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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

THIS BOOK DETAILS NEARLY ALL 306 DEATHS THAT HAVE TAKEN place in Glacier National Park since the staff began keeping records in 1913, three years after Glacier became a unit of the National Park Service. Since I wrote the first edition of Death in Glacier National Park in 2015, 44 more people have died in the park, about one more per year than in the previous 102 years. The park has not become more dangerous, but more people now visit this jewel of northwestern Montana: Visitation topped 2.36 million in 2015, but since the 2016 centennial of the National Park Service, annual visitation has swelled to 3.2 million.

I say “nearly all” because I have researched every incident, except for a few—those involving medical issues—that were not covered by the media or chronicled in available park documents. In the 1980s, the local media seemed to lose interest in the deaths of visitors who perished quietly in their hotel rooms or tents or who suffered a heart attack on a trail during a strenuous hike. The park does not always share the names of these people with the general public either, so you will find listed in this book’s appendix the names (when I have them), dates, and areas of the park in which the death occurred, but no other details. If I appear to have skipped over your ancestor or loved one, I most likely could not find any information about his or her demise, including a name. Please feel free to get in touch with me at writer-randi@gmail.com to provide any factual information you may have, so I can include it in the next edition.

Since the first edition of this book was published in 2016, a great deal of additional information has become available to researchers like me. Many more newspapers have turned their paper, microfilm, or microfiche records into digital archives, made available by services like newspaperarchive.com or newspapers.com, so details that were inaccessible ten years ago now pop up instantly. Because of this, I am now able to tell you much more accurate stories about people who have died in Glacier and other national parks. So even if you own the first edition of this book, you will find a great deal more information in this revision. (I understand that Death in Glacier National Park has become a ready reference for conversations in a number of bars in Kalispell and other towns near the park. You will find the answers to many more questions in this edition.)

In addition, I attempted to use the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) to request information from the park itself and from the FBI about several of the missing person cases that remain unresolved. I discovered that no records were available from the FBI, indicating that the bureau was not involved in most of the searches for missing people, despite statements about “ongoing federal investigations” in the media. Equally frustrating, I received no materials from the National Park Service on the requests I made to them, either, but there’s a clear reason for this: Just a week before I filed my requests, the Department of Government Efficiency cut a significant percentage of jobs from the National Park Service and from FOIA operations, so even though I received acknowledgments that my requests were assigned for processing, I did not receive the hoped-for reports by the time this book went into production.

I have also learned much more about you, the people who read the books in this series. I hear from people who have more information about a family member or ancestor, who often share obscure clippings from old newspapers or other documents to help me tell a more complete story. I had the honor of helping one man find the place where his father’s private plane went down in a park fifty years ago, because I had the records from the Aviation Safety Network and the National Transportation Safety Board. The thank-you note I received from him brought tears to my eyes.

It’s important to understand that the first people to pick up a new book in this series are the families of the people who have died in the park. If you are reading this in hopes that you will find laughable stories about people doing stupid things in parks and perhaps qualifying for the “Darwin Awards,” I hate to disappoint you, but out of respect for those who lost a loved one, I do my best not to make light of anyone whose last moments were in a national or state park (no matter how much they seem to deserve it).

The majority of my readers are looking for the edge-of-the-seat stories that end in the ultimate disaster, so this book is loaded with those—falls off cliffs, spontaneous live burials by avalanche, slides down snowfields into oblivion, icy traps in glacial crevasses, and most terrifying of all: mauling by grizzly bears. I report on these as a journalist, sorting through the theories, misdirection, and sensationalism to bring you the facts of each case. In most instances, the facts are dramatic enough to tell a good story without my adding speculation or guessing what the victims may have been thinking or feeling. Let’s be clear: You won’t find any wild paranormal theories or other flights of supernatural fantasy in this book. People vanish in national parks because something goes wrong in the existing, physical world, not because they have been spirited away by ghosts, witches, or aliens.

As you read this book, please keep in mind that your odds of dying in Glacier National Park are about 1.06 million to 1. Please do not take this concentration of stories as an indication that this spectacular park is a place to be feared. Instead, see these accounts as the cautionary tales they are, further reinforcement of the basic rules of safety the National Park Service asks you to follow during your visit. (You’ll find these rules and other survival tips in the Epilogue.)

Finally, I urge you to plan a trip to northwestern Montana to enjoy Glacier National Park. Few places on the planet parallel its vast wilderness, the startling majesty of its high peaks, and its opportunities for views of elk, moose, bighorn sheep, and bears—the animals that people come from all over the world to see. This glacially carved landscape reminds us of the forces that first sculpted such magnificent places and the responsibility we all have to preserve pristine environments like this one. I can’t tell you how pleased you will be that you took the risk—the truly infinitesimal risk—and made the trip to one of America’s wildest places.

Just as this book moved into production, we received word that a seventy-three-year-old hiker from Muscatine, Iowa, tripped while hiking the Highline Trail and fell to her death.

On the morning of Wednesday, August 27, 2025, Diane Bunker, a retired dental hygienist and Jazzercise instructor, set out with a group of friends to cross the Garden Wall on one of the most popular trails in the park. The challenging Highline Trail begins just across Going-to-the-Sun Road from Logan Pass and climbs 2,621 feet over its seven-mile length, offering the most direct hiking route to Granite Park Chalet and the Loop Trailhead. As it crosses the fully exposed Garden Wall, hikers enjoy some of the most spectacular views in the park—but the trail narrows to just three feet wide in some places, making it tricky to navigate.

Authorities say that Bunker simply tripped between Big Bend and Triple Arches, falling about 450 feet and out of her hiking party’s field of vision. Park dispatch called on Two Bear Air Rescue for help in locating her with hope of a rescue, but she sustained fatal injuries and had lost her life before the rescue team could reach her. The park closed Going-to-the-Sun Road from Logan Pass to Big Bend for about an hour as a recovery team brought her body out of the area and to the Apgar horse corrals, and then to the Flathead County coroner.

KWOC-TV in Davenport, Iowa, spoke with several of Bunker’s friends, who described her as “the kind of person who noticed the little things.” Cindy Edgmond, who had known Bunker since 1992, said, “She knew everyone’s birthday. She was the greeter. … She wasn’t letting her age slow her down.”






INTRODUCTION: A GREAT VACATION GONE WRONG

THE STORIES YOU ARE ABOUT TO READ ARE ALL TRUE. SOME INVOLVE a little speculation about what may have transpired to cause the death in each case, but I have endeavored to be as factual as the media coverage, park records, and history allow.

There is no kind way to describe what’s in this book: These are stories about people going to a magnificent place expecting to have the time of their lives and coming home dead. That being said, this book also brings to light the impressive facts of the massive search and rescue operations involved in attempting to save the lives of people who find themselves in trouble in Glacier National Park.

These are stories of daring rescues, uncommon teamwork, remarkable skill, and the many heroes throughout northwestern Montana who dedicate their professional and volunteer time to saving lives or to recovering the bodies of people who have perished, so their loved ones can bring closure to their ordeal of loss. My research focuses on those who died, but the park’s records also are filled with stories of successful rescues—testaments to the training and courage of the rangers of the National Park Service, Flathead County Search and Rescue, North Valley Search and Rescue, Flathead Nordic Ski Patrol, Mountain Rescue Team, Two Bear Air, ALERT Air Ambulance at the Kalispell Regional Medical Center, the US Border Patrol, the US Forest Service, and the Flathead County Sheriff’s Office. Together, this suite of rescue services handles more than five hundred calls every year, all but a handful of which result in lives saved. They are part of the reason that Glacier has one of the lower death rates in the National Park Service system, given the park’s size—nearly one million acres—and the number of visitors it draws (well over three million) on an annual basis.

Death in Glacier National Park is also the story of journalists, especially the ones who braved the risks of the wilderness to bring readers the most extensive coverage of these events. My hat is off to the writers at the Daily Inter Lake, the Independent Record, the Missoulian, the Flathead Beacon, the Billings Gazette, and others whose excellent work gives us insights into the famous Night of the Grizzlies in 1967; the avalanches of 1953 and 1969; the disappearances and eventual discovery of pilot Donald Donovan and his passenger, Kathy See, and hikers Jake Rigby, Jakson Kreiser, and Yi-Jien Hwa; and the searches for Joseph and William Whitehead, D. W. Cosby Bell, F. H. Lumley, James Pinney, John Provine, Kenneth Gelston, Patrick Whalen, Larry Kimble, Mark Sinclair, Barry Tragen, Jennifer Coleman, Grant Marcuccio, and others, some of whose remains may still linger somewhere in the park.

You will find all of these incidents treated with respect, even though some of them warrant a private guffaw at the misguidedness of people who venture off into the treacherous Glacier backcountry without carrying so much as a packet of trail mix, who ignore warning signs and guardrails as if the laws of physics do not apply to them, or who believe that climbing one of the park’s highest mountains in the dead of winter ranks as an entry-level adventure.

Most of the people who have died in Glacier encountered sheer bad luck—a stepping-stone that looked stable and turned out to be slick, an icy crevasse hidden by new-fallen snow, a sturdy-looking handhold that turned out to be rotten limestone, or a boulder careening down from a rock face of its own volition. Others took precautions they considered adequate, without a true understanding of the danger present. It’s one thing to stop and take photos of bears, for example, and quite another to fail to recognize that the advancing bear seen through your viewfinder is a wild animal about to attack. These people are not so much foolish as naïve, lacking an understanding of nature as natural, and therefore distinctly different from the tightly controlled environment of, say, a theme park in Orlando, Florida.

