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Assess the snow before sport

Whether
you are
backcoun-
try skiers,
snowboard-
ers, SNow-
shoers, ice
climbers, or

SNOWmo-
bilers: these
“yes or no”
questions

Outdoors
By John T. Unger

are for you.

* Do you play on mountain snow
beyond the groomed lift-served ski
areas?

* If yes, do you own an avalanche
beacon?

* If yes, have you ever turned it to
“search/receive” setting?

* Ifyes, have you practiced search-
ing for a buried beacon in the snow at
least once this season?

* If yes, have you practiced digging
in hard-packed snow and timing your
rescue?

* Finally, do you wear your beacon
and turn it on every time you go out
in the backcountry, regardless of the
avalanche danger rating for the day?

Anyone who answered “yes” to the first
question should be answering “yes” to
each of the succeeding questions, too. If
not, consider today’s column a chance
to raise the odds of being around for the

summer to come, too.

Help is available for educating our-
selves and thereby raising the odds for
our outings to be rewarding instead of
life-threatening. A little over an hour’s
drive in any of three directions will bring
you to a mountain town that operates a
three day Avalanche School each winter.

The oldest continuously running ava-
lanche school in the U.S. is in Silverton.
Great improvements in skills, techniques,
and technology have since been developed
for managing risks in winter mountain
recreation.

Teaching participants to better recognize
avalanche terrain has become an important
thrust of avalanche school in recent years.

Most avalanche accidents occur on
slopes of 30 degrees to 50 degrees, with
the majority of these at about 38 degrees.
This is comparable to black diamond or
double black diamond steepness at a lift-
served ski area. In very unstable condi-
tions, lower angle slopes down to about
25 degrees can slide and bury you, which
is similar in pitch to an intermediate blue
rated slope at the groomed area.

Route selection therefore is important,
and participants are taught and drilled
on how and when to choose safer travel,
perhaps on a ridge or on less wind-load-
ed zones. In this way some greater safety
can be gained even on the days when the
avalanche forecast may be less than ideal.

Where to get the forecast? The

Colorado Avalanche Information Center is
available to everyone via www.avalanche.
state.co.us. It is updated twice daily, and is
packed with valuable and fascinating infor-
mation on weather, hazards, recent rescues
and accident reports. Learn from others’
mistakes. Broken into regions of the state,
the forecasts most useful for our nearby ar-
eas are listed as Grand Mesa and Northern
San Juan mountains.

How to translate the ratings? Moderate
risk means that natural avalanches are
unlikely, human triggered ones are pos-
sible. If the report notes the risk as con-
siderable, then natural avalanches are
possible and human triggered ones are
probable. High: natural and human trig-
gered avalanches are likely.

Anyone heading into the winter
backcountry needs to be equipped for
self-rescue of self and of their group.
Rescue beacon, shovel, and probe pole
are three pieces of required gear to not
only carry but know how to use.

Trauma kills about a quarter of U.S. av-
alanche victims. Aside from those dying
from trauma, an avalanche victim’s best
chance of survival rests on their compan-
ions finding them and freeing their face and
chest in the first fifteen minutes. 93% of such
victims survive. If the buddies take thirty five
minutes to perform these steps, one’s chance
of survival drops to thirty percent.

That is fifteen minutes to assess the
scene, assemble shovel and probe, locate

your friends with your beacon positively
enough to find them with a probe, shovel
the hard packed snow away from his or
her face and chest, and clear their airway.
Who can do all this in fifteen minutes

or less? Usually only those who practice
beacon searching and shoveling regularly
each winter can meet this goal.

Of U.S. avalanche fatalities in a seven
year span, 64% were not wearing a rescue
beacon. The average-size dry avalanche
travels sixty to eighty miles per hour. 93%
of avalanche accidents are triggered by the
victim or someone in the victim’s party.

Of USS. avalanche fatalities in a recent ten
year span, 40% were snowmobilers, 22%
were skiers, and 14% were snowboarders.
In the U.S., only 7% of avalanche fatalities
are females. Colorado leads the nation in
avalanche deaths, at 21% of the total. For
every ten people who die in an avalanche,
just one who has been completely buried is
dug out alive by their own party.

Plan now for next season, because
Avalanche School teaches how best to
avoid an avalanche, short of staying out
of the snow sports completely.

John Unger is a Diplomate of the
American Chiropractic Board of Sports
Physicians and has been treating fam-
ilies and athletes here for over twen-
ty-five years. He takes equal pleasure
in climbing uphill as skiing down. Ideas
for future columns are welcomed at
sportsdocunger.com.

I'was sit-
ting in my
office the
other morn-
ing, sipping
on a mug of

coffee and 3

staring out .

the win- TlpS
dowatthe — fr.om the Posse
sunrise. My

wife of many
years entered

By Mark Rackay

the room
and made a sarcastic comment.

“Shouldn’t you be working?” she asked.

“I am working,” I replied. “I am practic-
ing my melancholy stare”

“Well, good luck. At least you don’t have
to practice being lazy, you have that mas-
tered,” she said, as she chortled evilly and
left the room.

Every great writer should have a mel-
ancholy stare, one that says, “If you could
have seen what these eyes have seen,” kind
of stare. Hemingway, Ruark, O’Connor
and Capstick all had a melancholy stare. A
stare is something that must be practiced,
in order to get the desired effect.

Anyway, I really was working. I was re-
flecting on 2019 and all the things that
went right, and those that went wrong.
Each year, it is good to learn from mis-
takes, those of my own making, and those
of others, and see if the knowledge can be
put to good use. In order to escape the un-
wanted drivel of a sarcastic spouse; I offer
these experiences from the past year to
prove I am not lazy.

