AVALANCHE!

Kim Gilmore
One-one thousand, two-one thousand, three-one thousand, four-one thousand; breathe. One-one thousand, two-one thousand…

The last of the snow had been packed against the entrance of my hiding place, approximately four feet underneath the soles of my teammate’s boots. As I battled to control my breathing and keep my heart from racing, I strained to hear the familiar noises that signified that anyone was still on top. The silence was deafening. Alone in the pitch black of the training hole, I was left with only my thoughts, a few dog toys, and a handheld radio which was my only communication with the outside world. I shifted slightly to my right to get off of the ice chunk, which had managed to wedge itself under my hip, and was thankful that we decided to make the ceiling a few inches higher so I could roll over in a fruitless attempt to stay comfortable.

Seconds crawled by. My thoughts turned to those people who, by circumstances beyond their training, experience, or control ended up in holes like the ones we willingly crawled into for training. I flexed my knees to keep the blood flow headed to my feet. The victims of avalanches didn’t have the luxury of movement or of hours of air which our vast training holes permitted. They didn’t have the luxury of knowing that there were people and dogs only minutes away that knew their exact location and could retrieve them from their icy tomb.

The radio placed by my left ear crackled to life as I heard my teammate announce, after our minimum 10 minute “rise time” during which scent is allowed to make its way to the surface, that the first of the five dogs was being started. This was a pre-certification hole which, to date, was one of the deepest that the new trainees had been expected to work. Variable and gusting winds up above would quickly steal away whatever scent made its way to the surface. This would prove to be a good test of a dog’s tenacity and drive to find where the scent was originating from, then to quickly start digging to the source of that scent where their favorite toy awaited. Knowing that nose-time was also being worked on (increasing the time a dog is expected to work before reward), I settled in and waited for the tell-tale sounds of frantic scratching and barking which indicated a find.

Only three weeks before, while I was driving to training, my pager shrieked to life announcing an avalanche up Canyon Creek. I immediately pulled to the side of the highway, checked both directions as I did a U-turn, and raced for home. Fortunately my gear was packed and my dog was with me. My friend, who was also a teammate and flanker, was on his way to my house with a snowmobile in tow to pick up Brenner and me. We arrived at the trailhead 30 minutes later and bungeed the packs onto the back of the sled. With a “load up” command, Bren was tucked safely between us for a13-mile backbreaking trip to the scene. With every bump I had to adjust myself and the dog who so trustingly rode in my lap. Racing against time, I didn’t have the opportunity to note the seriousness of the avalanche chutes en route, threatening to slide with the least provocation. We passed a ski patroller heading down the hill, pulling a travois which held an occupied body bag.

Statistics show that a person’s chances of surviving being buried in an avalanche decrease to fewer than 50% after 30 minutes. With each passing minute, the chance of a live find continues to decline dramatically. You increase your odds if you’re buried under debris which can create an air pocket — a snowmobile for instance. Most fatalities are caused by internal injuries, followed closely by asphyxiation. However, there are those who beat the odds, and it was that slim chance that we were betting on as we raced up the last steep slope that took us to the toe (or bottom) of the avalanche where dozens of people were already on site probing for victims. As I allowed Brenner a chance to clear his nose of gas fumes and stretch, I surveyed the scene before me. This was easily one of the biggest avalanches I’ve responded to. Bren was the only dog on scene at the time.

The crown, or start of the avalanche, was approximately 200 yards above us. The slide had come to life as it hit the bottom of the canyon floor and started up the other side. Breaking trees off as it banked to its left, the slide continued to pick up speed as it headed downhill. As the tensile strength of the snow weakened with the break, a second slide started in a chute adjacent to the first; and with those gone, a third chute, along what is known by locals as “Fiberglass Slide,” managed to hold its position — precariously. Command at the scene barked orders to the rescuers on the hill to run for the trees in case avalanche spotters on the ridgeline sounded the alarm.

About five minutes after arrival, my flanker and I, and Brenner, headed to the toe of the slide. It was reported that there may have been between 2 to 6 people caught in the avalanche. One had been located before our arrival; another was alive after being only partially buried and digging himself out before help arrived. That meant the possibility of four more people in a slide zone about a quarter-mile long with a potential catch-area in the trees, at least 100 yards wide. Snow depth at that time was anywhere from 20-30 feet in the deposition zone. While Bren worked the area in a loose grid I watched him for any subtle changes in behavior to indicate that he was potentially catching any trace of scent. My flanker went to work probing likely catch areas (where a person could get caught up; base of trees, etc.) as part of the hasty search which also helped to ventilate the snow pack. This makes it easier for the dogs to locate scent from extreme depths.

