
Bearpaw Avalanche Incident
02/26/2023
Report by Irene Henninger

Incident Summary:
On February 26, 3 backcountry travelers accessed the Bearpaw Mountain area of
Canyon Creek. They snowmobiled to a ridgeline before transitioning to ski/ride nearby
terrain.

The group reported being aware that the new storm snow may have bonded poorly with
a weak old surface. As an initial assessment, the team performed a ski cut across a
steep slope beneath a cliff band, which produced no results. They then descended a
NW facing slope and returned to the ridgeline without incident.

For their second lap, the group chose a route skiers’ left of their initial run on a slightly
more westerly aspect. The first person on the slope triggered a large slab avalanche.
The skier tried to outrun the slide, without success. He then pulled his airbag’s trigger,
but it did not deploy. The skier reported being thrown head over heels several times
during the event. Despite the violence of the slide, his skis did not release.

The avalanche came to rest on a bench feature, with large table-sized chunks of debris.
Initially, the victim was not deeply buried. However, a second wave of debris, “possibly
hangfire or additional sluff” buried them deeper. The skier was buried upright and
reported being able to create an air pocket. He could see a bluish light through the
snow. The skier was able to punch his hand toward the surface and call for help.

The two snowboarders quickly arrived on the scene and dug him out. The injured
party’s head was reported as being buried 2-3 feet beneath the surface. The partners
splinted his injured leg and extricated the skier down to lower-angle terrain. From there,
one member of the party retrieved a snowmobile and evacuated the skier to the
trailhead and additional medical care.

The skier sustained several orthopedic injuries. The injured party stated that while they
suspected they would trigger an avalanche, it broke larger and wider than anticipated.



Occurrence Time and Date: Feb 26, 2023, just after 1200hrs
Time First Reported to SAR: No report to SAR.
Recovery/Rescue Time: Event occurred just after 1200hrs to hospital at 1545hrs
Location: Bearpaw Mt, Whatcom Co, Mt Baker-Snoqualmie NF, WA

Number in Party: 3
Number Caught: 1
Number Partially Buried, Critical or Not-critical: 0
Number Completely Buried: 1
Number Injured: 1
Number Killed: 0

Avalanche Type: SS
Trigger: ASu
Size: R2 /D2
Start Zone Aspect: WNW
Start Zone Angle: Est: 40 degrees
Start Zone Elevation: Approx: 5600 feet

Height of Crown Face: 8-36” reported by party
Width of Fracture: Estimated 80m (260 ft)
Vertical Fall: Injured party estimated to be carried 75 vertical meters (250 ft).

Slab Characteristics: Unknown
Weak Layer Characteristics: Unknown
Bed Surface Characteristics: Unknown

Burial involved a terrain trap: Yes, Bench
Number of people that crossed start zone before avalanche: 0
Avalanche occurred during: Descent
Location of group in relation to start zone during avalanche: Two snowboarders
above on the ridgeline, skier on the slope.

Avalanche Safety Gear Carried: All had Shovel, transceiver, probe
Avalanche Training and Experience at Activity: Level 1 and Level 2
Signs of Instability Noted by Group: None noted
Extent of Injuries: Serious orthopedic injuries

NWAC Forecast Zone: West North Zone
Avalanche Danger Rating (Above, Near or Below Tree-line): Considerable All
Elevations.



Photo taken by the party. Blue lines are the avalanche crown, red circle shows burial
location.
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