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This book is dedicated to my mother, who also loves mountains. 
V.B.

  



In memory of those who lost their lives in the January 2, 1998, avalanche in Kokanee Glacier Provincial Park:

SCOTT MORGAN BRADLEY, 
 b. November 16, 1965 

MARY ELIZABETH COWAN, 
 b. March 5, 1974  

ROBERT MICHAEL PATRICK DRISCOLL, 
 b. March 17, 1962  

GEOFFREY NORMAN LEIDAL, 
 b. October 5, 1966


LISE JEAN MARIE NICOLA, 
 b. August 13, 1968


GEORGE PATRICK VON BLUMEN, 
 b. May 9, 1965
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{Preface}
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IN APRIL 1994, three friends and I flew by helicopter to the Silver Spray cabin in Kokanee Glacier Park, near where I live in southeastern British Columbia, for an Easter ski trip. Skiing back to the cabin late one afternoon, we crossed Clover Basin, a huge, open bowl where avalanches had obviously run in past years. Avoiding that slope would have meant backtracking, adding an extra couple of hours to the day. The quickest way “home” was across this south-facing bowl.

Spread well apart, the four of us dropped in turn onto a flatter bench to traverse the bowl. This wouldn’t be the first time I had held my breath while skiing across a snow slope. I remember glancing up at the steep walls of the upper bowl above me, but mostly I concentrated on getting quickly to the other side. We crossed without incident, but I’ll never know how safe that slope really was. The following day, on another south-facing slope, we set off a minor avalanche that took us for a short tumble, which tells you something about the snow stability at the time.

I frequently think about my traverse on that Easter afternoon. Every backcountry skier has taken calculated risks. I considered myself a cautious skier, and I figured I knew how to ski safely in avalanche terrain. But the slope I crossed was the site of a massive avalanche four years later. After writing about that event, I have come to suspect I was far too nonchalant.

Like many living in the area, I was hugely affected by the January 2, 1998, tragedy, which I first heard about on my car radio as I was driving to meet friends for a day in the back-country. The event also raised some troubling questions for me. How could such an experienced group of skiers have been caught in a deadly slide? In the years that followed, I decided that the accident might serve as a powerful tool for exploring not only the hows and whys of this natural phenomenon but how it is that people find themselves in the path of an avalanche. It was something I, personally, needed to understand. 

This was a diffcult book to write, and I often felt as though I were walking a very fine line. I wanted readers to understand and learn from the events surrounding this avalanche, yet I did not want to exploit the tragedy, cast blame, or cause further distress to families and friends still struggling to move on with their lives. The writer in me knew that I had to “bring to life” people involved in the tragedy to illustrate how devastating an avalanche can be and to make this a compelling narrative. At the same time, I sympathized with those who weren’t interested in becoming characters in a book or were concerned about sensationalism. In the end, I was moved by the willingness of many of those I contacted to trust me with their experiences and memories. A few people thanked me for the opportunity to talk about the accident or about their absent friends for the first time in years. Some were trembling as  they recounted events, but they felt it was important to do so. Others, however, were upset that I was focusing on such a personal tragedy and asked me to reconsider. As a writer, I am always making use of the experiences of others, but it’s an aspect of my work I wrestle with, and never more so than when working on this project.

Because I was seeking information about an event that had taken place several years before, many of my interviewees were vague on details, and there were many discrepancies among accounts. I’ve done my best to piece together what happened, but those who were present at the time will undoubtedly question particular details. I decided at the outset that I would not fictionalize any aspects of the event, nor would I change facts to better suit the story. Yet there are places where I have made assumptions or extrapolations about what likely occurred, based on information provided by those close to the event or on my own experience of back-country skiing in the area.

The more I learned about the six individuals who died in this avalanche, the more I wished I had had the opportunity to know them. I hope that their families will take some solace from the thought that others may learn from their loss.

