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sporting life—Tom Kotynski

Ridin’ the 
Wind
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                              Joel Beatty

Blending the elements of water-skiing with the elegance of 
downhill skiing, snowkiting has captured a new crop of fans 
looking to grab big air.
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“It             doesn’t start to get fun until the wind picks up to 15 
mph or more,” said Chris Miller, Great Falls, who’s 
been snowkiting for about five years.

	 Snowkiting is the snow equivalent of water kiting where 
the kiter harnesses to a large foil or inflatable kite on skis or 
snowboard on a snowy or icy surface rather than a surfboard on 
water.
	 On the high end snowkiters 
lift off and gain as much as 200 feet 
elevation and travel long distances, 
although 5 to 15 feet off the ground 
is quite the thrill, and a 15 mile day is 
doable. 
	 This extreme sport is relatively 
new, begun with experiments in the 
1960s related to parachute skiing and 
paragliders.  It really took off in the 
late 1990s.
	 While it has few Montana practitioners—estimated by 
Miller at about 15 in Great Falls and perhaps 100 in Montana—it 
is an international sport picking up popularity.
	 In Montana there are several snowkiting businesses, 
mostly online, an annual festival, and a sophisticated snowkiting 

Web site developed by Miller, who runs Trailhead Interactive 
that designs and consults on Web sites. One of his clients is 
Ozone Snowkites, a French company that makes the kites.
	 Joel Beatty of Missoula is one of those snowkiters who 
sells kites online as Montana Kite Sports (montanakitesports.
com). He is a grad student at University of Montana, who also 
maintains the Web site. 

	 Beatty said the beauty of snowkiting 
is its versatility—it can be done nearly 
anywhere, on the flat, on mountains, 
uphill, downhill, “anywhere where 
there’s wind and snow.”
	 “Central Montana is great for 
snowkiting because of the consistent 
wind,” said Beatty.
	 Beatty offers snowkiting lessons.
He charges $50 an hour for lesssons 
that include safety, how to land, how to 

create power and launch. “You can’t learn how to fly in one day, 
but you have fun on the first day.”
	 He said that snowkiting is for anyone, 6 years old to 60, 
the perfect “crossover sport” that can be adopted by those who 
like downhill or telemark skiing or snowboarding.

	 “It’s like combining sailing, 
skiing, snowboarding, and flying a 
kite while operating a snowmobile, 
but riding behind,” said Beatty of the 
sensations he gets when snowkiting.
	 The Montana Kite Sports Web 
site is a cornucopia of information on 
snowkiting in Montana. In addition 
to the store there are forums, videos, 
photo galleries, links and even a map 
showing the best kiting spots around 
the state.
	 In the Great Falls area that 
would be O’Brien Park near Kings 
Hill Pass in the Little Belt Mountains.  
In Helena, it would be the McDonald 
Pass area.
	 As early as October the Web site 
was showing photos and videos from 
Valier, Tiber Lake, and Norris Hill.
	 Miller has some nice spots in 
the Little Belts on private land south 
of Kings Hill.
	 Another good site to keep up 
with the snowkiting scene is “Drift 
Snowkite Magazine.”

Central Montana is 
great for snowkiting  

because of the  
consistent wind...

Homebuilt board at 2007 Montana Snowkite Rodeo.                                                         Chris Miller
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Getting Started
	 If you’re not doing lessons, Miller suggests starting by 
going with someone who is good at it, and by using a smaller 
kite, in the 3 meter range. “Do it with someone who knows 
how and in an area where there are no objects, with a couple of 
hundred feet of clear space behind you and 500 feet downwind 
of you.”
	 For Miller, safety is “huge. It is the most important thing 
taught.”
	 Of course helmets are mandatory.
	 So far, there have been a few minor 
injuries.
	 Beatty chafes when snowkiting is called 
an “extreme sport.” 
	 “It is not an extreme sport,” he said. 
“Those allusions annoy me.  Kiting is for 
anyone.”

The Cost
	 You will need a kite, board or skis, 
harness and safety gear like a helmet and 
insulating pants, gloves, and jacket.
	 The kite will cost roughly what it costs to 
outfit yourself for skiing or snowboarding—$600 
for a basic package or $800-$900 for a multi-
purpose kite, according the Beatty.  You buy a kite from him and 
he’ll throw in a lesson for free. He also carries used equipment.
	 Besides the rush of being lifted off the ground in 
beautiful surroundings, Miller said the attraction of the sport is  
“a hearty, stout community around you. It attracts a certain  
type of person.”

Want To Go?
	 Go the Montana Kite Sports Web site and click on the 
Forum tab and say where you’re from and you want to learn. 
Chances are good that you’ll get an answer.

Special Events
	 Montana Snowkite Rodeo, March 29-April 4, Jackson Hot 
Springs, MT.  This is a gathering, not a competition. Upward of 
100 snowkiters from around the world are expected. 

Web sites:

Ozone kite sales:  

	 www.flyozone.com

Drift Snowkite Magazine:  

	 www.driftsnowkitemag.com

Montana Kite Sports:  

	 www.montanakitesports.com

~Tom Kotynski is a Great Falls writer who is a retired 
Great Falls Tribune associate editor.
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ABOVE: Georgetwon Lake Snowkite Rodeo.  BELOW: Jana Carter at 2007 Montana Snowkite Rodeo.                                            Chris Miller