For as much a sense of humor as Brenner has, he is a very serious worker. He was on-task and not much would distract him. Fifteen minutes after I gave him his command to start searching, he started showing interest in an area which was worthy of further examination by the probe pole teams. As they went to work probing the area, the on-site command asked us to head up the flank (side) of the slide to the top where two of the victims were last seen. As we worked our way up the tree line, two more canine teams arrived, while probers located and extricated a second body mid-gully in an area not yet searched by the dogs.

Eight hours later, tired, sore and frustrated that nothing more had been found, we loaded the snowmobiles and headed the 13 miles back to the parking lot. The night would be short; we knew we needed to be ready to roll again the next morning for another full day of searching.

The next day dawned crisp and clear — an otherwise beautiful day despite what we were there to do. It was decided the night before that the last of the three chutes needed to be triggered for searcher safety. So while we stood back and watched, avalanche mitigation teams fired mortar rounds into the snow pack. Mother Nature finally gave up her grasp, and another 10 feet of snow settled in the toe of the previous day’s slide. Time to go to work: four canine teams marched up the hill with a plan and hope for at least a clue to the reports of the remaining two people believed to still be beneath the snow.

The dogs worked hard for an hour without giving us much of anything in the form of an alert, and then probe teams were sent in again. Another long and hard day ensued. The dogs’ frustration was mounting, and Brenner started “finding” all kinds of things left on the site from fellow searchers. My stash of water bottles, gloves, hats, probe poles, and shovels was growing; it was time for a fun game of “find your toy” to break him from the mundane mental task of searching through lots of contamination for buried scent that wasn’t there. My teammates headed up the hill to bury Bren’s toy, and off he went with glee to toss snow around while playing a rough and tumble game of tug with some of his fan club. As the sun went down, the clouds started rolling in and the end of another day was upon us.

After operations for the day came to a close, discussion focused on the ever increasing danger of the areas en route to the avalanche that had yet to slide. A major winter storm was whipping down from Canada and with that we knew that our time at the search scene was limited. The decision was that a small team would go in on day 3, and after that, if nothing was located; the search would be suspended.

As beautiful as the day before was, the final day was miserable. Winds whipped the parking lot where we met for briefing at 30+ mph while the clouds opened up dropping snow. Temperatures dropped by the hour, and we knew that we were taking significant risk in even getting to the scene. Our goal that day was one final search and to collect the gear that had been left behind over the past few days before Mother Nature claimed it until the spring thaw. While I helped gather necessary rescue gear for the trip up the hill, Brenner kept the news teams busy with his toy while keeping an eye on the progress of his humans. After 20 hours of hard searching, I could tell he was getting tired, but there was no way he was ready to quit. As I pulled on my helmet, he took the cue and was the first on the snow-machine, ready to tackle yet another day.

I allowed myself to admire the winter wonderland on the way to the avalanche site. Trees were loaded under feet of snow; slide zones were heavy and waiting to catch the unwary. Between the time we left the night before and the tedious task of picking our way up the third day, 10 inches of snow had already fallen and forecasts were for a lot more before the storm was done. We arrived at an area that now looked untouched due to the blanket of new fallen snow. Obviously, Mother Nature wanted to keep all the hard work that had went into searching from the two days previous a secret from those innocent of the news reports. As the snow and temperatures fell, the wind picked up, limiting our visibility. For two days, searchers had been probing likely areas and digging 10-15 foot deep holes to investigate suspicious “hits.” In the blizzard, we were having problems locating these holes, and had to pick our way slowly across the final areas to be searched to keep from falling in. After six hours, Command ended the search. We gathered our gear and the gear left by others the days before, and headed for home.

Now three weeks later, lying in my training hole waiting for the final dog to come and find me, I ponder whether there might really still be others on that slope waiting to be found. As winter turns to spring, we’ll take the dogs up again to do another search — a recovery search this time. No missing person’s reports have been turned in to date, and our only hope is that the two recovered skiers are the same as two others who eyewitnesses said they saw farther down the hill as the avalanche hit. Two others, whom witnesses believe, have yet to be found.

Forty minutes and five dogs later, I emerge from my hole, squinting against the late afternoon sun, happy to only have experienced temporarily what, for some, might be the last conscious thought of their lives. As the next person prepares to crawl in to get buried, I amble over to my vehicle to retrieve my Belgian boy because it’s finally his turn. With his tail wagging wildly and an infectious grin on his face, I can’t help but wrap my arms around his neck and whisper my thanks into his neck yet once again for being who he is and for his willingness to give so much of himself to help others.
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