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Avalanche Incident Report 

Stanton Mountain, Lewis Range, Glacier National Park MT 

Date of Avalanche: 5 January 2017 

Date of Site Visit: 6 January 2017 

Prepared by the Flathead Avalanche Center 

 

 
INCIDENT SYNOPSIS 

 
On Thursday, January 5, 2017 a skier triggered an avalanche on Stanton Mountain in the Lewis Range of 

Glacier National Park, and subsequently died of injuries. After summiting, Skier 1, a 36 year old male, 

descended the first pitch immediately below the ridgeline. Skier 2, a 38 year old male remained on the 

ridge. Skier 1 came to a spur ridge that divided two prominent southwest facing avalanche paths and 

moved on to the slope. He weighted his skis several times to test the snow pack and triggered an 

avalanche that released just above him. The avalanche caught skier 1 and carried him an estimated 1000 

vertical feet down the slope. Skier 2 watched as he was carried down the path and out of sight. Skier 2 

immediately initiated a beacon search and descended the entire path without picking up a signal. When he 

reached the bottom of the debris, Skier 2 removed his skis and began climbing back up the debris field. 

He was still unable to obtain a signal but was able to locate skier 1 with a faint yell. Skier 2 found skier 1 

against a tree injured but still conscious. Skier 2 dialed 911 for medical evacuation. Skier 2 warmed and 

cared for skier 1 until the helicopter arrived. Skier 1 was in critical condition when rescuers arrived and 

he died from his injuries during the rescue effort. 

 
AVALANCHE AND TERRAIN 

 
The average slope angle of the starting zone was 35 degrees. The crown face depth ranged from 1 to 

almost 4 feet. The avalanche was approximately 270 feet wide and traveled downslope approximately 

2300 vertical feet, and a total of 4100 feet in length. The crown was located at approximately 7360 feet in 

elevation and the toe of the debris was estimated at 5100 feet. The avalanche is classified as SS-ASu-R2-

D2-O. This means that it was a soft slab avalanche (SS) unintentionally triggered by a skier (ASu). It was 

small, relative to the path, and large enough to bury, injure, or kill a person (D2). The avalanche released 

within the old snow (O) on weak, faceted snow above a firm, wind scoured layer. 

 
WEATHER AND SNOWPACK 

 

Temperature and wind data were collected from the Garden Wall weather station (maintained by the U.S. 

Geological Survey) at 7400 feet located approximately 15 km (9 miles) to the northeast of the accident 

site. Snow depth and snow water equivalent data were collected from the Flattop Mountain SNOTEL 

station (maintained by the NRCS) 6300 feet located approximately 20 km (13 miles) to the northwest of 

the accident site. 

 

The winter season since December 1, 2016 was characterized by cool temperatures (all below freezing at 

7400 feet, Garden Wall weather station) with three distinct intrusions of cold arctic air from the north. 

These arctic outbreaks occurred approximately December 5-9, December 13-19, and December 31 up to 

the day of the avalanche incident (Figure 1). Snow water equivalent (SWE) values hovered around 

average (88-108% of median) for most of December up to January 5, 2017. Flattop Mountain SNOTEL 

site (6300 feet) recorded approximately 21 inches of snow (settled snow measurements so snow 

accumulation could be higher) from December 25, 2016 to December 30, 2017 (Figure 2). After this 

storm, cold air infiltrated the region once again accompanied by moderate to strong average wind speeds 
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(17-37 mph) with extreme gusts (>38 mph) from the north-northeast. These winds diminished 

substantially on January 3, but cold temperatures prevailed across the region (Figure 3).  

 

 

 
Figure 1: Temperature (°F, top graph) and relative humidity (%, bottom graph) for the 6 day period 

leading up to and including the date of the avalanche incident (December 31, 2016 to January 5, 2017). 

Note the intrusion of cold arctic air beginning around January 2, 2017. Data are collected from the Garden 

Wall weather station at 7400 feet located approximately 15 km (9 miles) to the northeast of the accident 

site on Stanton Mountain, Glacier National Park. 
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Figure 2: Snow depth (inches) and snow water equivalent (inches) for December 21, 2016 to January 7, 

2017. These data are collected from the Flattop Mountain SNOTEL station (NRCS) 6300 feet located 

approximately 20 km (13 miles) to the northwest of the accident site on Stanton Mountain, Glacier 

National Park. The time period is to provide a glimpse of the snowfall and conditions since there was no 

major storm immediately prior to the day of the accident. 
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Figure 3: Wind speed (top graph - average in blue, gust in red, and green direction arrows pointing away 

from the direction the wind originates) and wind direction and speed (bottom graph). Light wind = 1-16 

mph, moderate wind = 17-25 mph, strong wind = 26-38 mph, extreme wind > 38 mph. These wind data 

are for the 6 day period leading up to and including the date of the avalanche incident (December 31, 

2016 to January 5, 2017). Note the strong to extreme winds that occurred during the intrusion of cold 

arctic air beginning around January 2, 2017. Data are collected from the Garden Wall weather station 

(USGS) at 7400 feet located approximately 15 km (9 miles) to the northeast of the accident site on 

Stanton Mountain, Glacier National Park. 