One of the things we get a bunch of, is
calls for assistance up on the mountain
roads of the Plateau during the winter
months. These usually come in February
through April. A motorist has driven past
signs warning of road closing for winter
and yet they trudge onward.

These people will then find themselves
stuck in snow up to their backside with
no logical way to get out. Chains, four-
wheel drive and good tires will not help.
They are hopelessly stuck. They will climb
around to find cell service and call for
help, finding service sometime after dark.

This was especially a problem for the
West End Posse members, this past win-
ter. On the east end, we had at least three
calls for assistance for people who “want-
ed to see if Highway 90 was passable”
During one call, I asked the driver of the
sub-compact car what he was doing up
there. His response was, “just to see if we
could make it” They found out. Most have
no survival gear and could be in a real fix
without help.

We will come and get the people out but
the vehicle is another story. Some people
have had to wait a month or better for a
wrecker to come pull out their car. My ad-
vice to people is to wait until the roads are
opened up before taking a ride into the
high country. If it is a cabin fever thing,
and want to get out, stay away from the
closed roads in the high country.

While I was in Argentina last spring, I
was fortunate to learn many new things
and meet some really great people. One
afternoon found us on the patio, resting
up for the evening hunt. A wasp, the larg-
est I have ever seen, decided to do a series
of fly-bys around my head.

Looking back

This wasp was the size of a hum-
mingbird. I am sure that NORAD
could have tracked him on their radar.
Demonstrating my fast, cat-like reflexes,

I knocked him out of mid-air on one of
his passes, sending him somewhere to the
ground.

A couple minutes later, I got up from
my chair for a refill of my iced tea.
Wearing only my socks on my feet, I
once again had an encounter with said
wasp. Apparently my strike on him had
not caused him to expire. When my foot
stepped on him, he let me have it with a
full frontal assault.

The pain from his sting, on a scale of
1 to 10, was somewhere between unbe-
lievable and unbearable. My foot swelled
up for two days and hurt like the dickens
with each step. I am not sure what the les-
son here was, but I paid the price.

While I am on the subject of Argentina,
one thing I really will work on for next
time is to learn some of their language.

I speak enough Spanish to get my face
slapped, but certainly not enough to com-
municate with the locals on a good level.
These were wonderful people, and next
time, I will speak their language better.

There is a free app, available at the
Google Play Store called Duolingo. This
app gives you a daily lesson in just about
any foreign language you want to learn.
You can speak, write and read words, sen-
tences and phrases in no time. I spend 15
minutes a day, and it is time well spent for
someone who wants to travel.

Another app that works well for the
traveler is called WhatsApp. This app al-
lows you to make phone calls, send pic-
tures or text on your cell phone anywhere
you have a wifi connection. WhatsApp
lets you use your phones internet connec-
tion to let you stay in touch with friends
and family without all the roaming
charges and fees from your carrier, and
the app is free. My wife and I have used it
in Canada and South America quite a few
times and it has worked great for us.

We have had several calls this past
spring and summer to assist with ATV
and oft-road motorcycle accidents. One
accident involved a young lady who took
a bad spill and suffered serious injuries.
She had to be airlifted out. She was wear-
ing all the proper equipment and had rid-
ing companions. One of those compan-
ions went for help.

This companion reached cell service
and called 911. He told 911 that he would
ride to a parking area, meet rescuers
there, and guide them to the scene. While
on his way to the rendezvous point, he
changed his mind, deciding that another
spot would be more convenient.

Unfortunately, he did not notify rescu-
ers of his change in plans, and it cost over
an hour of time to get everyone on the
same page. The rescuers felt helpless at
the prescribed meeting place and it took
awhile to communicate with the parties
involved to find the scene. I think the les-
son here is obvious.

Another motorcycle accident involved
a gentleman riding his bike on one of the
trails near Flat Top riding area. It was dark
and he was on his way home. The man
lost control and plunged off the trail, land-
ing in the bottom of a 20-foot deep ravine.
Unfortunately, his bike landed on top of

As 2019 heads off into the history books with a final sunset, I reflect on the year and offer
some insights as to what went well and what did not. (Special to the Montrose Daily Press/Mark

Rackay)

him, claiming his life.

The man was not traveling at excessive
speeds and was wearing all of the proper
safety equipment. He had lots of surviv-
al and emergency equipment with him
as well. Sometimes in the great outdoors,
bad things happen to good people, and
there was just not much you can do to
prevent it. It goes to show that when the
phone rings, sometimes it is a collect call
for you.

We had a couple rescue operations this
year that involved people who “went at it
alone” in the outdoors. I write columns a
couple times a year, expressing how im-
portant it is to have a plan, someone in
town who knows the plan, and makes
the calls for help when you are overdue. I
also express how important it is to bring a
companion with you when you recreate in
the woods.

I get emails and phone calls from the
“tough guy” crowd, telling me how they
have always hunted, hiked, camped and
backpacked alone and don't need any-
one as they learned how to take care of

i mind

themselves in the wilds. I can think of 2
people this year that felt that way, taking
to the woods alone, one a hiker and one a
hunter. Both paid the full price, plus tax.
For safety, and because it is more fun to
share the outdoors with someone, don’t
hit the trails alone.

I hope that the upcoming New Year
is good to all of you, and that you get to
spend much of it enjoying the outdoors.
In the meantime, I hear my wife coming
home from the store. I better hit her with
my melancholy stare when she comes
into my office so she knows I have been
working.

Mark Rackay is a columnist for the
Montrose Daily Press and avid hunter who
travels across North and South America in
search of adventure and serves as a Director
for the Montrose County Sheriff s Posse. For
information about the Posse call 970-252-
4033 (leave a message) or email info@mcspi.
org

For outdoors or survival related questions
or comments, feel free to contact him directly
at his email elkhunter77@bresnan.net
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