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THREE STRANDED SNOWMOBILERS NEAR PILOT PEAK 

 JANUARY 9-10, 2015 
--TOM RAND 

 

Get out your topo map of the Pilot Peak area and find the steepest sustained slope:  the Elk Creek drainage 

from the ridge west of Freeman Peak.  A snowmobiler misjudged the terrain and went down the drainage 

until his snowmobile was stuck.  One of his snowmobile companions hiked down the slope to help; they 

both again misjudged the terrain and continued downslope, riding one snowmobile tandem, until they found 

themselves deep in the Elk Creek drainage and unable to continue on the machine.  They tried to hike up the 

slope back to the ridge.  One was unable to hike up the slope, so the companion went up to his partner on the 

ridge.  To compound their problems, his partner’s snowmobile 

engine blew.  The two snowmobilers on the ridge  found cell-

phone coverage, called for help, and built a fire.  We can think 

of a lot of “what if’s” that could have made the mission much 

worse, and we are happy for a healthy outcome for all involved. 

 

The Boise County S.O. called our coordinator and we received 

the IMSARU callout at 1900 hours.  We set up base camp at the 

Mores Creek Summit parking area, and relied on snowmobile 

volunteers and the Idaho Park & Ski snowcat/groomer to 

transport IMSARU teams to the search area.  The first team left 

base camp at 2300 and retrieved the two subjects on the ridge.  

One of them showed our team where the tracks descended the 

ridge into Elk Creek drainage, and that was designated PLS. Another evacuation via Blackhawk.  Photo by T. Rand 
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Our second and third teams were transported to the PLS at 0100, set out on snowshoes, and fol-

lowed tracks down the steep slope.  They found the abandoned snowmobile at East Fork of Elk 

Creek and were able to communicate with base camp via State Communications at 0300.  The 

missing subject had not stayed put where his companion had told him to wait for help, but the 

teams tracked him farther down the creek for another hour.  He was cold, dehydrated and hav-

ing leg cramps, unable to walk back uphill.   

 

There was not much sleep for the teams camped with the subject for the night—supplying hot 

drinks and food plus external warming—nor for the teams at base camp who moved to the 

Sheriff’s Office to consider possibilities for extracting the subject.  The three options were: 

 

1. Helicopter hoist—but fog in Boise could keep the helicopter grounded. 

2. Snowmobile and snowshoe trek up Elk Creek—eliminated from consideration be-

cause of the distance and poor travel conditions. 

3. Have our technical team lift the subject up the slope that subject and searchers had 

descended—no small task, as the slope had 1,200 feet elevation change over approx-

imately one-half mile. 

 

Our tech team was called out.  In the predawn hours, all teams prepared for the likelihood that 

the helicopter would remain grounded in Boise.  Teams with the subject encouraged him to take 

another stab at climbing the slope, but he made little progress even with their assistance.  All 

were happy when the Air National Guard were able to bring in a Blackhawk helicopter to hoist 

the subject out by 1100 hours. 

 

This was truly a multi-resource mission:  In addition to the Boise County Sheriff’s personnel, 

the Park & Ski groomer, and the Air National Guard crew, State Communications sent EMS 

ground transport up the hill.  We had no members available with their own snowmobiles, so 

Toby Ashley, who has helped us before, brought up three machines and drivers to transport 

searchers and equipment.  A few hours after those three had to leave at 0430, snowmobilers 

Steve Shay, Brandi Johnson and Kody Shay, who had arrived for recreation, cheerfully spent 

seven hours working with us. 

