FARCH & RESCUE DOGS

Maybe They Should be Buried for aDog

“What'll you give for awarm dog in
your tent tonight?’ quipped ahandler to a
nondog SAR-typeasweall set out intothe
SNOW.

Thiswasthefirst Winter SAR Opera-
tions course presented by the California
Sate Officeof Emergency Services(OES),
and not all of the 30 or so participants—
sheriffs’ search and rescue coordinators
and acoupleof Forest Service
and National Park rangers, |
with a scattering of volun-
teers—weresurethey’ d make
it through the night.

Leaving the warmth of
Mammoth Mountain Inn for
anight out in the snow, with
only the comforts we could
carry on our backs, we were
bound for MinaretsVista. It's
acold windy ridgewith spec-
tacular viewsinall directions,
but no amenities.

It wasn't along trek, but
for thosewho' d never beenon
skisor snowshoesbefore, and |
whose SAR duty was gener-
ally at the command post, this‘
could beamgjor chalenge. |

By— Judy Graham
Contributing Editor

tion, and practicein techniques of probing
for victimsburied in an avalanche.
Instructors included Yosemite Na-
tional Park back country nordic ski ranger
and WOOF search dog handler Marilyn
Muse; U.S. Forest Serviceresource officer
and CARDA dog handler Hatch Graham;
ErnestoAviles, developer of theAPPLINC
“saving breath” rewarming system for hy-

“ Pepper” begins digging down to her practice avalanche victim
as handler Hatch Graham urges her on. Photo supplied by author.

Likethe Directionand Control course,
Winter SAR Ops recognizes the value of
searchdogs, dlotting four hourstothe SAR
dog segment.

CARDA handler Hatch Graham spent
about 45 minutes of the four hoursin the
classroom. Hegave adide show overview
of dogs scenting ability and their talents
for finding lost peoplein awide variety of
situations (shots of a handler
in the Southeast Alaska

» but till searching; atida river
a0 - withsomeonedrownedinthe
< % muddy murk and adog sniff-
ing for him from the prow of
a johnboat; the Mexico City
earthquake, and SAR dogs
searching the rubble for sur-
vivors). Then he moved into
avalanchesearch, asanintro-
duction to what the class
_ would see in the field later
. that day. Two major points:
A trained search dog is one
of the fastest ways to locate
someonetrapped under snow,
and avalanche training is a

o =

“We want to familiarize the search
coordinators with what their folks out in
thefield are up against,” explained Larry
Buffaloe, deputy chief and searchand res-
cue coordinator of the Law Enforcement
Division of California OES.

Besides classroom sessions (hypoth-
ermia, “the silent killer;” insulation and
winter-wear; air and ground SAR opera-
tionswith fixed-wing aircraft, helicopters,
snowmobiles, snowcats and deds; ava-
lanche hazards and rescue) the Mammoth
courseprovided afour-mile*conditioning
hike’ at 9,000 feet elevation, an afternoon
of snowshoe and cross-country ki instruc-

pothermia victims; Lyle Hammer of the
U.S. Wesather Service; Deputy Brad Smith
of the Humboldt County Sheriffs Depart-
ment; Civil Air Patrol Commander lan
Ostrat, and helicopter personnel from
Lemoore and Fallon Naval Air Stations.
TheWinter SAR Operationscourseis
the newest addition to California OES's
SAR curriculum. For the past four years
OES has been bringing its Direction and
Control of the Search Function course to
sheriffs SAR coordinators throughout the
state, with good results. Over those four
year, SAR teams have found they spend
lesstimeper searchwith morelives saved.

potentialy hazardousactivity that must be
conducted under the strictest safety precau-
tions. He outlined the procedures in the
classroom, and reiterated themin thefield.
They include;

*Excavating areasonably comfortable,
collapse-proof hole in which to bury the
“victim,” withenoughtrapped air sohecan
survive the duration of the problem, and
room to move hishead and neck and arms
and expand his chest so he can breathe
more or less normally (Many volunteer
“victims’ discover that the ability to ex-
pand the chest isaffected not only by physi-
ca spacebut dso by menta considerations.



It'shard to breathe normally when you fed
like you've just been shut in abox with a
king size mattress on your back).

Carefully triangulating the location
of the victim’s head with markers placed
on the surface of the snow. To prevent the
searching dog or handler from keying on
these markers (and to s mulate the scent—
andvisua— confusion of ared avalanche),
amultitudeof packs, ski poles, snowshoes,
shovelsand other loose gear is distributed
over the dope. One person hasto keep re-
ligioudy inmindwhicharethe“ red” mark-
ersthat triangulate on Spot X.

*Constant radio conversation withthe
buried “victim,” to assurethat he’ sreason-
ably comfortable, isn't in dire straits or,
more likely, discovering alatent claustro-
phobia that never appeared before in his
life (“One of our handlersis a big, husky
guy, but hewon't go in ahole for nothin’.
Wetell him*Fine, that’sgreat, you canjust
dig holesfor us.’” No stigma).

*A minimum number of shovelers
standing by, in case the “victim” needsto
be dug up in a hurry. Combined with the
requisite radio safety-person talking with
the victim, and extraneous people stand-
ing or moving around to smulate a real
search, this makes avalanche training and
testing very labor-intensive (It takes alot
of people alot of work). A problem that
takes a dozen people set up and run may
take a good avalanche dog only seconds
or minutesto solve.

Hatch ended his lecture by assuring
the classthat no onewould lose faceif he
chose not to be buried, but trusted there
would be enough volunteers. In any case,
he said, aturn at being “victim” isagreat
way to learn respect for avalanches, and
make a person more wary of ever getting
caught in one. “It's amazing how only a
couple of inches of snow packed on top of
you makes you completely helpless. You
can’t move, you can't get yourself out. I'll
tell you, I’ve been in practice holes, and
it'sscary. You'retotally dependent onthese
other guysto get you out.”

