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Cover: 15’ deep avalanche on Crown Butte which claimed the life of Travis Engstrom.
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From the Director: Our 19th Year of Operation
Greetings!
The Avalanche Center just finished its 19th year of operation. This winter was a good one for
snow, which also meant a good one for avalanches. We began issuing daily advisories December 10th and continued until April 10th for a total of 116 posts. During the New Year holiday
large snowstorms kicked off our longest running Avalanche Warning—seven days of HIGH
avalanche danger in the southern mountains. Unfortunately, the instabilities and avalanche
danger only slightly abated in the following weeks. Saturday, January 17th dawned sunny; a
first in almost a month. Folks were out in droves and before the sun set southwest Montana
had three separate snowmobiler avalanche fatalities: Crown Butte in Cooke City, the Gravelly
Range and Mt Jefferson in the Centennials. Although only Cooke City lies within our official
forecast area, the conditions were similar throughout the region and local communities reeled
from the tragedies.
Our daily avalanche advisories continue to be the focus of our efforts. This year more people
than ever received them. But even with our daily outreach people still got into trouble. Out of
45 avalanche incidents reported there were twelve partial burials and four full burials resulting in three deaths. Most of the western US was plagued by a weak snowpack similar to Montana’s. Nationally, there have been 26 avalanche fatalities, on par with the 10-year average.
Some highlights of the season include:
♦

The number of people accessing our daily advisories increased 20% this season. On average, 3,239 folks read/heard the advisory every day.

♦

Avalanche Education is one of our top priorities. With help from the Friends of the Avalanche Center we gave 62 lectures, seminars and field sessions to over 4,300 people.

♦

Working with Island Park Adventures and the Friends of the Avalanche Center, Yamaha
loaned us two Nytro four-stroke snowmobiles for our field use. We rode over 1,200 miles
on each one.

♦

Our YouTube videos fill two niches: part avalanche advisory and part avalanche education. This season we made 18 clips which were viewed 23,300 times.

♦

We worked with Sam Lowe-Anker to make a 10-minute film, Stay Alive, on skiing the
sidecountry of Bridger Bowl. Five thousand DVDs were handed out to season pass holders
with an additional 3,800 views on YouTube.

Along with funding from the Gallatin National Forest we also get substantial money through
MT Fish, Wildlife and Parks through their Recreational Trails Program. But even these two
sources are not enough. We could not run our program without the financial support of the
local community. The Friends of the Avalanche Center helped our budget shortfalls through
contributions and fund raisers. The annual Powder Blast, a Spark R&D sponsored movie No
Correct Way, Montana Ale Works dinner, Bridger Bowl’s King and Queen and Pinhead Classic all raised money totaling thousands of dollars. Our supporters are too numerous to name,
but we completely appreciate the money, resources, time and effort that everyone puts into
making the GNFAC the best it can be.
Doug Chabot
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ADVISORY AREA

The GNFAC covers over 6,600 square miles.
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AVALANCHE ADVISORIES
A forecaster arrives at the office by 4 a.m. every day to write the daily avalanche advisory.
Our goal is to have it done by 7:30 so folks can make an informed decision about their backcountry travels. As you can see in the chart, advisory usage increases every year. It’s a little
easier getting out of bed at 3 a.m. knowing that thousands of people are going to use this information. This season we put out 116 advisories which averaged 3,239 accesses a day—a
20% increase over last year. The bulk of these were through emails (2,185/day) and the web
(933/day) with a few faxes and 95 calls/day rounding out the count.

Accesses

ADVISORY USAGE
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YOU TUBE
For the third year in a row we’ve posted YouTube videos of our field work. These are made
with a point and shoot camera—nothing professional, but the clips get the message across.
Our aim is to make them informative about the current conditions as well as educational. Because of these clips, people now send in observations that include the Extended Column Test
and Shear Quality data. This year we made 18 videos that were viewed 24,500 times.
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AVALANCHE EDUCATION
Besides the daily advisories, avalanche education is another focus of the GNFAC. Unlike my
retirement fund, our education programs grow every year. Our lectures get updated regularly
and we tailor our classes to different user groups. This season we taught courses in Bozeman,
Livingston, Cooke City, West Yellowstone, Ennis, Big Timber and Big Sky. Many backcountry recreationalists live outside our forecast area, but travel on weekends to the Gallatin NF.
We’ve stepped up our efforts to educate these visiting skiers and sledders with classes in
Butte, Anaconda, Helena, Great Falls, Billings and Cody, WY.
The Friends of the Avalanche Center help the education program in a few ways. First, they
fundraise specifically for avalanche education. Second, the Friends employ a group of qualified instructors to help alleviate our teaching burden. The Friends book most of the classes
and teach over half of them. Because of their hard work we’ve rarely had to decline an avalanche education request.
Jay Pape is the Friends education coordinator. Along with Angela Patnode, Dale Gullett, Tim
Campbell, Jeff Watt and Scott Savage we all taught 62 classes to 4,305 people.

Students gathering at Bridger Bowl for an Avalanche Awareness class.
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AVALANCHE EDUCATION
DATE
8-Oct
11-Oct
21-Oct
14-Nov
12-Nov
13-Nov
17-Nov
18-Nov
19-Nov
19-Nov
20-Nov
20-Nov
21-Nov
25-Nov
26-Nov
3-Dec
3-Dec
4-Dec
5-Dec
6-Dec
6-Dec
7-Dec
10-Dec
10-Dec
11-Dec
13-Dec
14-Dec
16-Dec
16-Dec
17-Dec
18-Dec
19-Dec
2-Jan
3-Jan
4-Jan
10-Jan
13-Jan
14-Jan
15-Jan
17-Jan
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GROUP/TOPIC
NWS
"Stay Alive" Movie
Nat Ava Meeting/"Stay Alive"
GCSAR
Sleeping Giant Middle School
Helena Basecamp
GCSAR - Snowmobilers
MOSS @ Bozeman Public Library
Grizzly Outfitters, Big Sky
Bozeman Chamber of Commerce
NLTC
Sleeping Giant Middle School
Ski Patrols/"Stay Alive" Movie
MSU Mountain Geography
West Yellowstone Ski Fest
Red Line Sports, Butte
ASMSU Basic Avalanche Seminar
ASMSU Basic Avalanche Seminar
Seventh Graders at CJMS
ASMSU Basic Avalanche Seminar
1 hr for Groomers, Helena
"Stay Alive" movie/ Library
BNSF
Team Bozeman Avalanche Seminar
Team Bozeman Avalanche Seminar
Great Falls
Team Bozeman Avalanche Seminar
MOSS @ Bozeman Library
Cooke City SAR
Cooke City SAR
West Yellowstone - Snowmobilers
West Yellowstone - Snowmobilers
Yellowstone National Park
West Yellowstone - Snowmobilers
West Yellowstone - Snowmobilers
Helena Snowdrifters
Big Timber (Sweetgrass) High School
Livingston Snowriders Club
Exploration Works, Helena
Livingston Snowriders Club

