its legal battle with six
Morgan County citizens over zon-
ing laws.

The first hearing in the case
against Highlander was scheduled
for this November. Until it wasnt.

Johnston said that despite all
the animosity, he knew the court-
room could be avoided if he could
speak to Wasatch Peaks Ranch's
top decision-makers.

“1 finally got to talk to the right
uy.” Johnston suid, “and it went
really well ™

Wasatch Peaks Ranch now has

to move
equipment. One time, a Jandslide
kept the company from reaching

challenges saiditfaced  court documents, “not all the ice  five lifts. The other three were in-
once the actual instalistion start-  could be removed from the towers  stalled by Leitner-Poma, which
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