A NOTE TO AMERICAN READERS:

Canada uses the metric system of measurements, as does every other industrialized country in the world except for the United States. However, even American scientists working in the avalanche field employ metric units to measure what they find in their snowpits or beneath the snow’s surface. It made sense for this book to use metric units, too, rather than Imperial units except for measurements in the U.S., such as mountain  heights. For those who wish to do a rough conversion: there are about 2.5 centimeters to an inch, a kilometer is slightly farther than half a mile, a meter is just over three feet, and 0° Celsius equals 32° Fahrenheit, freezing level.
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January 2, 1998 

MORE THAN 30 centimeters of fresh snow had fallen over the past twenty-four hours in this area of the Selkirk Mountains. Winds from the north had swept further snow over the ridges onto south-facing slopes. Now, on this crisp, sparkly morning, a vast expanse of untracked powder stretched from the rim of a huge alpine basin down to the broad flats more than a kilometer below.

Six tiny figures entered the basin from the west, dwarfed by the mountains. One at a time they skied down onto a natural bench that broke up the steeper sections of the basin.

The fresh snow rested atop a snowpack that had been accumulating since the first drifting flakes of winter. It was now well over a meter deep, an interconnected mass of tiny ice grains. But within this mass were also unconsolidated layers of sugary crystals. Given enough encouragement, the top section of the snowpack could shear loose at one of these weak layers. Especially on the steepest slopes around the rim of the  bowl, it wouldn’t take much of a jolt to initiate a slide. But for the moment, the snow held together, a soft white blanket beneath a cold blue sky.

The first indication of trouble may have been a “whumph” as the snowpack beneath the travelers’ skis settled a few cenimeters. That would be the sound of the upper slab collapsing into loose crystals below, shooting air out of the snowpack. The skiers may have actually seen the snow drop beneath their feet. From where they were standing, they may also have felt shock waves shoot across the slope, as the shear at the weak layer propagated through the snowpack. Fast as lightning, those shock waves sped up to the steep slopes far above. That’s where the snowpack finally lost its grip.

One moment the blanket of snow was still intact. Then, as if slashed by a giant knife, a crack split open across the upper slope, ripping around the rim of the bowl. The snow below the fracture line started to release, a slab that broke into blocks that crumbled and shattered, scooping up more snow as the slide accelerated. In moments, the avalanche had become a chaotic torrent. Thousands of tonnes of snow hurtled down the basin. The avalanche overran a first bench, then a second, smoking down the slope at the speed of a freight train. Where rock outcrops funneled the bowl into a chute, cascading snow from all sides of the basin converged, blasting through cliffs, ripping off branches, uprooting stumps and shooting debris missiles into the air and out to the side. Finally, the snow spilled out on the flat run-out zone, successive waves piling up from behind to form an enormous heap. When the avalanche stopped, its energy spent, the heat generated by billions of snow crystals crashing  together dissipated. Individual crystals froze together, and the snow set up like concrete.

It was all over in thirty seconds or so. Nobody could outrun something like that.
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THUMBS UP 
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Saturday, December 27, 1997 

LISE NICOLA threw her duffel bag and daypack into the back of her dark blue Mazda pickup, where they joined her skis, poles, boots and an assortment of cardboard boxes. She briefly contemplated the pile—did she have everything? All that was on her list, anyhow. She slammed the tailgate shut.

Nicola let the old truck warm up while she scraped frost off the windshield. A small woman, she had to stand on her toes to reach across the hood. Once the windshield was clear, she climbed into her truck, popped a Tom Petty tape into the tape deck and rolled down the driveway, tires crunching on packed-down snow. She set off along the secondary roads leading to Highway 3A, following the Kootenay River upstream towards Nelson, 10 kilometers away.

The streets of Nelson were quiet at 8:00 AM on the day after Boxing Day, with most residents indulging in post-Christmas lethargy. The downhill skiers would soon be heading towards the Whitewater ski hill a half-hour’s drive out of town, but  since there hadn’t been any fresh snow for a week, there wasn’t going to be the usual rush for first tracks. Snow conditions weren’t anything to rave about in the backcountry, either, unfortunately. Unlike Nicola, most of the Nelsonites who normally sought out untracked slopes there might decide to stay home and do chores today.