 

 

These strong north-northeast winds created both soft and hard wind slab across the advisory area. 

Flathead Avalanche Center staff (and other observers) noted wind slabs in exposed terrain above 5000 

feet.  On Tuesday, January 3, 2017 FAC staff visited Noisy Basin in the Swan Range (approximately 35 

miles to the south-southwest) where they noted variability in the snow surface that included debris from 

trees, sastrugi, hard wind drifts, and eroded cornices.  They found hard wind slabs present well below the 

ridgelines, but these slabs showed variable results in stability tests. On a northwest aspect at 6400 feet, 
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extended column tests resulted in fractures that propagated across the column with easy force (ECTP4). 

The pencil hard slab proved more stubborn in stability tests on a northeastern slope (ECTN25). 

They also reported a weak structure in the mid and lower snow pack due to layers of weak, faceted snow 

about 2.5-3 feet from the surface, as well as, depth hoar developing near the ground. None of their tests 

produced results on these deeper layers. 

 

The Flathead Avalanche Center avalanche advisory Bottom Line for January 5, 2017 read: “Wind slabs 

formed early in the week may no longer present obvious signs of instability and may prove stubborn in 

stability tests. However, it remains possible to trigger an avalanche in these ageing slabs particularly 

where they formed on weak, faceted snow. The avalanche danger is MODERATE above 5000 feet. 

Carefully evaluate wind loaded areas before committing to a slope and keep in mind that small wind slab 

avalanches could step down to deeper weak layers in the snowpack.” 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Excerpt from the avalanche advisory on January 5, 2017. 
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FAC staff spoke with a member of the party involved on Saturday, January 7, 2017, and received detailed 

information regarding the location and events. FAC avalanche specialist Mark Dundas and GNP rangers 

visited the incident site on Mount Stanton on Friday, January 6, 2017 (the day after the avalanche 

occurred). They collected information on the avalanche, but were unable to descend to the point of rest of 

Skier 2 or the avalanche debris. The only safe route due to residual avalanche concern to this point was on 

the bed surface. However, this also proved unsafe as it was very shallow snow (up to 1 foot) with rocks 

protruding throughout. 

 

The avalanche occurred at approximately 7200 feet on a southwest facing slope, previously cross-loaded 

by north-northeast winds earlier in the week. The skier triggered a soft slab avalanche on a wind-loaded 

slope about 12-30 inches deep. The initial avalanche failed on a thin layer of weak snow (facets) below 

the wind slab and above a firm layer (Figure 5). However, this avalanche subsequently stepped down and 

broke on a weak layer (facets) near the ground as it traveled downhill (Figures 6-7).  

 

 

  

 
Figure 5: Crown profile of the avalanche. 
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Figure 6: Photo of avalanche path on Mount Stanton. January 5, 2017. Photo courtesy of Philip Granrud. 

  

 
Figure 7: Location where avalanche was triggered including crown from step-down into deeper layer 

(bottom right on image).  
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See video from investigation at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c5mf0ag0-OM  

While FAC staff were unable to reach the point of rest and debris, evidence from the site visit, images, 

and maps suggests the avalanche debris was deposited approximately 1200-1700 feet downslope in a 

narrow gully. The victim was partially buried and located against a tree uphill of the start of the avalanche 

debris. 

 

Stability tests (Extended Column Tests and Compression Tests) at the crown resulted in ECTN 25, ECTN 

27, and CTH Q2. All tests resulted in a fracture on a weak (faceted) layer above a firm bed surface 38 cm 

from the surface. This means that it took hard force to initiate a crack in this layer and that the crack did 

not propagate across the test column. 

 

EVENTS LEADING UP TO AVALANCHE 
 

A member of the party involved provided valuable information regarding the incident and all of the 

events of the day. We appreciate this individual taking the time to provide this information under such 

tragic circumstances.  

 

A party of three experienced back country skiers parked at the Lake McDonald Lodge parking lot in 

Glacier National Park at approximately 10:00 a.m. (Figure 8). They were all equipped with avalanche 

transceivers, avalanche shovels, and probes and they read the avalanche advisory that morning. They 

skied up the Going-to-the-Sun-Road (closed to vehicle traffic in winter) to the North Lake McDonald 

Road (1.5 miles). They put climbing skins on their skis in this vicinity and then continued skiing on this 

road to the Trout Lake trailhead (1.5 miles). They then followed the Trout Lake hiking trail for 

approximately 2.5 miles to a location just below where the trail crests Howe Ridge. From this location the 

skiers left the trail and started climbing up the west ridge of Mt. Stanton. Eventually this group reached 

the tree line where they encountered a short, steep rocky knob. At the top of this knob one member of the 

party mentioned that he was feeling ill and was going to eat some food and then descend their skin trail 

back to the hiking trail and retrace their path to the parking lot. It was decided that he would wait at the 

vehicle for the other two members of the group.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c5mf0ag0-OM
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Figure 8: Overview of the avalanche accident area. 

