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“As the sun set, I could see the alpine glow on the 

eastern mountains. The mountain was closed. No wind, 

just a beautiful view of the lake against the clear azure sky…the  green  trees  standing  in  contrast  to  the  sky, 

snow,  and  lake. This  is  the  best  part of  the  day…the 

close…the  retreat…the  sweep.  I  looked  around  and 

saw  the  other  ski  patrollers  moving  across  their 

assigned runs. What else c ould one want…being with 

good  friends…having  spent  the  day  helping people…and now witnessing a beautiful sunset. We are 

a special breed!”

John Doolittle 

March 15, 2001 
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AUTHOR’S NOTES

 

The  Lake  Tahoe  basin  was  formed  approximately 

two million years ago by the rise and fall of land due to 

tectonic  faulting.  Over  thousands  of  years,  glaciers 

formed,  shifted,  melted,  refroze,  and  moved.  They carved the most beautiful mountains in California, and 

over time, this resulted in a lake 6,225 feet above sea 

level, over 1,600 feet deep, 22 miles long, and 12 miles 

wide, with a 72-mile shoreline. The highest peak is Mt. 

Tallac at 9735 feet, located at the southwest end of the lake. North of this peak, along the west shore, halfway 

between  the  north  and  south  shores,  is  an  area 

dominated by Ellis Peak (8,740). Except for a highway 

that runs along the lake's shore and a few small towns, 

the area west of Lake Tahoe is uninhabited wilderness. 

Snowstorms tend to leave more snow on the west shore than on most other areas around the lake. 

*** 

The  National  Ski  Patrol  (NSP)  was  founded  by 

Charles Minot “Minnie” Dole in 1938. Minnie served 

in  the  10th  Mountain  Division  during  World  War  II. Today, the NSP has over 30,000 members across more 

than 640 patrols worldwide.  

I was an active volunteer member of the NSP for 30 

years, from 1979 to 2008. I patrolled at a resort in the 

Lake Tahoe Basin in Northern California. During that 

time,  I  helped  hundreds  of  skiers  and  boarders.  I  met some  of  the  most  dedicated  and  professional individuals I have ever known. Patrolling was both fun 

and  fulfilling,  yet  also  stressful  and  frustrating.  We 

were called on to care for the injured and sick. The vast 

majority recovered; however, due to critical injuries or 

illnesses, some did not.  

NSP patrollers, most of whom are volunteers, train 

annually  in  the  fall  to  demonstrate  the  latest  outdoor 

emergency  care  skills  and  refresh  the  required  skiing 

and toboggan handling skills in early winter. Patrollers 

arrive at 7:00 a.m. on patrol days and stay until after the mountain  is  swept  and  cleared,  usually  around  6:00 

p.m.  Many  patrollers  drive  up  the  night  before, 

spending  hours  in  their  cars  waiting  for  the  road  to 

“open”  because of  heavy  snow.  Volunteer  patrollers, 

for  the  most  part,  have  families  and  regular  jobs  but have  decided  to  dedicate  their  time  to  helping  others 

and  enjoy  skiing.  During  my  first  few  years  of 

patrolling, I patrolled for free skiing for myself and my 

family.  It  was  a  means  to  an  end.  As  I  got  older,  I 

enjoyed helping people on the hill and the camaraderie 

of those I patrolled with. We were an extended family, ready to help each other "on the hi ll” and in our private 

lives.  Patrolling  became  addictive …something  I 

needed  to  do  every  year.  Finally,  my  body  started 

telling  me  it  was time to stop;  I  was  no longer  at my 

best  on  the  slopes.  When  that  happened,  I  retired. During my tenure, I developed a motto for our Patrol, 

which  sums  it  up  perfectly:  "Responding  to  Save 

Others."   

While the following story is fiction, storms like the 

one  described  occasionally  occur  in  the  Lake  Tahoe 

basin  from  late  December  through  February.  The 

characters are also fictional; however, they reflect the 

personalities,  dedication,  and  professionalism  of  the many  patrollers  I  met  during  my  patrol  career.  The 

names in this story do not refer to any person, alive or 

dead,  directly  or  indirectly.  The  incidents  are  a 

compilation of events I recalled from my patrol career, 

condensed  into  a  few  days'  worth  of  time.  There  are days when a resort experiences only a few incidents and 

other  days  when  it  has  many.  Sun,  wind,  rain,  slush, 

snow,  sweat,  cold,  dampness,  sleet,  and  heat  are  all 

experienced by a patroller. Yet patrollers embrace these 

challenges  as  they  help  make  their  resorts  safe  for visitors. 