You will see the words “cautionary tale” in several places in this book, as I see these factual accounts as crystallized reminders that nature is a stronger force than humanity. Read these stories and take the lessons they provide to heart, with the understanding that in each case there is a misstep, a moment at which the result could go the safe way or another way.

Mindfulness of the potential for these miscalculations will help you avoid such consequences in your own visit to Glacier, making your trip to this spectacular wilderness as exciting as you wish—but with just a little less danger, a little more self-awareness, and a great deal more fun.

If, in the end, this book encourages you to see more of Glacier National Park just to get a glimpse of the roaring waterfalls, precarious ledges, high peaks, broad snowfields, and sheer drop-offs that led to the deaths of people in this book, then Death in Glacier National Park has done its job. I urge you to explore this park to the extent that your personal abilities will allow, whether you experience it primarily by car or tour bus or you take to the trails and see the backcountry in all its natural glory. Venture beyond Going-to-the-Sun Road to see Two Medicine and Many Glacier, and head north to Polebridge, Goat Haunt, and Waterton Lakes National Park in Canada. Peer over the cliff along the Garden Wall or marvel at the rushing water of McDonald Creek, Avalanche Creek, or the North Fork of the Flat-head River, while taking every precaution to be sure that you come home with the ability to tell the tale.

Don’t give me the dubious opportunity to write about your untimely demise in the next edition of this book. Enjoy Glacier with your gear on your belt or in your backpack, heed the advice given by rangers who know this park better than you do, and watch your step when the scree gets brittle. Go, dear readers, to the Crown of the Continent and see this magnificent place.

Just be careful out there.






CHAPTER 1

The Summit at All Costs: Climbing Deaths

WHEN A SECOND DAY OF SEARCHING REVEALED THE BODIES OF Brian Kennedy and Jack Beard on a ledge about 7,100 feet up the east face of Dusty Star, the entire Glacier climbing community began looking for answers.

No one had seen the two men—veteran climbers with four decades of experience each, all the right gear, and realistic expectations of the route before them—tumble from a rappel point on July 22, 2022, with a force that ended their lives.

Kennedy and Beard, both sixty-seven years old, planned an ascent on a new route to Point 8084', the 8,084-foot-high north summit, one they had attempted the previous summer but had turned back “due to lack of water and time,” wrote Adam Clark, physical scientist and avid climber, in a report published in the American Alpine Journal. “This year there was a snowfield at the base of the face for water and they planned for a two-day trip,” returning on July 22.

But they did not return as scheduled, and when Kennedy’s partner, Denise Davies, returned from her own climbing trip on July 24 and discovered that the men had not arrived, she immediately alerted the park staff. Rangers found Kennedy’s car at the appropriate trail-head and called for an air search, mobilizing Two Bear Air to search the mountain. The helicopter canvassed the area for the rest of the afternoon and evening, but no sign of the men came to light.

The next day, with a fresh crew from Minuteman Aviation and three park employees on board, the searchers spotted the two men on a ledge on the mountain’s east face. “Based on their aerial view, it appeared both men had fallen a long distance down the face,” Clark wrote. The crew alerted Two Bear Air, and their team recovered both bodies in a precarious operation that raised as many questions as it answered. “The Two Bear rescue technician on the hoist found Kennedy and Beard on top of one another and had to cut the climbers free from the climbing rope that entangled their bodies,” said Clark. “The rescue technician also confirmed that both climbers had their belay/rappel devices clipped to locking carabiners on their belay loops, and that one climber had both ropes threaded through his belay/rappel device.”

The fact that the men were wearing harnesses with locking carabiners and belay devices told the recovery team that Kennedy and Beard had begun their descent. These were important clues that could help determine what had happened to them, but they did not answer a single question that burned in every climber’s mind: had they made it to the summit?

In just about every investigation of a climbing accident, especially those that end with a fatality, friends and fellow climbers fervently hope that the afflicted climbers reached their intended destination. Somehow the conquest of another peak brings a modicum of justice and rationalization to the climb, even if tragedy strikes on the way down. This is true for climbers everywhere, no matter how high the peak or how easy or difficult the route may be. From Mount Katahdin in northern Maine to Longs Peak in Colorado’s Rocky Mountain National Park, mountaineers and armchair enthusiasts want to know the same thing: “Did he make it to the top, at least? It would be a shame if he died without bagging the peak.”

So the apparent fact that Kennedy and Beard were in the midst of their descent when they fell pointed to a bit of a silver lining behind tragedy’s shroud. If they summited Point 8084', they would be the first to do so on this new, albeit treacherous route. Their feat would go down in recorded history for northwestern Montana, guaranteeing them a touch of immortality in the face of their own demise.

Before readers dismiss the importance of this to Kennedy and Beard themselves, let’s consider a fact that reporter Tristan Scott at the Flathead Beacon discovered a few days after the accident: Kennedy kept a detailed spreadsheet of every mountain he had summited in almost forty years of climbing. Of Glacier’s 234 named peaks, Kennedy had reached the summit of 229. Just 5 peaks remained, including Dusty Star’s Point 8084'. This fact troubled Stephen Smith of Columbia Falls, who had led the Glacier Mountaineering Society committee that created this list and published it in 2003. Like so many explorers, Kennedy saw this as a to-do list, pursuing each summit on the roster with a determination to reach them all.

“What I did not anticipate was that someone the likes of Brian Kennedy would take that list and chase it incessantly, almost obsessively, for decades,” Smith said to Scott. “I definitely did not foresee his rabid enthusiasm in completing the entire list—at the time, most of us didn’t think it was humanly possible anyhow.”

How would anyone ever know if Kennedy and Beard had reached the peak before the worst possible outcome befell them—and what had happened this time, after so many summits, to end the lives of these two climbers?

The loss of these two legendary figures pierced the climbing community to its core, from Kennedy’s home turf in Columbia Falls to Beard’s in Kalispell and beyond. Two weeks after the discovery of their untimely deaths, Scott wrote his compelling and heartfelt biography of the two men in the Flathead Beacon, noting that the grief over the accident “is intensified by the paths they charted not as mountaineers, but as fathers and husbands, partners and brothers, environmental stewards, community leaders, and volunteers,” and the relationships they developed “by deep personal connections that counterbalanced the indefatigable tug of curiosity looming on the horizon.”

These connections drove several close friends and fellow climbers to organize an expedition up Dusty Star, a craggy pinnacle overlooking St. Mary Lake, to try to find answers to the questions that nagged at them a week after the men’s deaths. They hoped to piece together some kind of chain of events that could explain what small error or stroke of bad luck could have led them to such a dramatic end.

On July 29, local climbers Orrin Weber, Don Scharfe, and John Gangemi bushwhacked their way across the trailless approach to the base of Dusty Star’s east face, a long route that took them to the beginning of the planned climbing route. They traversed “an impenetrable maze of slide alder,” Scharfe told Scott at the Beacon, fighting their way through the brush for several hours until they came to the bivouac site Kennedy and Beard had established at about 6,200 feet.

“We went in with really light packs and it took us three-and-a-half hours to get back there,” said Scharfe. This level of effort told the climbers that Kennedy and Beard would not have attempted to summit the mountain on the same day. “They went in with heavy packs and lots of gear, so they for sure would have spent Thursday night (July 21) at the bivy site and climbed the route on Friday.”

Here the reconnaissance group found Kennedy and Beard’s large, well-stocked backpacks filled with overnight supplies and other gear. As it was late in the day by this time, Weber, Scharfe, and Gangemi packed up all their equipment for further examination and headed back to town.

A few days later, on August 2, Clark and climber Ted Steiner made an exploratory trip of their own to the base camp, following the directions provided by Weber, Scharfe, and Two Bear Air. Once they passed the bivy site, they began a scramble up terrain rated class 2 and 3—loose scree and talus (broken-off stone accumulated on ledges) with some need for handholds, followed by more difficult terrain requiring careful placement of hands and feet and areas where use of a rope would reduce exposure to a possible fall. Steiner and Clark surmounted these challenges to reach the fateful ledge at 7,100 feet, where Kennedy and Beard had been found.

“Here we found Beard’s pack and some of his personal effects,” said Clark. “We also found the climbing rope, cut into several pieces. There were no knots tied in the ends of the rope.” All manner of climbing hardware—nuts and cams used to anchor a climber securely against the rock—lay tangled in the rope. They found carabiners clipped into cams, cords threaded through carabiners, and an alpine draw—a sling used for more protection and to take some of the drag pressure off the rope. The draw “was partially unclipped as if someone was starting to extend the sling,” Clark observed.

They could see more equipment ahead, so Clark and Steiner continued up the face as it became steeper. At about 7,500 feet, they reached the additional equipment and deduced that this may have been where Kennedy and Beard stopped to “rope up,” carefully stashing their trekking poles against the rock face and securing them there with a flat rock.

Here they discovered Kennedy’s camera, remarkably undamaged and containing a number of photos that provided more clues. Kennedy had taken a photo of Beard as he began his ascent on July 22 at 6:46 a.m., and again as he led some roped sections throughout the morning. Most gratifying were photos of the two men together on the summit of Point 8084', “with timestamps between 3:41 and 3:51 p.m. on the 22nd,” Clark reported. “These photos confirmed the accident occurred on the descent.”

