
How to build your own rope tow

In 1939, the first ski area 
opened in the Mad River Val-
ley. It wasn’t Mad River Glen – 
the Single Chair wouldn’t get 
built until 1948. No, the first 
skiing venture to grace our 
ice-jammed shores belonged 
to the Warren Outing Club.

According to New England 
Lost Ski Areas Project, www.
nelsap.org – a fabulous re-
source – the Warren Outing 
Club area was located on the 

property of Ulie Austin, now a 
gravel pit just south of the in-
tersection of Main Street and 
Route 100 in Warren. Tick-
ets cost 25 cents for kids and 
50 cents for adults, with free 
passes for those who packed 
the slope after a storm.

A single rope tow served the 
hill, built with components 
from an earlier tow at Suicide 
Six. The engine was a Buick 
that ran on gasoline. It closed 
sometime during World War 
II.

Surely some residents and 
visitors can remember other 
local ski areas that didn’t 
survive, including the Tucker 
Hill Lodge, Ray Thorpe’s hill 
in Irasville, and Waterbury’s 
Perry Hill and Pinnacle Park. 
All these defunct slopes have 
something in common: They 
were built around the earliest 
and humblest of ski lifts, the 
rope tow.

HOMEGROWN SKIING  
AND RIDING

Who doesn’t dream of hav-
ing their very own ski area? 
As crowds and ticket prices 
increase at the resorts, many 
people have started tinker-
ing again with personal rope 
tows. (Maybe they never 
stopped, but the internet has 
a way of making every niche 
hobby look like a major move-
ment.) For insurance rea-
sons as well as good old van-
ity, most of these uber-local 
slopes are private, reserved 
for friends and family.

Assuming you already 
have a hill, the first thing 
you’ll need is a motor. Rid-
ing lawnmowers make con-
venient drivers, with plenty 
of torque and an appropriate 
running speed. (Not to men-
tion, they’ll cut your grass in 
the off-season!) The tow line 
can wrap directly around one 
of the rear driving wheels, 
fitted with a groove or some 
other system to keep the line 
in place. It is most efficient to 
place your motor at the top of 

the hill so riders don’t create 
slack when they grab on.

The most expensive pur-
chase might be your rope. 
Five-eighth-inch polyester 
rope, known as poly-dac, is 
a popular choice. You have 
several options for splicing 
the ends of the rope together, 
depending on how much time 
you have and whether your 
system can handle a change in 
diameter.

Elevating the return rope 
in the air is safer and makes 
maintenance easier … plus 
it looks cool and gives you 
a place to hang lights for 
night skiing. If your property 
is wooded, you can pick out 
some trees along the tow line 

and install wheels on sturdy 
branches or brackets. If you 
have an open field, you might 
consider building towers.

Moretown resident Brian 
Mohr writes in VT Ski and 
Ride Magazine about log-
ging his private hill last year: 
“We singled out six trees to 
be spared with the idea that 
their trunks could serve as 
the future towers.” He also 
strongly recommends install-
ing safety shut-offs such as a 
stop gate and an extra cord 
connected to the ignition. On 
Mohr’s tow, “A skier can push 
the gate just a few degrees, or 
give the cord a tug anywhere 
along its length to stop the 
motor.”

Interestingly, many of the 
folks who build backyard 
rope tows are also stewards 

of public backcountry terrain. 
That includes RASTA found-
er Angus McCusker, whose 
tow design in Bethel has in-
spired numerous others. It’s 
just another way to get back to 
the roots of the sport and ski 
anytime, anywhere.

HANG ON TO  
YOUR HELMETS

We have entered calendar 
spring, and the weather hold-
ing pattern that ruled the last 
month is about to surrender 
in spectacular fashion. A 
coastal storm Friday will stall 
over the Maritimes, which 
should draw moisture up the 
Saint Lawrence Valley and 
bless the Green Mountains’ 
higher elevations with over a 
foot of fresh. 

See you along the fall line.
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Riding a backyard rope tow in West Bolton.
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Francis is good with 
other dogs, with 

children, and even 
with cats!

Francis loves a soft 
human touch. She’s 
up to date on shots, 
and spayed. Loved 

by all who meet her.

FRANCIS
Shepherd mix

7 mos • 50 lbs • Female


