
Sonny Bono: 20 years later,
his last ski run feels 'as if it
was yesterday'
Bruce Fessier Updated 8056 p.m. PT June 17, 2019

Last SlideNext Slide

Twenty years ago this week, Sonny Bono went missing.

He was a Palm Springs icon, born Salvatore Phillip Bono to a
Sicilian peasant and a second-generation Italian-American
whose marriage was arranged when his mother was 14. In
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Washington D.C., he was the Honorable Sonny Bono,
Republican member of the House of Representative for
Californiaʼs 44th District. But, to everyone else, he was Sonny.

He and his fourth wife, Mary, often went skiing around Lake
Tahoe. Sonny had grown close to the late Bill Harrah, owner of
the Harrahʼs Hotel and Casinos, when he and Cher were TVʼs
biggest musical stars of the 1970s. Harrahʼs Lake Tahoe was
like a second home to him.

Congress was on break and the Palm Springs International
Film Festival, which Sonny founded in 1990 as mayor of Palm
Springs, wasnʼt due to start until Jan. 8. So, Sonny and Mary
went skiing with some friends to usher in 1998.
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Twenty years later, former Congresswoman Mary Bono
recalled that their friends had gone home by Jan. 5.
But Sonny, Mary and their kids, Chesare, 9, and Chianna, 6,
took to the slopes for one more day at the Heavenly Ski
Resort.
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Sonny, 62, could tear up the intermediate ski runs. He had
back problems and had been taking the painkiller, Vicodin,
since a 1995 surgery to remove a growth on his fifth and sixth
cervical vertebrae. But it didn't restrict his mobility.

He didnʼt wear a helmet, but a skiing accident six days earlier,
resulting in the death of Michael Kennedy, son of Robert F.
Kennedy, had prompted Sonny and Mary to discuss helmets.
Sonny said heʼd get one before their next ski trip.

A more immediate problem was another damn regulation –
 one of the many Sonny seemed to have spent his political
career fighting. Ski shops demanded that older skiers set their
bindings with a lighter release point than required of younger
athletes to make it easier to pop out of the skis and escape
serious injury after a fall. Sonny had to sign a waiver, Mary
said, to get his bindings clamped down more tightly than
recommended.

Around mid-day, the family prepared to ski down the Orion
slope. Sonny was in the lead, followed by Chesare and
Chianna with Mary taking up the rear in case anyone fell.

Sonny took off with a big smile on his face. “Ches, follow me,”
he called to his son. Ches took off, but his ski caught an edge,
causing him to spin around and impact Chianna. Mary tended
to the children, but then, Sonny was gone.



Mary and the kids skied to the first stop area, but Sonny
wasnʼt there. They began looking for him with more curiosity
than panic. But that changed as the day wore on. History
would change as the week wore on.

Recalling the drama

Mary Bono recalled the events leading to the discovery of
Sonnyʼs body three days after he went missing. The national
media had surrounded the South Palm Springs house she and
Sonny had bought shortly after their marriage in 1986. They
saw a macabre story developing with a rare confluence of
celebrity politics and show biz, and  descended on a town that
had long been famous for shielding celebrities from the
limelight. Now, Mary only wanted to talk to a journalist she
knew from the desert.



Tony Curtis, with an unidentified woman to his left, his seen with Mary and
Sonny Bono at the 1995 Palm Springs International Film Festival Awards
Gala. (Photo: Desert Sun file photo)

I went to the house I had visited several times for the Bonos'
founders parties for the Palm Springs International Film
Festival. Sonny had conceived the festival idea in this house.
He had joined the Palm Springs Chamber of Commerce to
promote his Bonos restaurant, but he started exploring a film
festival as a way to draw more people to Palm Springs while
serving as head of its restaurant and hospitality committee.



The Sonny Bono estate, in the Mesa area of Palm Springs. (Photo: Photo
by Patrick Stewart Properties/ Special to The Desert Sun)

The Bono house on slightly elevated land seemed dark and
empty. The kids were playing in the backyard. Maryʼs father,
Clay Whittaker, was caring for her. But Sonny was gone, a
fact Mary couldn't accept in the first few hours after his
disappearance. At first, she assumed Sonny had been skiing
so fast, he just zoomed by the first rest area.

“We went to the next little spot and waited,” Mary said in an
emotional, stream-of-consciousness interview. “We skied to
the bottom and he wasnʼt anywhere. I was wondering if he fell,
or if he went to the right and I went to the left – if he went



down to a different chair. You know, all these things can
happen.”