 

Skier 1 and 2 continued to follow the west ridge of Mt. Stanton toward the summit. The party noted a 

weak snow pack on their ascent to the ridge, as well as, areas of weak snow and scoured surfaces along 

the ridge. Eventually they reached the summit, and, after a brief break, decided to descend the same ridge 

that they climbed. Skier 1 went first and carefully and slowly skied the ridge from the summit limiting his 

exposure. Both members of the group would either make 1 or 2 turns on the adjacent slope but then cut 

skiers right back to the ridge or just stay on the ridge. In this fashion they made their way down to the 

upper portion of the sub-ridge that separates the two large southwest facing avalanche chutes on Mt 

Stanton (Figure 9).  
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Figure 9: Overview of slope where avalanche occurred. 

 

At approximately 2:00 p.m. Skier 1 traversed across the relatively broad ridge and into the top skiers left 

of the western most of the two avalanche paths. He performed two ski pole tests in this area (to determine 

general snowpack structure), then made one left hand turn followed by an immediate right turn. Between 

these turns Skier 1 down weighted his skis once or twice in an attempt to test the snow stability. This is a 

test utilized by experienced individuals to test small test slopes with low or no consequence should an 

avalanche occur. Shortly after completing his right hand turn he triggered the avalanche, possibly while 

down weighting. The avalanche broke uphill of Skier 1 and immediately knocked him off his feet (Figure 

10).  
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Figure 10: Photo of avalanche path on Mount Stanton. January 5, 2017. Photo courtesy of Philip Granrud 

 

Skier 2 remained on the ridge during the time that Skier 1 traversed the sub-ridge and entered the 

avalanche path. When the avalanche occurred, Skier 2 was able to observe Skier 1 being swept downhill 

on top of the avalanche debris. Eventually Skier 1 was swept over a convex terrain feature (also known as 

a rollover on the slope) which effectively blocked the vision of the path for Skier 2. The avalanche had 

stepped down to the ground almost immediately, leaving a bed surface consisting of mostly rock (Figures 

11-12). 
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Figure 11: View from the crown of avalanche looking down the path. 

 

 
Figure 12: Image showing skiers left edge of crown. 
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Figure 12: Rocky bed surface after avalanche stepped down to the ground. 

 

 

After losing sight of his partner, Skier 2 cut skier’s right of the slide hoping to descend faster via a snow 

surface than the bed surface. He quickly realized that there was a possibility of triggering another 

avalanche and determined it was best to descend the bed surface. He then switched his transceiver to 

receive and initiated a transceiver search while descending the bed surface. His descent was slow and 

difficult due to the rock bed surface and convex terrain features and small cliff bands. Eventually, Skier 2 

exited the slide skiers right where the slope angled lessened and the risk of triggering a secondary slide 

decreased. He descended this snow until he reached the debris. Upon reaching the debris he was able to 

ski the debris to the toe. During this transceiver search, he was unable to obtain a signal. At this point, he 

removed his skis, stuck them in the snow, and proceeded to walk back up the debris. Upon reaching the 

top elevation of the debris he had still not yet picked up a signal. He called out for Skier 1 and was able to 

hear a faint reply. Skier 2 continued to call out, and eventually successfully located Skier 1 in this fashion.  

 

Skier 1 was above the debris field and not buried. He was on the snow surface against a tree with his head 

downhill and in a semi-conscious state. After evaluating the injured skier, Skier 2 determined that 

significant trauma had occurred, called 911, and requested a helicopter evacuation. While waiting for the 

helicopter, Skier 2 attempted to warm and comfort skier 1. Two Bear Air Rescue responded and 

extricated Skier 1 from the scene. 

 

The party was very experienced in both winter mountain travel and avalanche education. Skier 1 

completed a Level 2 avalanche training within the past 3 years and Skier 2 completed a Level 1 avalanche 

training. 

 

SEARCH AND RESCUE 
 

At approximately 3:15 p.m., Park Dispatch received a 911 call from Skier 2 and requested helicopter 

response from Two Bear Air Rescue, in conjunction with Flathead County Sheriff’s Office. Two Bear Air 

Rescue reached the scene at approximately 4:30 p.m., extracted Skier 1 using a long line hoist and then 

transferred him to an ALERT helicopter waiting along the Going-to-the-Sun Road.  The Two Bear Air 

Rescue helicopter returned to the scene to hoist Skier 2. Skier 2 was transported from the incident scene 

to Apgar Visitor Center. 

 

We offer our sincere condolences and our thoughts are with family, friends, and all of those involved. We 

would like to thank Glacier National Park rangers for assistance in the field, Two Bear Air Rescue, and 

Flathead County Sheriff's Office. 
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Direct any questions regarding this report to fac.admin@flatheadavalanche.org or 406.387.3887. 

Report prepared by Flathead Avalanche Center staff. 
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