
AVALANCHE, POOR POSITION, UNDERESTIMATED CONDITIONS 
Alaska, Mount Hunter
On May 5, 1994, Andy Carson and Charles Crago triggered an avalanche and were car
ried 800 feet down the route they were attempting on Mount Hunter.

The team— totaling five people— was attempting the North West Basin Variation to 
gain the West Ridge. This is a popular variation that avoids a rock buttress on the origi
nal route. The variation joins the ridge at 12,000 feet. The basin is steep and contains 
hazards. There is an ice fall that periodically deposits ice blocks and debris on and across 
the route.

The weather pattern during the week prior to the avalanche was unstable. Tempera
tures ranged with lows in the negative single digits to highs in the twenties and thirties. 
Several weak systems moved through the area bringing snow showers with accumula
tions of eight inches. The winds varied in speed, sometimes reaching 30 mph, and mostly 
from the South East. Periodic sunshine created thin crusts on most aspects.

The climbers had to camp at 7,400 feet in a bergschrund. Their plan for May 5 was to 
carry a load above the couloir, to the 10,500 foot level. They were carrying food and fuel 
to be used higher on the route. They also had warm clothes, but were without tents, 
sleeping bags, or full bivouac gear. They were not fully prepared to spend a night out.

The group moved as two rope teams. Andy Carson and Chuck Crago comprised one 
rope team, and were leading at the time of the slope failure. Mark Whiton, Mike Gil



bert, and Zach Etheridge comprised the second rope team. They dug a snow pit to 
evaluate the avalanche hazard, and determined the conditions to be unstable. Avalanches 
were numerous during the days of this unstable weather cycle, and at this elevation. 
This was reported by several people at the landing strip who observed slides surround
ing the south east fork area.

The group carried both rock and snow anchors. The snow anchors were useless in the 
unconsolidated snow pack. They placed rock anchors where available. They decided to 
climb to the crest of the ridge to get above a suspect slope. At the time of the avalanche, 
they had traveled three rope lengths along the ridge and were at the elevation of 9,700 
feet. W here the avalanche occurred, the slope angle was estimated to be only ten to 15 
degrees. Below the climbers, and beyond a pillow, the slope steepened to 50 degrees. 
The first rope team was unable to place snow anchors along the ridge, and continued on. 
At 1720, Carson triggered the avalanche. The snow fractured a few feet above and the 
depth of the slab was estimated to be 18 to 24 inches deep. Carson was carried down by 
the slab. Crago, not yet caught in the slide, went into self-arrest to try and stop Carson 
from taking a long ride. Crago was plucked from his arrest position by the rope coming 
tight, due to the force generated by Carson and the avalanche.

Whiton, Etheridge, and Gilbert watched the avalanche, but lost sight of the men. 
They initially thought that Carson and Crago were buried in the avalanche debris. While 
descending to the runout zone, they heard a shout from Carson and Crago, indicating 
they were not buried.

During the slide Carson sustained tibia/fibula fractures of both legs, contusions, and 
lacerations of the body and head. Crago’s injuries included a puncture to the chest, 
contusions and lacerations of the head and body. (The men went over a small rock band, 
which may have provided the mechanism for the injuries.)

At the scene Whiton, Etheridge, and Gilbert assessed and stabilized Carson s legs us
ing pickets and lashing both legs together. They packed a trail traversing out of the runout 
zone on which to evacuate Carson. Crago was ambulatory, and did not require assistance.

Annie Duquette was contacted by the Carson expedition with a CB radio. They re
layed their assessment of the injuries, the equipment they had with them, and that they 
needed a rescue. They were concerned about not having sleeping bags and the real 
possibility of hypothermia. Carson was especially vulnerable because he was non ambu
latory. The Park Service was notified at 1930. A fixed wing was sent to the area to deter
mine the suitability of the weather for flying, and in using the LAMA helicopter for 
rescuing the injured climbers. The weather was marginal for flying and it was deter
mined that a window was needed to reach the group. At 2016 Carson's expedition called 
and said the weather was poor and that they would attempt to lower Carson. Meanwhile 
climbers at Basecamp were organizing themselves to help out on a ground rescue. At 
2100 eight climbers left basecamp intending to rescue the injured climbers.

At 2130 the LAMA helicopter was dispatched with two rangers and rescue equip
ment aboard. At 2215 the helicopter had visual contact with the group, who were in the 
process of rescuing themselves. The contact was brief as the weather closed in, necessi
tating a retreat by the helicopter to basecamp.

The advanced ground team had visual contact with the group and would reach them 
to assist in the lowering. Approaching darkness and flight restrictions required the heli
copter to return to Talkeetna.

At 0625 on May 6, the ground rescue team continued evacuating the injured to 
basecamp. At 1050 all involved parties were at basecamp. Carson and Crago were trans
ported to Alaska Regional Hospital by fixed wing at 1435.



Analysis
The North West Basin Variation to the West Ridge of Mount Hunter is popular because 
it offers a shorter approach to the ridge, and avoids a rock band on the original route. 
The route is also detailed in a climbing guide. The enticement is there, and may lure 
climbers onto dangerous ground. Debris from the ice fall on the lower half of the basin 
was observed from the air throughout the season. This debris crossed the route used by 
climbers. The runout from this ice fall should be avoided. The basin faces the North 
West and acts as a catchment for wind deposited snow. The angle of slope in the basin 
fits the criteria where avalanches are most likely to occur.

The precipitation during the unstable weather cycle loaded the basin, and in combi
nation with the wind, created a slab. The Carson expedition suspected the slope might 
fail. They attempted to climb above where the slope failure might occur. The signs were 
there indicating avalanche conditions. The Carson party underestimated the hazard and 
accidentally triggered the avalanche. W hether anchors would have prevented the long 
fall is unknown. (Source: Kevin Moore, Mountaineering Ranger, Denali National Park)