After 30 minutes, the family was uneasy. They asked the ski
patrol if there had been any accidents on Orion slope. None
reported, they were told. They waited a little longer, but then,
Mary and the kids felt compelled to look for him. They took the
ski lift up the hill, scanning the slopes along the way. They
looked as far as their eyes could see from the top of the
mountain, but saw nothing. So they went back down. Then
they went back up.

“The kids were so cold, they were crying,” Mary recalled. “I
said, ‘OK. He had to have skied to the very bottom. Thatʼs
what happened. Heʼll be there waiting for us.”

They went down the mountain – all the way down – and he
wasnʼt there. They went to guest services at 4 p.m. and were
told he must have gone to the wrong lodge. He must have
gone to the California side of Lake Tahoe. Mary said Sonny
knew the mountain too well. He wouldnʼt have done that. At
4030 p.m., the ski patrol listed him as missing. Then they
began calling the buses, hoping against long odds he might
have gone so far astray, he needed a ride back to the correct
lodge.

Mary called friends and continued talking to members of the
ski patrol. One officer said, “It doesnʼt look good.”



After 6 p.m., the sheriff and president of the ski resort told
Mary they had found a body. Sonny had collided with a tree.
And, with the force of the collision, Mary learned later, he
probably would have been left brain dead even if he had been
wearing a helmet.

Mary begged them to let her go to the scene of the accident.
They put her in a snowmobile and she trudged up the
mountain one more time.

“It was the longest snowmobile ride,” she told me through
tears, “but I never wanted it to end. The minute I got there, I
saw his feet and his legs, and I knew it was him.”

After another long trip down the mountain, a journey she calls
“our last run together,” Mary was faced with an even tougher
task. She had to tell her kids their father was dead. In
retrospect, she said she could have done it more tactfully.

“I was in shock,” she said in a recent telephone interview. “I
didnʼt have time to prepare or think about, ‘How do I break this
kind of news to my children?ʼ I didnʼt have anybody with me.
When I came back down, I just sort of blurted it out: Sonny
was dead and had gone to heaven. I donʼt know how else you
can deliver that kind of news. I donʼt know how you sugarcoat
it. I donʼt know what the hell you can do.”

Media mélange



The most sublime details of that day remain frozen in Maryʼs
head like a tableau in a play.

“I remember it as if it was yesterday,” she said. “We were
starting to go back to the hotel room and I had to pack
everything up, including all of Sonnyʼs things – which was odd.
It was just me and the kids, and I had to make phone calls to
people. (The news story) was breaking that evening. I guess
somebody heard it on a sheriffʼs radio. Rumors were getting
out. By the morning, I turned on the TV and I was seeing
people that hadnʼt talked to Sonny in years on television
talking about him. I was watching the news make up stories
about what had happened. I left the hotel and went to the
airport. Dick Heckmann had sent his plane for us and, as we
pulled out onto the tarmac, the press was landing. We were
watching them get off another plane as we were boarding.
When we landed, it was more and more surreal by the minute.”

The national media had camped out several rows deep behind
the black iron gates of the Bono estate.

It was the beginning of the second wave of the cable news
era, following the Gulf War that had turned CNN into an
international powerhouse. MSNBC and the Fox News Channel
had launched in 1996 and Time Warner had merged with
CNNʼs parent company, the Turner Broadcasting System, that
same year. Suddenly, there was an unprecedented appetite for
populist visual news. The death of Cherʼs former husband and



show biz partner, who was now a favorite of Newt Gingrichʼs
Republican-controlled Congress, was the perfect storm for
the new media forces.

The funeral was scheduled for Friday and not only was Cher
expected to attend, but President Bill Clinton was sending
Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt, who had listened to Sonnyʼs
pleas to get federal help to save the Salton Sea. Gingrich was
said to be bringing a Congressional delegation that “could
exceed 100 members.” Former President Gerald Ford,
California Gov. Pete Wilson and Sen. Barbara Boxer, who
didnʼt live in the Coachella Valley then, also were on the guest
list.



House Speaker Newt Gingrich spoke at the memorial service for Sonny
Bono in Statuary Hall in the Capitol in Washington, D.C. (Photo: Bill Perry,
Copyright 1996 The Tennessean)

The day after the funeral at St. Theresa Catholic Church in
Palm Springs, Mary was scheduled to speak in her husbandʼs
place at the Palm Springs International Film Festival Gala. So
there was justification for national news organizations to send
full crews to sunny Palm Springs for a week.

