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In just two decades, Jake Burton has gone from snowboard
inventor to traveling salesman to lobbyist to head of a
multi-million-dollar corporation. Today, he is simply one of
the most powerful people in snow sports. By Reade Bailey
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ake Burton will have mixed
emotions when he warches
snowboarding make its de-
but at the Nagano Winter
Games. The Olympics may
give snowboarding che ulti-
mate stamp of mainstream
approval, but at what price?
“1 think the Olympics will be
cool, and it will be a great op-
portunity for the achletes.”
says 43-year-old Burton, the
snowhoarding pioncer and owner of the sport's most promi-
nent company. “But it's kind of like when [ heard thar Dan
Quayle had gone snowboarding. 1 thought, “What have they
done with my sporc?™

His sport—the one that Burton virtually invented 20 years
ago this winter when he first fashioned crude snowhoards in a
Vermont woodshop—has exploded. There are more than 8 mil-
lion snowboarders worldwide, including some 4 million in the
LS. They're expected to account for about 25 percent of ski-
area visits this season in the U.S,

Burton’s company, Burton Snowhboards, dominates the in-
dustry. Although the company doesn't release sales figures, in-
dustry ohservers estimate its annual sales at well over $150 mil-
lion. About 500 employees work at Burton's headquarters in
Burlington, Vt., and in offices and Factorics around the world.
Burton himsell is currently starring in an American Express
card TV commercial,

All of which leads to a delicious musing: Perhaps the most
powerful man in skiing is not even a skier. He's a snowhoarder.
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It’s 7:30 am at the Burton houschold in Vermont and, ar first
glance, chaos seems to rule. Seven-month-old Tim is in a high-
chair, tossing pieces of his breakfast at the graying golden re-
triever sleeping nearby. Three-year-old Taylor plays on the
floor with a pile of toys. Seven-year-old George appears in the

kitchen, groggy and rubbing sleep from his eyes.

Jake bustles around the kitchen, making breakfast and chat-
ting while keeping onc eye on the kids and the other on the
Weather Channel. Jake's mental clock is also ticking—George
has to be at school in nearby Stowe by 815 am. It's a trip that
takes preciscly 5 minutes by car or 17 minutes by snowmabile.

On this March day, Jake has opted to make the trip by
snowmuohile, While Jake brings the snowmobiles to the front
door, Donna Burton and 1 bundle up George and Taylor in cheir
snow gear. At exactly 7:58 am, we roar away, George r':u:ling on
my machine and Taylor with Jake. Right on schedule.

L ollow Jake as we ride through woods along narrow, twist-
ing trails. When we reach an open meadow, T pull up alongside
Jake, wheo has stopped. “Go really fast across this lield,” he says,
with a big grin. T gradually give my snowmobile gas and we
rocket across the meadow, “Faster!” screams little George, who
has his arms wrapped tightly around my waist. “Faster!” All 1
can think is, “Oh my God, 'm going to kill Jake Burton's son.”

62 m swr m Fesrvary 1098

Tae HILL

A few minutes later, we ride across a baseball diamond and
deposit George—unharmed—in a schoolyard filled with chil-
dren. Less than a minute later, the bell rings and the kids hegin
filing into the school. We made it, with time to spare.

For Jake, business olten imitaces life. Burton Snowboards is
an uncanny reflection of his being. On the surface, he and his
company are casual, almost to the poine of sloppiness. There's
Jake, with his shaggy hair and ubiquitous uniform of jeans and
T-shirt. And the company’s Burlington headquarters is so laid-
back that employees’ dogs are allowed to roam the building
freely. But look beneath the veneer and you'll find a burtoned-
down, professional organization. And you'll find an inspira-
tional leader who started two decades ago with little more than
a burning passion and wound up building a sport and—almost
incidentally—a small personal fortune.

*We always focused on the sport and everything else took
care of itself,” says Jake. “In the early days, there were plenty of
tough times when [ felt like bailing out. But my love for the
sport kept me going.”

Itis still the simple pleasure of sliding down a snow-covered
mountain that drives him. “I'm riding more now than | ever
have,” says Jake, who will snowboard about 100 days this sea-
son. | feel like I've gone full circle and gotren back to my roots
as a rider. The last few years I've had reinvigorated passion.”

Jake’s passion is the pure, unadulterated sort usually
reserved for children—not for a man with graying temples and
an industrial-strength bottle of ibuprofen within easy reach on
the dashboard. His child-like qualities are enviable: a sense of
adventure, spiced with optimism and self-confidence.

“Jake is a 10 year old trapped in the body of a 43 year old,”
says Dennis Jenson, Burton’s senior viee president, “He's like a
lid who's living his ultimate dream. He's the soul of this com-
pany, the soul of snowboarding.”

Right now, the soul of snowboarding looks more like your typi-
cal dirthag hitchhiker. Jake stands along the Stowe ski-area
access road and sticks out his thumb. John “J.G.” Gerndt and |
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