Ja m e s H. K a n z l e r , 1 9 4 8 – 2 0 1 1

James H. Kanzler laced up his boots for the last time and “hiked
over the pass” on April 18, 2011. Born April 2 2 , 1948, he grew up
in Montana, where he began climbing with his father and younger
brother in his grade school years. He became affectionately known
as Rat Hole, Ratty, or R.H.
Kanzler was an im portant alpinist, avalanche hazard
forecaster, and m ountain guide. A m ong hs better-know n
climbs were his pioneering attem pt (with Pat Callis) on the
Em peror Face on Mt. Robson (1974) and his first ascents on
the north faces of Mt. Cleveland (1976) and Mt. Siyeh (1979)
in Glacier N ational Park. Kanz also clim bed the N orthw est
Face of Half Dome (1971) and the Nose of El Cap (1972).
W h en th e cu rv e d -p ic k ice axe rev o lu tio n arriv ed ,
K anzler heated his old straig h t-p ick axe and h am m er on
his kitch en stove and ham m ered curves into them . Using
them he m ade first ascents of G reen Gully and Hyalite Canyon ice clim bs and did routes
in the C anadian Rockies before he could afford new tools.
K an zler p io n e e re d ro u te s in th e B e a rto o th M o u n ta in s w ith C h ad C h ad w ick ,
Brian Leo, D oug M cCarty, Jack Tackle, and me. He did new routes in th e W ind River
and Purcell Ranges w ith Fred Beckey. He p u t up n u m ero u s tra d ro u tes on local crags
in so u th e rn M ontana and w ent on expeditions to M inya K onka (1980) and Siguniang
(1981) in C hina. Kanzler influenced m any upstart climbers and ski patrolm en in Montana.
Alex Lowe autographed the cover photo of Climbing no. 166 w ith “Jim, you started this
nonsense—chasing you!—Alex.”
He was revered for his ski patrolling and avalanche hazard forecasting. He began with the
Bridger Bowl ski patrol in 1968 and was Big Sky’s first ski patrol director from 1972 to 1978. He
was a Jackson Hole ski patrolman from 1978 to 1999. He began avalanche hazard forecasting for
Bridger-Teton National Forest and the Jackson resort in 1986 and continued until 1999. He then
switched to the resorts information technology department, where he remained until his passing.
D uring sum m ers he spent 22 years guiding for Exum, guiding the n o rth face of the
Grand Teton occasionally. He was a legend as a gifted, though idiosyncratic, teacher. His first
rule of guiding: “Just be yourself.”
Kanzlers father, Hal, died in 1967. Two years later his younger brother, Jerry, died in an
avalanche with four friends on Mt. Cleveland. (I am writing a book on the incident, In Search
o f the M ount Cleveland Five.) Jim searched for them with Pat Callis and Peter Lev. D uring his
avalanche hazard forecasting career, he took every ski patroler’s death or mishap personally. He
stressed fieldwork and typically dug 150 snow assessment pits a year.
Kanzler was loved by many and made a difference to the people around him, though his wit
and wisdom were seasoned with sarcasm. According to a colleague, as Kanzler once walked out of
an avalanche lab, he said, “We made mistakes today, but it was a good day because no one died.”
Ratty often brought us to belly laughs, even ground rollers. He twice killed packrats
(no relation) as they threatened climbing gear during bivouacs, dem onstrating patience and
quickness with a hammer.

O ur friend carried on his shoulders a heavy load that most of us will never understand.
He packed it farther than I would have thought possible. I am fortunate to have spent my
greatest days in the mountains with Jim Kanzler, as well as nights weathering storms or gazing
at the rotating heavens. We shared whacky road trips I will never forget.
Finding our way without Jim Kanzler will not be easy. Life will never be the same. We
who are left behind m ust keep trudging. Save me a flat spot on the ledge and a place by the
campfire, my friend. Until you see me coming over the ridge, be safe wherever you are.
Kanzler leaves behind his mother, his son, Jamie, and two grandchildren.
T erry K en n edy