But, what made the cable news companies hungry to cover
the aftermath of Sonnyʼs death was the culture-changing
impact of the news coverage of Princess Dianaʼs sudden
death just four months earlier. Princess Diʼs funeral on Sept. 6,
1997 remains the most-watched news event in UK history.
Non-stop coverage resulted in record ratings for MSNBC and
Fox News. CNN ratings spiked to their highest levels since the
O.J. Simpson trial in 1995.

So the cable news channels expanded their 24-hour news
cycle to almost a week, covering spontaneous vigils and
generating stories to run around the clock in much the same
way networks had covered the John F. Kennedy death in
1963. The cable channels paid local society reporters to act
as “spotters” to identify local VIPs through the funeral
coverage.

As the one entertainment writer allowed to interview Mary, I
stepped into the uncomfortable territory between messenger



and reporter.

Maryʼs media aide had me enter the house from a side
entrance to avoid the media throng at her gate. But, the
emotion of the interview left me somewhat dazed. We cried
together as she talked about this man I had worked with and
performed with in a benefit roast for the Desert Theatre
League. Mary and I broke protocol by hugging after the
interview was over. Then I stumbled out the wrong door and
was blocked on my way to my car by those iron gates manned
by inquiring journalists.

Suddenly, I was literally on the wrong side of the fence.
Reporters were throwing questions like, “Howʼs Mary? “Is
Cher coming to the funeral?” “How are Cher and Mary getting
along?” I didnʼt even have a cell phone to call for help. It was
1998.

I was desperate to escape, but the electronic gate wouldnʼt
open automatically because I didnʼt approach it in a vehicle. I
fielded a couple questions and was photographed searching
for a way around the iron bars. I frankly donʼt remember how I
broke away from the press, but I vividly remember avoiding
the temptation of climbing over those black rods because I
knew it would be all over the national news.

Odyssey to the funeral



- Sonny Bono and Cher
sang their hit song "I Got
You, Babe" as they were
reunited for the first time
in over 10 years in 1987,
on "Late Night with David
Letterman." (Photo:
Copyright 1997 Florida
Today)

Mary had invited Cher and her grown kids Elijah, (with Gregg
Allman), and Chastity (now Chaz, Cher's transgender son with
Sonny) to stay with her before the funeral. Sonnyʼs friends,
including Denis Pregnalato, who once ran the film festival,
were in and out of the house. The Southern California
Congressional delegation of Ken Calvert, David Dreier and
Jerry Lewis also offered more than political support.

“They were in my house every day that
week to make sure things were OK,”
Mary said. “The other one was Larry
Parrish (chief executive officer of
Riverside County). Larry was in my
home doing dishes. He was amazing. He
never asked a thing from me, but he was
in my house every day making sure
things were taken care of. I really didnʼt
know him until then. But, this is just what
people did. They came in and pitched in
and helped out. It was such a huge
circus.”

On Tuesday night, Mary got a phone call
from President Clinton, asking if there
was anything he could do. Mary shed

her grieving widow role and reacted like the district
representative she would soon agree to become.



“Actually, there is,” she said she told him. “Thereʼs the Salton
Sea out here, (which) Sonny had wanted to be his legacy.”

She said Clinton replied, “Iʼll see what I can do.”

On Wednesday night, Mary and Cher had a long talk. Mary
was thinking about wearing a conservative dark suit to the
funeral and she asked Cher, “What are you going to wear?”

“Iʼm going to go like Cher,” replied the Oscar, Emmy and
Grammy award-winning star.

Mary said afterwards Cher was “a constant source of comfort
to me.”



- Cher (right), Chastity Bono (now Chaz) and Mary Bono mourn as Sonny
Bono's casket is placed inside the hearse after a service at St. Theresa
Catholic Church in Palm Springs (Photo: Gannett file photo)

“I invited her to be involved,” Mary recalled. “I invited her to
stay with us. I thought it was really important that all of the bad
words, all the bad years become meaningless. And Chastity,
now Chaz, is someone I love very much – then and now. It was
extremely hard on Chaz. Youʼve probably read that Chaz and
Sonny were estranged at the time over politics. Thatʼs the
lesson everyone needs to heed, this not-to-speak-to-each-
other over a silly difference. I think itʼs much harder on Chaz
because of that. My kids were just concerned that I would be
OK. They needed to know I would be OK so they would be OK.
Then weʼd all be OK.”