PROLOGUE

 

Sunday Morning 

Rudy  carefully  lowered  himself  out  of  the 

snowplow cab; with his heart pounding, he recognized something  was  not  right.  His  feet  sank  into  the  new 

snow  as  he  approached  an  unusual  accumulation  of 

snow  in  an  unexpected  place.  Instinctively,  he  knew 

there  was  something  strange  and  eerie  about  this 

mound. Rudy slowly brushed the snow off the top and spotted a parka hood covering a helmet. With his heart 

sinking, he removed more snow, exposing a man’s nose 

and  mouth  below  a  pair  of  goggles.  The  mouth  was 

open as if yelling something. Rudy carefully tilted the 

goggles  up  and  saw  the  eyes  frozen  open,  staring 

straight ahead, covered with ice crystals. 




THE VOLUNTEERS 

 

Friday Evening…Two Days Earlier 

As I turned down my neighborhood street, I heard the  weather  forecast  on  the  radio.  “A  strong  winter 

storm  is  hitting  Northern  California,  spinning  down 

from  Alaska.  This  cold  front  is  forecasted  to  bring 

heavy rain, wind gusts up to 50 miles per hour on the 

coast, and gusts up to 80 miles per hour over the Sierra 

Nevada Mountains. Coastal surf advisories are posted for waves up to 20 feet. There is also a severe weather 

warning for the Sierras. Heavy snow is expected above 

5,000  feet.  The  storm  will  move  slowly  through  the 

area, lasting until at least Monday. Unsettled weather 

and winds are expected after the front passes through.”

Pulling  into  my  driveway,  I  could  see  the  dark clouds moving east towards the Sierras. It was already 

misting. Nora had our all-wheel-drive SUV, equipped 

with  mud  and  snow  tires,  packed  and  ready.  It  was 

another ski patrol weekend at Mountain Lake —and this 

one  was  going  to  be  tough.  As  I  worried  about  how difficult  the  drive  up  to  Tahoe  might  be,  Nora 

interrupted my thoughts. 

“I  wish  you  hadn’t  committed  to  patrolling  this weekend,” she quipped, placing a thermos of hot coffee 

and turkey sandwiches on the front seat of our Lexus. 

“Well, I did. I can’t just show up! The resort and the 

Patrol are counting on me.”

I hadn’t meant to bark my answer, but I knew she 

was  right.  Nora  was  always  right—well,  most  of  the 

time. We added a few other items, closed up the house, 

and left Pleasant Hill promptly at 6:30 p.m. 

The  drive  through  Sacramento  was  uneventful, aside  from  heavy  rain  and  traffic.  By  the  time  we 

reached Auburn in the Sierra Nevada foothills, the rain 

pounded  so  hard  I  could  barely  see.  An  advisory 

warned  that  snow  was  already  falling  at  higher 

elevations. Only a few cars were heading east, and the storm forced traffic to move slowly and cautiously. 

“I hope we get through before the snow really starts dropping and they close the road,” I mumbled, half to 

reassure  myself.  Nora  heard  me  but  chose  not  to respond. She still wasn’t fully committed to this trip.

Thirty minutes later, traffic came to a sudden stop 

near the Chevron station in Cisco. The rain had turned 

into heavy snow, leaving the road slushy and difficult 

to navigate. A radio advisory announced that Highway 

80 was temporarily closed due to a truck spinning out 

and blocking the lanes. Crews were working to reopen the  road.  I  stared  ahead  at  the  endless  row  of  red 

taillights. 

“This is as bad as it gets. Thank God we took a potty 

break  just  outside  Sacramento,”  I  muttered.  Nora 

remained quiet, still unhappy about the trip. 

To  keep  us  warm,  I  turned  the  engine  on  and  off 

while  Nora  unwrapped  the  sandwiches  she  had  made 

earlier.  We  sipped  coffee,  passed  time  with  trivia games, and reminisced about old memories. I was tired 

but couldn’t fall asleep.