Nelson, located in the mountainous West Kootenay region of southeastern British Columbia, was built on a hillside above an arm of Kootenay Lake, where the lake narrows to form the outflowing river. The streets tilt towards the water and turn into luge runs after a fresh snowfall. Some uphill residents strap crampons onto their boots for the walk to their downtown offces. Nelson always looks like a storybook illustration in winter, with its heritage buildings, old-fashioned lamp posts and ye olde street signs. It is the kind of setting location scouts love for movie shoots—Steve Martin sang its praises after he and Darryl Hannah completed the film Roxanne there in 1987. Afterwards, tourists would arrive in town to take the “Roxanne” walking tour.

Once based on mining and logging revenues, Nelson’s economy is now a diversified mix of regional government offces, tourism, services and cultural activity. There’s a big arts contingent—quiz virtually anyone waiting on tables and you’ll find a part-time dancer, artisan, musician or writer working to pay the bills. Art schools blossom despite government cutbacks, the walls of local stores and restaurants display paintings and photographs, and the 1920s art-deco theater has been restored to its red plush and gilt glory.

To the chagrin of its more conservative residents, the area is also renowned for its alternative lifestyle contingent. Downtown businesses include a thriving organic food cooperative and shops selling hemp and ethically produced wares. Posters promote a bewildering variety of yoga classes and “rebalancing” sessions that have nothing to do with automotive tires. There’s a lucrative underground cannabis industry.

But especially, Nelson is known for its mountain and lakeshore setting. Help-wanted ads cite the region’s recreational opportunities as a lure to attract professionals to the city. The downtown boasts a disproportionate number of outdoor equipment retail stores, exceeded only by the number of coffee hangouts. Winter attractions include a little ski hill that gets raves in ski magazines, as well as easy access to the back-country. With all this to recommend it, Nelson, population nine thousand, regularly makes it onto the lists of best North American small towns to live in or visit.

Nelson had been Lise Nicola’s base for the past six years. She had discovered that the place perfectly suited her lifestyle, with mountains at her doorstep and plenty of like-minded outdoorsy folks.

Nicola cruised along tree-lined streets, then stopped for a red light at one of the six traffc signals in town. On one corner of the intersection was the Heritage Inn, touted as “The Largest and Finest Hostelry in the Interior of the Province” when it opened for business in 1898. City Hall across the street, built in 1902, looked like a miniature Disney castle in pink brick with a round turret and flag on top. On the opposite corner was the ivy-covered stone courthouse, a Late Victorian edifice with a massive arch over the entrance. The “Queen City of the Kootenays,” incorporated over one hundred years earlier, still had pretensions.

Continuing downhill towards the lake, Nicola peered through her foggy windshield at the snowy mountain peaks  on the far side. In two hours she’d be up there, at the Silver Spray cabin in Kokanee Glacier Provincial Park. She couldn’t tell from the lake what the visibility would be like up on the mountain, and she knew that Keith Westfall, the helicopter pilot, wouldn’t even take off from Nelson if he didn’t think he had a good chance of getting in. But it looked clear enough to fly today, she thought, and once they were safely installed in the cabin for the week, who cared what the weather did. Let it snow!

It was part of Nicola’s job as cabin custodian to make sure that the skiers flying up to Silver Spray with her that morning were at the helicopter base in time for the mandatory preflight safety briefing. There would be six, apart from her: two women and four men. Nicola already knew a couple of the locals, and she’d talked to several of the others on the phone.

Pulling into the parking area beside the helicopter base, Nicola nosed her front bumper up to the chain-link fence, shut off the engine and hopped out. She immediately started the job of carrying her skis and the rest of her baggage towards the Jet Ranger, which waited like a giant dragonfly on the tarmac.

Keith Westfall was busy with his pre-flight walkaround, visually inspecting the outside of the machine, opening and shutting engine doors, checking oil levels, eyeing the main rotor mast and the blades. He wore snow boots, a warm jacket and nylon wind pants over his jeans. Inside the helicopter it would be warm enough, but a pilot had to be prepared in case of unexpected landings in the mountains. Westfall greeted Nicola and asked her how many passengers would be flying up. He needed to calculate fuel quantities, not wanting to carry any more than was required.

