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Dave McCoy was 12 years old when he first lay on eyes on the towering, granite peaks of the Sierra Nevada.  His mother had come to visit a friend in the town of Bishop and while the trip was a short one, it made a powerful and lasting impression on the young boy.

“It was just like I was destined to be here.  I got a little guy jumped on my shoulder and say, “Hey, you’re going to live here the rest of your life when you’re ready to move in.”  

That time came not long after he graduated from high school. McCoy brought the skis he'd made in his shop class from a design he drew up after looking at a magazine ad. 

There was one thing on his mind – snow.  

“Yeah, I made my own skis and ski poles we laced up, and we had loggin’ boots and we made our own straps to ties us on to the skis and away we went.”

It was that combination of can-do spirit and engineering ability that inspired McCoy to design a portable rope tow on McGee Mountain in 1937 for the diehard skiers of the region – who became known as the “fun hogs.”   After driving a truck to the slope, they would jack up the rear wheels and run half-inch rope around the wheel axle. Then, after pulling the long rope up the hill, they would run it through a block and tackle and attach it to a tree.  The truck’s motor supplied the power and as long as the engine turned, they could ski to their heart’s content.

Using his Harley motorcycle as collateral, Dave McCoy went to the bank for an $85 bank loan to buy parts for the rope tow. Fortunately, his girlfriend Roma Carriere, worked as the bank manager’s secretary.  An avid skier herself, Roma shared Dave’s vision.

“Roma just threatened to quit if they didn’t lend me some money, she was gonna quit.  That was kind of a foolish thing to do, wasn’t it?  She might of lost her job.  But instead I got the money, and she stayed on to the bank for a short while.”  


Dave and Roma were married in 1941, and money was tight for the newlyweds in those early days.  Mammoth Lakes resident and former Olympic skier Robin Morning, tells an amusing story about Dave’s idea involving the portable rope tow he had set up on Mammoth Mountain.  

 “Dave had said that there was no more money ‘til the next paycheck and that she had to charge 50 cents for people to ski.  And she was so afraid to do that; she didn’t think people would like that at all.  But Dave gave her the fishing creel to be the money box and she asked people to contribute the 50 cents and they didn’t mind at all.  0:04:08.3

They were just happy to do it and eventually, everyone was skiing and she went and she counted out the money and when Dave skied down, she says, “Come here. Come here!”  And she opens up the creel and goes, “Look.  $15.  We eat!!”  

Dave McCoy’s vision for the Mammoth Mountain Ski Area was a personal one. When Chair One opened on Thanksgiving Day 1955, two thousand “fun hogs” stood in line for hours to ride it.  Today, more than a million and a half folks make the pilgrimage each year to ski Mammoth’s deep powder under brilliant blue skies.  

In her book, Tracks of Passion, Robin Morning reflects on the history of the sport’s amazing growth and the culture that fueled it.

 “The essence of how much fun that skiing was when it was so simple, when it was just a rope tow and some friends in their wet Levis, ( the heart of it is all still there), it’s still present.”

Since he first set foot in the Eastern Sierra, that enthusiasm has never wavered for Dave McCoy.  So was it worth all the hard work to build such a world-class resort?  

”Well, if you call things work, yeah, it’s hard, but if you call it fun and you enjoy what you’re doing, then that’s the way life is.  Uh, work is kind of a stressful word nowadays, and we never knew that.  We just played. (“I feel like I’m the luckiest man that ever lived.”)

To learn more about these stories and many others, stop by The Mammoth Ski Museum in Mammoth Lakes, off Highway 203 where Meridian Blvd. meets College Parkway.  

No story about recreation in the Eastern Sierra would be complete without mention of the long-standing tradition of horse and mule packing.  Riding on horseback or in heavily laden wagons drawn by hardworking mules was a necessity for anyone traveling through these mountains, even into the 20th century.  

Bob Tanner Sr. was just 19 years old when he began working with a college friend as a packer in 1949.

Track 

 “And we brought the two horses up here and we wandered around from pack station to pack station and did about everything wrong you could with a horse and never forgot the lessons that were learned.”

In 1960, Tanner became the owner of his own pack station and over the years, has seen travel on horseback transition from fundamental to fun.  He’s taken government dignitaries, movie stars and generations of families from all over the world into the High Sierra to experience their own big adventure.  Most, he says come back for more.

They camped here in Red’s Meadow over the year(s)..  Then I’ve had many pack trips that have three or four generations (of ‘em camping). They want a hands-on experience and, you know, what’s it like sleeping in the dirt.  0:04:07.8  People have a good time and they come back.  I mean, the proof is they come back, so it can’t be all bad.”  
(music segue to wrap-up)

Whether you’ve come to the Eastern Sierra to experience its’ stunning scenery, to enjoy one of the world’s most spectacular outdoor playgrounds, or even if you’re just passing through, we’re glad we’ve had a chance to share with you today, some of the rich history of those who challenged the limits of this land of fire and ice and shared in its’ bounty.  

Perhaps Bob Tanner sums it up best. 

 “The Eastern Sierra’s a wonderful country… It’s everybody’s land.   And it’s got a lot of hidden treasures.  There are wonderful places to go. They all ought to enjoy it. It’s theirs.” 

Wherever you go along the 220-mile Eastern Sierra Scenic Byway, you’ll find that local residents are more than willing to share their passion for the region. We hope you’ve enjoyed these tales of Mono County travel and adventure produced for us by AudioLandscapes, and we invite you to comment and discover more about this project by visiting our web site at roadsideheritage.org.