My thoughts drifted back to how skiing had started 

for me. When I returned from overseas, Nora surprised 

me  with  a  ski  sweater  and  gloves  for  Christmas. Despite my lack of enthusiasm, I thanked her politely. 

Early  one  morning,  she  announced,  “We’re  going 

skiing. Read this—I’ll drive.”

She handed me a small book, The Golden Ski Guide: 

A  Complete  Course  of  Instruction  in  the  Modern American Ski Technique. I read all 137 pages while she 

drove  us  to  the  resort.  Once  there,  I  rented  gear  and 

headed  for  the  slopes  in my  new  sweater  and  gloves. 

Nora already knew the basics, so I was determined to outski  her.  Up  the  rope  tow,  down  the  bunny  hill —

again and again. I mastered the snowplow, but my arms 

flailed helplessly. After several falls and a bruised ego, I became what I called an “accomplished skier.” From 

then on, I couldn’t get enough.

For  years,  we  spent  countless  weekends  driving 

back  and  forth—sometimes  going  up  early  Saturday morning, home late that night, and back again Sunday 

morning. Our children learned to ski almost as soon as 

they  could  walk.  Nora  was  happy,  and  so  was  I. 

Eventually,  a  friend  on  the  National  Ski  Patrol 

suggested I join. I passed the tests, and, as they say, the rest was history. 

A  blast  of  cold  air  jolted  me  back  to  the  present 

when Nora returned to the car after a restroom break. 

“The  guys  are  peeing  out  in  the  snow  because  the 

women  have  taken  over  the  men’s  room—just  as  it should be,” she said with a grin. Once again, she was 

right. 

Before  midnight,  traffic  began  crawling  eastward again at barely ten miles per hour. Some drivers pulled 

off to put on chains, while others waited in line at the 

gas station to buy them. Progress was slow. By 12:30 

a.m., our usual four-hour trip had stretched beyond six, and we still hadn’t arrived.

The slushy, rain-soaked road turned to soft powder 

as  we  crossed  Donner  Pass  at  7,250  feet.  Trucks  had 

been stopped at lower elevations by chain control, but 

cars were still inching forward. Most drivers wisely left 

plenty of space between vehicles in case someone slid on the icy pavement. 

At 1:30 a.m., we finally pulled into our Lake Tahoe 

home.  Thankfully,  the  driveway  had  been  plowed  by 

the  contractor  I  had  hired  at  the  start  of  the  season. 

Years earlier, we would have arrived to find it buried, 

forcing  me  to  shovel  a  path  to  the  garage.  This  time, exhausted,  we  unloaded  the  essentials,  turned  up  the 

heat,  and  crawled  into  a  cold  bed.  The  commute  had 

taken more than seven hours. I had only five hours to 

sleep before ski patrol duty! 


Saturday Sunrise 

Suspended  between  sleep  and  waking,  somewhere 

in a dream involving a dark corner far away—a place I could never reach, no matter how fast I ran—I realized 

the dream was fading. I opened my eyes, then shut them 

again. It was still dark, and the warmth of the bed felt 

good.  Snuggling  up  next  to  Nora,  her  body  heat  and 

faint perfume were comforting. She slept soundly, and I was acutely aware of her rhythmic breathing. The fog 

of  my  dream  slipped  away,  and  I  felt  secure  between 

the comforter and Nora. 

The  LED  display  on  the  clock  signaled 5:55  a.m.

The alarm was due to go off at 6:00 a.m., so I just lay in bed, enjoying the warmth and darkness. I wondered 

who would be patrolling this weekend and hoped Eric, 

Sean, and Carla would show up. 

The  alarm  finally  went  off  at  6:00  a.m.  Nora 

continued to sleep as I rolled out of bed and shut it off: “Finlandia” by Sibelius. I often enjoyed classical music 

when I was younger, but Nora did not care for it, so it 

never  seemed  to  wake  her.  I  shaved  and  showered. 

Looking in the mirror, I thought, You look pretty good 

for a 58-year-old retired Air Force colonel.

I  had  used  too  much  “good  skin”  when  I  was 

younger —surfing and lying in the sun at the beach. My 

Irish  skin  was  now  giving  me  little  cancer  problems. 

Over the years, I had lost some muscle tone, but I could 

still hold my own with the younger patrollers. Life had 

been good so far. 

