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it’s so pervasive that we don’t notice it. 
A ski day ends in a local pub with pints. Spirits are 
packed for the summit. Your group chat for the next 
hut trip includes “Who’s got the wine?” Often, it’s 
fun and harmless, but for those who have a prob-
lematic relationship with alcohol, finding a way out 
of unhealthy cycles can feel daunting when the out-
door industry uses booze to fuel good-time vibes.

The prevalence of alcohol as an incentive and 
reward in mountain culture can make it seem nor-
mal. Yet, there is more to this issue than a Quaint 
Little Drinking Town with a Mountain Problem, as 
some kitschy T-shirts state. As Dr. Kristen Fuller 
writes in Psychology Today, “It is not normal or 
healthy to drink every day, despite what the popular 
ski-town culture is prophesizing.” The darker side 
of that culture can be insidious and convenient to 
ignore. The truth is that the potential for problems 
runs deep.

It is well-documented that mountain towns have 
high levels of substance abuse, depression, and other 
mental-health issues due to many factors, including 
the transient nature of the communities, the high 
cost of living, the stress of seasonal work, and, as 
researchers at the University of Utah have studied, a 
connection between lower oxygen levels and brain 
chemistry. When the Mental Health Commission of 
Canada reports that one in four deaths by suicide 
involve alcohol, people living out the party scene at 
elevation should take notice—if not for themselves, 
then for those around them. 

The good news is the no-alcohol industry is 
booming. According to NielsenIQ and reported 
on forbes.com, non-alcoholic drink sales were up 
33.2 per cent from October 2020 to October 2021. 

What is it about 
high-spirited 
mountain life that 
encourages people to 
get high and drink 
spirits? Learning 
from her interview 
subjects and her 
own experiences, 
podcaster Emily 
Holland explains 
the physical and 
emotional ride of 
attaining sobriety in 
a culture awash with 
being sloshed.

By Meghan J. Ward
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Wanna go 
bouldering?

From artisanal products to fruit-flavoured carbon-
ated water, the surge of “non-alcs,” as they are called, 
is not only giving people more options, it’s flipping 
the script away from the idea that drinking alcohol 
is better. NielsenIQ also reported that 78 per cent 
of non-alc beverage buyers are purchasing alcoholic 
drinks as well, which may mean people are pushing 
for a healthier lifestyle and recognizing that 
moderation is an essential piece of that. 

Emily Holland, a freelance podcast con-
sultant, copywriter, editor, and outdoor 
enthusiast based in Boulder, Colorado, gave 
up alcohol in February 2020. Since then, she 
has been keenly observing the outdoor indus-
try as it relates to alcohol and other addictive 
forces. At the outset of her sobriety, Holland, 
31, sought help from resources such as books 
and podcasts, but she ultimately discovered 
an information gap. “I really wasn’t finding 
a place in the outdoor community that was 
telling consistent stories of sobriety, addic-
tion, and recovery in the way that I thought 
was sorely needed,” she says. A seasoned 
podcaster, Holland took her experience from 
hosting The Stokecast, a podcast about out-
door enthusiasts and entrepreneurs, and 
created the Nature Untold Podcast, an inter-
view-style show that explores various types 
of addictions and sobriety. Her hope was that 
it would guide her journey and help listeners 
along the way.

For the podcast, Holland has hosted 25 
conversations with people around the United States, 
including recognizable names, such as adventurer 
and writer Brendan Leonard of semi-rad.com. In 
the process, she has gained valuable insights into the 
complicated relationship that the outdoor commu-
nity has with alcohol, the importance of connection, 
and how the industry can give equal space to those 
who aren’t up for a buzz. 