Just above the trekking poles, Clark and Steiner found Kennedy’s personal pack, with one shoulder strap torn clean off it. “Kennedy was most likely wearing his pack when the fall occurred,” Clark said, “but it became separated from him and continued to fall down the face.” The camera had fallen out of the pack on the way down, and it rolled to a stop just above the trekking poles—and it sustained little damage, a minor miracle that allowed friends to see the two men’s triumph in reaching the summit.

With these materials in hand, Clark and Steiner decided not to continue to climb to wherever the moment of disconnection had happened. “We gathered all the items and downclimbed to the body recovery site where we packed all the equipment and descended,” said Clark in his report. One more discovery came to light as they worked their way down: Kennedy’s helmet, “which was assumed to have come off during the fall and bounced further down the face.”

What they had seen and collected on the way up Dusty Star gave Clark and Steiner enough information to develop a working theory of what had happened to their friends. They surmised that Kennedy and Beard were descending when their anchor failed during a rappel. “Given how the men came to rest tangled very close together in the rope, it seems plausible that the rappelling climber was not very far down from the anchor when it failed,” Clark wrote. “It is likely that the non-rappeler was waiting while clipped into the anchor when it failed and was then pulled off.” Clark acknowledged that the anchor itself may not have failed, but that the rock around the anchor may have given way. There could have been one more element at play as well: One of the photos suggested that a thunderstorm had begun to build to the east of the mountain. “It is possible that threatening weather may have caused the climbers to be hasty when constructing their rappel anchors,” Clark added.

Whatever the specific circumstances may have been, the result remains the same in one of the most tragic accidents in the Glacier climbing community in recent years.

“Several people have said, ‘Well, they died doing what they loved,’ but even for me who loves climbing and grew up climbing, that hasn’t been a helpful statement,” Davies said to Scott at the Beacon. “It’s just too huge of a loss.”




A MOMENT’S MISSTEP


So many climbing accidents involve a split second’s loss of balance or the decision to retrieve a piece of gear dropped a little bit out of reach, turning what seems like a routine situation into a lethal one.

A plaque at the top of Mount Gould honors Josh Skibsrud, “who fell while climbing Mount Gould’s west face on July 19, 1992. He was 20 years old.” Skibsrud, a recent graduate of Flathead High School and Jamestown College and a Kalispell resident since he was a child, had begun the climb from the Weeping Wall with two friends, Don Scharfe and Doug Compton.

An athletic man, Skibsrud hiked and climbed in the park often as a member of the Glacier Mountaineering Society, and he “enjoyed track, running, biking, and music,” an obituary in the Great Falls Tribune tells us. He was also a strong student, qualifying as a member of the National Honor Society, and he had already registered to attend the University of Nevada–Las Vegas in the fall.

So he started up Mount Gould with significant experience under his belt as he followed his friends’ lead in the rugged climb. Neither Scharfe nor Compton heard or saw what happened to Skibsrud, but when they reached the summit, they could see no sign of him. It didn’t take long before they realized that something had gone very wrong; Skibsrud should have caught up with them in a few minutes.

Scharfe and Compton began a descent on the southwest face, retracing their route until they spotted him “about 800 feet above the Highline Trail near the saddle east of Haystack Butte,” the Associated Press noted.

They continued to climb down until they reached his body. Skibsrud had died in the fall, with “massive head [and] chest injuries,” the coroner would later note on his death certificate.

Scharfe and Compton hiked out to Logan Pass Visitor Center, where they reported the incident immediately. One ranger set out on foot, while Kruger Helicopter Service was dispatched with two rangers aboard to recover the body.

While any number of things could have resulted in Skibsrud’s fall, the park suggested to the media that cloud cover around the Garden Wall area had left condensation on the rocks that made them especially wet and slippery. That was all it took that day for one climber to fall to his death.

This was also the case on July 21, 2020, when Josh Yarrow and a climbing partner undertook the climb of Dragon’s Tail, a vertical, off-trail climbing route southwest of Mount Reynolds near Logan Pass.

Twenty years old and working for a business in West Glacier for the summer, Yarrow came to the Glacier area from Wichita, Kansas, where he was a student at Kansas State University. In his obituary, his parents noted that he was “pursuing his passion of hiking” when he attempted Dragon’s Tail. On the day of his climb, he and his unnamed climbing partner would have encountered permanent, year-round snowfields and loose rock, features that are typical along many hiking and climbing routes in the park.

It’s hard to say which of these hazards may have interfered with Yarrow’s balance when he dropped his backpack on the mountain at about 7:30 p.m., and whether he took these into account as he determined how he would retrieve it. As his climbing partner kept an eye on Yarrow’s maneuvering, however, he saw the unfathomable: his friend toppled over and fell from the ridge. Yarrow dropped straight down toward Hidden Lake, descending as much as 500 feet before crashing on the rocks below.

Yarrow’s partner immediately changed his course and went for help. Glacier National Park dispatchers alerted Two Bear Air, and a helicopter crew soon found Yarrow, but they determined immediately that he had not survived the fall, confirming what they already knew: it was not possible to fall that far, land on jagged rock, and survive. Their mission would be one of recovery rather than rescue




FALLING FROM GRACE

A similar situation may have occurred in August of 1991 when forty-six-year-old Gordon Henry Ochenrider III, a prominent banker in Whitefish, Montana, slipped and fell from the southern slope of Mount Siyeh. His body was discovered on a cliff above Piegan Pass Trail, according to reporting in the Great Falls Tribune. The circumstances would have appeared to be as unexpected and unfortunate as the ones that led to Yarrow’s fall, were it not for a swirl of media headlines that plagued Ochenrider in the months before his demise.

In January of that year, the towns of Whitefish and Eureka reeled from the blow of a sixteen-count racketeering and money laundering indictment that accused nine people, including five local residents, of federal crimes. The complicated scheme involved a local connection (or several) in Whitefish who took in Colombian drug money and laundered it through real estate deals and a casino in Whitefish. Wealthy land developer Alfred J. Luciano, his son Alfred A. Luciano who owned the Cadillac Casino where the laundering allegedly took place; local attorney William A. Douglas; and Ochenrider, then the executive vice president of Mountain Bank and an eighteen-year employee there, were implicated in the operation. The rest of the scheme involved an already-imprisoned drug dealer from Florida and four drug smugglers accused of moving more than two tons of cocaine into Florida.

The charges against Ochenrider included accepting a bribe from Luciano and his son, then making unsecured loans of $165,000 and $525,000 to them that were paid back with money from the Colombian drug-smuggling operation.

Of all the people involved, local residents expressed the greatest surprise in Ochenrider’s indictment. The banker had served on the Whitefish school board for six years and chaired the board for four of those years. He served as a board member with the Whitefish Chamber of Commerce, and he volunteered with First Presbyterian Church. A veteran of the US Navy, he had continued his commitment to the military as a commander in the Naval Reserve for twenty-four years and had been selected to become a captain—and he was in Japan with his Naval Reserve unit when the indictment came down. Earlier in his career he had served as a board member with the United Way of Flathead County, a founding member of Big Brothers and Sisters of Flathead County, and a board member of the Whitefish Jaycees. He even coached junior soccer and “Little Guy” wrestling. Now this community leader and well-respected public servant faced allegations that could land him in prison for as many as 119 years.

His friends and neighbors were reluctant to believe that Ochenrider had any involvement in the multilayered criminal acts. Even the president of Mountain Bank, W. E. “Buster” Schrieber, noted that the accusations came as a surprise. “I know the allegations, and they’re hard for me to take,” he told the Billings Gazette a few days after the indictments. He then stepped back from saying more, “explaining that he didn’t want to jeopardize Ochenrider’s presumed innocence or rights to a fair trial,” according to reporters Kevin McRae and Bill Lombardi.

Ochenrider took a leave of absence from the bank and his other commitments in the community while awaiting trial, spending “much of his free time with family and friends backpacking, climbing in Glacier or hunting in the Bob Marshall Wilderness with a string of pack horses,” the Great Falls Tribune reported after his death.

“The backcountry was probably his favorite place,” his friend and coworker Jim Trout told the Tribune. He added, “Gordon has done a lot for the community over the years, and a lot of people remember what he’s done. … There’s no doubt in my mind that he was innocent.”

Even with the support of his friends and family, it’s easy to imagine—or even assume—that someone thought Ochenrider would provide the prosecution with evidence that might clear his own name while implicating others. This suspicion conceivably could have led one of the conspirators to take a drastic measure to silence the banker before he could do so. Clearly the office of the US attorney involved in the prosecution thought this as well, as officials there moved quickly to order an investigation after Ochenrider’s death—but the preliminary autopsy indicated that Ochenrider “died from the trauma of a fall, and no foul play is suspected,” the Daily Inter Lake reported.

Additional confirmation of this came from several eyewitnesses who saw the unfortunate accident happen. A hiker from Alaska happened to be along the Garden Wall in the Mount Siyeh area when he heard falling rock. Looking toward the sound, he spotted “bright colors tumbling down the slope,” and his description to a trail crew in the vicinity matched the clothing Ochenrider was wearing when he fell. The trail crew went to investigate and were the first to find Ochenrider, battered and unconscious among the rocks.

Once again the question arose: had he made it to the summit? Two other hikers confirmed that he had, as they had met Ochenrider there at about 1:30 p.m. that day. This conversation shed a little more light on the incident: Ochenrider told the hikers that he had taken the Gordon Edwards Preston Park route on Mount Siyeh’s southern face and that he planned to take Piegan Pass on the southwest side as his descent route. “The descent requires the climber to reverse through cliffs littered with rocks that make footing difficult, and a narrow chute about 20 feet in length that requires handholds and toeholds to support the climber,” the Daily Inter Lake explained.