(From the back of the room someone
cracked, “Would you trust these bozos?")

Question unanswered, theclassmoved
outdoors. Thiswas the grand finale of the

week: The ski or snowshoe trek up to
Minarets Vista, and spending one night
therewith thegear in one' sbackpack. Re-
member, before this week, some of the
peopleintheclasshad never been onskis
or snowshoesintheir lives.

The ski-in was mostly uneventful.”
A Marine from Pickle Meadows distin-
guished himself by catching a skijor-tow
behind a snow cat. One of the dog han-
dlershitched up hissearch partner inplace
of mechanized equipment, for ashort but
exciting ride. Some of the other ski trek-
kers, with only their own two legs, thought
these practicesunfair. But all, eventually,
arrived at the camping place.

It was worth the effort. To the west,
the Minarets standing watch over the Si-
errg; to the east and far below, snowfree
Owens Valley. But our attention quickly
shifted from the fantastic view to the job
of setting up camp.

Some were trying out (trying to fig-
ure out) new tents, purchased for the oc-
casion. Others were surveying the ridge
for its least-windswept pockets. Several
were speaking wistfully of beer.

Once the settling-in was over, the
class shifted back to search dogs. A snow
cat had tracked over alarge areato smu-
|ate an avalanche path, and shovelers had
dug about a dozen holes. Reviewing the
safety precautions, two handlers super-
vised theburial of one“victim” at adepth
of 4to 5 feet, and then asecond “victim”
at about 3 feet. Radio safety officersand
shovelers were appointed, and other ob-
serversmoved over the*avalanchepath.”

On asignal to the dog team waiting
out of sight,—Jamie Maddox and his
Newfoundland mix “Sam”—Jamie gave
the search command and headed full-
speed onto the slope demonstrating that
caninesare, indeed, oneof thefastest ways
tolocate people under snow, thelittleblack
dog found both “victims’ within 3 min-
utes.

These victims were carefully extri-
cated, and the process began with two
morevolunteershiding for asecond team,
meand my 9-year-old German Shepherd
“Sardy.” Thisproblem provedtobeagood
exampleof safety-firstin avalanchework.
Sardy aerted on her first victim and started

digging down toward him. Calling for shov-
elershere, | directed Sardy away from this
spot to search for morevictims. Asshe pro-
gressed across the slope, one of the depu-
tiesacting asaradio safety officer suddenly
yelled“Dighimup! He'snot talking.” He' d
lost radio contact with the second victim just
secondsearlier. Withinjust afew more sec-
ondsour “victim” wasextricated—safeand
cheerful, but with adead radio. Search prob-
lem aborted. Fresh batteries were installed
intheradio.

Next on the slope were Rita Comden
with her Golden Retriever “Ego,” who ac-
knowledged the spotswhere previous“ vic-
tims’ had been buried but quickly moved
on to find the two who were now under
snow. “ For the last problem of the day,
Hatch and hisGerman Shepherd “ Pepper”
raced with a ski patrolman using an elec-
tronic avalanche beacon to find a beacon-
equipped victim. It wasaphotofinish onthe
first victim. Then Pepper went on to find
the second.

As the dog handlers emphasized to
participantsintheWinter SAR Ops Course,
timeiscritical inavalancherescue. If avic-
tim survivesan avalancheitsdlf, hischances
of being dlive after half an hour of buria
arereduced by half, and the oddskeep drop-
ping fast. Even though dogs may be one of
the quickest ways to locate people under
snow, they aren’t the only way. “Don’t put
al your eggs in one basket,” Hatch cau-
tioned. “Call out the dogs, yes, but get that
probe line working and keep ‘em working
whenthedogsget there. Use Piepsor Skadis
(electronic avalanche beacons), use every-
thing you've got. The dogs are just one
tool—one of thebest, but not the only one.”

With al thewarnings about the poten-
tial hazardsof avalanchetraining, werethere
enough volunteersto be buried at Minarets
Vista? After the scheduled avalanche dog
field session, there were till enough hang-
ers-on to give my younger Shepherd,
“Roxy,” asingle-victim search. And early
next morning before classes resumed,
Marilyn Muse and her Shepherd “ Sage’
found and dug up another volunteer in about
aminute.

Willing asthey wereto beburied, many
of the deputies found it a sobering experi-
ence; in fact, aonce-in-alifetime opportu-



nity they didn’t really careto repeat.

Lessthantwoweeksafter Winter SAR
Ops, national newswasreporting the death
of four skiersin amassive avalanche out-
sidethe Breckenridge Ski Area. Infact, this
has been one of theworst wintersinyears
in the Rocky Mountains, according to
United Press Internationd, with 11 ava-
lanchedeathsalready by early March. Ava
lanche experts were attributing the fatali-
tiesto a"“combination of awidespread un-
stable snowpack and theignorance or out-
right disregard by skiers of the dangers.”

Thefour skierswho lost their livesin
the Breckenridge avalanchereportedly had
crossed under arope and past sgnswarn-
ing “The back country skiing beyond this
ropeisextremely dangerous... avalanches
are unpredictable and can occur at any
time.” Thelureof fresh powder apparently
was just too great. A friend of two of the
men killed at Breckenridge was later
quoted by the Associated Press as saying,
“It's more exhilarating to ski out of
bounds,” and commented that hisfriends
deathswon't stop him from skiing out-of -
bounds aress.

Golden Retriever “ Ego” smilesasone of hispractice avalanche victims
thanks himfor finding him so quickly.

Mayhbe he should volunteer to be buried once for an avalanche dog. It might give him a different perspective.
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