By 8:30 all of the skiers had arrived at the heliport, although some were still scurrying about sealing cardboard food boxes shut with duct tape and jamming last-minute items into backpacks and athletic bags. Excitement and anticipation filled the air. This group had won the lottery—literally. Rob Driscoll, a local physician with a passion for mountains, had entered the draw for a week at one of the two ski cabins in Kokanee Glacier Park, and his name had been pulled from a pile of over a hundred applicants. Driscoll had moved to Nelson just a year earlier with Carrie Fitzsimons, a pediatrician; the town was a perfect fit for his long ponytail and his enthusiasm for outdoor adventures. Driscoll and Fitzsimons had met in Iqaluit, Baffn Island, capital of Canada’s northern territory now known as Nunavut, while they were both doing locums there. Nelson seemed an ideal place to balance work and play, far from the big-city grind, so they’d chosen to settle there. Although Fitzsimons didn’t share Driscoll’s love of mountain climbing, and only scrambled with him “under duress,” she loved camping and the outdoors, and she was an avid downhill skier. Less than a month before, they had married on a beach in Hawaii, and now they would be spending New Year’s at a cabin high in the snowy alpine.

Driscoll had asked a local couple he knew to join them on the trip. Patrick Von Blumen, who worked for a Nelson distributor of outdoor products, had grown up on the North Shore of Vancouver, British Columbia, at the base of the mountains overlooking the city, but he’d moved to Nelson to escape the city scene. Von Blumen was a man who radiated energy, standing out from any crowd with his strong presence, chiseled Germanic features, blond hair and blue eyes. His girlfriend, Mary Cowan, was the only one of the group to have grown up in Nelson; her family owned an offce supply business there. Cowan was a lively, free-spirited redhead who had worked as a ski patroller at the hill.

Von Blumen, in turn, invited a couple of good friends from his boyhood years in North Vancouver to come along. One was Geoffrey Leidal, known to many as “Lumpy,” a gregarious, high-energy soul who lived in the Whistler area of British Columbia, two hours north of Vancouver. Whistler, one of North America’s primo downhill skiing and recreation destinations, is packed with ritzy hotels and condos for the wealthy, but it has a resident population of hard-core outdoor aficionados who wait on tables, work in construction and hit the slopes at every opportunity. Leidal worked as a carpenter, building graceful timber log houses with lots of curved lines. He’d spent Christmas in Whistler with his parents, and even on Christmas Day he was still trying to decide whether he was actually going to go on the ski trip to Silver Spray. But Von Blumen had called and, in his forthright way, urged Leidal to live up to his commitments. Leidal set off on Boxing Day, heading first for North Vancouver and then driving up from there with another of Von Blumen’s friends, Scott Bradley.

The car must have vibrated with their combined energy. Bradley was another guy who operated at full-throttle, with a great sense of humor and a love of fun. He was an avid mountain biker as well as a keen kayaker. Backcountry skiing was a relatively new pursuit for him, but he was open to almost any experience, particularly if it got him out of the offce. Bradley enjoyed meeting people and seemed to genuinely care what they had to say. And he loved to cut up. Already, as the ski group waited on the tarmac for their safety briefing, he and  Lumpy were providing the entertainment. Watching Bradley’s boyish antics, one might not have guessed that he was also a solid businessman, owner of an air-conditioning and heating installation company with a dozen employees, many of them much older than he was.

Both Bradley and Mary Cowan had encouraged a mutual acquaintance, Shannon Hames, to join them on the trip. Hames had thought seriously about it, but since she was inexperienced in the backcountry, she would be relying on the guidance of others. She didn’t really know most of the people in this group of skiers, so in the end she opted out.