 

IMSARU members participating were Brad Acker, Chris Brookman, Delinda Castellon, Fran-

cisco Castellon, Ron Christensen, John Ferguson, Don Fridrich, Mike Johnson, Amanda Lead-

er, Bill Lindenau, Carolyn Lyon, Ted Marx, Brian Mitchell, Jeff Munn, Tom Rand, Gregg 

Rettschlag (OL for first day), Eric Rust, Dan Scovel (OL for second day), Kris Scovel, Liz 

Swan, Ken Swickard, Scott Walls, Carol Wellman, and Tom Wheless.  (This list includes our 

volunteers who car-pooled up to Idaho City to drive all the vehicles home.  Those who had 

worked at their paying jobs all day on Friday, then spent almost 21 hours on the mission, would 

have been unsafe drivers.)  In-town coordinators were Rod Knopp and Jimmie Yorgensen. 
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SOLDIER MOUNTAIN BOOTCAMP (aka AVALANCHE SAFETY AND 

SEARCH TRAINING) – JANUARY 23-25, 2015 
--CAROL WELLMAN 

 

I’m hard-pressed to share the full scope of agony we newbies endured at Avalanche Training.  

I thought I could use backcountry skis to get on location.  Wrong!  Snowshoes were the ticket 

for anyone not used to 30-degree slopes iced over like Lake Michigan.  OK, got it now. 

 

The first night, we assembled at a church camp near Fairfield to spread out our winter gear and 

sleep.  We reassessed our 24-hour packs, knowing that shovels, snow probes, snow travel gear 

and high-tech beacons would add to the weight we must carry up the mountain.  Thank good-

ness I’d been working out.  Thighs were burning as we did maneuvers Saturday and Sunday in 

waist-deep snow, post-holing at times. 

 

A ten-dollar pass on Saturday morning got us a one-way lift up to the second mountain.  Three 

learning stations were established.  John taught us how to dig out a body, hopefully in time and 

with enough finesse to prevent fatality.  The V-shaped conveyor system of extracting thick 

snow pack was both effective and wet when shovelfuls of snow landed smack in my face as I 

kept up with the guy in front.  We had several opportunities to quickly assemble shovels from 

sections strapped to our packs.  The brand that could convert to both “hoe” and “shovel” 

worked best.  Brad taught us beacon specifics, how to flag a first victim before scurrying on in 

concentric circles to locate a second.  This is where beacons really proved to be worth their 

weight in gold:  If a buried victim has a beacon and has it turned on, the chance of recovery 

rises dramatically.  Bottom line—it’s an acceptable expense for backcountry skiers.  (Note that 

you should never ski alone in avalanche country.)  Gregg taught the third station, which dealt 

with organized probing for buried victims.  We used poles that were ten feet long and activated 

from a two-foot package with the flip of a wrist; again I was impressed by the technology.  We 

spent the afternoon in scenarios where we buried two canvas bags with beacons, then called on 

our competitors to find them. 

 

The double black diamond ski run was chosen for our descent.  Exhausted, we returned to the 

parking lot, either by skiing or walking.  For much of the descent I carried my backcountry 

skis, which were way underequipped for such dangerous travel.  The cat track looked benign, 

but steeply climbed to a ski patrol hut, then onward to Playland. 

 

On Sunday I tested snowshoes and realized that was the proper gear for that type of work.  Se-

cure footing helped me stay above the ground as I held the probe line after two scenarios pro-

vided training in both beacons and slow, steady 50-cm. search.  After a row of probers fol-

lowed succinct direction from the Location Commander, my compatriot (stationed twenty 

yards across the debris field) and I crawled uphill 50 cm. to reposition the line.  Much of the 

time, I had to squat and hold firm, realizing that if a person was indeed buried, our emotions 

would be rising.  Time is of the essence. 

 

The IMSARU leaders provided excellent training and I even practiced real-time self-arrest 

with my ice ax (not part of the planned program).  Smiling and bonded, my fellow trainees bid 

goodbye at the parking lot, heading home for a hot shower and some TLC. 
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IMSARU attendees included Brad 

Acker (instructor), Jeff Ball, Delinda 

Castellon, Francisco Castellon, Ron 

Christensen, Nikki Contreras, John 

Ferguson, Taylor Grisham, Aimee 

Hastriter, Dan Herring, Mike John-

son, Andrew Kuraitis, Amanda 

Leader, Brandon Mart, Ted Marx, 

Brian Mitchell, Tom Rand, Gregg 

Rettschlag, Eric Rust, Dodi Salee, 

Kacy Watkins, Greg Weber and Car-

ol Wellman. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SAR ACADEMY – JANUARY 28-31, 2015 
 