Meghan J. Ward: What was your introduction to 
the outdoors? Which outdoor activities or pursuits 
are you most active in now?
Emily Holland: I grew up in upstate New York 
in a town called Ballston Spa. My introduction to 
the outdoors was really the fact that we lived on a 
Christmas tree farm, and my sisters and I were the 
workers on the farm—very much in the dirt, plant-
ing trees, taking care of them, and fertilizing them. 
I wasn’t immediately introduced to big-mountain 

with alcohol—was that the next day, he would say 
that he didn’t notice I was drunk. People around me 
who knew me pretty well couldn’t tell when I was 
drunk. That scared me a lot. Because I knew that 
the person I was when I was drunk and the person I 
was when I was sober were incongruous. The thing 
I used to fit in was the thing that made me feel very 
separate from everyone else around me. I wasn’t 
ready to give it up at that time, but I was a bit more 
curious than I had ever been before.

MJW: What role did the outdoors play for you as 
you started to get curious about your relationship 
with alcohol?
EH: I think it became a place where I could really 
tap into that authentic self that I felt like I was push-
ing down for years and years. I think I was coming 
back to a sort of childhood joy I had camping with 
my family and going on hikes, the sort of moments 
I felt as a kid before I wanted to fit in—and before I 
felt the sadness or disconnection in high school that 
a lot of people feel. I often say when I’m hiking or 
doing something hard, “I love that feeling of burn-
ing in those muscles.” I love that because I drank my 
way from 14 to, at that point, my mid-twenties. I was 
always hungover, and I didn’t have the energy to go 
do these things as much, and so it was good to feel 
like I was in my body again, like I was embodying 
who I was supposed to be.

MJW: That was something Spencer Harkins talked 
about in episode 29, that when you stop drinking 
early, you can actually get up in the morning to do 
something fun. I can imagine it’s hard to get out of 
that cycle at first.
EH: Definitely, and a lot of people fear getting out of 
the cycle . . . and their brain chemistry has changed 
from, usually, years of alcohol use, so it’s habitual as 
well. Your brain pathways have told you that if you 
do X—say, you go for the bike ride—you drink the 
beers, and you keep drinking them until you go to 
bed. It’s really hard for people to separate those two, 
and understandably [so], because their brain is tell-
ing them that one goes with the other.

MJW: In your inaugural episode of the podcast, 
you talk about your dry January in 2020 and a 
shift you felt after a drink on February 1. Can you 
talk more about this?
 EH: I think the real reason I was able to even notice 
the shift is because I had gone back to therapy and 

BEYOND BARS
THIS PROGRAM ENCOURAGES  
DAYTIME CONNECTIONS,  
NOT NIGHTTIME CONCOCTIONS.

Connection is everything when you’re putting down roots in a mountain 
community. In the transient town of Banff, Alberta, creating genuine rela-
tionships can be a difficult task. “It’s really easy to go down that well-worn 
path of making friends and hanging out in the bar and not extending those 
connections and friendships into the daylight hours,” says Mayor Corrie 
DiManno. “Young adults can be drawn into this lifestyle where they’re 
working in hospitality for part of the day, and then they want to go blow off 
steam and party with the people that they’ve met at work.”

Enter BanffLIFE, a program run by the Town of Banff. For 18- to 30-year-
olds, it was created in 2000 after a mayor’s task force on late-night noise 
found that young people needed alternatives to hanging out at the bar. 
The program has a biweekly drop-in called Basecamp, a newcomer walking 
tour, and a roster of registered programs, such as introductions to seasonal 
sports, guided hikes and scrambles, and three-on-three basketball tourna-
ments. “[The program] provides this inclusive and safe supportive space for 
these young adults to connect and have this experience,” says DiManno, 
“and beyond that, it revolves around healthier lifestyle choices.” 
—Meghan J. Ward

adventures, but I was introduced to growing and 
sustaining the natural world early on. Nowadays, 
trail running, climbing, skiing, and hiking would 
probably be my main activities. Camping is a big 
part of all of those.

MJW: In the trailer for your Nature Untold Podcast, 
you describe your developing relationship with 
alcohol. Can you recall how it started for you?
EH: I started drinking when I was 14. I immediately 
realized it allowed me to be a person that I wanted 
to be—more gregarious or more flirtatious or a little 
bit more risqué, even—and to feel very cool. I would 
say that all of that is numbing of the authentic self, so 
I think, from the very beginning of me drinking, it 
really was about me numbing the parts of myself that 
I didn’t think would fit into the culture that I was in.