COURSE
Ava. Awareness
Bridger Access
Bridger Access
Accident Review
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Rescue
Bridger Access
Ava. Awareness
Dzn More Turns
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Field Session
Ava. Awareness
Bridger Access
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Field Session
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Field Sesson
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Level 1
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Field Session

#
60
800
30
30
222
70
50
90
40
30
50
15
130
19
45
12
214
210
185
150
88
12
25
39
39
78
14
50
25
14
25
22
12
7
2
37
28
35
38
12
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AVALANCHE EDUCATION Cont’d
1/16-1/19
22-Jan
1/22-1/25
24-Jan
26-Jan
27-Jan
28-Jan
29-Jan
31-Jan
3-Feb
9-Feb
12-Feb
14-Feb
19-Feb
24-Feb
28-Feb

10-Mar
14-Mar
16-Mar
8-Apr

MOSS
MMA Teen Avalanche Lecture
MOSS
MMA Teen Avalanche
Twin Bridges HS
GVSA
ASMSU Avalanche Awareness
ASMSU Avalanche Awareness
ASMSU
Anaconda Snowmobile Club
West Yellowstone HS
Bob Wards
Cooke City
Livingston HS
Valley Motor Sports, Cody, WY
Broadwater County SAR
West Yellowstone Series #1
West Yellowstone Series #2
Rotary Club
Mt Jefferson
Moonlight
Steadman Clinic, Vail, CO

Level 1
Ava. Awareness
Level 1
Field Session
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Field Sesson
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Ava. Awareness
Field Sesson
Level 1
Ava. Awareness

12
30
12
30
210
25
187
180
150
36
100
10
25
28
49
12
11
25
75
23
12
21

TOTAL = 62 Talks/Seminars/Field Sessions to 4,305 People
The Friends of the Avalanche Center taught 32 classes. These are in italics.
Snowmobilers comprised a large number of our classes. All of these are in bold.

Mark Staples investigates a snowmobiler triggered slide in Sunlight Basin.
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AVALANCHE INCIDENTS
This winter was deadly. We had three separate avalanche fatalities in southwest Montana,
all on January 17th. Over the winter 45 avalanche incidents were reported to us, the same
number as last year, although this year we had more injuries and fatalities. Included in these
numbers are 12 partial burials (defined as any part of a person’s body sticking out of the
snow). There was also a full burial on Buck Ridge when a rider was buried six-feet deep, but
luckily dug up by his partners uninjured.
The table on pages 12-13 outline this years avalanche incidents. We only hear about a handful of the avalanches triggered, but in incidents involving injury or death we’re usually notified quickly.
As of April 20 there were 27 avalanche fatalities in the US. The breakdown by state is: WY-5;
UT-4; CO-4; MT-3; CA-3; WA-3; ID-3; AK-2; OR-1. Additionally, there were 25 avalanche fatalities in Canada.

Looking at the numbers
By Doug Chabot
Published in Carve, January 2009
Saturday, January 17th, was a rare beautiful day with plenty of sun, warmth and calm blue
skies in the mountains of southwest Montana where it has snowed 30 out of the last 37 days.
Like wilting plants stretching for sunshine, skiers, snowmobilers, hikers and climbers headed
out to soak up rays and reinvigorate souls. Not only was the weather going to hold, it was a
long holiday weekend that we could all enjoy. Unfortunately, three separate avalanches
killed three people.

Nick Bilton carving in Taylor Fork.
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This winter has been dangerous.
Early season snow metamorphosed into granular, faceted
grains which do not bond together, do not hold much weight
before avalanching and is an unstable foundation. When it
snowed over Christmas and New
Year’s Holiday the GNFAC issued
Avalanche Warnings because the
danger was acute and obvious.
Avalanche danger is defined as
the potential for avalanches to
cause injury or death and is rated
on a 5 tiered scale of Low, Moderate, Considerable, High and Extreme. The danger during the
Holiday Warning period was High
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Cont’d
on all slopes in the
backcountry.
The Avalanche Warning was broadcast far
and wide through
newspapers, radio,
television and the National Weather Service.
People were nervous
and cautious. It was
snowing so much and
Looking for a buried snowmobiler at Crown Butte.
so hard that backcountry travel was limited. Trail breaking on skis was slow. The snow was so deep and unconsolidated that snowmobiling off trail was more getting unstuck than moving. In time the snow
settled, travel became easier, avalanches and other signs of instability were in decline and the
danger rating settled in at Moderate over most of our area. Moderate means natural avalanches are unlikely but human triggered avalanches are possible. The danger doesn’t need
to be High or Considerable in order to trigger a slide and die.
The unstable snow at the ground had gained strength since the termination of the Warning on
January 3rd. The snow was supportable and skiers and snowmobilers ventured further and
higher. People got onto big slopes with no consequences. But that was not the whole story.
The snow was not getting stronger uniformly. Many slopes were safe, but others were just
waiting for a trigger to avalanche. These slopes were isolated, but in no way small.
On January 17th there was phenomenal weather, a holiday weekend and folks hungry for powder.
In perfect weather we tend to think the snow is perfect too. It’s human nature to infer one
from the other. On Friday and Saturday of that week everyone was pushing and tickling the
slopes. Highmarks marched across bowls as folks devoured the untracked
Many slopes
powder. It was a holiday weekend and many, many more backcountry users
were safe, but
than normal were present. People drove in from other states. Hotels were
others were just
booked and trailheads packed. The sheer volume of people almost guaranteed that if only one out of 100 slopes were unstable someone was going to
waiting for a
find it. People are triggers. An individual did not have increased odds of
trigger to
triggering a slide—the danger was Moderate ---but collectively the odds
avalanche.
spiked that someone would get caught in an avalanche. And they did.
Two of the three avalanche fatalities occurred outside our advisory area, but
the snowpack and situation were similar to ours; a weak snowpack structure, no obvious signs
of instability and a crowd of potential triggers. Even though the snowpack has been gaining
strength and people are skiing steep lines and hammering slopes with their sleds, folks still
die in avalanches when the danger is only rated Moderate. And that’s why it’s still a numbers
game.
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Local Avalanche Incidents
DATE
23-Nov
6-Dec
7-Dec
13-Dec
16-Dec
19-Dec
20-Dec
20-Dec
21-Dec
21-Dec
26-Dec
26-Dec
27-Dec
28-Dec
28-Dec
30-Dec
30-Dec
30-Dec
2-Jan
8-Jan
9-Jan
9-Jan