Ron Christensen was elected vice-president in October and has been busy ever since.  In addi-

tion to the standard vice-president role, our VP is responsible for scheduling safety education 

events and setting up a SAR Academy session whenever we have enough applicants to justify 

it.  This SAR Academy uses two evenings and a half-day on Saturday to introduce applicants to 

our history, by-laws, expectations, equipment, specialty teams, procedures, etc.  Once an appli-

cant has completed the SAR Academy and passed the equipment check, he/she is eligible and 

encouraged to attend three-season general training sessions and activities.  (There are additional 

pre-requisites for winter field training and the specialty teams.) 

 

We welcome to IMSARU the following new members who completed this SAR Academy:  

Todd Blue, Aaron Burdin, Steve Caldwell, Christian Emry, William “Henry” Forrence, Colby 

Hawk, Stephanie Jenkins, Becky Louber, Drew Nienstedt, Ralph “R.T.” Thompson and Clay-

ton Thurston. 

 

THANK YOU!  THANK YOU!  THANK YOU! 
 

We have received cash donations from the following: 

 

Janet E. Boss   Todd Blue   Betty Robertson  

 

Angela Incelli and Miles Soppe     Ann Heltsley 

 

Kris Walker   IMSARU Members who request anonymity 

Snow block testing.          —Photo by D. Sallee 
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CHRISTMAS TREE CUTTING CAN BE COLD – DECEMBER 22, 2014 
--RON CHRISTENSEN 

 

The Boise County S.O. called us on Sunday morning to report that four adults and two children had 

been out overnight with two vehicles stuck in the snow.  The original report stated that they were 

stuck on the Pine Creek Road north of Idaho City. 

 

We left the Compound at approximately 0800 and met our I.C., Chief Deputy Dale Rogers, at the 

S.O. for briefing.  The reporting party now stated that all individuals had winter clothing and would 

have been able to stay with the vehicles through the night.  It was further determined that the miss-

ing party had traveled up Granite Creek Road, apparently reached Rabbit Creek Summit and trav-

eled from that point down the New Meadows road.  As our O.L., Gregg decided we would establish 

base camp at the Granite Creek parking/rest area.  The S.O. provided one of their tracked vehicles 

for our use in the mission. 

 

Our plan was to send the tracked vehicle, along with our ATV’s, out to locate the stranded subjects 

and shuttle them back to base.  At about this time, the I.C. had received word that the subjects may 

have freed one of the vehicles.  Team 1 was dispatched at approximately 1030 to travel up Granite 

Creek Road.  There had been much rain with heavy snow in higher elevations for the 36 hours prior 

to the mission callout, and this heavy moisture continued throughout the day.  Granite Creek Road, 

covered with snow and slush, was actually closed by the S.O. due to road conditions while Team 1 

was out on that road. 

 

Traveling up the road, our team encountered a 

downed tree that had fallen across the road; it 

was small enough to be pulled out of the way 

and allow the ATV’s to continue on up.  At 

about 6.3 miles from base camp, our team en-

countered a vehicle coming down the road.  It 

was one of the vehicles that our subjects had 

been able to free, and they had all six people in 

the vehicle.  All were safe and warm, and would 

be able to continue the drive down the moun-

tain.  Team 1 escorted them with ATV’s both in 

front of and behind the subjects’ vehicle. 

 

Hot coffee was waiting at base camp and the 

subjects expressed their thanks and gratitude for 

IMSARU coming out in such conditions to as-

sist them.  After breaking down base camp, we 

met once more with the I.C. at the S.O. to de-

brief and return their tracked vehicle.  (No, they 

did not offer to let us keep it.) 

 Base camp at Granite Creek turn-off     —Photo by E. Rust 
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It should be noted that this was the first mission for our new 901 truck.  The truck and setup 

worked fantastically well, and we can’t give thanks enough to everyone who helped get it mis-

sion ready!  One additional benefit was for Gregg, who rode in the backseat of the extended cab 

with his computer and other information so that he was able to do some pre-planning during our 

drive from the Compound.  We didn’t know we had also gained a mobile office. 