While suicide was never suggested in the media, a number of friends interviewed after his death were quick to note Ochenrider’s continued enjoyment of his own life despite the allegations against him. His friend and fellow school board trustee Charlie Abell told the Great Falls Tribune that he had last spoken to Ochenrider a week before the accident, and he described him as “enthusiastic” about spending time in the area’s parks during his leave of absence. Ochen-rider talked of climbing Great Northern Mountain with his son in the last day or so, and told Abell with pride of his son Mark, a freshman at Whitefish’s high school, who had just made the high school football team. “He was extremely positive considering the pressure he was under,” Abell told the paper. Of the accident that took Ochenrider’s life, he added, “I am convinced he just made a climbing error. All of us who enjoy sports like climbing know there are risks.”

His friends regretted that Ochenrider would not get his day in court, but the prosecution told the media that the case would proceed as planned—in fact, the death “shouldn’t have any effect on our case at all,” said Assistant US Attorney Carl Rostad to the Daily Inter Lake. Ochenrider “had given no indication that he intended to cooperate, so we intended to go to trial with him and the others.”

When the trial went forward at the end of December 1991, the case against Alfred J. Luciano and William Douglas—and by association, Ochenrider—quickly fell apart as it came before a federal judge, its structure built more on circumstance and opportunity than any indication of wrongdoing. The prosecution “did not offer sufficient evidence … for the case to be decided by the jury,” said US District Judge Charles C. Lovell, and he granted the defense motions to dismiss the charges against them. The apparent racketeer, Luciano’s son Alfred, had fled the country before the indictment and had still not been found nearly a year later.




CHALLENGING IN ANY SEASON

Mount Jackson stands as the fourth-highest peak in the Glacier National Park wilderness, covered in ice and snowfields and towering 10,142 feet above more than 170 other mountains in the park. Imposing enough on a warm July day when its sheer rock face juts high above the tree line, it intimidates even experienced climbers when snow shrouds its multifaceted surfaces in glistening white in early November. By January, Mount Jackson becomes encased in ice, and its height creates its own microclimate, with whirling winds and blowing snow blotting out the magnificent view from its summit.

Why would anyone try to climb such a peak in the middle of winter? We can hear the famous quote about Mount Everest by an exasperated George Mallory in 1924, “Because it is there!” These words, however, do not capture the climber’s drive to take on greater and more daunting challenges, the constant testing of his or her physical abilities, or the lure that camping, climbing, and summiting in the grip of an icebound January may have for the most passionate seekers of adventure.

We can guess that this spirit and drive are what propelled twenty-year-old Kyle Borchert, twenty-two-year-old Shad O’Neel, and Taggart Schubert, who was twenty-five, into the Glacier wilderness on January 8, 1996, to summit Mount Jackson at the most demanding and desolate time of year. Schubert, a veteran of the US Navy, had quite a bit of personal experience in the park, serving as a Student Conservation Association intern and leading interpretive programs for visitors at the Apgar Visitor Center in the summer of 1994. He remained in Kalispell over the following winter rather than returning to college at Penn State University, working as a volunteer with troubled youth and at a group home for developmentally disabled young adults. By fall 1995, he had transferred to the University of Montana, making an even greater commitment to the area around Glacier.

The three young men received a five-day backcountry permit from the park to take the Sperry Trail out to the mountain, listed their experience as “novice” in the climbers’ register, and hiked out to begin one of the park’s toughest climbs.

On the second day of their trek to the mountain, a storm pinned them down, forcing them to take cover at Lincoln Pass—one night in a tent and a second night in a snow cave, according to the report in the 1997 issue of Accidents in North American Mountaineering. Finally, on January 11, the weather broke long enough for them to relocate to Lake Ellen Wilson, where they established base camp for their climb on January 12.

They began their ascent at 6:30 a.m., “equipped with technical climbing equipment and extensive bivouac gear,” the report notes. “Borchert and O’Neel were wearing heavy climbing boots with 12-point crampons, while Schubert was wearing heavy pack boots with 4-point instep crampons. Each had an ice ax.” Climbing essentially straight up from Gunsight Pass, they used snow pickets—strong anchors they drove into the snow and ice—all along their route to the summit.

They reached the summit at about 2:45 p.m. and decided not to linger there, as high winds pulled against their ropes and darkness came fast so soon after the winter solstice. For their route back to base camp, they chose to go down Northeast Ridge, which would be more sheltered from the wind and appeared to have a more gradual slope than the vertical route they’d taken from Gunsight Pass. Still, the wind yanked their rope, repeatedly forcing them off balance.

The three young men made the decision to continue their descent “unroped.”

Borchert and O’Neel took the lead and moved ahead of Schubert, descending carefully and selecting only their next few steps as they went. They had traveled about two thousand feet when they stopped to consider the safest passage along several cliff bands that formed a sharp drop-off. Then they heard ominous sounds above them.

From about 150 feet away, Schubert had begun to fall. He glided past them in a blink, struggling desperately to self-arrest by planting his axe blade into the snow with his feet pointed downhill. Perhaps the ice would not give under the axe, or perhaps Schubert already had too much momentum to allow the axe to bite into the frozen surface. He could not stop his slide before he tumbled over the first of the cliff bands, falling about 50 feet to the next snowfield.

When he hit the ice the second time, Schubert no longer attempted to self-arrest. He slid down without resistance to another cliff band, toppled over that one as well, landed hard on the mountain’s main snowfield, and slid even farther before finally coming to a stop some four hundred feet down the slope.

“Borchert and O’Neel descended rapidly to Schubert and found him to be alive but in grave condition,” the report continued. “Schubert had suffered a fractured femur and was having difficulty breathing.” Broken ribs on both sides of his chest took their toll in the frigid air, making every breath a struggle.

The two climbers worked quickly to dig a trench in the snow and make Schubert as comfortable as they could, and O’Neel began hiking out at 3:30 p.m. to get help. Even in the middle of summer, this trek would involve a full day of strenuous hiking before reaching a phone or even a campsite. With the motivation and adrenaline only a life-and-death situation can provide, O’Neel made it to Lake McDonald Lodge in about nine and a half hours. He drove from there to Apgar Village to call for help, arriving just after midnight. Rescuers could not mobilize until daybreak because of the weather, however, so they prepared to do what they could for Schubert once they reached him.

Borchert, meanwhile, worked diligently to keep Schubert warm in the face of high winds and temperatures plummeting below zero degrees Fahrenheit. Finally, at about 2:30 a.m., Schubert’s battered body could no longer fight the cold or his injuries. He died quietly, leaving Borchert to stay in place until a helicopter arrived at 8:30 a.m. with emergency response equipment. Borchert, too, had begun to succumb to the freezing weather, and the rescue team treated him for hypothermia and frostbite in his extremities as he and Schubert were airlifted off the mountain.

Neither of the surviving climbers knew what chain of events had caused Schubert to fall, and even the author of the report, Glacier Search and Rescue Coordinator Charlie Logan, could only venture guesses based on his expert assessment of the circumstances on the mountain that day. “Contributing factors may have included Schubert’s footwear used on wind slab and ice,” he suggested. “The cumulative effects of fatigue, extreme cold and wind, haste, and dehydration may have contributed to diminished attention and caution at the initial, fateful moment.”

He added at the close of his report, “While the climbers had some experience in winter mountaineering, none had ever attempted a winter ascent on a major peak. They had borrowed much of the technical equipment they carried and reported minimal training and experience in technical application. Schubert was the least experienced.”

While the winter conditions affected the potential for accidents for this climbing party, the mountain can be just as treacherous in summer, as twenty-two-year-old Toma Jercinovic discovered when he chose to climb it on a July day in 1996. A summer employee at the Rising Sun Motor Inn in Whitefish, Jercinovic told his coworkers that he intended to climb Mount Jackson on his day off on Sunday, July 28, and set off on what he assumed would be a day hike, expecting to return that evening. His previous long-distance hiking and nontechnical climbing experience warned him to be prepared for any weather changes by bringing extra clothing and supplies, but he had no overnight gear to shelter him from temperatures in the 40s. He carried an ice axe, but he had no crampons or other ice-gripping measures, and he did not carry any additional climbing equipment.

When he did not appear at the Monday morning staff meeting, the motor inn’s management called park rangers and raised the alarm. Initial searchers discovered tracks leading into and out of Floral Park, a challenging hiking area below Sperry Glacier, but rain, wind, and the accompanying early darkness soon kept them from exploring further. They resumed the job on Tuesday morning, canvassing Hidden Lake basin, upper Avalanche basin, Snyder Lake basin, and more of Floral Park, but the Helena Independent Record reported on Wednesday, July 31, that no further sign of the young man had come to light. Jercinovic had not signed any of the trail registries along his originally planned route. His whereabouts were unknown.

That evening, the late edition of the Daily Inter Lake detailed the day’s activity, noting that rangers in two helicopters had flown over the search area while fourteen rangers continued to cover the ground along several different routes, in case Jercinovic had deviated from his original plan and chosen another trail. They set up telescopes to scan the mountainside and surrounding area for any sign of the lone mountaineer; they even stayed to search after dark, hoping that Jercinovic would build a fire or try to signal for help with a flashlight. Meanwhile, a team of support and communication workers stayed at park headquarters to help relay information and direct the search.