MJW: When do you think you recognized alcohol 
was a problem for you?
EH: There were a couple of times when I first started 
dating my partner that I was either browning out, 
like missing parts of the evening, or blacking out 
entirely. And the scary thing—and maybe the real-
ization that this was the beginning of the end for me 
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done some powerful work in the six months leading 
up to the dry January. I felt much more conscious 
and self-aware of my reactions to things and what 
my mind was telling me versus what my body was 
telling me. One of the main things I was working 
on in therapy was not to have such an emotional 
overreaction. I have had traumatic experiences in 
my past, and they make your brain do crazy things 
when there’s no threat in your immediate vicinity. 
On February 1, when I had a hard seltzer, I immedi-
ately felt very reactionary to everything around me, 
and I also really didn’t like the loss of motor func-
tion either. There was this really clear self-awareness 
of, “Oh, this is truly not for me anymore.” I felt like 
if I didn’t make a serious change, I would just be 
going in circles trying to fix myself or grow through 
therapy and that none of it would stick because I 
would have this thing that was bringing me back to 
regression. It was too obvious to ignore anymore.

MJW: You hosted 25 episodes of the Nature Untold 
Podcast. What major themes emerged through 
your interviews? 
EH: The major one is that connection is the key to 
everything. That can be connection to nature and 
the world around us; it can be connection to other 
people, family, partners. Almost every single person 
that’s been on the podcast has a background of feel-
ing like they were very disconnected from the world 
around them. Another theme is that nature is heal-
ing, but it will not heal you alone. You can’t just go 
out into the woods and then be healed of everything 
that ails you. That’s pretty consistent in the inter-
views I’ve done. It’s really about the outdoors being 
a vessel to embrace an understanding of yourself but 
also about connecting with others in those spaces.

MJW: Was there a specific interview that stuck 
with you?
EH: I could pull one from every single episode, but 
there was one with Jon Totten, who runs a non-profit 
called Dogsmile Adventures. He takes folks who 
couldn’t otherwise afford it on sailing adventures. He 
actually did the interview from a sailboat. One of the 
things he said when he talked about stopping drink-
ing is that he felt like he had an extra gear on his bike 
going uphill. I really like that visual. When you take 
something like [drinking] out of your life, there’s 
more gears to be had. There’s more clarity.

MJW: I’ve noticed there’s a Catch-22 at play. It’s no 
secret the outdoor industry encourages drinking. 
But outdoor experiences also offer a healthier out-
let than, say, substances when it comes to dealing 
with our mental health. It’s as though the industry 
is exacerbating the issue while also being a solu-
tion. Do you have any thoughts about this?

EH: I have a lot of thoughts about the industry 
perpetuating terrible things about drinking, but it is 
a nuanced discussion. I think it’s hard for someone 
who hasn’t done the internal work to see that delin-
eation—that you don’t have to drink to be part of the 
outdoor community. But going back to your ques-
tion, I think it’s really problematic that at the biggest 
outdoor-industry events of the year, there are happy 
hours that start at 2 p.m. I think it is also counter-
intuitive to the outdoor sports we do. We go outside 
to feel alive. But it’s really hard to feel that entirely if, 
either during or after, you’re numbing yourself from 
the total experience. You’re not letting the experi-
ence go all the way through your nervous system, 
and so I think it’s really robbing people of having the 
fullness of the experience outdoor companies market 

to us. I think the way that we’re marketed to as out-
door people has gotten better, but it still showcases 
this party vibe that is really detrimental to people 
who are trying to change their lifestyles and looking 
for reassurance in the media they consume.

MJW: How do you think the outdoor industry 
could start to shift away from promoting alcohol 
in conjunction with mountain activities?
EH: It doesn’t need to be that there’s no alcohol any-
where. I just think there needs to be equal amount of 
space for people who choose not to drink as well. If Ph
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you’re going to exist in a mountain town as any kind 
of business or you’re going to run these huge events, 
you’ve got to have non-alcoholic options. And I don’t 
mean water. Have a tasty thing people are excited 
to drink and one that is equal to the amount of fun 
in the alcoholic drinks you’re serving. And if you’re 
running a booth, can you lure people to you without 
it being about alcohol? I implore people to get more 
creative than they’re currently being. It’ll be more 
enriching for you as a marketing person. And it will 
make more people feel safe, seen, and understood.