Two others who had planned to be on the trip also decided at the last minute to drop out. Linda Kalbun, an occupational therapist, and Anna Reid, a Nelson physician who worked with Fitzsimons and Driscoll at the Kootenay Lake Regional Hospital, had become apprehensive about snow and weather conditions at the Silver Spray cabin. Reid had phoned around to get the opinion of some seasoned local skiers, and what she heard wasn’t encouraging. The forecast called for a big dump of snow and winds from the north, which would load the south-facing lee slopes. The area had a bit of a reputation for avalanches in conditions like that. Kalbun figured they would spend a lot of time holed up in the cabin. The issue was decided when Reid came down with the flu just before they were set to leave. Kalbun and Reid bailed.

That left a group of six: the two couples from Nelson and the two men from the coast. The skiers gathered around the chopper as Keith Westfall began his safety briefing. It’s easy for inexperienced passengers stoked by adrenalin to get flustered or overexcited when close to a helicopter, with its deafening noise and gale-force rotor wash. But nobody should  play loose around a blade rotating at 394 revolutions per minute. “Don’t be in a hurry just because the helicopter is running,” Westfall told them. “By hurrying you may save fifteen seconds, but something is more likely to go wrong.”

Among his non-negotiable rules: Never walk behind the helicopter, where the tail rotor, spinning so fast it’s invisible, could slice through a body. Don’t assume that the swirling overhead rotor blades are well above head height; in a wind they can tilt to one side. Never raise items above the head; they might get pushed into that overhead rotor. One previous ski group had accidentally tossed a portable camp chair into the revolving blades—an expensive mistake at $45,000 a blade. Instead, skis and long objects should be dragged along the snow. 

Westfall explained how to latch the doors without slamming them and how to do up the four-point lap belts and additional shoulder belts once inside. He showed the passengers where the emergency locator transmitter, the first aid kit and the survival kit were stored.

When they loaded, Westfall’s boss would be on hand to pack the gear into the baggage compartment on the left side of the helicopter, but one of Driscoll’s group would be in charge of putting the skis into the long metal basket on the other side, Westfall told them. Lise Nicola and the outgoing hut custodian at Silver Spray would help with the unloading. “When you disembark from the helicopter, crouch down in the snow beside the machine where I can see you,” continued Westfall. Once he got a thumbs-up signal from the hut keepers and started to lift off, the skiers should be prepared to hold down any lightweight objects that might go for a sail in the rotor wash.

Only Nicola would fly with the pilot on the first gear load to the Silver Spray cabin. The rest of the group would drive  50 kilometers north, along the winding lakeshore highway, to a helicopter staging area much closer to their mountain destination. After depositing Nicola, Westfall would fly back down to that staging area to ferry the two loads of passengers.

The safety talk completed, Westfall checked by radio with the custodian at the Silver Spray cabin to get an update on the weather and visibility there. On occasion groups had been forced to wait three or four days before they could fly in, but today conditions were good. Westfall and Nicola packed a full load into the chopper, while the other skiers carted the remaining baggage to their cars to take with them up the lake. They were overweight with their freight, thanks to the generous allotment of wine and food they’d brought, and were going to have to pay for an extra helicopter flight.

Nicola and Westfall were soon flying high above Kootenay Lake, heading north towards the mountains of the park.	The long lake is walled by mountains—the Purcell Range on the east, the Selkirk Range on the west. The chopper flew over the Selkirks, rising steadily over thick forests that segued into alpine slopes. Kokanee Glacier Park encompasses more than 32,000 hectares of spectacular, largely undeveloped mountain wilderness. It is a sea of alpine peaks and ridges, glaciers, frozen lakes and wildlife, from pikas to bears, now ensconced in their winter dens. Most of the park is above 1800 meters in elevation; half is above 2100. Kokanee Peak, the mountain smack dab in the center, is 2774 meters high.

Nicola had spent the past two summers as a park ranger, keeping watch over visiting hikers and resident grizzlies, tracking use demographics, and maintaining trails, wilderness campsites and cabins. The day she learned she had been hired for that job was one of the happiest of her life. Her first visit to the Silver Spray area, in the northeast corner of the park, had  been three years earlier, when she hiked up the steep, 1000-meter summer trail with her friend Angelina Eisele to join a work party raising the frame for a new cabin there. She was looking forward to spending the upcoming week at that beautiful cabin, now completed, and to skiing the nearby slopes.