On Friday morning, August 2, a helicopter crew spotted Jercinovic’s body “in a remote area near the Snyder Lake basin on the southwest slope of Little Matterhorn,” the Billings Gazette reported on Saturday morning, August 3. Somehow, Jercinovic had begun to cross an area with no trails and “some precipitous mountain terrain,” park spokesperson Amy Vanderbilt told the media. Cliffs in this area top out at thirty to forty feet high—enough height to end the life of a falling hiker on the rocks at the cliffs’ base.

Park superintendent David A. Mihalic told the media that Jercinovic’s death was “certainly a tragedy,” noting that the young man was “an avid outdoorsman and was a frequent hiker in Glacier.”

Five years passed before another climber lost his life on Mount Jackson. On August 13, 2001, twenty-two-year-old Wojciech Krajewski—a visitor from Poland through a program called Work Experience USA and an employee of the St. Mary Lodge—started for Mount Jackson with a companion, but the friend made the decision to turn back when the climb became more difficult than he expected. Krajewski, however, decided to press on alone, agreeing to meet up with his friend later.

That pivotal decision—to continue to hike, climb, or swim alone—may rank number one among the reasons that people lose their lives in this and many other national parks. As you read this book, you will see people consider their options when their partners stop, realize that they are in over their heads, and have the good sense to turn back. The remaining hiker or climber can admit that the way is harder than they expected and put their plans aside to attempt another day … or they can decide to push forward without the support of the rest of their party. Or, perhaps, several people will choose an easier route to a summit, while one selects a much harder route to challenge himself. This doesn’t always end in failure and death, of course, but the chances of a critical accident definitely increase when someone decides to face the wilderness solo.

When Krajewski did not appear at the appointed time or even after several hours, the friend hiked out to Gunsight Lake and reported his absence to a trail crew he happened upon there.

Rangers launched a search the next day, but it took two days for them to locate Krajewski’s body below the west ridge of Mount Jackson. He had suffered massive injuries, indicating that he had fallen a great distance. Searchers did make their way to the summit as they looked for him, discovering that he had indeed been there and had signed the summit registry. It’s hard to know if Krajewski would consider this a fair trade for his life, but at least he had a significant success on the day of his greatest loss.

Twenty years later, on August 30, 2016, Dann “Scrappy” Pilipow, 56, and his son Christopher summited Mount Jackson in one of their frequent trips to Glacier National Park. An avid hiker from Portage, Indiana, Dann had fallen in love with northwestern Montana and intended to move there in three years when he retired from the railroad industry. He and Christopher had taken the train from Portage to Glacier, and they planned to return the same way at the end of the week.

They had started to descend the ice-covered peak when both men began to slip. In a split second of awkward unbalance, Dann fell backward in the other direction from Christopher and out of his reach. Christopher managed to self-arrest, but his father continued to fall until his son could no longer see him. He came to rest out of sight, some one hundred feet below.

Christopher was battered as well in his own fall, but he was far more concerned with finding his father than tending to his injuries. When he could not see where Dann had finally stopped sliding, he completed his descent of the mountain and hiked back to a ranger station, where he reported at 11:08 p.m. that his father had had what looked like a catastrophic fall. His day ended with a helicopter trip to West Glacier and an ambulance ride to the hospital while rangers began plans for a search and rescue at first light.

Rangers called in both Two Bear Air and Minuteman Aviation for a comprehensive aerial search. They soon located Dann’s body on August 31, and they arranged for a technical rescue crew to bring him down the following day.

The accident brought an end to what Dann’s mother, Jacqueline Stanley, called “an ideal life” in an interview with the Chicago Tribune a few days after his death. She said that he had traveled every line of the Amtrak passenger railway system, and he had worked for the railroad since he was eighteen. “He got to do the job he loved. He always loved trains,” she said. “Danny ended up taking me [to Glacier], and then his aunts and uncles. Everyone just loved it there. It’s a world all its own.”




BEYOND EXPERIENCE, AND EXPERIENCE BEYOND

As of this writing, forty people have died in climbing accidents at Glacier National Park during the 112 years since the park began keeping death records. Considering the untold thousands of people who have climbed rock faces, bagged summit peaks, and conquered fields of boulders in this park, this is a very small number indeed—but closer examination reveals some interesting facts: thirty-two of these deaths involved people in their late teens or 20s, and thirty-five of the people who died this way were male.

Rock and mountain climbing are largely male-dominated sports—in fact, reams of magazine articles and blog pages discuss this fact, although actual statistics are scarce. Those who engage in this sport tend to be on the young side, as flexibility is key to success and the human body loses this suppleness as we age. The ratios we see reflected in the deaths here in Glacier may well be comparable to the entire climbing community: 35 percent were nineteen and younger, 53 percent were in their twenties, 12 percent were over thirty, and the male/female percentage stands at 94 to 6.

These impersonal statistics do not really speak to the reality of climbers who have died in Glacier, however. In exploring their stories more thoroughly, we discover that most (though certainly not all) of the people who have lost their lives in this manner lacked the experience, the climbing equipment, or even the boots and clothing they needed to complete such a challenge successfully. Instead of putting in the time and effort it takes to learn the safest ways to enjoy this sport, many of these people simply walked out into the wilderness and started up a rock face, sometimes climbing with their bare hands. They didn’t take the most basic precautions: climbing in a group, using anchors and rope, or selecting the right shoes for traction before they began to scale a sheer wall of what climbers call “rotten rock,” sedimentary limestone loaded with cracks, fissures, and perpetually crumbling scree.

Take the case of Herbert Gray, a sixteen-year-old visitor to Glacier from Guilford, Maine, who left his aunt and uncle, Mr. and Mrs. D. P. Eldworth of Garden City, New York, at Granite Park Chalet on July 26, 1936, and went off to scale a sheer rock face along the trail to the chalet—a section known as the Garden Wall.

Today, the Garden Wall is one of the most popular sections of the Highline Trail from Logan Pass to the Granite Park Chalet, a 7.6-mile stretch of relatively flat trail (at least, compared with most other hiking trails in the park) that offers close-up encounters with bighorn sheep and mountain goats as well as some of the most spectacular mountain views in the park. It’s a favorite with hikers, in part because of the unusual igneous rock formations the nearer the trail gets to the curiously named Granite Park Chalet. Black basalt, not granite, stands in pillow lava formations around the chalet area, creating a fascinating landscape that visitors will not see elsewhere in the park.

The trail runs along the Continental Divide, giving hikers one more reason to choose it during their stay at the park. High winds and wet weather are not unusual here, but a suddenly slick route can take hikers by surprise. A hiker wearing appropriate footwear with ankle support, carrying plenty of water, and bringing along an impermeable rain jacket and a fleece sweater will be ready for just about any eventuality on this trail from late spring through the end of summer.

Fleece clothing, Gore-Tex, and sturdy hiking boots were not available in 1936, however, so when Herbert Gray set out by himself not only to hike the Garden Wall but to scale it, he had nothing but his hands and his wits to help him. The sport of rock climbing that is so popular in the 2000s had hardly even been considered this early in the twentieth century, so the gear that guides would recommend now would have been available only to serious mountain climbers. Young Herbert Gray certainly did not fit this description.

Gray never returned from his solo hike. After weeks of searching by trained rescue crews, park superintendent E. E. Scoyen told the Associated Press that he had “virtually abandoned hope” that Gray would ever be found. Searchers went down the rock face of the Garden Wall on ropes, but they could not find even a trace of the young man. “It is possible that Gray slipped and dislodged a heavy stone and was buried in a rockslide,” Scoyen told the Associated Press. “It is very doubtful he will be found alive.”

Gray’s body finally did turn up on August 12, eighteen days after he ventured out on his solo hike. He was found about a mile southeast of the Granite Park Chalet. “The youth apparently had fallen from a cliff and been killed instantly,” the AP reported.

A similar circumstance—hiking and climbing alone—must have contributed to the death of Gilbert Shepard, a nineteen-year-old seasonal employee at Many Glacier Hotel, who fell from Mount Grinnell on June 20, 1938. No one knew the young man had fallen until searchers came across his body several days later. Records do not indicate what Shepard was wearing or if he had any kind of mountain climbing gear, but the fact that no one knew of his accident until they discovered his broken body tells us that he had ventured out into the wilderness unaccompanied and unprepared. Shepard had the dubious honor of being the first fatality on Mount Grinnell, though he certainly would not be the last.

No climbing deaths were reported in the park for another twelve years, until July 12, 1950, when four boys from Tulsa, Oklahoma, chose an ascent of Mount Wilbur—a mountain that rises to 9,321 feet in the middle of the park’s backcountry, and a total of 4,500 feet above nearby Swiftcurrent Lake. Often covered with snow year-round, this high peak poses a potential threat to even the most experienced ice and snow climbers. This group included John Fields, Chester Cadieux, Robert Stokes, and Dick Hughes, all in their late teens.

“When the group neared the top Stokes lost his footing and slipped on ice,” the Daily Inter Lake reported. “He plunged about 200 feet into a narrow cavern and was believed killed instantly.”

The other three young men in the party saw Stokes trying to work his way up the steep incline, but once he fell, they could not reach him. They left the mountain as quickly as they could to get help, reaching rangers that evening—but the rangers could not lead a search party into this treacherous terrain until the following morning. By noon they had located Stokes’s body, secured it with ropes, and lowered it beyond the snow line to an area from where they could carry it out.