Cher wrote her eulogy in Maryʼs house and her assistant input
it into Maryʼs bedroom computer. It turned out to be perhaps
the most memorable part of the funeral. Cher recalled a
Readerʼs Digest feature in which readers wrote about “the
most unforgettable character I ever met.” She called Sonny
Bono her most unforgettable character ever.” 

The funeral coverage more than tripled CNNʼs audience and
doubled MSNBCʼs average number of viewers. A CNN
spokesman said covering celebrity funerals had become “a
way of communal mourning. Itʼs a way for people who canʼt be
there to gather around the television set and pay their
respects.”



Cher spoke at her ex-
husband and
entertainment partner
Sonny Bono's funeral at
St. Theresa Catholic
Church in Palm
Springs. (Photo: Gannett
file photo)

But Mary wasnʼt done with her public
catharsis. Sonny usually made a speech
at the film festival like stand-up comic.
On Saturday, Mary had to step into his
shoes.

“I was still in shock,” she said. “It was
just so horrible that Sonny couldnʼt be
there. I wasnʼt used to being the one
going up on stage to speak. It was sort
of the beginning of what Iʼd have to learn
to do.”

Speaking from the heart, Mary said,
“How can I thank you and express my
gratitude to each and every one of you

for the love and support you have given my family? Thanks for
the incredible and endless outpouring of love.”

Pregnalato, an executive with Aaron Spelling Films,
announced plans to build a statue of Sonny in the Mercado
Plaza in downtown Palm Springs. He also announced plans to
present an annual Sonny Bono Visionary Award, beginning in
1999, to a filmmaker “who explores new frontiers in film.”
Director Baz Luhrmann (2002), writer Sidney Sheldon (2004),
actor Kevin Spacey (2005) and director Quentin Tarantino
(2010) are among the recipients of the Bono Visionary Award.



A bronze statue of Sonny
Bono sits on Mercado
Plaza in downtown Palm
Springs. (Photo: Carol
Pucci, MCT/Special to
The Desert Sun)
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That trophy wasnʼt presented last year
and there are no plans to give one this
week. Board Chairman Harold Matzner
says it hasn't been abandoned and not
every award is given annually. But Mary
said she hasnʼt been invited to
Tuesdayʼs Awards Gala, which is sold
out.

Mary predicted this yearʼs festival will be
“beautiful and spectacular and
successful.” But sheʼs busy
championing a remedy to the opioid
addiction epidemic, which she first

tackled as a Congresswoman. Mary was criticized in 1998 for
revealing Sonnyʼs Vicodin addiction. But her embrace of
pharmaceutical dependency as a cause, following Chesareʼs
public revelation that he became addicted to Oxycontin five
years after Sonnyʼs death, is now seen as prescient. Mary was
in Chicago, meeting with the National Association Boards of
Pharmacy as part of her job as a principal for the Faegre Baker
Daniels international consulting firm when she spoke with The

https://www.desertsun.com/videos/life/entertainment/movies/film-festival/2017/12/18/palm-springs-film-festival-these-celebs-you-see-2018-awards-gala/108732000/
https://www.desertsun.com/story/life/entertainment/movies/film-festival/2017/12/18/willem-dafoe-receive-icon-award-palm-springs-film-festival-gala-latest-film/962067001/


Congresswoman Mary
Bono at The Desert Sun
offices in 2010 (Photo:
Desert Sun file photo)

Desert Sun.

She says finding a solution to this public
epidemic could be tied to Sonny's
legacy.

“Itʼs absolutely relevant,” she said.
“(Sonny) had become addicted to
Vicodon and I was trashed when I said
that. Absolutely trashed by the public. It
really proved, and still proves,
unfortunately, thereʼs just such a stigma
around substance abuse disorder.

“I actually think that had Sonny survived
he would have absolutely come around and become its
champion talking about the dangers of opioids. I think, had he
been around today, heʼd be a fantastic champion on it.”

Mary sold her house in Palm Springs and put her furniture in
storage until she could find time to buy a new house with her
husband, Rear Admiral and former astronaut Stephen Oswald.
She said she loves and remains devoted to Palm Springs. But
she's still haunted by the events of 20 years ago.

“On the fifth, it just happens to me every year,” she said. “I will
go into a little funk. Itʼs just weird because I donʼt believe in
that stuff. But, on that day, I just have to shut the curtains and



stay inside. It just takes a toll on me.” 
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