The Selkirk Mountains are known for unlimited mountain terrain and, thanks to the moist winter climate, gobs of snow. Other places in North America might market themselves more aggressively (Utah licencse plates claim the state has the “Greatest Snow on Earth”), but the skiing in the Selkirks is as good as it gets. Every weekend, clusters of four-wheel-drive trucks and SUVs are parked at the top of plowed logging roads or along the side of the highways that crest the mountain passes—wherever there is access to high-elevation back-country slopes. Some skiers use snowmobiles to roar up old mining tracks or logging roads. But for the ultimate Selkirk experience, skiers tuck themselves away in cabins high in the mountains, such as the two cabins in Kokanee Glacier Park. You can ski your heart out day after day and never see another soul. It’s ski heaven.

Rob Driscoll’s group had booked the Silver Spray cabin. Another party of skiers (from Utah, unaccountably) had booked the cabin called the Slocan Chief. The huts were in different sections of the park, separated by about seven kilometers of jagged ridges, glaciated peaks and steep valleys. For one week, each group of skiers would be isolated in its remote mountain hideaway, far removed from the stress of jobs and the demands of cellphones, alarm clocks and traffc snarls. Instead, they would bask in silence and solitude. Life would be brought back to the basics—eating, sleeping, spending time with friends and skiing.

 Lotteries were used at both cabins to fill the twenty-four one-week time slots between December and May. In all, several hundred visitors skied from Silver Spray and the Slocan Chief during a typical winter. The lucky skiers are flown in by chopper, since the only other means of access was a lengthy uphill slog on skis, following unplowed summer-access roads and trails. Once there, the skiers were self-reliant, doing their own cooking and making their own judgments about which slopes to ski. A paid custodian in each cabin cut wood, shoveled paths, recorded weather observations and took care of radio communications. The custodians promoted basic safety practices, but there were no guides; groups had to be experienced enough to fend for themselves in the winter mountains.

Lise Nicola and Keith Westfall had been in the air for almost twenty minutes, floating across the alpine landscape. Westfall checked by radio to get updates on weather and visibility conditions at the cabin. Then, suddenly the ground beneath the helicopter dropped and they were flying over a deep, forested trench, with Woodbury Creek visible far below. Across the drop, a rock outcrop jutted out from the mountain slope, high above the valley. Perched on top was the small, square helipad, marked with flagged stakes. Several figures in parkas and toques, who had been watching the machine descend, turned their backs to shield themselves from the blast of helicopter wash. Edging in slowly, Westfall settled the machine down on the vertiginous platform. A few dozen meters away, protected by the outcrop and appearing tiny in the surrounding landscape, was the two-story Silver Spray cabin.

With the rotor slicing the air overhead, Nicola climbed out and started unloading gear from her side of the helicopter,  handing the boxes to those who had come forward to help. One member of the waiting group approached the other side of the machine, in a crouch, to unload the skis from the long metal basket. He motioned four people forward to take their seats in the helicopter, checking their seatbelts before latching the doors shut. The Jet Ranger could take three passengers in the back and one up front with the pilot. That done, the man gave Westfall the thumbs-up signal, then sprawled across the unloaded gear to keep it grounded as the machine lifted off in a swirl of powder, diving down into the Woodbury Creek valley to exchange its passengers for the first four members of Rob Driscoll’s group waiting below. As the throbbing subsided, Lise Nicola stood up with her trademark smile to greet her good friend Sean McTague.

