
Lynx	Creek	–	Near	Miss	Report		
Turnagain	Pass,	Kenai	Mountains,	Alaska	

 
Location:   East facing slope near the head of the Lynx Creek Drainage 

                   Lat/Lon: N 60.67379 W 149.31535 
Date:  February 3rd, 2017, Time:  ~12:30 
Report by:  Chugach National Forest Avalanche Center Staff 
Contact:  staff@chugachavalanche.org, website: cnfaic.org 
 
Synopsis: One snowmachiner triggered a large avalanche while hill climbing. It was triggered 
as he crested onto the ridge. He was not caught and the other members of his party were 
outside of the runout. This is considered a near miss due to the size and potential 
consequences of the avalanche triggered.  

Avalanche Details:  

*Photos of avalanche and snowpack profile are at the end of this report* 

Avalanche Code: HS-AMu-R3-D2.5-O 
Trigger – Snowmachiner, triggered while hill climbing as he crested the hill 
Aspect – E 
Angle – 36-42 degrees 
Elevation - 3000' 
Crown Depth – 1-4’, average 2.5’ 
Width – 1400' 
Vertical Fall – 1500’ 
Length of Path Run – 2500’ 
Weak Layer – Small facets in the middle of the snowpack, stepped down to facets at the base of 
the snowpack just above a faceted melt-freeze crust on the ground.  
Debris depth – 10+, did not probe in looker’s right gully due to overhead hazard 

Accident Summary: 
On Friday, February 3, 2017 a group of 3 snowmachiners rode up Lynx creek. All three had 
avalanche rescue gear and were wearing avalanche airbags. They checked the CNFAIC 
forecast before riding that day. Description from one of the party members: 

“We got moving from the trail head around 11 am. There were three of us. And we got to 
the avalanche location at around 11:30 or so (no avalanche at this point).  Two of us went 
halfway up the hill high marking, one at a time and because of visibility due to the sun being too 
low we decided to try going up to a different spot to ride.  Two of us made it up a valley to higher 
elevations where the sun was out and we high marked for a bit on a fairly steep slope that didn’t 
show any signs of cracks or wind loading. We radioed to the third rider who had issues with his 
machine so we went back down the valley where he was sitting near the area of the avalanche 



hill.  We sat for a few minutes to work on his snowmobile and my buddy decided to climb the hill 
while we worked more on the other machine.  At this time it was about 12:30 pm so the sun was 
higher and he could see further up the slope so he climbed up and over the top.  After watching 
him crest the top (cheer slightly) I turned to work on the machine again.  As I did that I heard a 
large cracking sound.  I looked back and the top of the hill had begun to slide.  We were fairly 
far away from the toe of the slope, but I immediately told the other rider to go and we both 
began driving further away.  It was surprising how far down the hill and how fast the avalanche 
went, but we were a safe distance away.  Even when we went back to where we were sitting the 
debris was still about 50 yards away.  At this point my friend was still up and over the top of the 
hill and had ridden the ridgeline back to a bowl where he apparently rode around for a bit, 
unaware of the avalanche he had triggered.  And unfortunately he was the only one that forgot 
his radio at home on the charger so there was no way to call and tell him not to come back the 
same way.  That is when he came over the crown, with no fresh snow remaining to help slow 
him down, he ended up losing control of his machine in the debris field. Luckily he jumped off 
unharmed prior to the carnage that ensued.  We hooked up to his broken machine and towed 
him out.  At this time it was about 1 pm.” 

This avalanche was large enough to injure, bury or kill a person and the path had 
multiple terrain trap features including gullies and abrupt benches where the debris piled up 
deeply. A member of the party reported, “I have been close to several avalanches, but this one 
definitely was the largest that I have seen!  Seeing the force and how it rolled through the 
valleys so quickly was pretty eye opening.  I wanted to post to try help spreading the word.  Too 
many times have I or a group been sitting on a slope watching as someone climbed 
above.  Even if we thought we were outside the runout zone, this definitely showed me that you 
can never be too safe. Point sleds towards safety when stopping and be prepared to go no 
matter what.”    

Snowpack and Weather History: 
 
The avalanche occurred on a sunny day with light and variable winds. Temperatures climbed 
during the night before to 32F at the Sunburst weather station (3,800’) and continued to warm to 
the mid 30Fs at the time of the avalanche. This was the third day of clear weather after a minor 
wind event, but was the warmest of those three days. The last snowfall was Jan 26th, 8 days 
prior, when a warm storm added ~3’ of new dense snow to the area and initiated a widespread 
natural avalanche cycle lasting through Jan 27th.  

Before the Jan 26th storm, the snowpack in the Alpine zone of Turnagain Pass averaged 4-6’ 
thick and had a variety of faceted layers in the bottom 2’. These layers were formed during cold 
and dry periods in December and early January. In most areas of the alpine these were capped 
by a stiff wind crust that was caused by a series of strong NW wind events in December and 
January. The warm wet snowfall during the Jan 26th storm stuck onto this hard crust. Just below 
the wind crust the December facets were weaker than the facets below (these have been noted 
in a number of snowpack observations around the pass). The flank profile showed that the 
avalanche had been triggered in this layer of small facets and then stepped to the larger lower 
facets that were resting on a harder layer (faceted melt-freeze crust) in some parts of the slope. 



Since the natural avalanche cycle associated with the Jan 26th storm, no avalanche activity 
breaking in either of these older weak layers was seen at Turnagain Pass. Forecasters visiting 
this area on Wednesday, February 1st had found the weak old snow layers but had varied 
results in stability tests, indicating a stubborn layer to trigger but lingering potential. Three things 
to note in this scenario that are all often characteristics of persistent slab avalanches: 1) The 
group saw no signs of instability in riding slopes farther down valley and up valley. 2) Two of the 
group members high marked part way up the slope prior to the rider triggering the avalanche. 3) 
The avalanche was triggered in the thinnest part of the snowpack. The slope was cross-loaded 
and the snowpack depth was variable due to wind deposition.  

Avalanche Danger: 
The avalanche danger was rated MODERATE in the Alpine (elevation band of avalanche). The 
last sentence of the bottom line read: “Lastly, triggering a large avalanche breaking 2-4' deep in 
weak snow deeper in the pack is unlikely but not out of the question.” Advisory link: 
http://www.cnfaic.org/advisories/current.php?id=1449 

 
*We appreciate the riders involved in this near miss for sharing their story and experience for 
others to learn from. 
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View of avalanche from trail to the site 
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Looking up the slope from the bench that the debris ran onto 

 
Walking up the debris 

 



 

 

Snowpack and Flank Profile 

 

 

 

 