It was Saturday morning, and the wind had blown 

most of the night, leaving a light dusting of snow over 

everything. The major part of the storm had yet to hit. 

Sunrise  gave  just  enough  light  for  me  to  see  outside. The  snow  that  had  fallen  looked  “heavy.”  It  would 

provide great powder at higher elevations but was thick 

and  wet  at  lake  level.  Although  it  was  early  in  the 

season,  the  Tahoe  area  had  already  received  a 

significant  amount  of  snow,  making  this  the  best  ski season  in  years.  With  more  snow  expected  today, 

patrollers  would  spend  much  of  their  time  warming children’s little fingers and directing people to ski runs 

rather than treating injuries. 

The “locals,” who knew the mountain and skied or 

boarded well, would go out today without much need 

of help. Tourists, eager for their annual trip to the snow 

and undeterred by conditions, would also venture out. 

It was those visitors who worried me. 

I  had  first  met  Nora  at  Occidental,  a  small  liberal arts  college  in  the  foothills  surrounding  Glendale, 

California. It had been love at first sight. I was walking 

in one direction, and she in the other. She wore a short 

skirt  that  showed  off  her  long,  tanned  legs, 

complemented  by  a  white  blouse.  I  noticed  her  small 

but well-shaped breasts—just large enough to stir my imagination. Her hair was cut in a pageboy style, and 

gold earrings framed her face, accentuating her brown 

eyes and long eyelashes. Our eyes met, and that was it. 

We dated on and off for three years. I loved being with her all the time and shared everything with her —

my ups and downs. No matter the situation, she always 

had a smile for me. 

After graduation, I attended graduate school nearby 

while Nora finished her senior year. With the military Draft  Board  on  my  heels,  I  voluntarily  entered  Air 

Force  Officer  Training  School  (OTS).  We  were 

married  at  the  Old  San  Gabriel  Mission  when  I graduated from OTS. That was when “life” truly began. 

I went to work, and we raised two wonderful children who are now grown and leading their own lives. 

Looking  closer  in  the  full-length  mirror,  I  noticed 

the scars: one from knee surgery three years ago, after 

a  skiing  accident,  and  another  from  1970,  when  I 

dislocated  my  shoulder  while  ejecting  from  an  F-4 Phantom  over  Udorn,  Thailand.  I  had  been  returning 

from a mission that had gone bad—a lifetime ago. 

Reflecting  on  my  life,  I  started  mumbling  the 

Occidental  chant  we  used  to  yell  after  every  football 

touchdown: 

“Io Triumphe! Io Triumphe

Haben, swaben, Rebecca le animor, 

Whoop-te, whoop-te, sheller-de- 

vere-de, 

Boom-de, ral-de, I-de, pa 

Honeka, heneka, wack-a, wack-a 

Hob, dob, bolde, bara, bolde, bara 

Con, slomade, hob-dab, rah 

O! C! Rah!”

Years after graduation, some controversy arose over 

which college had originated the chant —Occidental or Albion College in Michigan. I never remembered how 

it was resolved, nor did I care. What mattered were the 

good  memories:  parties,  friends,  professors,  the campus, and, most of all, Nora. We had a lot of fun in 

college but still managed to graduate. 

Reaching  for  my  clothes,  I  got  dressed.  Patrol 

dressing was like a knight preparing for battle, except 

the  enemy  was  Mother  Nature.  The  attire  included underpants, cotton long john pants, a long john shirt, a 

turtleneck, Gore-Tex ski pants, a sweater, a neck gaiter, 

Gore-Tex gloves, and a red parka with a white cross on 

the back. 

Mountain  Lake’s  logo  was  displayed  over  the 

parka’s  upper  right  chest  pocket,  while  my  National 

Appointment  Number  and  the  National  Ski  Patrol 

(NSP)  logo  were  on  the  lower  right.  My  name  was 

stitched on the upper left with a white cross below it. 

On the upper right shoulder was a small American flag with the stars facing forward. 

I  had  always  liked  the  flag  and  had  been 

instrumental  in  persuading  the  resort  to  let  patrollers 

wear it. After 9/11, I tried to convince the National Ski 

Patrol  organization  to  adopt  the  practice  nationwide. 