“Rangers and trail crew men … said the boys were not equipped for mountain climbing on snow and ice,” the Associated Press reported from West Glacier the following day.

What had the boys taken with them to prepare themselves for ice climbing? We will never know for certain, but the likelihood that they had any real mountain climbing equipment was low. Today, we have all manner of commercial outfitters to sell us any kind of gear we believe we will need and experienced guides to show us how to use it and lead us up sheer rock faces covered with ice. In 1950, however, eighteen-year-old boys would not have the financial resources or access to such equipment, or even the knowledge that they needed technical gear, unless one of them was lucky enough to have parents who could supply it from their own stock.

Even more perplexing is the story of Robert Dion, a seventeen-year-old climber from St. Paul, Minnesota, who took on 9,541-foot-high Little Chief Mountain with two other boys, Bill Koch and Don Flynn, on July 29, 1952. Setting out from Black’s Tourist Camp, the three boys had gotten part of the way up the mountain when Dion reached his limit for strenuous climbing. Rather than turn back or consider other options, Koch and Flynn decided to leave Dion where he was and continue to the top of the mountain. The spot where Dion remained was about a mile and a half above Virginia Falls.

“When they returned to the ledge, they found Dion’s shirt,” but no Dion, reported the Daily Inter Lake. “A search by the hikers revealed his body lying at the foot of a cliff. They estimated he had been dead several hours.”

The surviving boys rushed back to their camp and found a ranger, and within hours a nine-person team headed by Chief Ranger Elmer Fladmark followed Bill Koch to the spot where he and Flynn had left Dion. The search party retrieved the body and brought it to the highway about noon the day after the accident.

It’s certainly no surprise that boys in their late teens might exercise a lack of judgment, so the fact that these two hikers abandoned their companion on the side of a mountain simply becomes an example of unfortunate indiscretion. What happened next to Robert Dion remains a mystery. Did he fall asleep and slip over the ledge? Did he decide to try to follow his friends and lose his footing? Why did he remove his shirt? None of these questions were answered in the media of the time, but whichever mishap took place may well have been avoided if the hikers had stayed together. Word to the wise: if you must leave a comrade alone for a short time, take steps to be sure he or she is secure no matter what circumstances may occur.

One more case of a young man meeting an untimely death certainly warrants inclusion here because of the national attention it attracted. On August 6, 1953, eighteen-year-old Peter Allen Kasen of Maplewood, New Jersey, set out to climb Mount Helen near Dawson Pass—a fairly short hike from Two Medicine Lake and one that does not require technical gear—with three friends: Arthur Gold, who also came from Maplewood, and two brothers from Philadelphia, Morton and Barry Miller. They had chosen Mount Helen not so much to summit the 8,538-foot peak but because they had seen a snowfield on the opposite side that looked like a great place to slide down.

At about 5:15 p.m., they had nearly reached the snowbank when Kasen slipped. He tumbled about fifty feet to a six-foot rock ledge, and then he fell over the ledge another fifty feet to land on rocks below. The final impact knocked him unconscious.

At first this story had the potential for a happy ending. Arthur Gold stayed with Kasen while the Miller brothers ran for help. It wasn’t long before they came upon a trail crew camped nearby, who heard the boys’ cries for help and radioed a park ranger to send a rescue crew right away. The boys were hopeful that their friend might survive this terrible accident.

District park ranger Paul Webb organized a rescue party, and they set off for the scene. Hours passed as the rescuers—reported to include twenty forest rangers and volunteers—traversed the distance to Dawson Pass from the nearest facility that had rescue equipment: “Rescue teams … arrived at the scene at about 10:45 p.m. after traveling four miles by road, four miles by water, two miles by trail and one mile over rough terrain,” the Daily Inter Lake explained. “On the return trip, the rescue crew was met by a doctor who had been summoned from Glacier Park Hotel, who accompanied the boy to the foot of Two Medicine Lake, where the boy was transferred to a car at about 2:20 a.m. today and rushed to the Cut Bank Hospital.”

The hospital, however, was another eighty miles distant. Eight hours later, and just four hours after finally arriving at the hospital, Peter Kasen died of his injuries.

This young man’s death might have gone more or less unnoticed beyond his immediate family and friends, but it attracted the attention of someone who could change the course of such rescue operations for the next unfortunate soul whose life might be in danger in the Two Medicine area. In 1952 former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt had spoken at Peter Kasen’s high school in Maplewood, and Peter himself had the opportunity to provide the introduction of Mrs. Roosevelt to his classmates. Not many government officials would remember the name of a random high school student they met at one of thousands of personal appearances, but Mrs. Roosevelt remembered Peter Kasen—so when word of the boy’s death reached the First Lady, she addressed the tragedy in her nationally syndicated “My Day” column. She described her opportunity to meet him the previous year and the circumstances of his accident. “Because rescue equipment was not available, it was 12 hours before a force of 20 Forest Rangers and volunteers was able to carry him up the ravine,” she wrote.

Peter’s school planned a scholarship in his honor, she noted, but something had to be done in the park as well. “There is no doubt that in our national parks where climbing is done all the equipment that the National Park Service can afford to furnish is available,” she said. “Appropriations, however, are never too generous and the extra help to provide even better equipment will be much appreciated in Glacier National Park, just as it would be in our other national parks. Tragedies such as this are harder to accept because we need our fine young people so badly. Of course, losing one of their classmates has made the students of this particular school and the people of this particular neighborhood conscious of the needs at Glacier National Park, but I can well imagine that there are other people whose youngsters will want to climb in Yellowstone or Yosemite and who also might want to be sure that not only the ordinary equipment but the best possible equipment is available in case of need for rescue work.”

Whether Mrs. Roosevelt’s influence made the difference or the park managed to get funding from another source, the availability and sophistication of rescue equipment improved significantly over the course of the next several decades.

While Kasen and his friends took on a climb that did not officially require technical climbing gear, this was not the case on June 18, 1963, when three young men—nineteen-year-old Jerome Delaney, son of Edward K. Delaney, the former mayor of St. Paul, Minnesota; and Jerome’s friends Joseph Commers and Charles John Brady, both eighteen—began what the journal Accidents in North American Climbing (ANAC) called an “unplanned climb” of Mount Pollock. This mountain rises to 8,325 feet above Logan Pass, its buttress rising straight up from its lower slopes and largely hidden from view until climbers approach it directly. Rated a class 3 climb according to the Yosemite Decimal System, the climb requires some scrambling and use of the climber’s hands for moving upward, as well as some use of ropes when the climber’s exposure on a rock face could result in a dangerous fall.

Had Delaney, Commers, and Brady consulted a ranger before beginning this climb, they would have understood the risks and perhaps outfitted themselves with climbing gear and appropriate clothing and footwear—or even chosen a less challenging mountain for their day’s outing. As it was, they started their adventure on Mount Pollock from the Logan Pass parking area, making their way up a 600-foot scramble through “heavy talus on about a 60° slope,” according to the publication’s 1964 analysis. Beyond the talus, however, they encountered a 1,500-foot rock wall extending straight up from their position, with “alternating vertical pitches and ledges to the summit,” ANAC said. The three men carried no technical gear, and they had not burdened themselves with appropriate shoes or even hats. ANAC noted: “Delaney wore soled moccasins; Commers and Brady wore low tennis shoes. Delaney and Commers were without socks.”

They managed to climb the first thirty-foot stretch of the vertical wall, finishing together on the ledge above this challenging section of rock face. From here, Delaney thought he saw a more advantageous route than the one his friends intended to take, so he set out on his own, leaving them to struggle up the harder way. Here accounts differ on what happened next: the park’s records say he reached the summit at about noon, waited for a short time at the top, but then started his descent, calling to them as he passed, “See you at the bottom.” His climbing partners remember it differently, telling the Associated Press that when Delaney got ahead of them, he called back to tell them to turn around and start to descend because “it’s too dangerous” to continue. “The companions said they backed down out of sight of Delaney,” the AP reported, “planning to meet him back at the bottom of the mountain.”

What happened next may be obvious, though no one witnessed the exact circumstances: Delaney reached a ledge undoubtedly covered with loose scree, and he slipped. He fell thirty feet onto a boulder field loaded with talus, a relatively short drop from which he might have recovered … but the force of his original fall carried him over the edge once again. He fell another 520 feet “over a series of rocky outcropping ledges and steep talus,” ANAC reported.

Rangers and others nearby saw Delaney falling through the air and ran toward his inevitable landing site. They were by his side in less than ten minutes, but no one could have survived such a long fall over such unforgiving terrain. Delaney died of multiple injuries.

Meanwhile, Commers and Brady continued their climb to the summit without an inkling of their friend’s fate. They bagged the summit and had descended most of the mountain when the rescue party finally reached them to tell them that Delaney had died.

“Obviously all rules of safe mountaineering were violated here,” wrote Robert E. Sellers, a Glacier ranger, in reporting this story to ANAC. “Complete inexperience and disregard for safety [were] responsible for the accident. Specifically, they should have checked their plans with a ranger beforehand; lack of ropes, proper foot and head gear and lack of knowledge regarding climbing techniques of class 3 and above; the dangers of splitting the party etc. all contributed.”

