
Washington, Snoqualmie—On February 19, 1956 Everett Lasher and 
Gene Prater began a winter ascent of the 4,500-foot ridge lying north of 
Camp Mason on the Snoqualmie Pass Highway. It was a. bitterly cold, 
overcast day with a sharp wind. As they made their way through the 
timber at the lower levels their snow shoes stood them in good stead as the 
snow was powdered and deep with no sign of a crust. As the party neared 
timber line, however, a crust was found to have formed on the windward 
side of a slight ridge running to the top of the main ridge. Here the snow 
shoes were removed and the two-man party continued upward, following the 
crest of this secondary ridge.

At a point near the top they were making a switchback on the lee side of 
this ridge when a slight “thud” was heard and a section of snow that had 
been cut by the switchback settled deeply. It was definitely wind slab and 
the climbers recognized it as such immediately. The party then crossed
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over and continued their ascent on the windward side of the ridge where 
they found packed, powdered snow blowing considerably. They continued to 
the crest of the main ridge without further incident.

Upon starting the descent, Lasher moved west down the crest of the ridge 
to observe some fantastic snow carvings. It was also his desire to make a 
descent out of the wind that had now picked up in velocity and was making 
the windward slope a whirling blanket of blowing snow cutting visibility to 
zero. As the temperature was well below freezing they felt no fear of 
avalanche danger.

In the center of the lee slope, Lasher put on his snow shoes and made 
final preparations for glissading. His companion followed suit. The snow 
had a hard crust and the ice axe was used extensively to control the 
descent. Lasher took off and Prater finally followed at some distance. After 
descending approximately two-thirds of the way down the slope Lasher 
stopped to pick out the best route to connect with the upward route and, 
as he stated, he noted the trees continued to move on either side of him. 
Looking up the slope he discovered that the hillside was avalanching.

There was not time to remove his snow shoes. He lay on his back, head 
uphill and used a swimming motion in a vain attempt to remain on the 
surface. Several hundred feet down the slope his snow shoes caught on 
some obstruction and he was flung head first down the slope and quickly 
came to a stop. He was completely buried except for his left leg. As he 
made a frenzied attempt to dig his face free of the snow he lapsed into 
unconsciousness.

Prater meanwhile had removed his snow shoes before the avalanche 
started but was caught in the upper edge and was carried some distance 
down the slope. He fortunately stopped in a sitting position on top of the 
snow and immediately started down the slope in search of Lasher, remem­
bering to mark his original position. He went in the direction that Lasher 
had been in before the avalanche and quickly found Lasher’s red snow shoe.

He quickly dug out the unconscious man’s head and then freed the rest 
of his body. After checking the pulse and breathing, he cut some boughs 
from a nearby tree and leveled a flat spot in the snow. Removing snow 
shoes and pack from the unconscious man, he checked for broken bones. 
Lasher soon came to and was assisted to the bough bed and covered with 
all the extra clothing. Lasher was shaking violently, but said that it felt 
good as it was stimulating his circulation. They both felt that he had the 
full use of all his limbs.

Prater now left in search of his own snow shoes but succeeded in finding 
only one of them. When he returned, Lasher was sitting up and claimed he 
felt well enough to travel. Prater then proceeded to lash limbs to Lasher’s 
broken snow shoe and then improvised a snow shoe out of the frame of 
Lasher’s pack to replace his own lost shoe. Both ice axes were lost and 
could not be found. They then reached the highway without too much 
difficulty.

Source: J. Hazle, The Mountaineer 49: 4-5, 1956.
Analysis: (J. Hazle). The party was undersized due to several people 

dropping out at the last moment. Both men, however, were experienced in 
winter travel and felt this to be no particular detriment to their venture.
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With all deference to the combined experience of the two climbers the 
following points should be made and noted.

Whereas the climbers were seemingly aware of the limitations relating 
to the weather, terrain, and their own individual ability, they nevertheless 
erred in judgment; the first warning should have been enough to have 
kept them from triggering the mishap that eventually caught them. Had 
they realized the full danger of wind slab slopes they would have followed 
their original route in making their descent. The warning of what might 
have been encountered on the lee slope on the ascent should have been 
apparent enough to prove that the slope was unsafe even though in their 
opinion the weather was not indicative of avalanche conditions. The agree­
ment to keep off the windblown slope with its ensuing physical discomforts 
was undoubtedly caused somewhat by over-confidence and lack of foresight. 
The original route had proven a safe one and should have been used for 
the descent regardless of personal desires.

It is of special interest and importance to note that the swimming motion 
(backstroke) used by Lasher was in his estimation largely responsible for 
keeping him on the surface until he was upended by the snow shoe getting 
caught. In fact he felt that if the route had been free of obstructions he 
might have remained on top until the slide stopped. (See accident New 
Hampshire—Mt. Washington.)
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