They told me it was not a national issue but could be pursued  at  individual  resorts.  To  me,  a  flag  on  every 

parka in the United States would have shown who we 

were and how proud we were to be Americans. Maybe 

it seemed like too much patriotic stuff, but I pursued it 

anyway. The resort agreed immediately, saying it was a great idea. 

Even now, I felt a special pride when I saw the flag 

flying.  Two  years  earlier,  the  Patrol  had  erected  a flagpole at Top Patrol in memory of a patroller who had 

died in an accident. 

I  put  the  coffee  on  and  ate  my  usual  breakfast  of 

fruit,  oatmeal,  and  V-8  juice.  Then  I  turned  on  the 

computer to check for overnight messages—nothing. I switched  on  the  TV  and  stretched  to  avoid 

hyperextending something on the slopes. 

The online news was as grim as ever. It seemed like 

there was always something to worry about: someone 

killing  someone  else,  a  country  being  overrun  by terrorists, or yet another climate crisis. 

Looking  out  the  window,  I  saw  that  the  wind  had 

picked  up  again,  creating  whitecaps  on  the  lake.  The 

sun  was  rising  over  the  eastern  mountains,  the  sky 

shifting  from  purple  to  red  to  pink.  However,  clouds were  moving  in  from  the  west,  already  covering  half 

the lake. 

It was finally time to wake up Nora. She had been 

my  transportation  for  almost  30  years,  since  we  only 

had one car. It was tough for her because she was not a 

morning person, but after a few complaints, she got out of bed and dressed. I heated her tea —that was the deal: 

tea  in  exchange  for  a  drive  to  the  resort.  Next,  I 

gathered my boots, backpack, radio harness, and parka, 

then headed for the door to warm up the car. 

After  five  minutes,  Nora  came  out  looking  great. She was always afraid she might need help on the road 

and would not look good, so she made a point to dress 

well,  apply  a  little  lipstick,  and  be  ready.  After throwing my gear in the trunk, we left the cabin at 6:55 

a.m. and drove five minutes to Mountain Lake Resort. 

Nora rarely saw me during the day because of all the 

incidents  and  patrol  assignments  I  had.  She  tolerated 

the inconvenience because she loved skiing —and, as a patroller’s  spouse,  she  skied  for  free.  The  radio  was 

playing “I Love Rock and Roll” by Joan Jett, the heater 

was warming the car, and the coffee was hot. I looked 

at Nora and felt happy. 

While the sun was up, light snow blocked its rays. The wind created more whitecaps on the lake, and the 

branches of the pine trees swayed, dropping snow onto 

the road. I closed my eyes as Nora maneuvered along 

the  highway,  thinking  back  to  the  beginning  of  my 

skiing. It was Nora who had first gotten me involved. Skiing  had  become  part  of  our  lives —something  we 

had  done  every  winter  since  that  first  ski  trip  many 

years ago. 

*** 

Winston, a yellow English Lab, stuck his nose under the covers and licked Chet Mulvaney’s ear. He knew to 

wake his pal every morning at 6:00 a.m., unless Chet 

closed his bedroom door. That meant a day off, or that someone was visiting. Winston sniffed at Chet’s nose, 

searching for signs of wakefulness. He “alerted” at the 

flutter of eyelids and snuck in one more lick to Chet’s 

nose. 

“Okay, I know. Time to pee and eat.”

Chet got up, walked to the kitchen, and opened the 

door for Winston to go outside. Glancing at the sky, he knew  this  would  be  a  challenging  day.  Winston  took 

care  of  business,  trotted  back  in,  sat  by  his  dish,  and 

waited for breakfast. 

Chet had flown all the way to Oxford, Mississippi, 

to  pick  out  an  English  Lab.  When  he  arrived  at  the kennel,  he  was  surrounded  by  a  litter  of  puppies.  A 

curious one strolled forward, tail wagging, and licked Chet’s  shoe.  At  that  moment,  Chet  knew  which  dog 

would be Winston. 

He  had  spent  the  last  six  of  his  48  years  training Winston as  an  avalanche  rescue  dog.  The  dog’s 

“career” had begun when Winston was less than a year old, tucked into Chet’s ski patrol backpack on the job. 

