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In teton Valley

Avalanche continued on B8

Nothing beats an untracked 
line down a slope laden with 
champagne powder. 

East of the slush in the Northwest and west of the 
ice in the East, the Tetons are flocked to, much like the 
four or five females any given night at the Trap bar. Snow 
glorious snow: powderhounds move here for it, some 
reporters only apply at papers near it, and as the num-
ber of self-proclaimed “ski-bums” grows, the number of 
untracked lines shrink. This prompts people to find their 
own powder fields and earn those turns.

Venturing to the backcountry realm of skiing has been 
on my list of “to get intos” for a while. But you can’t just 
be some geek off the street, it takes prowess of the probe, 
ability of the beacon, and most importantly, savvy of the 
avy. Especially this season.

A portentous pack
Jack Frost and his hoar may bring considerable ava-

lanche conditions in the coming winter months. Frozen 
dew, known as surface hoar amongst snow geeks, can 
wreak havoc on snow stability once a heavy snowfall 
settles over the weak layer. Translation: know before 
you go to avalanche terrain, because below the luscious          

Graduating from the groomers
How I went from backcountry buffoon to avy savvy (or at least avy savvier)

Above: Reporter Emily Palm rescues the glove from 
being buried in the snow thanks to the fact it had the 
wherewithal to wear a transceiver.
Top: Sarah Carpenter watches as Caleb Roberts mea-
sures snow depth with his probe.

Story by Emily Palm
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AVALANCHES: 
In the area in the last 
48 hours. 

LOADING: 
by snow, wind or rain in 
the last 48 hours. 
Path: easily identifiable 
start zone, track and 
runout. 

TERRAIN TRAP: 
gullies, trees, cliffs, 
or other features that 
increase severity of 
being caught. 

RATING: 
considerable, high, or 
extreme on the ava-
lanche bulletin. 

UNSTABLE SNOW: 
collapsing, shooting 
cracks, hollow snow 
or other clear evi-
dence of instability. 
“Whumpfing.”

THAW INSTABILITY: 
recent warming of the 
snow surface due to sun, 
rain, or warm air.

powder this year a snow slab (waiting to engulf) 
rests on surface hoar lined up like dominoes 
ready to be triggered. 

“Deep slab instability haunts you all win-
ter long,” Lynne Wolfe, certified American 
Avalanche Association instructor and editor of 
The Avalanche Review, said, noting the impor-
tance of monitoring conditions throughout the 
season.

School of snow
But wait, time spent in the backcountry is 

the best way to become avy savvy. Here’s where 
an avalanche class enters the 
scene. I recently partook in an 
Avalanche 1 weekend course 
offered through Yostmark 
Backcountry Tours in Driggs 
and led by Wolfe, Don Sharaf, 
American Avalanche Association 
certified instructor and American 
Mountain Guides Association 

certified ski mountaineering guide, and Sarah 
Carpenter, who helps run a professional ava-
lanche workers school.

Before the weekend the closest I’d been to 
back-country skiing was sliding down a crusty 
and tracked-out Loveland Pass a few years back 
in Colorado. Tourists watching the hip “locals” 
skiing the pass observed me in my glory as I 
promptly yard-saled the 1970s era K2 red, white 
and blue skis (complete with matching poles) I’d 
borrowed for the day.

Older, a little wiser and with more backbowl 
mogul mastering under my belt, I felt prepared 
to segue from backcountry buffoon to avy savvy.

Gear that’ll save your life
When I saw “coffee mug” on the recom-

mended gear list I knew I’d be OK. Something 
of familiarity amidst the snow saw, crystal card 
and inclinometer. Getting set up for backcoun-
try travel requires a beacon (to locate others 
buried and to be located if engulfed by a slab). 

Above: Larry Ellis taps on the shovel to test the snow stability and quality of the snowpack. Caleb Roberts digs 
a pit in the background. Top: Infamous surface hoar rests atop this snowcard. Snowcards help snow scientists 
observe the size and shape of snow crystals.

ALPTRUTH

Sarah Carpenter

Avalanche continued from B1
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One could go without a beacon, they could 
also go whitewater kayaking without a life 
jacket or climb the Grand Teton wearing flip-
flops. 

Once the beacon locates the buried individ-
ual, a probe comes into play and the long tent-
pole type item gets pushed down, poking the 
snow swallowed person and informing the res-
cuer how deep their buddy is. A shovel in the 
puzzle of necessary gear pieces it all together 
to dig the person out. 

