
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           Welcome to the workforce 
 
My first job was at age 14 at Heavenly Valley, working with Jack Gross on the two-man summer 
maintenance crew for $1.25 an hour, minimum wage in 1963. Jack was a gruff old-timer who 
wasn’t too thrilled with his new, very green helper but I wasn’t the worst of his problems.  
 
The winter before, he had been up on a catwalk in the (then) new tram building and he 
somehow slipped and reflexively reached out to grab the closest thing, a moving cable just as it 
went into the tracks of the huge pulley wheel. It chopped his right hand in half just below the 
thumb, leaving a mangled stump.  
 
His first day back to work was my first day on the job. We loaded tools into a beat-up, cab-over 
Jeep Willies and started up the service road (the Roundabout Run during ski season). Anyone 
who has driven one of those Jeeps knows they are geared very low. Within a few yards, Jack 
had to shift out of first. He reached down and jammed it into second with his bandaged stump, 
and yelled out a string of mother f**kers, son-of-a-bitches, etc. scalding my young, Irish-
Catholic ears. Stunned, I pressed myself hard against the passenger door in a futile effort to 
distance myself. I did manage to croak out, “Mr. Gross, can I shift the gears for you?” “F**k no, 
I’ll G*d damn do it myself!”  
 
The rest of the long uphill drive to the bottom of chair lift 3 passed in silence except for Jack 
grunting with each gear change, blood seeping through the bandages. Welcome to the work 
force.  
 
We started off by sanding and varnishing the wooden seats of every chair on the mountain and 
checking and lubricating their cable connections. When we were finished with that, Jack had 
me paint all the lift shacks, maybe 6 or so at that time. Then I moved on to paint the Pioneer 
Hut, the main lodge on the top of the tram. Every afternoon, exhausted and covered with 
brown paint, I rode down in the tram with the happy, well-dressed tourists. They gave me lots 
of personal space. 
 
I’ve always been a fast, if not very meticulous, worker and I suspect he ran out of things for me 
to do. For the last few weeks of that summer, he would drop me off up on Ridge Run with my 



baloney sandwich, a jug of water, a pick, a shovel and instructions to hand dig erosion ditches. I 
may have finished one or two when I cried “Uncle,” and asked my parents if I could quit and 
have a few days off before school started. Permission granted. 
 
I have to say that one day Jack did show me a little mercy. He told me there were all kinds of 
goodies to be found under the lifts where people had dropped things the winter before: 
sunglasses, money, gloves, hats, you name it. He gave me permission to go up and see what I 
could find. Yes! Unfortunately, my inner kid got carried away with the treasure hunt, and I lost 
track of time. I only realized how long I’d been gone when I heard Jack dog-cussing me from far 
down the mountain.  
 
All in all, a memorable first job. Thank you, Jack and Heavenly Valley. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


