
Alberta, Mt. Edith Cavell. At about 0830 on Saturday, 19 February, four 
members of the Alpine Club of Canada: Jim Carlson (26), Peter Ford (35), 
Dr. Chris Smith (36) and Wayne Smith (35) (no relation to Chris Smith) 
arrived at the start of the Edith Cavell road. Although Wayne Smith had 
completed the self-registration form, no definite assignment of a leader 
within the party had been made since all were experienced climbers. Had 
the need arisen, no doubt Wayne, as the most experienced, would have 
been chosen by tacit agreement. The car was left at this point since the 
Cavell road is not ploughed in the winter.

A snowmobile and operator hired from the town of Jasper towed the 
party two at a time the nine miles to the Cavell Tea House at approximate­
ly 5,750 feet. A further two miles on skis took the party to the steeper 
slopes which lead to the col. The snow was harder here so the skis were 
left at the bottom of a large scree slope which was then followed to its top. 
From there steps were kicked in the snow to the col at about 7,600 feet at 
the foot of the east ridge, which was reached at about 1330. Extra 
clothing was put on at the col because of a cold wind. A cache of equip­
ment was left there.

The lower part of the ridge has a wide gully leading up almost to the 
prominent shoulder at about 9,600 feet which may be seen from the town 
of Jasper. Step kicking was tiring in the hard snow so the party frequently



alternated the lead. The top of the gully was reached at about 1700 and 
the construction of a large snow cave was started some feet down from its 
top. Both stoves were melting snow and the cave was almost completed 
when its roof came crashing down. The whole party was then swept down 
some 2,000 feet to within a few hundred feet of the col. Pete Ford heard a 
loud crack and it felt as if he was being crushed as he began sliding head­
first down the slope. He was unable to right himself but, as soon as the 
slide stopped, struggled frantically to free his head and shoulders.

Pete found Jim Carlson nearby, but an initial search for the others 
yielded only one rucksack. This contained a down jacket which he put on 
Jim, leaving the sleeves covering his hands, as he had lost his gloves. Jim 
obviously had a badly broken leg. He seemed not to realize what had 
happened and did not appear to be in pain as evidenced by his request to 
stand up if Pete would free his leg. Pete made a further search for the 
other two covering an area two to three hundred feet from where he and 
Jim had landed, but found only one more backpack.

Pete slid Jim ’s lower body into a sleeping bag and covered him with all 
available clothing. He explained to Jim that he was going for help and 
took note of his position. With a jar of honey and a headlamp from one of 
the rucksacks and with the aid of a ski pole from the cache, he started 
down at about 2000. No attempt was made to find the skis in the dark be­
cause of his inability to ski with his broken arm. A non-stop descent was 
made to the tea house where the attempt to find a telephone by search­
ing for wires was fruitless. Without skis the return to the car through deep 
snow was an exhausting and time-consuming effort. By the time Pete had 
reached the car and driven to the nearest warden station, it was about 
noon on Sunday. The warden’s wife phoned the Chief Warden and the 
rescue was initiated immediately.

A fully-equipped party consisting of Alpine Specialist W. Pfisterer, an 
R.C.M.P. officer, and 12 wardens met at the bottom of the Cavell road 
at 1315. A Bell 63B1 Alpine Helicopter arrived at 1430 and carried 
Willy Pfisterer and Max Winkler to the scene of the accident.

Jim Carlson and an assortment of equipment were found at once. Jim 
had died some time before of shock, exposure and multiple injuries. Due 
to blizzard conditions, another helicopter flight was delayed and the safety 
hazard increased for the rescue party. The helicopter returned to the 
accident site at 1600 with an R.C.M.P. Sargeant to act as Coroner and 
Warden A. Burstrom with his search dog Ginger. Meanwhile the remainder 
of the rescue team moved up to the end of the road by snowmobile from 
where two more wardens were airlifted to the site. Communication was 
kept up between the groups by V.H.F. radio.

The search dog located Chris Smith’s body in only 10 minutes at 1630. 
The dog recovered many articles belonging to the party and found Wayne 
Smith’s body last at 1745 close to where the first body had been found. 
Wayne Smith had died of asphyxiation — his only major injury being a 
dislocated shoulder, while Chris Smith had died from asphyxiation, shock 
and multiple injuries.

Evacuation of all personnel, bodies and gear was undertaken by the 
helicopter and the rescue completed by 2030.

Pete Ford had an operation on his broken elbow at the hospital in Jas­
per. The search dog and his master played a very important part in the 
rescue. Also, the helicopter had proved to be very efficient and time sav­
ing.



Source: Pete Ford, W. Pfisterer, and Don Linke.
Analysis: The members of the party were all fit, well equipped and 

experienced cliimbers and had been climbing together several times in 
the month. They registered for the climb using the Park’s self-registration 
system (introduced a few years ago) and hence did not obtain any advice 
from the warden service on snow conditions. The Park’s Service operates 
an avalanche detection and protection system at the nearby Marmot Basin 
ski area, which is only about 10 miles away from the accident site. The 
winter had been one of very great precipitation which had kept the War­
den’s service very busy at the ski areas controlling avalanches which 
left them little time to keep open the Banff-J asper Highway. The road 
which had been kept open for the last few winters had to be closed for 
long periods this season because of avalanches. The history of precipita­
tion in this area indicated the possibility of an avalanche. Earlier in the 
season there had been a heavy snowfall on top of an icy surface.

The climbers had had no indication at all of the avalanche conditions, 
either while climbing or while digging the snow cave. The snow came out 
in solid chunks with no sign of unbonded or metamorphosed layers. 
There was no cornice above the cave site. A warm front came through 
at mid-day during the climb and was probably a contributing factor. Pete 
Ford could hear several minute-long rocky sounding slides during the 
night as he descended. The cave had been located so as to be not threaten­
ed from above, but perhaps it should have also been located other than 
directly above the slope of the gully. Also perhaps several small caves 
would have been better than the large one.

Fast thinking and a “Joe Brown” hard hat plus a lot of luck contributed 
to the survival of Pete Ford.