McTague had helped Nicola learn the ropes when she started working as a ranger in the park. He had dark hair and smiling Irish eyes, a man originally from Ontario who had been lured west by the mountains. McTague had admired his new recruit’s quick mind and the enthusiasm, determination and thoroughness with which she’d tackled her tasks. During her first days on the job, he had put her to work building timber-frame benches for the cabins, something she had never done before. After he explained the process and was laying out the pieces to be cut, she pointed out that he was doing it wrong, at least according to what he’d just told her. She was a fast study, McTague had ruefully concluded. Nicola was also fun to work with; she was always coming back from some outdoor adventure or other on her days off, so she had lots to talk about.

McTague had been staying at the cabin for several days over Christmas to prepare Silver Spray for the winter season.  He would be flying out today on the last flight. But as one of the rotating cabin custodians, he’d be back again in a week.

He and Nicola caught up on news as they hauled gear from the helicopter landing area down the shoveled path to the cabin. He updated her on the unstable snow conditions his group had been experiencing during the past few days. She told him how school was going. McTague had encouraged her to finish her teaching degree, and that fall she had been doing a practicum in a split grade five and six class in Nelson. The students had just studied a novel set in the Kootenay area, and Nicola had regaled them with her own depictions of some caves and other locations mentioned in the book. She had earned a degree in environmental studies six years before, but she had tried on an assortment of short-term and seasonal jobs before settling on this long-term path. Being introduced to the backcountry was the greatest gift she had received as a youth, and she wanted to pass on her passion and enthusiasm for the outdoors to other kids. She had started filling cardboard boxes with great ideas for projects she could do with her future students.

While McTague and Nicola were exchanging stories, Rob Driscoll’s group was waiting below for the chopper. The helicopter pad was on the grounds of the Woodbury Resort, a rustic fishing lodge located just where Woodbury Creek, originating deep within Kokanee Glacier Park, spills into the west side of Kootenay Lake. The cluster of red-and-white painted buildings sits among tall fir and cedar trees—a lodge, some cabins, a campsite (deserted at this time of year), a marina and a restaurant-pub known for great halibut and fries. As a whirlybird flies, it was a short hop, four minutes and 1850 meters vertical, from the lakeshore to the Silver Spray cabin. On the other side of the lake, patchy cloud clung to the steep, forested slopes.

While waiting, the skiers were able to find out a bit more about each other. Rob Driscoll hadn’t previously met Lumpy Leidal, although he had heard of him. In North Vancouver and Whistler circles, Leidal had a reputation as a wild and adventurous spirit who cranked up adrenalin and pushed the edge, whether on a snowboard, on skis, on a mountain bike or in a kayak. After he almost drowned on one kayak outing, he described to his mother exactly what kind of wake he wanted in the event of his early demise. She asked him not to tell her about future adventures until he was safely home again.

Leidal would regularly rise at 5:00 AM and go for a killer bike ride with his dog to burn off energy before showing up at his construction job, where he would work at breakneck speed. He had begun to mellow and mature of late, compared to his younger self, but he still promised to be an entertaining and colorful addition to the group.

As Leidal learned, Driscoll also had a few adventures under his belt. Raised in West Vancouver, he was already scrambling up impressive peaks as a teenager, and he became one of the youngest to summit 4019-meter-high Mount Waddington, the highest mountain in the British Columbia Coast Range. Driscoll had since climbed all over the world, from Yosemite’s walls to Africa’s Mount Kenya. He and a fellow climber achieved the first ascent by North Americans of Jannu, a remote and diffcult 7710-meter Himalayan peak in Nepal.

Climbing was his passion, but Driscoll was also a kayaker, a paraglider, a mountain biker and a telemark skier. He just wanted to be out there, and he felt at peace in the mountains. A good conversationalist with an unassuming, upbeat manner  and a wicked sense of humor, he was exactly the kind of guy you might choose to be stuck with in a snowbound cabin. His medical expertise was a plus.

Whoppa, whoppa, whoppa. The helicopter appeared overhead, the noise making verbal communication next to impossible. Driscoll and the others hastily pulled their hoods forward and hunkered down to shield themselves and their belongings from the chopper blizzard. They patted their pockets to make sure that their mitts and toques were handy. It would be 10 degrees colder on the mountain.