LOCATION
Bridger Range
Bridger Range
N. Madison Range
Cooke City
Cooke City
Cooke City
N. Madison Range
Cooke City
Cooke City
Cooke City
N. Madison Range
S. Madison Range
Henry's Lake Mtns
N. Gallatin Range
Cooke City
Cooke City
N. Madison Range
Pilot Creek
N. Madison Range
Bridger Range
N. Madison Range
N. Madison Range

10-Jan
10-Jan
10-Jan
11-Jan
16-Jan
17-Jan
17-Jan
17-Jan
3-Feb
8-Feb

N. Madison Range
Bridger Range
Bridger Range
N. Gallatin Range
S. Madison Range
Cooke City
Gravelly Range
Centennial Range
Cooke City
Absaroka Range

11-Feb
28-Feb

Two Top
Cooke City

5-Mar
5-Mar
7-Mar

N. Madison Range
Bridger Range
Bridger Range

12

DETAILS
1 skier triggered
1 skier triggered
1 skier triggered, caught
1 skier triggered
1 snowmobiler triggered
1 snowmobiler triggered
1 skier triggered
4 snowmobiler triggered, caught, partially buried
1 snowmobiler triggered
1 snowmobiler triggered
1 skier triggered, caught
1 snowmobiler triggered
1 skier triggered
1 snowmobiler triggered
1 skier triggered
1 snowmobiler triggered, caught, partially buried
1 skier triggered, caught
1 skier triggered
1 snowboarder triggered
1 snowmobiler triggered
1 snowmobile triggered
4 snowmobiler triggered
1 snowmobile triggered, 2 caught, 1 partial burial, 1
full burial
1 snowmobile triggered
1 skier triggered
2 skiers triggered, caught, partially buried
1 snowmobiler triggered
1 snowmobile triggered, caught, buried, killed
1 snowmobile triggered, caught, buried, killed
1 snowmobile triggered, caught, buried, killed
1 skier triggered
1 skier triggered
1 snowmobiler triggered, caught, partially buried,
injured
1 snowmobiler triggered, caught
1 snowmobiler and cornice triggered, caught, partially buried
1 snowboarder triggered, not caught
2 skier triggered, caught, partially buried
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Cont’d
8-Mar
11-Mar
17-Mar
18-Mar
18-Mar
23-Mar
4-Apr
5-Apr

Bridger Range
Bridger Range
S. Madison Range
Bridger Range
S. Madison Range
N. Gallatin Range
N. Madison Range
Bridger Range

1 skier triggered
1 snowboarder triggered
1 snowmobile triggered
1 skier triggered, caught, not buried, injured
1 snowmobile triggered
1 skier triggered, caught, injured
1 skier triggered
1 skier triggered

45 Incidents resulting in
♦

12 partial burials

♦

4 full burials

♦

3 injuries

♦

3 deaths

Mark Staples next to a huge crown on a wind-loaded slope in Sunlight Basin.
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2008-09 US Avalanche Fatalities
Activity

Date
4/18

3/25
3/25

3/07

3/06

3/03
2/27

2/27

2/21
1/17
1/17
1/17
14

Fatalities

Skier

4

Snowboarder

1

Snowmobiler

16

Snowshoer/Climber/
Hiker

1

In bounds skier/boarder

3

Other

2

Location
Thompson Pass

State
AK

Description

1 snowmobiler buried
and killed

Baker Creek,
1 snowmobiler buried
northwest of
ID
and killed
Ketchum
Johnson Pass, Ke1 snowmobiler buried
AK
nai Peninsula
and killed
3 skiers caught, 1 parAneroid Basin,
tially buried, one burEagle Cap Wilder- OR
ied, one buried and
ness
killed
Gladiator Ridge,
1 skier caught, buried,
north of Sun Val- ID and killed, 1 seriously
ley
injured
1 ski patroller caught
Squaw Valley
CA and killed on a control
route
North of Priest
1 snowmobiler caught,
ID
Lake
buried, and killed
4 snowmobilers
Indian Peak area,
caught, 3 buried and
Sanke River
WY
killed, 1 partially burRange
ied and self-rescued
1 skier caught, buried,
Maggies Peaks
CA
and killed
1 snowmobiler caught,
Mount Jefferson
MT
buried, and killed
1 snowmobiler caught,
Crown Butte
MT
buried, and killed
1 snowmobiler caught,
Gravelly Range
MT
buried, and killed
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Cont’d
1/2
12/30
12/29
12/28

Near Cody

WY

Rockford

WA

Yamaha Hill,
western Uintas
Tatie Peak, near
Harts Pass

UT
WA

12/27

Gravel Mountain,
north of Granby

CO

12/27

Jackson Hole

WY

12/25

Squaw Valley

CA

12/24

Logan Peak

UT

12/17
12/14
12/14

Northwest of
Crested Butte
Near Aspen Ski
Area
Snowbird Ski
Area

CO
CO
UT

1 ice climber caught,
died from trauma
1 resident buried and
killed in roof avalanche
1 snowmobiler caught,
buried and killed
1 snowmobiler caught,
buried and killed
3 snowmobilers
caught, 1 partially
buried, 2 buried and
killed
2 inbounds skiers
caught, 1 buried and
killed
1 inbounds skier
caught, buried, and
killed
2 snowmobilers
caught, buried, and
killed
1 snowboarder caught,
buried, and killed
1 skier caught, buried,
and killed
1 inbounds skier
caught, buried, and
killed

