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Rafeld recalls being
stranded during Blizzard
of 1978
By Irv Oslin T-G Staff Writer Published: January 26,
2013 4:00AM

When it comes to job experience, Mark Rafeld hit the
ground plowing 35 years ago.

During the Blizzard of 1978, Ashland County's Emergency Management Agency director found himself
stranded in Wooster, where he was pressed into snowplow duty.

Rafeld worked for the Ohio Department of Transportation at the time. He spent two weeks in Wayne
County, plowing for 12-hour shifts with four-hour naps in between.

He was stranded at the ODOT facility on Old Lincoln Way West with no personal transportation. Rafeld
ate all his meals across the street at Ruby's Inn.

The raging blizzard began Jan. 26, 1978, sweeping through the Midwest, Great Lakes and Ohio Valley.
Heavy snow, pushed by winds gusting up to 70 mph, produced windchill temperatures of 100 degrees
below zero, creating white-out conditions and mammoth snowdrifts. Some were high enough to completely
bury tractor-trailers.

It didn't help that torrential rains the night before saturated the ground and soaked the pavement. At
daybreak, the temperature had dropped to 20 degrees and continued to plummet to near zero by mid
morning, according to one account published in The (Wooster) Daily Record. In many places, the pavement
beneath the snow was glare ice.

At the time, Rafeld was, as he described it, a young buck of 21. He worked in the Construction Department
at ODOT District 3 headquarters in Ashland. On the day of the blizzard, Rafeld and most of his coworkers
made in to work OK.

During winter months, Construction Department workers were reassigned to the Location and Design
Department.

"At the end of the day, they came into L&D looking for people to drive snowplows, and I had minor
snowplow experience at the time," Rafeld said.

Snowplow drivers were needed in Wooster, where only three had made it to work. Rafeld caught a ride
with ODOT radio technician Sanford Nash.

U.S. 250 East was down to one lane and looked more like a toboggan run than a highway.

"Around where the rest area used to be, we encountered a semi coming the other way," Rafeld said. "At
that point, I was convinced we were going to die. Then Sanford put the station wagon into a snowbank."
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They managed to extricate themselves and continued on to Wooster.

Rafeld was pressed into snowplow duty and, when he returned from his first shift, Nash wasn't there. He
had driven back to Ashland.

For the next two weeks, Rafeld drove a snowplow, alternating 12-hour shifts and four-hour breaks.
Gradually, other snowplow drivers made it to the ODOT facility, but there still was plenty of work to go
around.

That included one incident in which a bus driver on Ohio 585 managed to get stuck twice. The driver was
determined to make it to Akron and insisted on continuing after being freed from the first predicament.

"He got bogged down again between a jackknifed semi and an accident in front of him," Rafeld said. "The
people on the bus were ready to kill him."

The ODOT drivers slept on cots inside the facility when they weren't driving. The only place they had to
eat was Ruby's Inn, which was across the street.

Ruby's is no longer there and neither is Ruby Bishop. She died Feb. 1, 1990.

Information published in Bishop's obit in The Daily Record indicates she owned and operated Ruby's Inn
from 1972 to 1981. According to information provided by the Wayne County Public Library, the restaurant
was listed in the Wooster phone book as late as 1984.

"Ruby fed us three meals a day," Rafeld said. "She kept us alive."

Alcohol was served there, but the drivers didn't imbibe.

"We didn't drink, but she kept us in coffee and food," Rafeld said. "She ran a tab for us."

The drivers got paid toward the end of Rafeld's stay in Wooster. They cashed their paychecks and the first
order of business was squaring up with Ruby.

When he made it back to Ashland, there was still plenty of work to be done. Part of that involved following
heavy equipment operated by the National Guard and cleaning up what they left behind.

"I was 21 years old," Rafeld said. "It was fun."

He never did make it back to Ruby's.

"I have often wished I could just hang out there," he said.

Irv Oslin can be reached at 419 281-0581, ext. 240, ioslin@times-gazette.com or @irvoslin on Twitter.


