Skiers turn rescuers
of snowbound travelers
What had been planned last weekend as the
biggest trip in the history of the Huggers Ski
Club turned into another snowbound chapter in
the Winter of 77*
Numerous motorists probably owe their lives
to skiers who rescued them from their
automobiles, which were stalled for hours in
mountainous drifts.
In one dram a-packed m ission, two club
m em bers, Iren e Mele, a n urse, and Donna
Durnher, a respirator technician, accompanied a
heart-attack victim in an emergency vehicle to
the Watertown Hospital with a snowplow breaking
the way.
With all beer and sandwiches gone, club
members made it back to Rochester yesterday.
But they were still mindful of the state troopers
warning “If you leave before we give the word,
we’ll throw you into the slam m er.”
The Club had chartered five Greyhound buses
to take 200 members to Whiteface Mountain for a
weekend of skiing. Only three buses with 120
skiers eventually got away, but they never made
it to the ski area.
The first bus with 40 skiers started to take off
at 1 p.m. Friday just as the blizzard hit. The bus
reached the Thruway just as it closed to all
traffic. The bus driver said he might be able to
make it via Routes 96 and 88 and the happy
skiers gave him the green light.
“It was a wild trip,” said Rick Toot, chairman
for that bus. “ We ran into zero visibility almost
immediately. The drifts were unbelievable. Then

we began to find cars stuck in the drifts. Some of
the motorists were cold and panic stricken.
“ Of course we were all dressed for the
weather and when 40 of us piled out to push the
car aside, it moved. Then we’d take the people
into the bus with us. Once when the bus got stuck
some of us got under it and literally dug it out
with our hands.”
As the bus neared Sacketts Harbor it hit a
moutainous drift and obviously the end of the
linfc.
“Pretty soon snowmobiles and other rescue
vehicles showed up and began to shuttle us to the
Sacketts Harbor Fire Hall,” Toot continued.
“ They took good care of us with a good meal
and blankets and sleeping bags for the night. It
was like a big houseparty and everybody was still
having a lot of fun. But all through the night they
kept bringing in other storm survivors.”
On Saturday morning the Huggers still wanted
to go skiing and with the bus driver agreeable
they started out again. With two town snow plows
leading the way, it took them two hours to go the
six miles from Sacketts Harbor to Watertown.
That was again the end of the line. With six feet
of snow on the ground, Watertown was having
the worst storm in its history.
Meanwhile back in Rochester and despite the
blizzard, 36 Huggers showed up at the bus station
Friday night all ready to go skiing. That second
bus left at 7:30 p.m. and by some miracle made
it all the way to Lake Placid. The bus got
snowbound there. There has been no report on
details except that everyone was safe.
The third bus with 41 Huggers aboard took off
at 7 a.m. Saturday. Its trip was pretty much a
repetition of the Friday bus with numerous
adventures and rescues along the way.
“But when we got to Watertown that was it,”
said Don Rice, trip chairman. “Nothing was
moving past Watertown. You wouldn’t believe the
drifts there.”
The Huggers took over two motels, the
Rainbow Inn and Crupis, sometimes four to six
skiers sharing a room.
“They couldn’t do more for us,” Rice said. “ It
has been real North Country hospitality. We had
a bar, lots of food and everybody stayed in good
spirits.”
Once when the Huggers thought they might be
able to start back to Rochester the state troopers
told them they had found one family eating cat
food and drinking melted snow in order survive.
That cooled the Huggers’ enthusiasm,

