
It felt like night skiing, except no 
lights shone on the moonless morning. 
Enshrouded by fog, my comrades and I rode the chairlift up. The 
safety squad was ready to battle any unstable snow lurking in its 
usual locations on the mountain. They had hand charges and knew 
how to use them.

Upon reaching the summit shack we waited for the sun to peek 
its head over the Tetons before venturing out to our respective 
hazard reduction routes. The crew: Grand Targhee’s ski patrol. 
The objective: eliminate unstable snow on steep pitches around the 
mountain.

What most consider to be an ungodly hour to awaken, the motley 
crew in red jackets call their regular morning routine. Depending 
on the routes they take, they arrive at the mountain around six 
o’clock ante meridiem time. The two chosen ones that put the hand 
charges together start as early as 4:30 a.m. Long before any decent 
coffee pot even dreams of gurgling.

On a standard day of hazard reduction, the two constructors will 
put together 45 to 60 hand charges. A hand charge is an explosive 
that ski patrollers throw to trigger mini avalanches, thus obliterat-
ing shifty snow spots and making safe slopes. As its name suggests, 
the explosives are compact enough for a patroller to throw over a 
ridge.

After explosives were assembled, the locker room filled up with 
banter as patrollers filed in. I joined them one foggy morning on a 
regular route morning, that is, to runs reached by chairlifts. It was 
cold, foggy and not as glamorous and one might imagine. The sun 
must have risen because it became it became light at a certain point, 
but it did so unceremoniously. “You have to come up with us on a 
Mary’s and Peaked run,” the group said. Mary’s and Peaked routes 

are done after a storm, thus the weather is clearer and the sunrise 
views tremendously beautiful.

After waiting for the precipitation powers that be to work their 
magic, I went with the safety squad (my own name given to them, 
they simply say hazard reduction work) up on the heralded Mary’s 
and Peaked run. The views did not disappoint and the photos did 
not do justice. Morning colors danced behind the mountain views to 
make the Grand Teton illuminate.
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On a clear Saturday morning, the safety squad rode a Cat up the 
to the top of Peaked Mountain. The views reward the early morn-
ing troopers.

Snow safety squad is on it
Hazard reduction work manages mountain slides 

Story and photos by Emily A. Palm, embedded reporter
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We rode a Cat up, driven by patroller Shane Jones. Groups of three split 
off to head to their routes and the fireworks ensued. Upon igniting the hand 
charges, patrollers yelled “Iggy!” or “Fire in the hole!” or both. The countdown 
began, and at 20 seconds to the explosion we covered our ears. “Ten!” yelled the 
time keeper, and I tensed up, waiting for the impact. Kabloom. The blast made 
my insides reverberate. The smell took me back to a neighborhood Fourth of 
July block party as smoke filled the impacted area.

Of course, the safety squad doesn’t just toss hand charges around the moun-
tain wantonly. They study and examine many factors to calculate where they need 
to trigger slides. Every afternoon and morning a patroller checks five different 
Web pages to gather empirical and anecdotal data which goes through a fine-
toothed comb. Wind speed, direction, temperature and snowfall (how much and 
how fast) is used to make the call on whether and where work need to be done. 

"We just need to do some 
explaining," Joe Calder said 

on getting stopped in 
airport security for 

having traces of explosives 
on his clothing 

Joe Calder, snow safety supervisor oversees the ava-
lanche hazard reduction work. His goal is to open as much 
terrain at Targhee on a daily basis as he can with the patrol-
lers working. Being in the mountains reigns as Calder’s 
favorite part of the job. 

Over ten years ago, before Calder’s ski-patrolling days, 
he worked as a lift operator. He saw an explosive go off on 
Peaked Ridge and the slide it triggered. “That was when I 
decided I wanted to do this,” Calder said. “We’re up here 
on mornings a lot of people wouldn’t bother coming to the 
mountain on,” he said. They go through many precautions 
to ensure the safety of the team. “It’s an exciting job, but in 
the back of our minds we know its dangerous,” Calder said.

The squad mitigates the danger operating as a team to 
make the mountain safe. “Every aspect of this job is about 
helping people, whether it’s taking people off the hill, or 
doing hazard reduction work,” Andrew Ryan, ski patrol and 
member of the snow safety team, said.

Along with increasing safety, their work with explosives 
increases their suspiciousness in other arenas.

How do ski patrollers ever make it on an airplane? “We just need to do 
some explaining,” Calder said, noting that it is just another delay they plan for. 
Chances are explosives can be detected on their clothing, so they usually bring 
paperwork that documents their job.

After returning from a morning of avalanche hazard reduction work, route 
leaders collaborate. They opened Mary’s and Peaked Ridge on the morning I 
tagged along, with the intention of monitoring temperatures throughout the 
day.

All in a day’s work of these everyday heroes. Of course, don’t ever tell them 
that, as they are apt to demurely respond, “I’m just doing my job.” Spoken like 
a true hero.

Left: Shane Jones and Joe Hurlburt thread fuses through the hand charges at o’dark thirty. In stor-
age the fuses are kept well away from the explosive cylinders. Above right: A hand charge does 
its job in a snow slab. Bottom right: After the smoke clears, the debris can be seen. The exploded 
hand charge left a hole in the slab.

Ed’s note: A version of this story ran 
incorrectly in last week’s edition of the TVN. 
The names of both the Church and Father 
Caleb Vogel have been corrected for this run-
ning. To clarify, St. Francis of the Tetons is the 
Episcopal Church and Good Shepherd is the 
Catholic Church featured in this article.

As it was evident during Ash 
Wednesday ceremonies of blessings of 
ashes, the season of Lent has arrived. 

“Lent is a forty-day period of focusing 
on what’s important,” said Father Caleb 
Vogel of the Good Shepherd Catholic 
Church in Driggs. Through Lent, said 

Vogel, we remember our desert history 
and find our way to the promise land.

In most Catholic faiths, the season 
of Lent begins with Ash Wednesday and 
continues through Easter.

More than giving up things in our 
lives, Lent is also a time for doing acts of 
kindness and charity, said Vogel.

When Easter arrives, we are recom-
mitted and refocused in our lives, he said.

Good Shepherd Catholic Church will 
pray the Stations of the Cross on Good 
Friday. The church holds regular Mass on 
Sundays. For more information, contact 
Vogel at 624-7459.

Good Shepherd Catholic Church 
commemorates the season of Lent
By Lisa Nyren
Photos by Amy Wright

Good Shepherd Catholic Church will pray the Stations of the Cross on 
Good Friday. The church holds regular Mass on Sundays.
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