A similar confluence of circumstances—lack of proper preparation or understanding of the challenges involved in climbing one of Glacier’s mountains—may have led to the end of life for Douglas Tettlebach, a twenty-year-old student at the University of Montana–Missoula. In July 1967 Tettlebach and his friend Randy Alfred, both summer employees of a tree trimming company in nearby White Sulphur Springs, decided to explore Glacier National Park as part of their July 4 holiday. When they reached the head of Cameron Lake at Glacier’s northernmost border with Canada’s Waterton Lakes National Park, they decided to climb Mount Custer—a stunning sight from the lake’s southern edge, where British Columbia, Alberta, and Montana all converge to create one of the park’s most memorable views.

At 8,881 feet in elevation, Mount Custer serves as an imposing vertical cyclorama against the turquoise lake, and its year-round snowfield against its deep emerald base may have looked especially inviting to the two young men on an early July day. They set out to test their own climbing skills against the peak, perhaps simply to clamber about among its lower folds or indeed to scale the wall that rises perpendicular to the snowfield, its deceptive ridges appearing from a distance to provide all the ledges and handholds inexperienced climbers need to reach the top. Tettlebach took the lead, climbing above Alfred as the frozen fields stretched in front of them. No report mentions that they carried any of the equipment that might have steadied them on the icy slopes—no ice axe, crampons, or other tools that would lend them some purchase.

In an instant, Tettlebach’s feet slid out from under him. He rode down the snow with increasing speed and disappeared from Alfred’s view.

Alfred turned around and started a controlled descent, grasping for every sturdy rock and ledge to keep himself steady as he worked to reach his friend. He still could not locate Tettlebach, but with a determination that his life might still be saved, he made it to the mountain’s base on the Canadian side and ran the rest of the way to the nearest ranger station. By this time, however, the waning light did not offer much hope that Tettlebach could be found on the darkening mountain.

Search and rescue teams departed at first light for the mountain-side on foot and by helicopter. By midmorning they had located the young man, but they were indeed too late—Tettlebach had been dead for some time. They transported him off the mountain shortly after noon, taking his body to the St. Mary ranger station east of the park and then on to Browning for preparation for its last trip home to his family in Connecticut.

Two years later, lack of experience and climbing gear took the life of seventeen-year-old Paul Gettys, a youth from Spokane, Washington, who attempted to climb Altyn Peak with two friends, nineteen-year-old Steve Kincaid and Delson Buechler, who was twenty years old. They were climbing near Appekunny Creek in a glacial cirque—a bowl carved on the ridge crest of the mountain by the glacier’s movement—when Gettys lost his footing on the ice at about 4:20 p.m. and fell off a rock ledge, plummeting at least two hundred feet before landing among the rocks. Kincaid and Buechler could not manage the steep descent to give him aid, so they returned to Many Glacier and reported the incident to rangers there by 5 p.m., less than an hour after Gettys fell.

The search and rescue team led by Joseph Ries, supervisory park ranger, found Gettys’s lifeless body at 7:20 p.m. and recognized that the long fall and hard landing had ended his life. For their own safety, they decided not to attempt to retrieve the body right then, “due to the extremely rugged terrain and darkness,” the Daily Inter Lake reported. Instead, they returned at dawn to transport it from the mountain. Meanwhile, they worked with the Spokane Sheriff’s office to reach the boy’s parents at their summer cabin near Spokane, and they met Glacier County coroner William Riddle as they brought the body off the mountain and back into Many Glacier.

Park officials used this incident to underscore the need for young climbers to talk with rangers about their plans, take the advice they are given, and equip themselves with the tools and skills they need to stay safe while engaging in such a dangerous endeavor. Ruben Hart, chief ranger of Glacier National Park at the time, told the Daily Inter Lake that “the boys were climbing without the aid of technical climbing equipment and wearing only tennis shoes,” which offer no traction on ice fields. He continued, “Mountain climbing in the park is difficult at best and possible only under optimum circumstances with proper equipment and skilled climbers.”

On July 16, 1974, the Daily Inter Lake reported another casualty born of inexperience, this one on Rising Wolf Mountain—but this time, the unfortunate climber had had the sense to bring more mountain-savvy friends. Michael Neyer, a twenty-two-year-old Brooklyn, New York, native, spent that summer serving as a VISTA worker at the Star School on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation near Browning.

On his day off, Neyer began this challenging climb with six other people. Three of them found the going too difficult for their level of fitness and expertise, so they turned back, leaving Neyer with the remaining three friends: John Mizell and Mr. and Mrs. Anthony Genis, all residents of East Glacier. They reached the summit at 9,505 feet, no small achievement on a day with brisk winds and permanent snowfields on the mountain, and they began their descent as the afternoon shadows grew longer.

When they passed near an icy crevasse in the rock, Neyer slipped and nearly dropped down into the wide crack—but the quick-thinking Mizell managed to catch him and break his fall. He did his best to hold on to the young man for a few precious moments until Neyer could get his legs under him and regain footing … but Neyer had nothing beneath him to provide a stable surface. In a moment or two, he became dead weight against Mizelle’s grasp. The Genises, positioned beyond Neyer, could not get close enough to help. Neyer finally slipped through his fingers and vanished into the crevasse.

Horrified but keeping their wits about them, Mizell and the Genises agreed that Mizell should walk out to get help while they waited near where Neyer had fallen. They spent the chilly night on the mountain, but in the morning a nine-person rescue crew arrived on foot to retrieve Neyer’s body. Strong winds had negated any hope of a helicopter ride back down the mountain. The entire party returned to Two Medicine early in the afternoon.




EMPLOYEE DANGER

Earlier in this chapter we discussed some of the percentages that provide insights about the people who lose their lives in climbing accidents in the park, but here’s one that reveals something alarming: Forty-five percent of the people who fall to their deaths are employed in the park at the time. Most of these are young people, working for one of the concessionaires as summer help waiting or clearing tables, cleaning hotel rooms, selling items in the gift shops, or otherwise earning money toward their college education while working in one of the most beautiful places in the world.

These young adults come from all over the country to work in the national parks. If you’ve ever visited one of the big park lodges or enjoyed a meal in a lodge dining room, you know something about them: They are well trained to offer you hospitality and a slice of their own backgrounds, chatting with you about their own experiences in the park while asking about yours. Many of them are eager to tell you about their studies at universities or their plans for graduate school and careers. These energetic young people are selected as much for their friendliness and energy as their ability as servers or maintenance people, so they can make themselves part of the pleasure of visiting a national park.

So when one of these young men and women meets an untimely end at Glacier National Park, it raises questions: Aren’t these kids warned of the dangers of venturing into the backcountry? Isn’t anyone explaining to them that they need proper gear, footwear, and companions, and that they should not take on more challenge than they can handle? Hasn’t anyone told them about the bears? How could such a thing happen?

The simple answer to all of these questions is, “Yes, of course.” John G. Slater, a summer employee at the Glacier Park Lodge and the Many Glacier Hotel in the 1960s, described his own experience in a Glacier Park Foundation newsletter in 2000. He said he “had viewed the film ‘The Mountains Don’t Care’ that Mr. Tippet had showed us in the employee orientation session. The film pointed out the various dangers that could befall us. However, the attitude that came with my age was that I was bulletproof, and I found it inconceivable that anything would happen to me.” Slater goes on to describe a harrowing climb of Mount Clements that scared him enough that he acknowledged his own mortality, perhaps for the first time in his life. Luckily, he lived to tell the tale—but some do not.

The long-standing commitment to warning summer employees about the dangers of the wilderness must not have made its mark on three college students barely out of their teens in the summer of 1955, when they left the established trail and made an ill-advised climb up Altyn Peak.

Mary Jensen and Dell Beauchine, both from Minnesota, and a girl the Inter Lake News Service described as “pretty June Johnson” of Euclid, Ohio, all took jobs at the Many Glacier Hotel that summer. On a day off they chose a 7,936-foot mountain peak to climb, perhaps because it was one of the closest mountains to the hotel and one with a far less intimidating height than the tallest peaks in the park. They may not have taken into consideration the comparative difficulty of this specific mountain, however: The hike involves a climb up a precipitous cirque, a steep bowl shape with high walls on three sides, carved by glaciers many thousands of years ago.

Of the three students, Johnson had the most hiking and climbing experience, but in this particular instance she was not in the lead. Perhaps she did not expect such a challenging climb, for none of the hikers had any kind of technical equipment with them. Details suggest that they believed they were out on a simple day hike and would be back at the hotel long before dark. On Altyn Peak, however, “visitors in the park were discouraged from climbing without adequate equipment and until they had consulted with park rangers,” the news service reported the next day. These three hikers had not connected with the park staff before they chose their day’s activity.

Captivated by the nature of a climb up high walls of rock, the hikers left the trail and headed up as vertically as they could manage. Suddenly Mary and Dell heard June scream. They turned back just in time to see her slip away down the mountainside and watched her fall more than a thousand feet to slam against the rocks below.

Mary and Dell turned back immediately and made their way to the hotel as quickly as they could. A search party of four people—Park Ranger John Higgins, Glacier naturalist Don Robinson, and Glacier Park Hotel Company employees Art Kvelstad and Ronald Connor—set out at once for the mountain and began a fruitless search for June’s body. Just as the three hikers had lacked proper equipment, so did these would-be rescuers—they had no way to find June’s remains at the bottom of the cliff.

At daybreak, as five fully equipped searchers arrived, the first group located the body. It took a third party with proper equipment for rappelling and carrying to finally remove June Johnson from the mountain. She became one of the first summer employees to die in a climbing accident at the park—but she would be far from the last.

