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who prefers off-the-hill fun
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A-Basin, ski 
swaps and 
Halloween 
dodgeball

O
h hey, there’s 
snow on the 
ground.

This week 
brought the first legitimate 
snowfall to Summit, which 
means it also 
brought a flurry 
of snowmak-
ing updates, 
opening-day 
predictions and, 
of course, plenty 
of early-season 
snow porn on 
Facebook, In-
stragram and in 
the pages of the 
Summit Daily. 
It’s funny how a stand of 
lightly dusted pines in 
October can brighten the 
mood around here, when 
three months from now the 
same light dusting would 
be outright depressing.

But that’s how it is in 
the mountains — the more 
snow, the better, at least 
for folks who enjoy playing 

in it. Beyond that, it also 
marks the official end of 
summer sports season. 
Trails are now too mushy 
for traditional mountain 
bikes (look to the sports 

section for two 
winter-ready fat 
bikes), and fall 
high school sports 
are about to wind 
down. 

It’s been a hit-
or-miss season for 
the Tigers. The 
hard-hitting girls 
rugby team is well 
on its way to anoth-
er state champion-

ship, the girls cross-country 
team barely (by one point) 
missed the cut for the state 
meet, the boys soccer squad 
struggled to find a rhythm 
and the senior-heavy vol-
leyball team faced one of 
the toughest 4A rosters in 
years. But, again, that’s how 
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T
he score is a lop-
sided 4-0 when 
Mario Santa Cruz 
tells his students 

to reset.
“Back in position,” says 

Santa Cruz, a Colorado 
Mountain School physics 
professor who moonlights 
as a fencing instructor in 
Breckenridge and at The 
Peak School in Frisco. He’s 
not quite the sort of person 
you’d peg as the fencing 
type — if there is such a 
thing — but he’s likely 
Summit County’s top fenc-
ing expert. He’s been fenc-
ing for nearly 35 years and 
runs The Peak School class 
like a legitimate training 

session, beginning with 
technique and form before 
launching in to a stu-
dent-judged tournament. 

“Ready?” Santa Cruz 
points to 12-year-old 
Cassidy Citron, one of 11 
students in the semes-
ter-long elective fencing 
course. She nods, her head 
covered in the iconic fenc-
ing mask of dark mesh. 
The traditional fencing 
garb, known simply as a 
canvas jacket, protects her 
torso. It’s the same white 
jacket worn by every other 
student in the course, and 
Santa Cruz has sizes to fit 

anyone, from 11-year-olds 
to 17-year-olds.

“Ready?” Santa Cruz 
points to Citron’s oppo-
nent, 15-year-old Chase 
Renner, and he also nods. 
For the past four rounds, 
his classmate had expertly 
picked apart his defense, 
pushing him back onto his 
heels as she continued to 
deflect and attack, deflect 
and attack. 

Standing on each side of 
Citron and Renner were 
two other students, who 
together with Santa Cruz 
judged each round. After 
two months of class, held 

two times per week in the 
school’s small rec room, 
every student has a basic 
concept of fencing terms 
and scoring. It fits into 
The Peak School curric-
ulum: Students learn by 
doing, not simply read-
ing or watching, and with 
Santa Cruz at the helm, the 
fencing students get plenty 
of hands-on experience — 
with swords in hand.

“En garde,” the instruc-
tor says. The two dualists 
and four judges have a sec-
ond to prepare, then… 

“Allez!” he says, and the 
round is on. For a beat or 
two, Cassidy and Citron 
don’t move a muscle, each 
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For the first time, students at The Peak 
School this semester get an introduction 

to the strategic French art of fencing

Cassidy Citron (left) lunges at Chase Renner (right) as instructor Mario Santa Cruz looks on. After learning the 
etiquette and technique, the students have the chance to dual in a friendly tournament and learn how the sport is 
scored.
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it is in the mountains, where the preps 
athlete pool is also filled with World 
Cup downhillers, snowboarders and 
big-mountain skiers. For some, football 
and volleyball and the rest were just 
distractions until the snow arrived.