Total: 27 Fatalities in the US
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Table of US Fatalities by Activity: 10 Years
ACTIVITY
climbers

99- 00- 01- 02- 03- 04- 05- 06- 07- 0810-winter totals
00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09
1

22

skiers/snowboarders 14 12 11 11 6 15 8

9 11 5

102

in-area skiers/riders 0

0

0

2

0

3

0

5

0

4

0

5

2

0

0

0

2

1

3

6

snowmobilers

5 15 18 14 6

4 12 10 13 16

113

misc. recreation

1

4

3

0

4

2

3

1

4

0

22

motorists/highway
workers

1

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

1

residents

1

0

0

0

3

0

0

0

2

1

7

others @ work

0

0

0

0

1

1

0

0

0

1

3

Total

22 33 35 30 24 29 23 20 33 27

276

Rescuing an injured skier on the west side of Saddle Peak. Photo: M. David Johnson
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Graph of US Fatalities by Activity: 10 Years
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It’s interesting to note the difference between motorized (snowmobilers) and non-motorized
(skiers/snowboarders). The totals are very similar with only <10% difference in fatalities. The
media would have us believe that snowmobilers are reckless and dying at much higher rate.
But when we look at the 10-year total we see a different story. Motorized recreationists are
no more careless than skiers or boarders. No one user group has the crown of being the safest, or most dangerous. Playing in avalanche terrain is serious business whether you’re on
skis or riding a sled.
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FINANCES AND FUNDRAISING
The Avalanches Center’s largest source of financial backing comes from the Gallatin National
Forest. The Forest spent over $80,000 for salaries, benefits, travel, office, vehicles, and computer support. However, as we expand our programs we rely more on community support,
grants and donations to cover our shortfall. The rest of our monies came from the following
groups, agencies and businesses.
THE FRIENDS OF THE AVALANCHE CENTER
The Friends of the Avalanche Center have supported us since their inception in 1992. Page
19-21 details their contributions and fundraising efforts. The Friends cover all our administrative, snowmobile and avalanche education expenses. This season their donation totaled
$19,012.
MONTANA FISH, WILDLIFE AND PARKS, RECREATION TRAILS GRANT
MT Fish, Wildlife and Parks continues to be a strong advocate of our avalanche program.
This winter we were awarded $35,000, the maximum amount, for use at the GNFAC. This is
the 10th year they've awarded us a Recreation Trails grant. Parts of these monies were used
this year with the rest earmarked for next season. This is the single largest outside donation
we have ever received. A huge thanks goes to Steve Gilbert at FW&P for his continued support.
GALLATIN COUNTY SEARCH AND RESCUE
Gallatin County SAR has been the Avalanche Center’s partner since our start 19 years ago.
They donate $4,000 annually to our operation. We work very closely with GCSAR since they
perform backcountry rescue in our region. Sgt. Jason Jarrett and Sheriff Jim Cashell run an
exceptional crew of dedicated and well trained volunteers.
MONTANA FISH WILDLIFE AND PARKS SNOWMOBILE SAFETY FUND
Ray Paige of FW&P donates $3,000 every year to our program. We’ve worked closely with
Ray on our avalanche education outreach. He’s come up with monies for stickers, brochures
and general funds to help us run the Avalanche Center since I started work as director in
2000.
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FRIENDS OF THE AVALANCHE CENTER
The Friends of the Avalanche Center is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization. They provide a
means for individuals and organizations to financially support the work we do. In order to
operate the Center at our current level we need outside funds.
The Friends were founded in 1992. Since then, they’ve donated over $150,000 to the GNFAC.
Most of the monies came from local businesses and individuals in southwest Montana. The
Friends are a lean, grassroots group with very little overhead or administrative costs.
The Board of Directors represent a varied slice of the community and they
all work together to help make the Avalanche Center a successful organization. The Board of Directors include: Jeannie Wall (President), Jay Pape
(Treasurer), Greg Caracciolo, Laura Ryan, Dale Sexton, Mike Harrelson,
Lance Riek, Alan Oram, Leah Knickerbocker, Ben Zavora, Adam Knoff and
Scott Savage.

The Friends
have donated
over $150,000 to
the GNFAC
since 1992.

WHERE THE MONEY GOT SPENT:
AVALANCHE EDUCATION PROGRAM
Most of our education efforts are coordinated through the Friends. For the third year in a row
they’ve employed Jay Pape to organize and teach avalanche education programs. All the programs are outlined on pages 8-9. The Friends taught 32 of 62 avalanche classes costing
$11,404 ($10,040 in payroll/mileage/lodging + $1,364 in hardware/software/DVDs), yet all of
our programs are free to the public. Funding for this program comes from the Hans Saari Memorial Fund, Bridger Bowl’s King and Queen of the Ridge and donations from the classes.
GNFAC SUPPORT
The Friends give us direct financial assistance every year. These fall into two categories:
♦

Administrative. The Friends pay for many things outside our normal operations. This
year that included buying a new DLP, paying Dick Dorworth for his editing services, costs
of our email service, weather station maintenance, web work, and fees to professional
workshops. This totaled $4,439.

♦

Snowmobile. Yamaha partnered with Island Park Adventures to loan us snowmobiles for
the third year in a row. This season we rode two Nytro four-stroke sleds. The Friends
paid for maintenance, insurance, and repairs which totaled $3,169.