MJW: What’s one piece of wisdom from the pod-
cast interviews that you’d like everyone to know?
EH: It is hard to distill down, but I think it would 
be to show up for the people in your community 
like you’d like to be showed up for. If you are having 
a get-together after a long run at your house, have 
non-alcoholic options for people. If you’re in the 
rock-climbing community and you see someone 
who seems to be struggling, approach them or ask 
them how you can help be supportive in that. If you 
see something happen at a local crag or a ski moun-

Last January 1, 2021, in Revelstoke, British 
Columbia, I woke up with a black eye and a new 
mission: give up alcohol for a year. While the black 
eye happened a few days earlier when I got jumped 
in 7-Eleven after the bar, the catalyst for change 
was waking up with another crippling hangover and 
realizing—again—that I was about to waste a good 
winter day. 

If you think drinking culture is prevalent in ski 
towns, my experience is that drinking culture in the 
snowboard industry is much worse. I’m 38 years 
old, and I live in a ski town. I work as a freelance 
journalist in the snowboard industry, and I am part 
owner of Wasted Youth, a snowboard apparel brand 
and crew known for its hard partying and hard 
snowboarding style. At the time of writing, I have 
been dry about six months and have survived three 
snowboard film trips and one major snowboard-
industry event. 

So far, these last few months have been an 
absolute test of my self-control. It has been hard, 
very hard, to exist in these environments without 
alcohol. Coming home after a long day of sledding 
and hiking with heavy camera gear on your back, 
with shoulders and traps burning, makes you really 
want a beer. Going out to events and social gather-

WASTED 
YOUTH?
A SNOWBOARDER PUTS 
DOWN THE PINT TO  
GO STONE-COLD SOBER 
FOR A YEAR.
By Nick Khattar

ings post-COVID-19 and watching people going 
bonkers, chugging beers, and belting out karaoke at 
the Legion is like giving up chocolate then finding 
the golden ticket to Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory. 

I think trying to avoid temptation has made me 
more anti-social. I’ve tried to exist as I normally 
would by substituting non-alcoholic drinks, but I 
feel like an outsider undercover, observing instead 
of participating. I find myself often suffering from 
an above-average amount of FOMO. This isn’t just 
because I am avoiding social settings; it’s about 
how my social experiences have changed. While 
being sober at a Revelstoke Grizzlies hockey playoff 
game is still fun, it’s definitely not the same as 
drinking beer at the game with your friends, scream-
ing “Sweet Caroline” all night, and then hitting the 

bars to celebrate a big victory. I fear missing out on 
the memories, not the drinking. The memories you 
make while sober are different.

The strange and honest truth is that other than 
not being hungover or depressed from alcohol with-
drawal and wasting good days, I actually don’t feel 
much different. It’s not like I’m suddenly springing 
out of bed at 5 a.m. and summiting peaks all day, 
or walking down the street high-fiving everyone, or 
doing two-a-days in the gym. Fortunately, or unfor-
tunately, my life is pretty much the same. I don’t 
know if this prohibition will last longer than a year 
or whether I’ll take a drink much sooner. But so far, 
knowing I haven’t lost any good days to hangovers 
is enough motivation to keep me going.

tain that you don’t think is okay, say something. I 
think just showing up for your community members 
is really important. You never really know what a 
small deed will do for someone.

MJW: You’re still a producer of the podcast, but 
you’ve passed the hosting mic to John Holdmeier. 
What’s the next thing for you?
EH: In general, I am really excited about a couple 
of different projects I’m working on, including Plug 
Tone Audio, which will be the first outdoor podcast 
collective. And then I’m climbing Kilimanjaro this 
year. So, I’m pretty stoked on that. 

Meghan J. Ward is an author and adventurer based  
in Banff, Alberta.