So as the fall sports season winds 
down, here’s to the Tigers and their 
coaches. No season is a waste, even if 
the record seems to say otherwise.

A-BASIN OPENING DAY?
It’s the question on everyone’s mind: 

When will Arapahoe Basin open the 
High Noon strip of death? As of now, 
the ski area still hasn’t pinpointed an 
exact opening date. Snowmaking began 
in earnest early the morning of Oct. 21, 
and the storm on the next day added 
a much-needed coating of the natural 
stuff. A-Basin opens when the base on 
High Noon reaches 18 inches, so keep 
an eye on the weather and the live web 
cams. As long as the weather stays 
chilly they should (hopefully) open 
in the next week or two. A-Basin will 
make the announcement 24-48 hours 
in advance.

HALLOWEEN DODGEBALL 
TOURNEY

For the sixth year in a row, the Breck-
enridge Rec Center is hosting an adult 
dodgeball tournament for Halloween 
on Oct. 30. Yep, you know what that 
means — wearing ridiculous costumes 
to spend a night pelting your friends 
with soft, spongy balls. I feel like they 
made a movie about that one time, but 
here, in Breck, you won’t be going up 
against Goliaths from the depths of 
the former USSR. No, the round-rob-
in tourney is all about having a damn 
good time. Registration is capped at 
eight teams, with every team getting at 
least three rounds of play on the gym 
court. Cost is $110 per team. Every 
team needs three guys and three gals, 
but there’s no limit to the roster size. 
There’s also a prize for best costume. 
The only question is: Do you dress as 
White Goodman or Steve the Pirate? 

VAIL SKI SWAP
The granddaddy of them all returns 

to Dobson Ice Arena in Vail this week-
end when Ski and Snowboard Club Vail 
hosts its annual ski swap fundraiser 
Oct. 23-25. There are literally thou-
sands of new and used items available, 
including skis, snowboards, bindings 
for both, softgoods, alpine racing 
equipment, Nordic gear — the list goes 
on and on.

As usual, the early-bird shoppers 
on Friday get the absolute best buys, 
but there are plenty of steals to be had 
this weekend. General entry is free for 
anyone on Saturday (9 a.m. to 5 p.m.) 
and Sunday (9 a.m. to 2 p.m.), with 
select items discounted by 25-percent 
on Sunday. Head to vailskiswap.com 
for more info.
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braced in the starting position: one foot 
forward and one foot back, with the lead 
hand and sword held high while the other 
is braced elegantly behind the back. 

Body position is yet another piece of the 
complex fencing puzzle, and proper form 
is harder than it looks. Like gymnastics or 
diving or skiing and snowboarding, it can 
take a lifetime to master. And, like those 
sports, it’s easy enough for casual observers 
to nitpick form — a lazy arm here, a bent 
back there. Let’s just say these kids have 
impressive form, particularly for a group of 
novices with very little fencing experience 
before September.

After the brief pause, Renner makes a 
move, breaking the static in the air. It’s the 
final point of the duel and he’s down by 
four points, so rather than wait for Citron 
to attack, just as she had the first four 
rounds, he tests her with a small lunge 
(the term for a basic offensive attack). The 
lunge comes with a sword thrust directed 
at her chest and she counters with a parry 
(the lunge’s defensive counterpart), only 
to watch her opponent come back with 
another quick lunge and thrust. She parrys 
again and is forced to take a step back un-
til she’s caught on her heels.

Now Renner has Citron exactly where he 
wants her. The two exchange twice more 
before Renner lunges and lands a thrust 
to his opponent’s left shoulder, just barely 
above the heart. From start to finish the 
round lasts about 10 seconds, but it’s a 
mentally grueling 10 seconds, something 
Santa Cruz often refers to as “physical 
chess.”

“And stop,” the instructor says short-
ly after the hit. In rapid-fire fashion, he 
points from judge to judge for their opin-
ion on the round. Within a second or two, 
all agree the attack was clean. Renner 
wins his first point and the duel is now 
4-1. 

