Area’s ski patrollers are ready for action

By Warren Cooper

Every Monday since Labor Day, a half-dozen people have been studying to become certified ski patrollers. According to Tim Lelie of West Amwell Township, there are usually fewer than a dozen candidates each year, although there have been as many as 40. “But we’re always looking for new members,” he says.

He’s talking about members of the Delaware Valley Ski Patrol, a Nordic (cross-country) group that patrols Washington Crossing State Park and the Delaware Canal path from Route 95 to Frenchtown. Lelie is the patrol’s director. Part of the National Ski Patrol organization, the group operates under the auspices of the state division of parks. According to Lelie, the group currently has 19 active members. Delaware Valley Ski Patrol is also a certified bicycle patrol — during the summer it covers the same park areas, with the addition of Bull’s Island, on bicycles. In the winter, its members guest patrol at Alpine (downhill ) resorts in the Poconos like Alpine Mountain, Blue Mountain, Camelback and Shawnee.

Ski patrol candidates have been taking the National Ski Patrol Outdoor Emergency Care Course at the county Education Services Commission center in West Amwell Township. The course has an instructional manual about 2 inches thick and is designed for downhill ski patrollers, cross-country ski patrollers, bicycle patrollers, and outdoor emergency care providers generally.

Ski patrol instruction is serious business, and after months of instruction the candidates were feeling the pressure as the Dec. 9 test date approached. Only one course is given each year, and only one test determines whether a candidate will become a patroller.

According to Army Reservist Major Stu Gillard, a medevac pilot and ski patrol instructor currently stationed at Fort Dix, “the course is at the Emergency Medical Technician level, but doesn’t meet the hour requirement.” It covers the same material, but “is taught more compressed.” The ski patroller course is 80-120 hours, half of which is classroom work. The other half is “S and T” — ski and toboggan training — on the mountain. In conversation, patrollers call the toboggan used to transport the injured a sled.
The difference between EMTs and ski patrollers, says Gene Kohler, an instructor and patroller associated with Mountain Creek Ski Resort, is “instead of learning how to extract an accident victim out of a car, you learn how to bring them down the mountain on a sled. This is collisions, breaks, wrists, neck, back, head injuries, punctures.”
On one of the last Monday night classes before the final exam, some candidates took a paper and pencil test while others practiced assembling an oxygen tank with masks. Roger Copt, the assistant director of the Del Val patrol, grilled candidate Gene Davis on the parts of a system called a partial re-breather. An oxygen tank, gauges, valves, masks, oxygen reservoir bags and yards of plastic tubing were scattered across the table.

 “Okay,” said Copt, “the victim is unconscious. What do you use?”
“The Oral Airway,” Davis answered quickly, pointing at a device with a wide mouthpiece and what looks like a crooked, flat plastic finger twisting out the back.

“Why?”
“To keep the tongue from falling back and blocking the airway.”
“What happens if they gag?”
“You take it out.”
“What happens if they become conscious?”
“You take it out.”
“Show me,” said Copt, and Davis picked up the device and pretended to twist it into place.

There were as many instructors on hand as candidates. “Patrollers that aren’t even instructors like to come in to help,” said Lelie. “That’s how we keep sharp on our first aid skills.”
For Kohler, this was the third night in a week he’d been on the instruction trail, going from one center to another. Candidates who stick with the training usually pass, he said. “If they’re not going to pass, they usually drop out before the test.” As for skiing ability, he said, “You need to be a strong intermediate; you don’t need to be an expert.”
But ski patrollers usually become better skiers on the job, said Julie Cargille, a patroller training to become an instructor. That’s one reason people join. Cargille, a nurse, is a graduate of the 2001 ski patrol class. Her husband, a lawyer, is also a ski patroller.

“More experienced ski patrollers mentor lesser skiers to (help them) get better. That’s the best ski lessons,” she said. The National Ski Patrol says you have to sign in to patrol at least 10 days a year to maintain active status. Kohler said Mountain Creek requires active patrollers to serve 40 hours a month. Most patrollers sign in much more frequently. Lelie said his family is out almost every weekend. His wife and 16-year-old daughter are also ski patrol members.

There are other reasons people join the ski patrol. One is the chance for a patroller and her family to ski free at whatever mountain she becomes associated with. And patrollers can buy ski equipment, clothing and other gear directly from manufacturers at deeply discounted prices. But the biggest draw, said Kohler, is the opportunity to help people. “And what keeps you doing it,” he says, “is the action.”
“Compared to the emergency squad,” said Copt, “which comes to the scene as a group, on ski patrol you usually come upon the accident alone.” The patroller has to do a quick assessment of the situation, determine what equipment is going to be needed and call for it to be brought from the mountain top to the location of the victim. 

 “Response time is about five minutes,” Kohler said. “Assessment takes about one to two minutes.” And the patroller better get it right the first time, he said, because the follow-up team only brings what you ask for.

Ski patrollers are constantly sweeping the trails. “Sometimes you’re up there with nothing to do,” Kohler said, “and sometimes you can’t get back up the hill fast enough because (the calls) are coming as fast as you can get (the victims) off the mountain.” At a small resort like Mountain Creek, he said, a day might bring 20 to 50 calls. At a larger mountain there may be as many as 500 calls.

“Patrollers are the eyes and ears for the mountain,” said Cargille.

At the drill table, Copt reminded the candidates to check the volume of oxygen in the tanks every morning. If you’ve only got 500 pounds in the tank, he told them, you’ve only got 15 minutes of oxygen. “Fifteen minutes on the mountain is like nothing,” he said, and you don’t want to run out. On a blanket nearby, Davis pretended to have a broken femur while Kohler showed another candidate how to use a traction splint to keep the broken ends of his bone from compressing and tearing up the leg.

Patrol Director Lelie is working to become certified to provide instruction to instructors. He’ll sleep outside for two days and practice mountain travel rescue. “Basically, how to learn how to survive in the wilderness, mountaineering, and learn first aid care for patients in back woods areas.”

The ski patrol is very service-oriented, he said. And that’s what he likes about it. He was a helicopter pilot in the Army National Guard and a police officer in Milford and in West Amwell Township before becoming a heli-pilot for Merck six years ago. “After being a police officer for 23 years,” he said, “service action for me was second nature. This is an extension of that.”
On Dec. 9, the four ski patrol candidates who took the certification exam all passed. You’ll see them on the trails, wearing the ski patrol’s black uniform and patches and caring for grateful accident victims.

For information about joining the Delaware Valley Ski Patrol or taking the ski patrol course, call (609) 397-1671 or visit dvsp.org.

