
Why you should hug your ski patroller

When I was 8 years old, a 
Sugarbush patroller corralled 
me at the base of North Ridge 
to issue a speeding warning. 
He said I was racing reckless-
ly through a slow skiing zone 
and if he caught me doing it 
again he’d pull my pass. Les-
son learned, though perhaps 
for the wrong reason.

The next season, on Lower 
Ripcord, I slipped on some 
ice and tumbled into a snow 
gun, bruising my thigh and 
maybe my ego. It was the first 
time, and I hope the last time, 
that I rode down the mountain 
in an orange toboggan.

So, my first two encounters 
with the ski patrol were “po-
lice” and “rescue” – in other 

words, people I don’t want 
on my case. It took me far too 
long to realize patrollers are 
my friends, with all they do to 
keep me safe on the hill.

They’re the first ones up 
each morning and the last 
ones down each afternoon. 
Near the winter solstice that 
means they watch sunrise and 
sunset daily from the moun-
tain – not a bad perk.

Patrollers start each day 
with trail check, looking for 
hazards that might have ap-
peared overnight. (At least 
around here they do. Out West 
they might start by throwing 
bombs. Avalanche control is 
awesome.) They finish each 
day with sweep, making sure 
skiers and riders got down 
safely. In between, we are the 
schoolkids on a snowy field 
trip. One red-jacketed chap-
erone leads the way, another 
brings up the rear, and so long 
as we stay on open trails none 
of us goes missing.

TRAIL CHECK

When you see a single track 
on a closed trail, chances are 
it’s not a poacher but one 
lucky (or unlucky) patroller 
who checked the trail that 
morning. The patroller as-
sessed the snow conditions, 
noted something dangerous 
– an ice floe, a water bar, a 
streak of barely covered rocks 
– and decided it wasn’t safe 

for the public, or at least not 
safe to get a rescue toboggan 
down.

Other times, it’s enough to 
mark hazards with lollipop 
signs and bamboo poles in 
spot locations. They call it 
“boo” – and, yes, it’s actually 
bamboo under that distinctive 

tiger-stripe tape. “There was a 
shortage last year,” says Mad 
River patroller Christian Ja-
quith. Apparently, China had 
a slim harvest, prices went up, 
and resorts in need had to buy 
plastic poles instead.

With changing weather, the 
patrol may well decide to 
open and close trails midday. 
I remember a 6-inch dump 
one February that fell on a 
very firm, very needy base. 
Riding the Single Chair I 
watched the entire Mad River 
Freeskiing Team – at least 20 
teens and tweens – sidestep 
down the full width of Chute, 
which was closed.

Turns out the patrol gave 
them the task to lock in the 
new snow before it was lost 
to wind or sliding skiers. Ten 
minutes later, I heard one ra-
dio crackle to life: “Dropped 
rope on Chute.” Human groo-
min’ at its finest.

But typically, they split their 
day between actually patrol-
ling the open trails and stint-
ing – sitting in the patrol huts, 

ready to respond to any emer-
gency. All the patrollers are 
trained in first aid, lift evacu-
ations, and – yes – piloting the 
toboggan.

SWEEP

Lifts close at 4 o’clock, and 
patrollers ooze into the Stark’s 
Nest to chatter and wait. At 
4:15, director John Ayers gets 
the radio call from the top 
of the double chair: time to 
sweep. The patrol self-selects 
their assignments, teaming up 
as the terrain requires. Chute 
gets at least four sweepers 
ideally, but in a pinch can be 
checked with two – one down 
the dogleg skier’s left and one 
down Donkey to the right.

At every juncture, they 
wait to regroup and report. 
A verbal exchange of “check, 
check,” or two clicks of the 
poles, and it’s on to the next 
segment. On a typical after-
noon, there is nobody to be 
found, and sweep is more of 
a victory lap, one last unhur-
ried run to cap off the day.

See you along the fall line.
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The flu virus is widespread across the U.S.
Cases are rising in Vermont.

 
Remember, the flu is more than “just a bad cold.” It can 
cause serious illness in infants, pregnant women, those over 
age 65 and those with certain chronic medical conditions.
 
Help protect yourself and others:

• Get vaccinated.

• Wash your hands often with soap and water or  

alcohol-based hand rub.

• Cover your coughs and sneezes.

• Stay away from people who are sick.

Already have symptoms?  
Get treatment guidelines at 

UVMHealth.org/CVMC/flu-facts
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Patrollers checking a trail for hazards.