“Now back in position,” Santa Cruz says. 
Time for the next round.

FENCING IN THE CLASSROOM
In the U.S., fencing is hardly a common 

sport, particularly in schools. There are 
clubs and college programs, but the ma-
jority of students are rarely introduced to 
the ins and outs of the classic French form. 
(It’s technically a martial art, like karate or 
jiu jitsu.) 

That lack of exposure is exactly why 
head of school Steve Coleman wanted to 
introduce the fencing elective this year. 
The school’s curriculum is heavy on world 
education — there’s a global cuisine class 
happening next door to the rec room — 
and fencing fits into his philosophy. 

“One thing we want to do is interna-
tionalize our program — languages, trips 
abroad, study abroad,” Coleman says while 
watching students practice a coupé, the 
French term for an indirect attack that’s 
one of hundreds a master fencing students 
will learn. “This I think is an internation-
al sport, not something you usually see in 
America. It opens horizons to new things, 
helps them see where their talents lie.”

Unlike many stateside sports — foot-
ball, baseball, basketball — fencing also 
doesn’t champion pure strength or size 
over finesse. It’s a bit subtler than that, and 
Coleman believes his students are drawn 
to its unorthodox rhythms.

 As he talks, one student approaches an-
other and, in a spot-on European accent, 
asks, “Madame, would you care to bout?”

“I think it has a romance to it,” Coleman 
says. “It’s where the smaller, more agile 
students can really succeed. I think it’s 
something that all students can do, not 
just those who are athletically inclined for 
team sports.”

One of the top fencing students is 
17-year-old Selah Kreeger, who also acts 
as Santa Cruz’s assistant during class. She 
knows the instructor through the Breck-
enridge Fencing Club, held throughout the 
year at the Breck Rec Center. She joined 
about a year ago and immediately fell in 
love.

“I’m still learning something every single 
time I fence,” Kreeger says. “It’s not some-
thing you learn for a little while, get good 

at and stop. It’s something you can almost 
never be perfect at, and that’s cool.”

Plus, there are swords.
“I mean, this is sword fighting,” she says 

before noting that it’s also a martial art. 
“There’s something about the art of it that’s 
enamoring, that just makes you want to 
try it.”

Between the club and class, Kreeger 
has learned about the wide, deep world 
of fencing. She learned that everyone has 
a different style, and in order to be one 
of the best, you must first be confident in 
your skills, then learn how to counter an 
attacker who’s wildly different. 

“After a while, you learn what a flinch 
means, or what the wrong action does,” 
Kreeger says. “I really enjoyed learning 
that. It’s a mind game as much as a physi-
cal game.”

THE DUEL POINT
The duel between Citron and Renner sat 

at 4-4. In a tie, the mental side truly shines 
through, particularly when one side man-
ages to come back from a near-defeat.

“En garde,” Santa Cruz says, checks to 
see his judges are ready, and, “Allez!”

With the duel on the line, both students 
are taking chances. Citron comes out early, 
pushing Renner back with a quick move, 
only to see it countered as her opponent 
makes a quick parry. The two exchange 
for nearly 15 seconds — the longest of the 
round — until Renner lands what looks to 
be a glancing hit to Citron’s ribs.

“Was it a hit?” Santa Cruz asks his 
judges. There’s a bit of uncertainty from 
the Renner side, including one call of no 
judgment. But, in the end, Santa Cruz 
overrides the non-call with his verdict: It 
was clean. As the fifth judge, he can over. 
Citron seems disappointed, Renner seems 
relieved, and Santa Cruz has both come to 
the center for the final salute, part of the 
tradition.

“Well done,” he tells his students, then 
calls the next two students to the center for 
the second duel of the afternoon.

“En garde,” he says. They salute, don 
their masks and get into position
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Peak School 
fencing instructor 
Mario Santa Cruz 
gives tips to a 
group of stu-
dents during the 
school’s fencing 
elective. This 
is the first year 
the school has 
offered fencing to 
middle and upper 
school students 
(grades 6-12).
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