
A V ALAN C H E  AN D  CLIM BING ALO N E — Colorado, Mt. Ypsilon. At 8:43 
a.m. on July 6, 1976, Christopher Sommer telephoned ROMO Dispatch to 
report an overdue friend, Jim Boicourt (29). Sommer believed Boicourt to 
be in the Ypsilon Lake area. A trailhead check by Park Rangers identified 
Boicourt’s vehicle (Saab, Colo. BE 6365) parked at the Lawn Lake trailhead. 
On receiving this information, Sommer told ROMO Dispatch he would drive



up immediately from Boulder. In the meantime, Park Search and Rescue 
personnel were alerted to the possible overdue party and a search of Backcountry 
Permit files was initiated to establish Biocourt’s intentions. No permit was found.

Sommer arrived at Park Headquarters at 10 a.m. and met with Ranger 
Logan where the following details were noted. Somer and Boicourt had planned 
to climb “Blitzen Ridge” (a high angle rock ridge, spur of Ypsilon Mountain). 
Sommer became ill and notified Boicourt that he could not make the climb. 
Boicourt told Sommer that he would go up on Sunday (July 4) anyway and 
“look over the conditions” of the area. As far as Sommer knew, Boicourt 
intended only to hike up to and around the Ypsilon/Spectacle Lakes area. 
Sommer became worried about Boicourt Monday night (July 5) when Boicourt 
had not returned to his Denver home, as Boicourt was scheduled to be in 
Glenwood Springs, Colorado, on Tuesday (July 6). When Boicourt still had 
not returned home by Tuesday morning, Sommer notified ROMO Dispatch 
of his overdue friend.

A physical description and clothing/equipm ent description was obtained 
from Sommer’s memory of that Boicourt “normally” wore on mountaineering 
trips and what he thought he may or may not have taken on this trip. It 
was Sommer’s impression that Boicourt would not take unnecessary chances, 
particularly while hiking alone, and that if he had planned to overnight he 
would have obtained the required permit. Sommer noted also that Boicourt 
had never been in the Ypsilon/Spectacle Lakes area before, but had 6 years 
of mountaineering experience and was capable of climbing up to 5.8 technical 
rock.

Considering that (1) Sommer’s impression was that Boicourt planned only 
a day-hike into the area, (2) Boicourt was a young man (29) and in good 
physical condition and (3) Boicourt’s commitment to a meeting in Glenwood 
Springs which (according to Sommer) Boicourt would definitely not have 
neglected, a hasty search was initiated with four park rangers (later a fifth 
was dispatched from the Lawn Lake area). T he search team was mobilized 
at 11 a.m., July 6, and departed the Lawn Lake trailhead at 12:30 p.m. for 
Ypsilon/Spectacle/Fay Lakes areas.

At 5:19 p.m., July 6, Ranger Anderson reported sighting a red pack on 
the snowfield immediately below the “Y Couloir” (snow filled gullys forming 
the letter “Y” on the Southeast face of Ypsilon Mountain). At 5:20 p.m. Anderson 
reported what appeared to be a person, fatally injured, adjacent to the pack. 
At 6:01 p.m. Anderson reported that it was, in fact, Boicourt (from driver’s 
license) and that it was a fatality.

Since Boicourt was alone and there were apparently no witnesses to the 
incident, it is difficult to establish what actually led to Boicourt’s death. However, 
evidence at the scene strongly suggests: (1) Boicourt was attem pting a technical 
climb of the Y Couloir. He was found wearing one crampon (the other apparently 
ripped from his other boot was found down the snowfield below the body). 
An ice axe was allegedly taken (Sommer) but not recovered. (2) Boicourt fell 
a great distance over rock and snow. His body was badly contused, lacerated 
and suffered a severe avulsion of the scalp. His clothing was torn and much



of it ripped away from  his body. H is pack (apparently being worn at the 
tim e o f the incid ent— flaps tied down and contents secured inside) was torn  
from  his body yet the pack waist strap was still secured  to B o ico u rt’s waist 
w hen found. B o ico u rt’s clim bing helm et was fou n d  with the ch in  strap fastened 
as though he were w earing it at the tim e. T h e  helm et had several crushed  
spots in the fiberglass suggesting that it was sub jected  to  point im pacts (rocks) 
while being worn then was lost som etim e d u rin g  the fall. (3) T h a t B oicou rt 
was the victim o f e ith er a wet slab avalanche o r a corn ice fractu re . T h e  body 
was found partially covered by snow and appeared  to have “m elted” out from  
snow cover. Fresh avalanche debris was noted all arou nd  B o ico u rt’s location. 
T ro u g h s w ere noted in the snow -filled gulley o f th e  Y  C ouloir indicating fresh  
avalanche activity. (Source: Larry  V an Slyke, Rocky M ountain N ational Park)

Analysis: T h e  potential o f an avalanche in Ju ly  was probably considered 
nil. B u t the corn ice  overhangin g the Y  C oulior was aw esom e and  should have 
been recognized as a possible hazard. A gain, clim bing alone is an additional 
risk. (Source: L arry V an Slyke, Rocky M ountain  N ational Park)


