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Location:  

Place  Christmas Eve, Bald Mountain Sidecountry 

State   Idaho 

Date  12/14/2015 

Time  1135 

Summary 1 skier partially buried and injured due to striking trees 

 

Number:  

Caught  1 

Fully Buried 0 

Injured  1 

Killed  0 

 

Avalanche Details:  

Type  HS 

Trigger  Unknown 

Subcode  

Size  D2 

Weak Layer Faceted Crystals 

Aspect  NW 

Elevation  8800 

Slope Angle 38-43 degrees 

Character Planar slope just below convexity 

Crown Width 120 feet  

Crown Height 3 feet 

 

Incident Summary:  

Prior to the incident, a group of six skiers skied two laps without issue in the sidecountry terrain (out-of-

bounds, uncontrolled, and unpatrolled) on Bald Mountain just outside the Sun Valley ski area boundary 

(Fig. 1). Before their third run, Skier 1 and Skier 2 split off from the larger group. They skied the gentler 

slope on the ridge to the skier’s left of where the crown would form (Fig. 2) and worked their way 

downhill and right through sparsely to moderately treed terrain (Fig. 3). Skier 2 was slightly downslope 

of and 20-30’ below Skier 1 when he saw a large powder cloud and heard tree limbs breaking to his left. 

Skier 1 was caught and carried about 450 linear feet by the persistent slab avalanche that released in a 

wind-loaded area about 1000 vertical feet above them (Fig. 4). He struck a tree on the way down (Figure 

5) and was partially buried against another tree (Fig. 6), sustaining life-threatening chest and internal 

injuries. His head was mostly buried and an arm and a leg were visible. The buried party was able to 

move snow away from his face and could see through a narrow hole in the avalanche debris. 
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Skier 2 quickly excavated the injured party, called 911, and waited for assistance. The Sun Valley Ski 

Patrol, working on behalf of the Blaine County Sherriff, and an off-duty, local ER physician treated and 

evacuated the patient.  

Avalanche and Terrain:  

Christmas Eve is part of a steep, treed, gully system on the NW side of Bald Mountain. It is typically 

accessed from the top of the Sun Valley chairlift network. This terrain is not part of the ski area; there is 

no patrol, avalanche hazard mitigation work, or guaranteed rescue in the event of an accident. Riders 

exit and enter the ski area boundary from multiple access points, resulting in a significant chance of 

multiple parties unknowingly occupying the same avalanche path simultaneously. The upper starting 

zone (Fig. 4) is 35-43 degrees and typically harbors a dense, wind-affected snowpack. Just below this 

area, the slope angle eases and wind effects lessen dramatically due to tree cover. The slope angle was 

less than 30 degrees where the injured skier was caught.  

The avalanche trigger for this incident is unknown. Possible triggering mechanisms, in order of 

likelihood, are the following: 

 Another party triggered the avalanche at or near the crown face 

 Skier 1 or 2 remotely triggered the avalanche from about 1000 vertical feet below the crown 

 The avalanche released naturally 

Snowpack and Weather:  

Snow that fell in early November eventually became the bed surface and weak layer in this incident. 

Mid-November brought a series of small, windy storms followed by clear spells, creating a mixture of 

dense wind slabs and weak faceted snow crystals in the shallow snowpack. Around Thanksgiving, a week 

of mostly clear and cold conditions further weakened the faceted layers in the snowpack. From 

December 6-14th, 42” of snow (3.66” of Snow Water Equivalent [SWE]) fell at the nearby Baldy weather 

station. Moderate to strong winds blew during much of this wet period. In the 24 hours preceding the 

incident, the Baldy weather station recorded 15” of snowfall (1.28” SWE) with moderate to strong S/SE 

winds.  

This avalanche failed on a thin layer of faceted snow crystals lying above an early season crust near the 

ground. The slab ranged from P to 1F hardness above the weak layer and 1F to 4F in the most recent 

storm. At the time of the incident, skies were partly cloudy, winds were moderate from the N, and the 

temperature was near 20 degrees F. A Sawtooth Avalanche Center video recorded a few hundred yards 

away from the incident site details the snowpack in a less wind-affected area three days prior to the 

event (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J6pSJod-FcA). 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J6pSJod-FcA
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Discussion:  

Both individuals were experienced backcountry users who had spent over 30 days skiing and 

snowmobiling in backcountry avalanche terrain this winter. They skied together near the incident site on 

December 13th (the day before the incident) and the injured party also skied there on December 12th. 