ISSW SCHOLARSHIPS
The International Snow Science Workshop (ISSW) is held every 2 years. It’s a symposium for
avalanche professionals and last September it was held at Whistler, BC. Over 700 folks from
around the world attended. The Friends are committed to professional development in the
community and for the second time in a row they paid the registration fees for an MSU graduate student and two ski patrollers from each ski area to attend: Bridger Bowl, Big Sky,
Moonlight Basin and Yellowstone Club. The Friends also helped pay for Big Sky’s Ophir
School 5th-grade class give a presentation on Science Curriculum. The total ISSW 2008 scholarships totaled $1,610.
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FRIENDS Cont’d
WHERE THE MONEY COMES FROM:
POWDER BLAST
On October 24th we had our 10th Annual Powder Blast at the Emerson Cultural Center.
For a $30 admission folks got dinner, music, drinks and tables of silent auction items. We
sold 250 ticket and raised $14,548 . Sweet Pea’s Nursery owned by Ben and Elissa Zavora
were the title sponsors again.
BRIDGER BOWL: KING AND QUEEN OF THE RIDGE
Bridger Bowl hosted the 6th King and Queen of the Ridge event February 14th. Individuals
and families hiked laps to the ridge for pledges. All proceeds went to our avalanche education
program. This year 41 competitors raised $5,266 for the Friends which will be used for next
years classes.
Out of the 41 competitors, six were under the age of 12. Folks hiked for five hours straight
and when the clock stopped at 2:30 p.m., Erich Peitzsch reigned King with 26 laps and Sarah
Williams was Queen with 21!
Thanks to everyone who competed and pledged. The racers were: The Bridger Bowl Events
Crew, Conrad Anker, Fritz Arnold, Andrew Barefield, Kelsey Birkeland, Matthew Burke, Jim
Carter, Dan Clem, Stephen Craig, Colter Delin, Paul Gannon, Lance Griffin, Marcie Hahn,
Clyde, Mike and Cindy Harrelson, Heidi Hersant, Niko Hinz, Mitchel Johnson, Dan Jupka,
Chris Kraus, Jane Kudrna, Isaac, Jennifer and Sam Lowe-Anker, William Moore, Ben Nobel,
John Parker Angela Patnode, Erich Peitzsch, Gunnar and Katrina Perkins, Scott Schmidt,
Gregg Smith, Mark Staples, Cody Stevens, Wendi
Urie, Sarah Williams, Dawn Wilson Brown, Michael Wolf and Ben Zavora.
BRIDGER BOWL “STAY ALIVE” MOVIE
PREMIERE
Stay Alive, Sam Lowe’s 10-minute movie about
the new sidecountry access at Bridger Bowl, was
shown at the Emerson Cultural Center to sell out
crowds. Bridger Bowl hosted the evening event
and donated the proceeds to the Friends. Over
$2,100 was raised.
HANS SAARI MEMORIAL FUND
For the second year in a row the Hans Saari Memorial Fund awarded the Friends a $5,000 grant
for their education programs. Hans was a local
skier, writer and friend who died in 2000. His
name and spirit live on through the fund.

A long line of sidecountry skiers hiking to Saddle Peak.
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FRIENDS Cont’d
PINHEAD CLASSIC
This year Paul Neubauer and Warren Bauder
organized the 28th Pinhead Classic telemark
festival and raised $1,000 for the Friends. It
was a great party with an Olympic theme and
Pinheads from all over the region descended on
Bridger Bowl for a wild day of not-so-serious
racing, crashing and laughing. Dinner, music
and a live auction rounded out the event. Over
the years the Pinhead Classic has raised
$12,500 for the Friends!
DREAMCATCHER ENDOWMENT
The Dreamcatcher Endowment is run by folks
at the Yellowstone Club. Tom Leonard, ski patrol director, has helped us successfully compete
for monies. For the third year in a row they
awarded the Friends an unrestricted gift of
$3,000.
MONTANA ALE WORKS
A local watering hole and eatery, Montana Ale
Works, hosted a fundraising dinner for the
Friends on February 9th. It was a sell-out evening of a seven course meal paired with great
wine and beer. Forty folks indulged themselves
and the restaurant donated their proceeds of
$2,300. Albert McDonald, the General Manager, made this evening a huge success.

