
AVALANCHE
New Hampshire, Mount Washington
Albert Dow, a member of the New Hampshire Mountain Rescue Service, died in 
an avalanche near the base of the Lion’s Head while engaged in a search for two 
missing climbers (see previous report). The details of this accident follow.

“Michael Hartrick and Albert Dow, members of the Mountain Rescue Service of 
North Conway (New Hampshire) had just completed a climb in Odell’s Gully, 
Huntington Ravine, in search of two ice climbers overdue since Saturday night 
(January 23, 1982). Upon topping off (no trace of climbers found in gully), they 
noted footprints heading across the east side of the mountain toward the Lion’s 
Head and Tuckerm an Ravine, which they followed. Upon reaching Lion’s Head,



they started down the summer trail, carefully avoiding potential avalanche slopes, 
somehow crossed the winter trail and ended up well below the treeline in the area 
where they were avalanched.

“T he tracks were obscured by the time I had a chance to investigate but, based 
on educated conjecture, they entered the slide path between 12 and 20 meters 
below the fracture, setting it o ff by hiking across it. Both men passed through a 
considerable num ber of trees during the avalanche and ended up within a few feet 
of each other near the center o f the deposition toe. Dow was last seen by Hartrick 
a few feet above him to the right and ended up a few feet below and to the right. 
A considerable am ount of deposition stayed in the trees above the area where they 
finally stopped.

“Hartrick was carrying a radio on which, after he managed to dig out his head, 
one arm  and, somehow, the radio, he communicated their plight. Luckily, myself 
and one other person had started up the Lion’s Head winter route to meet them, 
and the Forest Service Thiokol was two minutes from the trailhead with the two 
Snow Rangers and eight other searchers from the Mountain Rescue Service. The 
Snow Rangers dropped the climbers off and then proceeded to the Ravine to get 
probes and shovels. Since Hartrick and Dow were originally understood to be on 
the summer trail, heading toward the winter trail, we initially searched there. On 
a hunch, I skied over to the opposite side of the winter route, heard Hartrick yelling 
some distance below and notified everyone else, including the Snow Rangers who 
had returned with the equipment. I then skied through the thicker woods to the 
scene, ascertained that Hartrick, though mostly buried, was in no immediate danger 
and proceeded to do a quick visual check of the deposition for a sign of Dow, 
directing others as they arrived to do as I was or to dig out Hartrick. The Rangers 
arrived with the probes and we first probed areas o f deposition above where Hartrick 
was found with the idea that Dow very likely was stopped in the trees. He hadn’t 
been, however, and a probe line discovered his body very close to where Hartrick 
had stopped. T here was no sign of there having been any respiration while buried 
and CPR produced no results. It was apparent from his obvious injuries that he 
had hit a num ber of trees.” (Source: Joe Gill, Snow Ranger, Appalachian Mountain 
Club)
Analysis
This series o f events resulted in much controversy at the state and local level. The 
issues, as usual, are the regulation of climbing and who shall be responsible for the 
costs and hazards of rescue efforts. Nationally, most especially in the Pacific N orth
west, volunteer rescue units have been the primary means for extracting lost and 
injured parties from the wilderness. Wilderness search and rescue, in fact, is one 
of the last service arenas in which one can be a volunteer; most people who are 
involved, act in the spirit of good Samaritanism. The cost of m ountain rescue has 
escalated, primarily because o f the use of helicopter evacuations. Although this 
technical development has saved many lives, the cost, in most cases, is borne by the 
taxpayers. The U.S. Forest Service and the National Park Service are, as custodians 
of public lands, charged with the responsibility for rescue. Given their budgetary 
constraints, they are appreciative of help from volunteers and other agencies. State 
park officials are in the same situation. New Hampshire is a very conservative state, 
especially in fiscal matters; it is close to the bottom o f all states in matters such as



support of education and hum an services. But, as a result o f this accident—which 
brought the death toll on Mount Washington close to the 100 mark—the New 
Hampshire State Senate met in special session and passed a bill to provide workman’s 
compensation insurance to volunteers o f the New Hampshire Mountain Rescue 
Service.

With a few more years o f experience behind them, the young men who were the 
objects o f the search might have done things a bit differently, such as carry adequate 
winter equipment and walk downhill in a straight line. Both o f them lost parts of 
their anatomy as a result of their frostbite but are still active in outdoor pursuits. 
(See the report of the Shawangunk accident involving Herr.)

Since the avalanche, the members of the search and rescue team have purchased 
Pieps radio beacons and have taken a course in avalanche forecasting from the 
American Avalanche Institute. Yet, any of us involved in search and rescue know 
that, even with the best knowledge available, there will continue to be times when, 
because ah individual or group is in need of assistance, chances such as Dow and 
Hartrick took will be necessary. In the wilderness, unlike urban settings where we 
read about people in distress being passed by, it seems that the basic hum an response, 
fortunately, is still to go to the aid of those in need, no m atter who they are or how 
they managed to get into their predicament. (Source: J. Williamson)