Both skiers were wearing avalanche transceivers, carrying shovels and probes, and had taken basic 

avalanche classes. Both skiers read the following SAC avalanche advisory text the morning of the 

accident: 

“BOTTOMLINE: Heavy recent snowfall and moderate to strong winds are creating a HIGH avalanche 

danger in wind-loaded terrain, predominantly at upper elevations. Avoid all wind-loaded slopes. In 

terrain sheltered from the wind, yesterday’s 1.5-2 feet of new snow is overloading existing weak layers – 

human-triggered avalanches are likely and the danger is CONSIDERABLE. Skiers and riders may trigger 

slabs remotely from the sides or below. 

AVALANCHE CONCERNS: What happens when you deposit 1.5-3 feet of fairly low density snow and turn 

up the wind dial a little bit? You form widespread, thick wind slabs in exposed terrain. Moderate to 

strong ridgetop winds blew from the S-SE during much of the storm, switched to NW-N-NE overnight, 

and continue blowing from the NW-N-NE today. Ongoing wind transport makes natural avalanche 

activity likely and all wind-affected avalanche terrain – including tracks and runout zones - should be 

avoided…In sheltered terrain, a lack of continued storm or wind-loading makes natural avalanche 

activity unlikely but skiers and riders remain likely to trigger 2-4 foot deep persistent slab avalanches, 

especially in steep terrain. Even subtle wind-effects in the new snow make triggering persistent slab 

avalanches more likely. Skiers and riders can trigger these avalanches remotely: from above, next to, or 

below the slope.” 

They did not experience any obvious signs of snowpack instability (avalanche activity, snowpack 

collapsing or cracking, etc.) before the avalanche. They were avoiding wind-loaded terrain and all slopes 

steeper than about 35 degrees. The skiers were aware of the elevated avalanche danger and took 

actions to reduce their exposure and risk. However, they stated “We shouldn’t have been back there 

that day.” During post-incident interviews, the skiers noted several contributing factors:  

 The large initial group size (six members) promoted “powder fever” and a lack of 

communication regarding avalanche conditions and terrain choices.  

 The involved skiers are frequent backcountry partners and normally spend time formally 

discussing snow stability and route plans before traveling; due to the terrain’s proximity to the 

ski area, this conversation did not happen that day. 

 They had a false sense of security from skiing the same sidecountry terrain for three consecutive 

days; this sense was exacerbated by skiing through moguls in some of the sidecountry terrain 

outside the ski area boundary. 

 



12/14/2015 – Idaho –Bald Mountain Sidecountry 
Published by Scott Savage, SAC 

 
  

Sawtooth Avalanche Center ᵒ 206 Sun Valley Road, Ketchum, ID 83340 ᵒ 208-622-0095 
 

Ultimately, their terrain choice did not mesh well with the avalanche danger. Some key observations: 

 The HIGH danger that day indicated human-triggered avalanches were very likely. The treed 

avalanche paths in the Bald Mountain sidecountry produce high odds of sustaining serious 

trauma if caught in an avalanche.  

 The avalanche tracks and runouts are not visible from the top; groups can unknowingly trigger 

avalanches above unaware parties below. The most likely cause of this avalanche was another 

group triggering the avalanche about 1000 vertical feet above them.  

 Even though the party was skiing a slope less than 30 degrees when the skier was caught, they 

were below steep terrain capable of producing avalanches.  

 Locating and evacuating avalanche victims in the Baldy sidecountry places rescuers at 

considerable risk and takes a significant amount of time, decreasing a patient’s chances of 

survival following a severe injury.  

 

 
Figure 1. Google Map product showing incident location. 
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Figure 2. View from above the avalanche crown. The skiers skied down the treed ridge on the left edge 

of the photo.  

 

 
Figure 3. Looking uphill from where the skier was caught. They skied down through the burned trees and 

into the gully. 
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Figure 4. Avalanche crown face.  

 

 

 
Figure 5. View downhill from near the skier’s location when caught. He likely struck one of the trees 

immediately below him and continued downhill. 
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Figure 6. The skier struck and was buried against the large tree in the center of the photo.  