Doug Chabot taking snowpit notes in a blizzard.
Photo: Ross Lynn

SPARK R&D, BYEP AND THE POUR
HOUSE
Will Ritter at Spark R&D and Dave Granger with Bridger Youth Empowerment Project organized a snowboarding movie, No Correct Way at the Pour House on January 7th. By the
end of the evening they netted $1,022 to help support our operation.
OTHER DONATIONS
Many people contribute to the Friends of the Avalanche Center. The Stetson family donated
$1,000 in memory of their son Tyler who died in avalanche last year. We also got an anonymous $1,000 gift. Moonlight Basin gave us $707 from the proceeds of their avalanche courses.
The Big Sky Ski Patrol sent us $600 from their Dirt Bag Ball profits. The Gallatin Valley
Snowmobile Association wrote a check for $600. Cold Smoke Awards presented us with a
$700 check and the Upper Yellowstone Snowmobile club in Cooke City gave us a $200 donation. Over $4,500 was raised from avalanche class donations and businesses (American Avalanche Institute and Montana Mountaineering Association) who voluntarily reimbursed the
Friends for instructor salaries.
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STAY ALIVE
A Look At Bridger Bowl’s New Backcountry Access
By: Doug Chabot
Published in Carve, November 2008
All skiers will be happy about two new developments in the Bridger Range. First, Bridger
Bowl added 311 acres of expert terrain, the first expansion in 30 years. Second, backcountry
access from the ski area will be a lot easier starting in December. Skiers will be able to ski the
west side of the Ridge from Northwest Passage to ZChute as well as Saddle Peak from the new Schlasman’s chair lift. Like every local backcountry skier,
I’m really excited about the open boundaries.
I’m also worried.
I’m worried because increased access means increased personal responsibility, including getting
avalanche education, investing in good rescue gear,
finding a solid partner, calling the avalanche advisory, and creating a flexible, safe travel plan. I’ve investigated all too many avalanche accidents, and
time and time again I find adults generally do a poor
job of being personally responsible. Adults!! Teenagers, as a whole, are even worse. They have more accidents, take bigger risks and are more likely to be influenced by peer pressure.
The boundaries of Bridger Bowl are now open. Any one---adult or teenager, at any level or
lack of personal responsibility---at any time has the freedom to exit the controlled ski area
into the uncontrolled, wild, potentially deadly backcountry. Like trailheads everywhere, access is free and open and does not discriminate by age or skill. You are free to recreate and
free to die—it’s the American way.
Adults are the role models for kids, and adults get into trouble in the backcountry. And now
kids are heading into the backcountry. This is a huge concern for the Avalanche Center and
Bridger Bowl. Many young adults already have avalanche gear and ski the Ridge. By crossing
the boundary they are literally just a few steps away from heading into avalanche terrain. Picture this grim scenario: Mom drops off her 14 year old son at the base area. As she
drives towards Bozeman he starts up Saddle Peak, a backcountry area prone to avalanching.
He’s a talented skier who’s been on the Ridge before and has his required avalanche transceiver, a Christmas gift worn like a badge. Unfortunately, he’s clueless about backcountry
avalanche danger. Since avalanches are all about timing, maybe he’s fine. And maybe he’s
not. Maybe he gets caught in a slide and dies. Mom doesn’t know about avalanche terrain or
that open boundaries require serious decision making skills. She certainly didn’t know her son
could easily slip out of bounds into the uncontrolled backcountry and die.
“You mean 14 year olds can just head outside Bridger Bowl into dangerous terrain?” she asks.
(Or should have asked.)
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“Yup.”
“There’s no one to stop them?”
“Nope. They’re on their own.”
Instead of just worrying about the situation, the Avalanche Center partnered with Bridger
Bowl to warn all backcountry users, especially parents and their kids, about the dangers of
avalanches immediately outside the ski area. Together we made a 10-minute movie titled
Stay Alive. The Friends of the Avalanche Center hired 16 year old Sam Lowe-Anker to film it,
while Bridger Bowl made 5,000 DVDs to hand out to every season pass
Stay Alive was
holder. The movie, shot by a teen for his peers and parents, is an entertaining warning on the differences and dangers between the ski area and given out to
the backcountry. It’s free, and you can view it online on our website too. I 5,000 pass
strongly urge every parent of kids who ski to watch ”Stay Alive” and take holders and
responsibility for setting guidelines with their kids instead of blindly lethad 3,800 views
ting them ride the bus, or dropping them off at the ski area with insuffion YouTube.
cient backcountry education and without any worries. PARENTS: I give
the terrain outside Bridger Bowls boundaries an R rating, definitely not
PG-13.
Out of bounds access at Bridger Bowl will be gained from the ridge, new lift, or backcountry
gates. Every skier and boarder is required to have an avalanche transceiver in order to gain
the ridge or to ride Schlasman’s, and Bridger will enforce this requirement. The ski patrol also
strongly recommends that everyone ski with a partner and shovel; the bare bones minimum
for anyone recreating in the backcountry.
The two major backcountry areas opened by the Schlasman’s lift are Truman Gulch on the
west side of the range and Saddle Peak. Each poses different challenges and dangers. Dropping off the backside of Bridger Bowl leads to Truman, a drainage fed by many long, open
slopes with steep, serious avalanche terrain. Touring gear is needed to climb back out since
Truman Gulch leads to the creek on the opposite side of the ski area. More importantly, the
snowpack on the west faces are usually thinner, weaker and in many years more unstable
than the snow on the east side. It is a mistake to assume that conditions are the same
throughout the range.
Saddle Peak has a different set of dangers. First, it will be possible to glide back to the new
lift from the summit. No skis or touring gear required. Anytime an activity gets easier or more
convenient people tend to think it’s safer, but this is definitely not the case here. The entire
east face of Saddle Peak is prone to avalanche. And if that’s not bad enough, the slopes end in
large cliffs which are deadly if you don’t know where you’re going or get swept off your feet
and over one.
Whenever you head out of bounds use basic backcountry precautions. Travel with a partner.
Carry avalanche rescue gear. Know where you’re going. And know the avalanche danger.
Most important, take an avalanche class. Make sure your partner takes one as well. If you
get injured or buried in a slide it’s going to be up to your partner to save you since rescue is, at
best, hours away.
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DONATED LABOR AND EQUIPMENT
It would be impossible for the GNFAC to operate at its current level without the local community donating time, expertise and equipment. When it’s added up, their work totals $39,500.
These donations reflect a dollar estimate of what it would cost to hire people or buy/rent
equipment.
ISLAND PARK ADVENTURE AND YAMAHA
Craig Gagne, the Yamaha Rep, is an advocate of the GNFAC and works diligently to get us
loaner sleds every year. He secured two Nytro four-stroke sleds this winter which we rode
hard. We partnered with Ken and Rena Hymas at Island Park Adventures to get these delivered at the beginning of the season.
NORTHERN LIGHTS TRADING COMPANY
Jay Allen, owner of Northern Lights Trading Company, continues to support the Avalanche
Center—something they’ve done since we started in 1990. They loan us skis and boots plus
offer discounted equipment.
FIELD VOLUNTEERS/OBSERVERS
In order to put out our daily advisory we rely on a dedicated group of volunteers. Over 60 individuals give us their snow and avalanche observations on a regular basis. Beau Fredlund in
Silver Gate saved us days of work with his accurate and frequent assessments of the Cooke
City area. We are also thankful for the combined efforts of Bridger Bowl, Big Sky, Moonlight
Basin and Yellowstone Club Ski Patrols.
The National Weather Service, NRCS, Yellowstone NP and the USFS Snow Rangers also provided us with valuable observations and data. On most days of the week one of us is outside
gathering data for the next day’s advisory. We can not always team up with each another so
we rely on a pool of volunteers to accompany us in the field. This year our partners were
Genevieve Chabot, Amy Staples, Dale Gullett, Tim Campbell, Paige Leddy, Nick Bilton, Chris
Robinson, Matt Borish, Mike Cimonetti, Marty Faulkner, Ross Lynn, Erich Peitzsch, Teri
Dudzinski, Adam Knoff, Eric Knoff, Conrad Anker, John Yarrington, Jay Pape, Blaine Smith,
Alan Oram, Dave Brown, Dawn Brown, Kevin Diffendaffer, Paul Neubauer, Brad Carpenter,
Ginger Birkeland, Jim Purdy, Ellie Martin, Jordy Hendricks, Peter Carse.

