
On December 24, 2013, a group of snowmobilers were riding in familiar terrain in the 
Flint Creek Range 8 miles southeast of Phillipsburg, MT.  The following information 
and photos are from Keith Antonioli who wants to share his experience so that 
others may learn from what happened to him.  

Avalanche Incident on Twin Peaks
Flint Creek Range
December 24, 2013

Sunday, January 19, 2014



This area is locally known as Red Lion and is popular with backcountry 
snowmobilers and skiers. A number of avalanche accidents have occurred 
in this area the past few years.  On New Years Day 2012, a snowmobiler 
died in an avalanche on Towers Mountain 1 mile west of this incident and in 
2001, a rider died in an avalanche in the same area.The following 
statements are verbatim from Keith’s account of the incident.
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“I was climbing a line between the trees that I've climbed a hundred times.  I'll admit 
that I knew the snow conditions were bad for hill climbing as I do pay attention to 
snow reports, but for some reason it didn't even cross my mind that the hill could 
slide”.  

“There were no signs/noises or other indications of instability. There was maybe a 
few inches of fresh, and if I had to describe the snow consistency the first word 
that comes to mind would be "dense" or "heavy".  It sort of reminded me of a mud 
slide”.
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“As I started getting into the tree line the snow became a lot 
softer/deeper and I lost my momentum and was going to have to turn 
out.  I went to turn out and was almost pointed back downhill when 
I got stuck.  I began to rock my sled a little when I noticed that the 
snow had broke free about 50 feet below me and about 50 feet to 
the side”.
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“At this point I turned and looked up and noticed that the entire hill had broken and 
was barreling down at me.  Before I could do anything it hit me and threw me down 
below my sled onto my stomach and then swallowed me up.  At one point I was 
completely under as the majority of the slide went over the top of me but I ended up 
back at the tail and soon was just kind of being rolled along.  It ran me off of one 
tree and bruised my leg really bad but other than that no injuires.  As it came to a 
stop I ended up about 80% buried on my left side with my head pointed down hill and 
my right arm free.  My face was slightly buried but I could see daylight and breath 
fine”.
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“As soon as everything came to a stop, I 
could hear sleds fire up.  My arm was 
above the snow and I was waving it so 
it would be easy to see.  I would say my 
friends had me out in about 5 minutes.  
My sled was almost completely buried 
and only the ski loop was showing”.
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“I was the only one in 
my group with any gear.  
I ALWAYS carry my 
beacon, shovel/probe 
and ABS.  My friends 
have beacons/shovels/
probes, but we had 
agreed that we would 
just ride the roads 
since no one else had 
their gear”.  

“I definitely broke the 
rules of the ride!  I 've 
had a few avalanche 
classes but its been a 
number of years.  I don't 
think anyone in my party 
ever has”.  

“Looking back I of course wouldn't have tried what I did in the first place but from now on I will 
always consider that a hill can slide.  This I think gets one in the right mind set to use what they 
have at their disposal.  For example, my ABS handle was out, but I had completely forgot about it.  
The hill cutting loose was a complete surprise”.
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The early season snowpack in this area was subjected to several days of below zero temperatures in early 
December which contributed to faceted crystal growth at the base of the snowpack.  Many areas in southwest 
Montana experienced natural and human-triggered avalanche activity in late December with the post cold-snap 
storm snow failing on this weak layer.  

We are grateful to Keith Antonioli for his willingness to share this information. 

This incident illustrates the importance of getting into the habit of checking and wearing your safety equipment 
every time you ride.  Even if the plan for the day is to ride the groomed trail or the flats, you should always have 
your safety equipment strapped on.  Check your partners to see what gear they have and if it is in working order.

You never know when an emergency will arise.

For more information, contact the West Central Montana Avalanche Center at info@missoulaavalanche.org.    
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Aerial view of the Red Lion area
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Aerial view facing South

Sunday, January 19, 2014


