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It was the
little ski hill
that couldn’t

By Tom Weber

weber @ postbulletin.com

The hill is still there, covered last week in deep
snow and looking for all the world as if just a little
grooming would make the ski runs that descend its’
western face ideal for a late-season outing.

But skiers have not been allowed on the hill just
off Bamber Valley Road Southwest since the city-
operated Bamber Hills Ski Area closed 20 years
ago.

“We spent a lot of time and )
effort on that hill, and then we'd / :
get one of those winters where it . CK
never snowed,” said Roy Suther-

land, director of Rochester Parks

and Recreation.

And when it didn't snow, the hill was bare,
because the city was not able to make snow at the
site. Nearby residents objected to the noise that
would be caused by snow-making equipment being
operated at night. At the time, city officials esti-
mated a $100,000 investment in snow-making
equipment would be recouped in a matter of
years.

'Instead, they had to depend on Mother Nature
who, even in the early '80s, was not a reliable
snowmaker. In the 1980-81 season, for example,
‘Bamber Hills was not able to open at all because
of lack of sufficient snow. In other years, the hill
might receive enough snow to open in early
December, only to have that base decimated by a
thaw or rain.

“You look at all the time and work that went into
getting it ready, and two days later it would melt,”
Sutherland said.

Meanwhile, private ski hills within an hour’s
drive of Rochester were opening and expanding.
“There were more opportunities,” Sutherland said.

Still, the city tried to keep open Bamber Hills
Ski Area, which was on land leased from the Mayo
Foundation. When conditions were not satisfactory
for skiing, the operation was expanded to include
snow tubing. One year, a speed-skating rink was
constructed at the bottom of the hill to help create
a winter sports center.

“But it was all black dirt under the ice,” Suther-
land said, “and as soon as the sun came out, the
ice melted.”

" Finally, in the fall of 1985, officials announced
that Bamber Hills would end its nine-year run. In
the previous season, the hill had been open only
19 days, and brought in revenue of $3,500, against
expenses of $21,000. ¥ 15

Bamber Hills was a rare venture for a city. Most
ski hills are privately owned and operated. But
Sutherland, for one, is not nostalgic for the leg-
endary winters of yesteryear — the kind that
would keep a municipal ski hill open all season.

“I prefer the warmer winters,” he said.

Ever find yourself asking the question, *“Whatever hap-
pened to ...”" Flashback is dedicated to answering those
questions. Send your questions about the past to news@post-
bulletin.com with Flashback in the subject line, or call City
Editor Randi Kallas at 285-772?. .
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