Doug Chabot standing next to
a crown outside Cooke City.
Photo: Ross Lynn
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Dollar Value of Donated Hours and Gear

Equipment:
Island Park Adventures/Yamaha

$8,000

Northern Lights Trading Company

$2,000

Big Sky Ski Area

$3,000

Bridger Bowl Ski Area

$2,000

Yellowstone Club

$2,000

Moonlight Basin

$2,000

National Weather Service

$2,000

National Park Service

$1,500

Volunteer observers and office help

$7,000

Field volunteers (600+ hours)

$10,000

Labor:

TOTAL

$39,500
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BUDGET
INCOME
Montana FW&P Rec. Trails Program

$22,480

Gallatin County Search and Rescue

$4,000

Friends of the Avalanche Center
•

Avalanche Education Program

$11,404

•

Administrative Support

$4,439

•

Snowmobile expenses

$3,169

Montana FW&P Snowmobile Safety

$3,000

TOTAL CASH CONTRIBUTIONS

$48,492

TOTAL GALLATIN NATIONAL FOREST CONTRIBUTION

$83,950
________

TOTAL INCOME

$132,442

INCOME
FWP-RTP
17%

GCSAR
3%

Friends
14%

GNF
64%
FWP Snomo
2%
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Cont’d

EXPENSES
Salaries

$88,430

GNF operating costs

$20,000

Travel/OT/benefits

$5,000

Snowmobiles equip/maintenance

$3,169

Education

$11,404

Administrative costs

$4,439
______

TOTAL EXPENSES

<$132,442>

EXPENSES

Snomobiles
2%

Operating
Costs
16%

Education
9%

Admin
2%

Salaries
70%
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SEASON SUMMARY
By Mark Staples
This fall Southwest Montana received the “snow bailout package” denied to other areas. We
were hopeful it would provide a solid base for the winter’s snowpack. Everything looked good
with 3’ of strong, supportable snow on the ground when daily advisories began December 10.
A few days later temperatures dropped to -20 F forming an ice crust surrounded by facets. Increasing snowfall placed a heavy load on this weak layer prompting us to issue a warning on
December 26 lasting seven out of the next nine days. People triggered many avalanches during this time and luckily no one was seriously injured or killed. One notable avalanche involved a snowmobiler buried over 6’ deep and recovered alive by his partners. In mid-January
snowfall finally stopped and the sun came out for the first time in over a month.
Three people died in separate avalanches on Saturday, January 17. An experienced rider from
Bozeman died near Cooke City on a slope covered with snowmobile tracks when he got stuck
near the apex of his climb. While attempting to free his sled it started tumbling downhill and
hit an exposed rock causing the slope
to fracture 15’ deep. His wife and his
partners began an immediate search
but could not find him because he forgot to turn on his beacon. He was
found the following day by an avalanche dog. Another experienced
rider from Bozeman died just outside
the advisory area when he momentarily rode away from a group of 13.
Once his partners noticed he was
missing, they followed his tracks
leading into avalanche debris on a
small slope. They conducted an immediate beacon search and quickly
dug him out, but it was too late. The
third victim died on Mt. Jefferson.
Mark Staples in Taylor Fork wondering why he brought his skis. His partners could not find him
as they attempted an unorganized search. A student from two GNFAC snowmobile avalanche
classes witnessed the avalanche and arrived 8 minutes later. He took command of the scene,
instructed everyone to turn off their beacons, located the victim’s signal and organized shoveling efforts. He was the victim’s best chance for survival. Unfortunately, this rider was buried
for 20 minutes under 6’ of debris.
Human triggered avalanches occurred sporadically during a period of cold, dry weather lasting through mid-February. During this time the mountains were occasionally dusted with an
inch or two of low density snow in which several faceted layers formed. These were buried
when significant snowfall returned on February 15. On many other slopes the entire snowpack faceted during this dry spell and it seemed like we had returned to an early season snowpack. By early March numerous people experienced close calls as avalanche activity predictably increased with each storm. In one case we spotted four snowmobilers climbing a slope at
the same time. As we captured this poor behavior on film they triggered an avalanche. Luck28
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ily no one was caught. Near the end of March rain and very warm temperatures triggered
even more avalanches. A lone skier was caught doing a ski cut and carried into dense timber
where he broke his femur. Hearing his cries for help, another lone skier placed a call for
Search and Rescue on his cell phone. The ceiling was just high enough for Gallatin County
SAR to use a helicopter and short haul the victim to a waiting ambulance.
Following this accident, 3” of snow water fell with very cold temperatures. On many slopes
the wet snowpack refroze and was able to support this load. Other slopes had a deep and
strong snowpack, yet we continued to find a few slopes with facets from the mid-winter dry
period that were still reactive in stability tests.
On April 10 we put out our last advisory and quietly closed our doors.