In June 1961, seventeen-year-old James F. Moylan, a seasonal worker at Swiftcurrent cabin camp who had just arrived from Fort Wayne, Indiana, lost his life on Mount Henkel when he and his hiking companion, Douglas Krougher of St. Paul, Minnesota, strayed off the trail onto a steep slope of outcrop rock shale. Both boys slid over the cliff on loose scree, hitting the rocks below. Krougher’s injuries were not fatal, but he could not walk after landing, so he continued to monitor Moylan’s condition from a short distance away until a twenty-person rescue party found them both the next morning. Krougher reported that he saw Moylan get up and stagger around for several hours among the rocks, but he finally dropped to the ground and did not move again.

The stories of climbing accidents involving employees continue through the 1970s. John P. Hunting of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, took on a technical climb through Stoney Indian Pass in the northeastern corner of the park, accompanied by three other employees, Bruce Harvey, Ken Fielder, and Linda Linkbiener. The quartet planned to take on the summit of Mount Cleveland, the park’s highest peak at 10,448 feet, so they left early Sunday morning, August 18, 1974, to hike there through rough country. Properly equipped and not without experience, the group worked their way through Stoney Indian Pass at 9,500 feet until Hunting reached for a boulder and felt the sickening sense of empty air below him as the handhold gave way. He crashed down onto a snowfield and could not self-arrest, either because he had no ice axe or, more likely, because he could not turn his body to use it. The snowfield sent him sliding to the edge of a cliff and dumped him over it.

The following July, nineteen-year-old Gregory Finley from Sacramento, California, hiking with his friend Paul Ekness, slipped and somersaulted down a rock slope near Snyder Lake on the way back from climbing Mount Brown. Ekness moved quickly to reach Finley, but the boy was unconscious and could not be revived. Another party of hikers close by did their best to help, but Finley had internal injuries that kept him from regaining consciousness. The situation became even more complex when a rescue helicopter, dispatched to bring Finley’s body out of the park, hit a tree branch with one of its rotor blades and had to pull back and return to base, leaving rangers no choice but to drop into the site from the air. Eight hours later a team of rescuers on horseback brought Finley’s body out of the backcountry.

Reports about five climbers who took on the south face of Mount Siyeh in July 1976 do not tell us if they were equipped to make this technical climb. Just looking at the sheer peak, however—the fifth highest in the park at 10,014 feet—tells even the novice that this is not a hike that can be accomplished without some skill and prior experience. Today, the climbing website Summitpost.org notes a 4,200-foot vertical gain on the south slope from the Siyeh Bend trail to the summit, over five miles of hiking and climbing—“only about half of which is on trail.” Siyeh, a Blackfoot word, means “rabid or mad animal,” a further indication of the difficulty of this climb.

The party included David Boos, a seventeen-year-old worker at the Rising Sun Restaurant in the park who came to Glacier from New Hampton, Iowa. He and the other four people making the trek were already on the south slope by 9:30 a.m. when Boos simply fell off. Higher up than at least one of his companions, Boos hit Al Henning on the head as he fell. Henning, luckily, did not lose his grip on the rock wall.

When Boos hit the ground three hundred feet below, he did not move again. The Independent Record reported that the boy died before rescuers could reach him, but this did not stop Ranger Lloyd Kortge and fire control aide Curtis Buchholtz from using the best possible gear to remove the body from its position at the bottom of a cliff. The team “lowered Boos’ body 500 feet with a special cable rescue winch, then another 600 feet by ropes to the bottom of a series of cliffs,” the paper reported.

After this accident, summer workers seemed to take more care on their hikes and climbs for a time.

Margaret W. Squibb, an eighteen-year-old summer employee from Simsbury, Connecticut, working at Glacier Park Lodge in 1978, set out on her Friday off to climb Rising Wolf Mountain with a friend and coworker, Peggy Patton. Squibb slipped, began to fall, and could not stop herself from going over a cliff. She landed on the rocks one hundred feet below. Patton tried to reach her but could see no safe way to do so, especially as it was late evening and already dusk. She survived a chilly night on the mountain and made her way to the Two Medicine ranger station on Saturday to report the incident.

A well-equipped crew led by Rangers Bob Frauson and Joe Ries reached Squibb’s body on Saturday afternoon, finding the terrain much too rugged to permit a helicopter to land there. They secured the body on a litter and lowered her on ropes to an area where she could be transported the rest of the way out of the wilderness by air.

In September 1981 H. J. Donaghy of Havertown, Pennsylvania, who was twenty-three and working for one of the park’s concession-aires, attempted a climb of Mount Stimson—a 10,165-foot peak—toward the end of the summer with two friends, Chuck Klemmer of Fairbault, Minnesota, and Willie Barker of Milwaukee, Oregon. Mount Stimson is a challenging hike, but climbers don’t consider it a technical climb—in fact, in good weather most physically fit, experienced hikers can manage it in one long day without ropes and hardware. What makes it tricky, however, is the rotten limestone hikers encounter as they get closer to the summit. Porous, brittle, and often ready to break off, rotten rock can be very dangerous for climbers who pound their hardware into it and expect it to hold their weight under stress.

As the three men worked their way toward the summit, clouds began to gather, raising the climbers’ concern that a storm could be moving in. The worst place to be in a thunderstorm is on top of one of the highest peaks in the park, so Klemmer and Barker called to Donaghy, who was about one thousand feet above them, that they were turning back. Donaghy responded that he would continue his pace to the summit and that they should rendezvous later at a small lake below them.

Late afternoon and evening came, but Donaghy did not appear. In the morning light, Klemmer and Barker hiked out to a ranger station and reported that their friend had never shown up, triggering a search and rescue operation to scour the mountain from air and on foot. It did not take long to find Donaghy’s body in the snow at about eight thousand feet up, but recovery would be difficult in the high winds and blowing snow that encircled the mountain. Worse, even when they reached the body, the technical recovery crew would have to transport it down a one-thousand-foot incline and then take it another one hundred feet to a ledge, where it could be loaded onto a waiting helicopter. “It’s a long, slow, meticulous descent,” said park spokesperson Sally Thompson to the Associated Press.

They undertook this task on Wednesday, September 2, reaching the body and beginning the process of securing it for the descent. Meanwhile, Thompson fielded the inevitable question from the media: did Donaghy reach the summit?

“It is not known how high he got on the mountain,” she told the AP. The only way to be sure if he had made the summit was if Donaghy signed the trail registry at the top, but climbing to the summit to determine this was not the rangers’ priority, given the difficulty of removing Donaghy’s body from the mountain. No available records of the event can tell us whether he achieved his goal.

Thor Tangvold, a 1985 employee, may not have been employed in the park long enough to hear the lecture about the treacheries of the wilderness when he chose to climb the rock wall at Ptarmigan Falls on June 10. Coming to the park from Chehalis, Washington, Tangvold had taken a summer job at Many Glacier Hotel, and on his first day off he and a friend, Ann Shotanus, chose the Iceberg Lake/Ptarmigan Tunnel trail for a day hike. This moderate hike leads to Ptarmigan Falls about 2.6 miles from the trailhead and then forks, with a southwest path to Iceberg Lake in another 2.2 miles and a longer stretch to Ptarmigan Lake and Ptarmigan Tunnel to the northeast.

When they reached Ptarmigan Falls just before the fork, Tangvold took off his pack and climbed down from the trail to the base of the falls “to explore the cliffs beside the falls,” the Associated Press reported. Arriving successfully, he called up to Shotanus about thirty minutes later and suggested that she climb down and join him.

Shotanus moved carefully to the edge of the cliff that Tangvold had used for his descent, but when she peered over it to the bottom of the falls thirty feet below, she could not see him. She moved along the cliff to several different spots where she could see straight down, growing increasingly concerned when she could not spot him—and equally disturbing, he did not respond when she called down to him.

Finally, Shotanus saw a flash of fabric in Ptarmigan Creek, in a pool some distance beyond the base of the falls. She recognized it immediately as a color Tangvold had worn that day. She attempted to scramble down the cliff face to reach him, but it proved too steep for her skills—and, no doubt, seeing the fate that Tangvold now endured made her wary of trying things that she knew were beyond her ability. Instead, she hiked back to Many Glacier as quickly as she could and reported what she had seen to the rangers there. They set out immediately to find Tangvold and brought him out of the water within the hour, but he had already perished, either from slipping on the wet rocks and hitting his head or by drowning in the chilly, turbulent waters of Ptarmigan Creek.

Most concession employees who meet their fate on the park’s mountains have little to no experience with Glacier’s wilderness and its talus slopes, but this was not the case for twenty-one-year-old Brian McCartie, an avid mountain climber and an employee at St. Mary Lodge in the summer of 1990. McCartie came to Glacier from New Providence, New Jersey, and he attended Lehigh University and the University of Southern California, though he had told friends he planned to stay in the northwest that fall and use the time to “perhaps buy a touring van and travel around the country,” his friends told reporter Kathy Flannery of the Courier-News.

Despite his passion for hiking and climbing, McCartie had not registered his climbing plan with Glacier’s rangers on the day he set out to climb Bishop’s Cap, a peak that rises above the popular Garden Wall in the heart of the park. Flannery reported that McCartie did not have overnight provisions with him, nor did he have climbing equipment, but he brought a day pack with food, water, and a rain jacket for his solo climb. None of these could have saved him, however, from the one-hundred-foot fall that took his life in an instant on the north side of Bishop’s Cap. When he didn’t report for work that night, his employer at the lodge reported his absence to the authorities. The search team found him Saturday morning in “a rugged portion of the mountain,” where they were able to land a helicopter and recover his body.
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