First in the summer, and then in the winter, Chet and 

Winston  dedicated many  days  to  practicing  the  art of following  human  scent.  Days  and  nights  were  spent 

hiding  in  the  snow  or  behind  trees  to  test  Winston’s 

ability  to  locate  people.  After  extensive  training, 

Winston was tested and certified as an avalanche dog. 

After  feeding  Winston  and  eating  his  own  usual 

breakfast— an English muffin with marmalade, a hard-boiled  egg,  and  coffee—Chet  had  Winston  jump  into 

the passenger side of his ’92 Subaru. As he backed out 

of the driveway, he noticed the tops of the trees bending 

east  in  the  wind,  light  snow  falling,  and  dark  clouds 

rolling in. The trip to Mountain Lake Resort took only five minutes. Normally, he enjoyed the beauty of Lake 

Tahoe  at  sunrise,  but  today  he  was  already  thinking 

about  the  extra  steps  he  and  Winston  would  need  to take. It was going to be a “storm day.”

Dedicated  skiers  loved  battling  the  elements,  and 

this  would  be  one  of  those  days.  Winston,  however, 

looked  happy,  anticipating  another  adventure  of running  through  the  snow  and  “patrolling”  alongside 

Chet. 

*** 

Eric Helmond’s white Jeep pulled in front of Chet’s 

Subaru. Eric and Chet usually kept the same schedule. 

Since  it  was  Saturday,  Eric  had  Carson  McCoy,  a 

“weekend-only”  patroller,  riding  with  him.  Eric  and Carson had been patrolling together for years and were 

nearly  as  close  as  Eric  and  Jack.  They  had  treated 

broken  femurs,  twisted  knees,  and  dislocated 

shoulders. Eric had once held Carson by a rope during 

a  cliff  rescue.  Both  men  trusted  each  other  with their lives. 

The  two  cars  turned  west  onto  Sterling  Road, 

heading toward the lodge. The ski patrol room was on 

the ground floor below the cafeteria. 

The lodge itself had been built in the early 1930s to 

store wooden boats used for pleasure cruising on Lake Tahoe.  Old  Gar  Woods,  Hackers,  Chris-Crafts,  and 

Centurys  had  once  been  kept  there.  In  the  1960s,  the 

building  was  purchased  by  the  current  owners  and 

converted  into  a  ski  lodge.  The  original  cedar  and 

redwood  plank  walls,  along  with  the  deer  antler chandeliers,  remained  intact.  Old  black-and-white 

photographs  of  “times  gone  by”  were  carefully

displayed around the dining room. Together, the wood and  photographs  created  an  atmosphere  where  one 

could almost smell the age of the place. 

During  the  summers,  weddings  with  up  to  200 

guests  were  held  at  the  resort.  The  wedding  party,  as 

well  as  the  guests,  were  transported  to  the  top  of  the mountain on the Crest chairlift. There, with the lake and 

the mountains as a backdrop, the couple was married. 

After the event, everyone rode the lift back down to the 

lodge  for  the  reception.  For  all,  it  was  a  memorable 

event.  It  had  become  one  of  the  most  sought-after wedding venues on the lake. 

By 7:15 a.m., only a few cars were parked in front 

of the patrol room. On a sunny day, there would usually 

be  a  dozen  cars  lined  neatly  in  a  row.  But  with  the 

approaching  storm,  most  of  the  patrollers  had  stayed away, leaving only the assigned crew to show up. 

The wind pushed the door open as Chet, Winston, 

Eric, and Carson entered. 

“Looks  like  a  ‘shack  day’  with  all  this  wind  and 

snow,” said Carla Brittles as they came in.

“Shack  days”  meant  little  skiing  or  patrolling  and more time staying in Top Patrol, out of the bad weather. 

Today, Carla was the lead patroller, also known as the 

Hill  Captain.  Her  job  was  to  organize  and  schedule 

patrollers to ensure the hill had adequate coverage. 

“Light My Fire”  by  The  Doors  played  upstairs  as the  kitchen  staff  prepared  for  incoming  skiers.  The 

smell of bacon frying and eggs cooking drifted down 

into the patrol room, blending with the odors of old ski socks,  wet  clothes,  and  rubber  from  the  damp  floor 

tiles. 