Skiing one of the many days of Cold Smoke powder!
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SUPPORT EMAILS AND LETTERS
Hi KarlI am sure you have received several of these emails, so I will make this short and sweet. I
really appreciated last week's basic avalanche course. I thought it was perfectly laid out with
a great mixture of information. I do not spend an incredible amount of time in the backcountry, but being the Information Assistant at the Bozeman District I field many calls dealing with winter snow information (anything avalanche related I usually pass directly to you
guys). Thanks for the class!
Great Job!
Holly
Dear Doug,
My name is Glade and i am from Cody, Wy. I attended school in bozeman and am an avid
backcountry skier and snowmobiler. I now reside in Cody and ski around Cooke city every
chance i get. I saw the picture of the slide on Mt. Henderson happen on Saturday, March 7th
while i was snowmobiling. I watched it from across the drainage about an hour after i
climbed through the gulley at the bottom of that slide area. I really appreciate the way you
guys at the avalanche center keep up on weather and slide activity in the area and thought
you might want to know when that slide actually took place. I almost sent you a picture of the
slide saturday night, sorry i did not, next time i will. Any ways, thank you guys so much for
the information that you give on the website. It keeps my friends and i safe on a daily basis.
Thanks for all the hard work we really appreciate it.
Glade
Cody, WY
Kimberly,
Just wanted you to know what a great job Karl did the last two nights up at MSU in a packed
ballroom. I sat in both nights, along with a couple hundred enthusiastic skiers, snowboarders
and I am sure some snowmobilers, and all thoroughly enjoyed Karl's presentation. It truly
had the right elements of information, humor, science, and sobering seriousness that added
up to a powerful course that was really well received. I now have a much better understanding of what is occuring in the backcountry and why, and certainly additional appreciation for
the work that the Avalanche guys are doing and the importance of their ongoing education for
public safety.
MD
Doug, good work to you and your crew this season. We had a very safe year considering all
the potential, I truly believe the Avalanche Center is a major component in "engineering"
safety and getting the message out to employees and the public. I also appreciate your work
this season in making the Slushmans expansion a success. Have a great spring & summer.
Gracias!
Thanks for the work you do. I look forward to a good summer and another good winter next
season. Jay
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All of you do amazing work; created by a large amount of effort. Please know we appreciate
all which you do and support the GNFAC fully. Congrats on reaching such a large number of
individuals as well as the amount of volume of people the GNFAC worked to educate this winter. Many thanks, Best, C.
Doug and Crew,
Thanks for the 116 great emails, 18 quality Youtube clips, and the
countless hours spent putting them together this winter.
Sam
Hey Doug,
I think you guys do an amazing job and I hope you keep it up for years to come. I know that
not many avalanche centers are on par with the stuff you guys are doing. I relocated to Washington this winter and noticed a significant drop in the quality of avalanche reports over
here.
Thanks to you & your staff for helping us have a safe snow season at our
Idaho getaway. The service you provide is very much appreciated.
Mark Lindy
Great job this year. I read your report almost every day of the week, even when I couldn't go
sledding. I have learned a great deal about avalanches and was even inspired by your avalanche advisory newsletter to go to a class held by the local snowmobile club. While I don't
typically ride in the area you cover, I found your information very useful! I have changed the
way I ride and I am teaching my adult sons what I have learned from you. Thanks!! I look
forward to next season's advisories.
Kathy
East Helena
Thanks for another year of great advisories...appreciate the work you guys
do! Jim
WooHoo! Thanks for all your excellent work. You've no doubt saved lives.
HEY. Thanks guys for all your dedication and information.. We ( My hubby & I) listen to this
report EVERYDAY of the season as we sled, about 2-3 days a week.. Again,, Loren & Sheryl
Thank you, guys, for an informative and often entertaining season of reports. Your expertise
and wisdom have been very useful as I've begun to explore the backcountry again. Enjoy your
off season.
Thank you all for the valuable info----your education on and knowlege of avalanches and conditions, are key to all of us winter outdoor enthusiasts. Kudos!!!
Cory
West Yellowstone
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HEY, GOOD JOB THIS YEAR GUYS!!!!!!!! Stacy
Thanks for all of the effort that you put in during the year. I only travel out west once a year,
(for now), but still enjoy the reports that I receive each day. It is also great to have a heads up
as to what the conditions are like when we do make it out that way. Thanks, Gary
Thank You Everyone for your daily "professional" updates and safety
conscious warnings. They make everyday more enjoyable in the back
country. Even when not out snowmobiling it's been a pleasure to read the
updates for the areas I enjoy going to. Thanks and have a safe summer!
Mark
You guys do a great job--go relax and get ready to cut the grass for the summer.
John
Gentlemen,
I just wanted to say thank you for the work that you do. Many of the decisions that I make in
the backcountry are much easier due to something I've read in your report. I am not a big
mountain skier. I don't hike for hours to ski a peak. I generally take the shortest hike possible to get to powder skiing. This generally puts me on a slope between 34-40 degrees, which
as you know, is the prime range for an avalanche. Reading your report everyday, gives me a
great overview of what’s going all around me. thank you again.
bart
To Montana Crew,
I just wanted to write you all and say thank you for doing such a
great job. I check your report everyday and appreciate your hard work.
We live down in Island Park, Idaho and are just out of range except
for (lionhead area), so I check both jhavalanche and your report.
jhavalanche does a good job also, but you all do a great job.
Again, thank you and keep up the great work.
Dan
Dear Doug, Karl, Mark, USFS and all of you who work so hard,
I just wanted to say thanks to all of you for all your before-dawn awakenings, and your amazing dedication to this emerging science. I've got 4 friends who barely escaped after a 100-yard
slide on Mt. Ellis this weekend. Your wisdom has influenced my 18-year-old son greatly he's one of your targeted young adults who tends to push all limits, and who's so impressed
with your work that he now wants to study snow science. It's time to tell all of you thank you
for your dedication to keeping my dear ones ---and all of us who love to play in the snow --- informed and alive.
Sunny
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Hi.
I attended your Avalanche Awareness Class last night in BT. I wanted to thank you for such
an interesting class. I have to say that I have never been in the back country in winter, on
skis, or a snowmobile or snowboard and probably never will. My idea of fun on a cold snowy
day is sitting with my woodstove and a good book. But, saying that, I am now at a job where I
hear about these things and as the Info Receptionist, I am expected to know something about
it. I signed up for your daily email this fall and, truthfully, didn't understand a word. This
morning I read the Advisory and understood it! I am very grateful that you take the time to
have these classes and the next time you have one in town I will not need my boss to tell me to
go. The only downside to this class (and I say this as a mother, you understand) is just this
past Sunday my daughter in Portland Oregon called and announced she is going to learn how
to snowboard this coming weekend. Now I have to call her back and ask all these mom questions like "do you have a beacon, shovel, probe?" "Did you check the Avalanche Advisory for
wherever it is your going?" "Are you going with other people?" Yada yada, you know how
mothers are...”
Thanks very much and I look forward now to your email every morning and I won't be deleting them or just putting them into the folder without reading them (and I am going to find out
skiing in Oregon). Please continue your good work and who knows, someday, somewhere,
someone just might get me away from the stove and out into that beautiful country you
showed us - but not without checking your website first.
Thanks again, Judy
I have unsubscribed to nearly every e-letter or email list of virtually all kinds. I continue to
enjoy your work not only because I spend a good deal of time in the backcountry
(snowmobiling) but because your info is timely, accurate and has just the right amount of information. Thanks for the effort. Sincerely, John
Hey Mark,
Without wasting too much of your time, i just wanted to give you a little positive feedback. I
actually have taken a couple of your classes some years back as well as several others in different areas. Without comparing apples and oranges, i would like to say that what set yours
apart was the fact that your info was delivered more clearly and was more useful to the people
attending. I think this was because it was clear the entire time that the goal (for you and us)
was to find a safe/fun way up and DOWN!! You'd be amazed at how many people forget something so simple as the the reason for taking a class such as that. Not that every time results
in your intended goal, but a lot of other instructors might do better to remember what that
goal might be. In my opinion.
Thank you for doing such a great job, and making it look like fun!
conall
Doug, Great job on the DVD about avalanche awareness that accompanied the Bridger Ski
Pass. Jay and I are already set up for a full day of Avalanche Safety and an afternoon Beacon
Search session at the Middle School in Livingston. You guys rock. Matthew
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