An interesting transceiver fact: Alkaline bat-
teries, not lithium, must power the beacons. 
Scientists aren’t exactly sure why, but when a 
beacon is on lithium (batteries that is), they 
will send but won’t receive. Every five years 
beacons should be reconditioned as well.

If caught in an avalanche, start swimming in 
the snow as hard as possible, raise your hand 
above you to increase the chances of being 
located if near the top, and wrap your arm 
around your face to increase the air pocket in 
the snow. “Do what it takes, don’t give up,” 
Sharaf said about being in a Maytag situation, 
that is, a swirling mass of snow.

Peaked Sports in Driggs equipped me with 
an alpine touring (AT) setup which allows for a 
free heel when ascending. Skins on the bottom 
of the ski allow the tourer to travel uphill. Or 
in my case, flounder uphill. After a summer of 
backpacking in Alaska, I felt prepped enough 
to think the uphill portion of a trip would be 
smooth sailing. An important part of being a 
human, however, is to always have a sport in 
which to flail. I am definitely still human.

People that’ll save your life
Right up there with good gear, are good 

buddies. Pick your posse wisely, Wolfe empha-
sized throughout the class. With varying 
degrees of risk tolerance, it’s important to head 
out with a group with similar ethos.

To an undisclosed location from a park-
ing lot just before the summit of Teton Pass, 
Wolfe led the pack while sharing tidbits of 
useful information garnered from years of 
experience.

Backcountry users share a habitat with wild-
life and should tread quietly, she noted. In the 
case of a moose crossing the path ahead, she 
recommended that approachers give it room 
and change plans if need be. “A mama moose 
is pretty dang aggressive,” Wolfe said.

Our group of four traversed up, talked snow 
and came across no moose.

For Larry Ellis, the class offered a rein-
troduction to the backcountry. Thirty years 
ago the Driggs business owner was quite the 
mountaineer. After a 15-year hiatus from 
spending time in avalanche terrain, he noted 
a vast improvement in testing the snow and 
knowing where to go. “Even old guys can still 
learn,” he joked. Ellis, who is not in fact an 
“old guy,” was a pillar of patience on the way 
up as I slid on my skins into quagmire after 
snowy quagmire.

Patrick O’Leary can be in my posse any day. 
His wife sent along butterscotch bars to share, 
which served as an integral part of our back-
country travel. Thanks Mrs. O’Leary! Being 
well nourished encourages good decision mak-
ing. He’s been married for nine years and, “it 
gets better every day,” the new father with the 
resoundingly positive attitude and boyish smile 
said.

Caleb Roberts was the kid counselors loaded 
with all the extra gear to slow down during 
group backpacking trips. The Driggs tele 
skier has spent time in the backcountry, taken 
a National Outdoor Leadership class and an 
avalanche class in college. Taking an avy 1 
course in a major hub of avalanche research, 
the Tetons, served as a chief reason for Roberts 
signing up.

The knowledge
Classes and experience help shrink the black 

hole between data and knowledge. Snow is 
so close to its changing point, that as soon as 
it hits a surface (e.g. the ground, a rock, tree, 
you, etc.) it changes its form. Changes in tem-
peratures, pressure and time all contribute to 
the metamorphosis of snow, making it impor-
tant to be aware every time at a backcountry 
location, regardless of how often and when 

“Don’t just go someplace by default, be 
deliberate,” Wolfe said, indicating that the 
most indicative sign to turn around is spotting 
a slope that had a slide. Using ALPTRUTH 
(Avalanches, Loading, Paths, Terrain Traps, 
Rating, Unstable snow, Thaw instability) 
helps gauge a locale’s risk level. Wolfe handed 
out laminated cards with clues and respective 
descriptions for ALPTRUTH, noting that 92 
percent of all accidents happen when three or 
more of these are present.

Snow geek aspirations
I moved at least a few notches from the 

snow simpleton end of the spectrum to the 
snow scientist, and someday I hope to delve 
into the realm of “snow geek.” The only high 
heels I’ve donned since moving here were on 
my AT setup when skinning up a steep incline. 
Yep, life in this valley is so very sweet.

“Pay attention, stay curious, and don’t get 
complacent,” Wolfe concluded. Come up with 
a system for snow analysis, added Carpenter.

Know before you go: to learn more and get 
local reports, check out www.jhsnowobs.org, 
jhavalanche.org, or call 307.733.2664.

  Pay 
attention, 

stay curious, 
and 

don’t get 
complacent.

Patrick O’Leary uses his transceiver to find a buried glove. He later said a camera in his face 
aided in the process.
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