
Date: 2013-01-14

Submitted by: West Central Montana Avalanche Center (WCMAC) 

Avalanche Specialist: Steve Karkanen

Location: West Aspect of Point Six 500’ north of Montana Snowbowl Ski Area boundary

State:  MT

Country: USA

Fatalities: none - skier sustained a minor leg injury

Summary:  1 skier caught and fully buried while skiing the area locally known as Evaro Bowl.

***INCIDENT REPORT FROM THE WCMAC***

This report and photos are available online at www.missoulaavalanche.org
Synopsis:

On Monday January 14 at approximately 1530 hrs, 2 backcountry skiers left the Montana Snowbowl ski area boundary intending to ski the west face of Point Six into an area locally known as Evaro Bowl.  The area is easily accessed from the ski area via an access road that traverses Point Six to reach the Doppler Radar and other communication facilities located on the summit.  Egress back to the ski area is via a skin track that traverses Barnett’s Bluff to the southwest which ties in to Nutcracker Trail at the Far Nut ski run.  1 skier triggered and was caught in a small avalanche on a 45 degree slope convexity, carried approximately 150 feet through trees and was pinned and fully buried against a large spruce tree halfway down the slide path.

The classification for this avalanche is SS-AS-R1-D2-I

The coordinates of this avalanche are: N47 02.382 X W113 59.526

Weather:

From January 9 to January 10 a strong storm system dropped 20-25” of snow at the Snowbowl summit.  This storm snow was deposited on a weak layer of surface hoar and near surface facets that formed during a dry period with cold nighttime temperatures the first week of January.  The WCMAC issued an Avalanche Warning the evening of January 9 and extended the warning into January 10.  The January 11, 2013 avalanche advisory rated wind loaded terrain steeper than 35 degrees as having high avalanche danger.  On January 14, W-NW winds were in excess of  25 mph on Point Six. 

WCMAC avalanche specialists on a routine assessment tour January 14th performed stability analysis on the west aspect of Point Six not far from the incident site just hours prior to the incident.  They found weak faceted snow below the storm snow in areas that are wind affected and thin throughout the winter.

Avalanche:  

The skiers elected not to drop into more open terrain because of concerns about stability. They instead skied a line adjacent to the open terrain in the trees.  They were leap-frogging, taking short passes that allowed good visual and verbal communication between them.  The lines they were skiing start out in the trees at 30-35 degree slope angles which gradually get steeper and funnels into a subtle gully.  About 200 feet below the access road skier A rides over a 45 degree terrain convexity and triggers a 10 foot wide soft slab that pulls out a much wider slab 20 feet below the crown.  Skier A feels the snow moving,  he yells out to his partner, is knocked down and tumbled through trees. One leg hits a tree, one ski releases and he is pinned against a large spruce in a sitting position with his back against the tree midway down the slide path. He tried without success to insert his Avalung mouthpiece when a second wave of snow completely buried him. He reported that he lost consciousness then regained consciousness when he heard his partner (Skier B) yelling at him as he was digging him up.

Skier B witnessed the avalanche, watched skier A get washed down the slide path and immediately started down the path looking for clues. Skier B quickly saw a yellow ski sticking out of the snow and found the buried skier 20 feet above the ski. He immediately found skier A’s head and cleared his airway.  The estimated time lapse to this point is 2 minutes. 

Skier A regains composure and with skier B’s assistance, is able to ski and skin back to the ski area boundary after all his gear is recovered.  Skier A sustained a minor leg injury and lost 1 ski pole in the avalanche.  The Snowbowl Ski Patrol made contact with both skiers at 1745 and transported them via snowmobile back to the base area.  

A site visit was made on January 15 by avalanche specialists Steve Karkanen, Tim Laroche and Dudley Improta. Travis Craft of the Snowbowl Pro Patrol accompanied them.

The skiers tracks were easily identified and were followed out to the avalanche crown.  A snowpit dug above the site on the same aspect showed that last week’s storm snow failed at the interface with the old snow surface where faceted snow developed in early January.  Cold temperatures have allowed these facets to persist.

Compression and Extended Column test scores were low with failure at the storm snow/facet interface about 18 inches deep.  CTM12 Q1  ECTN13 Q1. 

Very similar conditions were evident at the site.  The slope steepness at the crown is 45 degrees, 40 degrees along the track.  The dimensions are 30 feet X 350 feet w/ a vertical drop of 250 feet from crown to toe. The avalanche alpha angle is 35 degrees.  

Both skiers (43 years old) have several years experience in the Rattlesnake backcountry.  Skier A has Level 1 Avalanche training (unknown if skier B has any formal training), both were carrying avalanche rescue equipment and know how to use it.  Both skiers wore Avalung packs but Skier A did not have the mouthpiece inserted when he was caught.  Neither skier read the avalanche advisory however skier A toured and skied the Rattlesnake backcountry with a WCMAC avalanche specialist the day prior to this incident so he was informed about the recent storm slab and wind slabs on the facets that formed earlier in January. 

Both skiers were practicing safe skiing technique, approaching slopes 1 at a time and watching their partner.

Conclusion:

Skier B pulled of a textbook rescue and saved his partners life.  He watched skier A get caught and strained through trees, took immediate action to go to the last seen point, looked for visual clues and quickly located the burial site without use of his transceiver. Within 2 minutes, he cleared skier A’s airway and assessed him for further injury. It is fortunate that skier A was not incapacitated as the time and terrain would have required a risky and technical rescue in darkness.

These individuals were well equipped and experienced. This area is adjacent to Montana Snowbowl and popular with skiers and snowboarders seeking fresh powder. It is also remote backcountry avalanche terrain that does not allow much room for error.  Each year we see more people “ducking the ropes” who are unfamiliar with the terrain and not equipped to responsibly venture into the backcountry.

This incident reinforces the maxim that when you leave the ski area boundary you are in potentially dangerous backcountry terrain where rescue is not available to quickly help you if something goes wrong.