Chet,  Eric,  and  Carson  headed  to  their  respective 

lockers, opened them, took out their skis and poles, and 

placed  them  outside  the  front  door—all  ready  to  go. Winston  ambled  over  to  a  warm  spot  near  Carla  and 

plopped down. 

The room was rectangular, with the door located at 

the narrow south end. There were 20 vertical wooden 

lockers, each eight feet high and two feet wide. Every locker  contained  the  equipment  for  two  patrollers, 

including  skis,  poles,  helmets,  radio  harnesses, 

headlamps,  and  a  couple  of  extra  sweaters.  Each 

patroller took their boots and parkas home at night to ensure they dried properly for the next day’s use.

In the middle of one of the long walls stood a desk, 

where the Hill Leader for the day prepared all the forms 

and where patrollers signed in upon entering the room. 

Above the desk was the radio locker, where radios were 

stored  and  charged  overnight.  Each  patroller  was 

responsible  for  their  own  equipment,  as  well  as  for selecting  a  charged  patrol  radio  for  two-way 

communication. 

The  most  essential  item  in  the  morning,  however, 

was the coffee pot, which was prepared as soon as the 

Hill Leader arrived to start the day. The cement floor was  covered  with  perforated  rubber  mats,  allowing 

some  drainage.  Although  the  room  was  usually  cold 

upon entering, it gradually warmed as more patrollers 

arrived. 

On the wall next to the door hung all the awards the 

Patrol  had  received,  along  with  a  record  of  the 

patrollers  who  had  achieved  recognition  since  the 

Patrol was formed more than 40 years ago. Categories 

included Patroller of the Year, Most Incidents Handled, Most Days Patrolled, past Patrol Representatives, and 

the coveted plaque listing the names of patrollers who 

had  been  awarded  National  Appointments  (NA)  and 

Leadership  Commendation  Awards  (LCA)—the 

highest  NSP  recognitions  given  to  a  patroller,  since they came from recommendations by one’s peers.

Almost all the Mountain Lake patrollers paused at 

some point during the season to read the names of those 

who had earned awards. Many they knew personally, 

while  some  they  did  not.  Yet,  all  those  listed  had accomplished  enough  to  be  remembered  and 

recognized.  Eric  Helmond’s  name  appeared  on  every 

award plaque, sometimes more than once. 


Saturday Morning 

Mountain Lake was the most picturesque resort on the lake, as every run offered an incredible view. It was 

located  on  the  west  shore  of  Lake  Tahoe.  All  the  ski 

runs started at the top of a north-south ridge that faced 

east. A wooden lodge had been built near the bottom, 

at the convergence of all the ski runs. The Top Patrol building was located at 9,200 feet, at the ridge’s highest 

point near the top of the Summit chairlift. There were 

three  lifts,  16  groomed  runs,  and  numerous  off-trail runs  through  the  trees.  From  the  top  of  the  ridge, 

looking east toward the lake, Powder Bowl was on the 

far left, Tree Line Lift was positioned just to the left, 

Crest Lift stood in the middle, Summit Lift was on the 

right, and Pitched Bowl was situated on the far right. Like the spokes of a wheel, the bottoms of all three lifts 

met  near  the  lodge.  The  two  Bowls  were  never 

groomed  and  were  rated  for  expert  skiers  only.  The 

other  runs  were  a  mix  of  beginner  and  intermediate 

terrain.  The  area  west  of  the  ridge  was  undeveloped, out of bounds, and closed to skiers. 

At 7:20 a.m., Nora and I pulled into the parking lot 

next to the patrol room. Heavy gray clouds continued 

to roll in from the west, blocking the eastern sky. Snow 

and  wind  were  increasing.  It  looked  like  a  day forecasted for pain if skiers got too adventurous in the 

powder. The coffee from home left me with an acidic 

stomach, and I regretted that third cup. 

I looked at Nora. “Thanks again…as always. I love 

you. See you this evening.”

After retrieving my boots and personal gear from the car  trunk,  I  kissed  Nora  and  headed  into  the  patrol 

room.  Only  three  cars  were  parked  outside —clearly, 

not  much  help  today.  Nora  waited  until  I  was  safely 

inside  before  putting  the  car  in  reverse  and  heading 

back to our cabin and bed. 

Sean Hunter pulled up just as I got out of the car. 

“Well,  another  day,  another  dollar,”  Sean  said  as  he 
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