The skids of the helicopter settled down onto the flats beside the lake, and four of Driscoll’s group traded places with the skiers coming off the mountain. Westfall’s employer had turned up to collect the fees for the flight, and now he helped with loading and unloading. The pilot waited to see his boss signal “thumbs-up” before lifting the machine from the pad, tilting forward and taking off across the lake. The helicopter swept in a large half-circle to gain elevation before flying back overhead and disappearing up the thickly timbered drainage of Woodbury Creek. Those left behind at the lakeshore exhaled.

In a few minutes, the helicopter alighted again on the helipad beside the Silver Spray cabin. The passengers piled out and crouched while McTague and Nicola pulled out baggage. Then Westfall was off again, returning fifteen minutes later with the remaining members of the party.

Sean McTague flew out on the last flight after wishing the skiers a good week; he was heading home to Nelson. The helicopter disappeared down the valley. After all the planning and preparation, the last-minute problems to deal with, the long drive for some of them up from the coast… the group was finally in the mountains. Big smiles and high-fives all round.

 The Silver Spray area once echoed with the shouts of miners working on the boulder-strewn hillside above, where dark shafts, a few weathered timbers and a rusty wheelbarrow still lay under the snow. Mining fever had hit the West Kootenays in the late 1800s, and many of the backcountry ski cabins in the area were originally mining shacks. Miners hauling ore and supplies had forged trails into the mountains. They were sometimes following paths created by the Sinixt and Ktunaxa peoples, who for thousands of years paddled the rivers and lakes of the region and wintered in subterranean pit houses along its waterways. The miners clambered over the steep mountain slopes looking for promising outcrops containing lead, silver and zinc. In some areas the winter snows were so deep that packhorses had to be fitted with snowshoes. Avalanches often swept away both mines and men. The railways that were soon built, clinging to the mountainsides, were also frequently buried by snow slides.

The Silver Spray cabin, a volunteer effort spearheaded by the Friends of West Kootenay Parks, was a timber-frame structure with a steep roofline and large south-facing windows. It replaced the smoky bunkhouse, circa 1920s, that had previously occupied the site. A photo of the original shack was mounted at the cabin’s entrance.

Pat Von Blumen and Lise Nicola had skied at Silver Spray before, but the others were seeing the terrain for the first time. Sunrise Mountain rose to the northeast of the cabin, black granite thrusting vertically above the headwall of Clover Basin. Mount McQuarrie, higher at 2688 meters, stood about a kilometer to the northwest. A col, the low point in the saddle between those two peaks, served as the gateway to what the group knew from their topographic maps were more ski slopes on the permanently glaciated north side.

But the mind-expanding view was to the south. A vast panorama of mountains stretched into the blue beyond, crowding the horizon. At the skiers’ feet, the slope dropped more than a thousand meters into the forested valley of Woodbury Creek. Across that valley they could identify Pontiac Peak and other prominent features of the park. The dark waters of Kootenay Lake were visible in the distance, with the peaks of the Purcell Mountains beyond.

Tectonic plate collisions starting some 180 million years earlier had laid the foundation for this dramatic setting. The subsequent advance and retreat of ice sheets over millions of years, followed by wind, water and ice erosion, had further chiseled the terrain. Here, unlike on the eastern side of the continent, the landscape still reflected the immensity of the geologic forces that had sculpted it. A giant blanket of white covered everything, broken only by patches of dark rock cliff and vertical pinnacles that had shrugged off the snow.

The landscape was spectacular, no doubt about it. But there would be plenty of time for gawking later. For now, the group got to work hauling the remaining boxes and packs from the helipad down to the cabin. They knocked the snow off their boots before setting their loads down in the kitchen area. The main floor was one large room, with pine benches and a table at one end, green arborite counters and a propane cooking stove at the other. A drying rack hung over wood-and propane-fired heaters sitting in the center. A ladder led to the airy loft, where guests laid down their sleeping bags on foam mattresses.

This was their temporary home, a small shelter in a wonderfully silent landscape of rock and snow. High above the madding crowd, they were in another world, another state of being. They began to settle in.
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