 

Members responding to the mission included:  Francisco Castellon, Ron Christensen, Bill Lin-

denau, Ted Marx, Gregg Rettschlag (O.L.), Eric Rust, Craig Swan, Liz Swan, Ken Swickard 

and Tom Wheless.  In-town coordination was handled by Rod Knopp and Charlotte Gunn. 

 

[Editor’s Note:  Ask Ron about the downside of operating that efficient tracked vehicle.] 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

TENTATIVE TRAINING SCHEDULE FOR 2015 
--GREGG RETTSCHLAG, TRAINING DIRECTOR 

 

Listed below are the planned training topics for 2015.  As always, these dates and topics are 

tentative due to availability of instructors, callouts, and the occasions when availability of new, 

outside resources may arise (e.g. last year’s Blackhawk training day).  Also, I am always look-

ing for new people to take the lead on a topic, or offers of assistance with teaching.  You don’t 

have to be a credentialed, recognized expert to teach; if that were the case, we’d be staring at a 

blank podium for most topics.  Many of the topics already have a presentation available for you 

to dissect and use for ideas or as written.  If you’re willing to assist a lead instructor, that can go 

a long way toward giving you confidence to take the lead the next time.  I am still looking for 

help with shelter + snow travel training, either classroom or field, in February.  Finally, if there 

is a topic you think should get priority, or that we have neglected, please let me know.  I may 

be too close to the forest of training to recognize the missing tree topics. 

 

Feb. – Winter Shelters + Snow Travel  Aug. – N/A, due to Corn Booth 

Mar. – Base Camp     Sept. – Classroom – Safety Education 

Apr. – Navigation      Field – “Oh, oh, I’m stranded!” 

May – IMSARU “Olympics”    Oct. - Navigation 

June – Bivouac Outing    Nov. – SAR Management 

July – Patient Packaging  + Litter Handling  Dec. – Winter Prep 

 

We’re looking for a spot to insert ELT training, that will work for both IMSARU’s and Dan 

Herring’s schedules.  Also, members have offered to present a topic or two outside this list; I’m 

looking for a spot to incorporate those.  Stay tuned. 

 

[Editor’s Note for newer members:  The normal training schedule is SAR Training classroom 

on the second Tuesday of the month, with field session on Saturday—and also Sunday for some 

topics—on the following weekend.  Also, please note that the specialty teams all have addition-

al training, as well as additional requirements for joining.] 
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SIXTH GRADE ASSEMBLY PRESENTATION 
--KEN SWICKARD 

 

IMSARU received a request to provide a safety education presentation to a group of 6th grade 

students at West Middle School in Nampa.  The students had just completed reading the book 

Hatchet, with a fictional situation in which a young teenage boy is in a plane that crashes and he 

must survive alone in the wilds of Canada.  Teachers wanted to balance this fiction with what it 

would really be like to be lost in the backcountry and how to be prepared to survive it. 

 

Liz Swan took the lead on this project, assisted by Ken Swickard, and both arrived with full 3-

season search gear.  With only 30 minutes allocated, Liz presented the “Rules of 3” and as many 

of the Ten Essentials as practical, along with a touch of the “Hug-A-Tree” program, in a very 

short time frame. 

 

All of the 6th grade classes, numbering close to 250 children, marched into the gym and sat in the 

bleachers.  After a brief introduction by one of the 10 teachers, Liz was given the microphone 

and took total control of these young minds.  She first moved them all to the gym floor or stand-

ing on the bleacher steps, then had them all face her and close their eyes with their arms at their 

sides.  She had them slowly turn around 6 times and told them to, without opening their eyes, 

stop when they were facing her.  Needless to say, there were students facing all 360 degrees of 

the compass.  She then had them open their eyes and many were amazed that they were not fac-

ing her.  She obviously used this exercise to show the students how easy it would be for them to 

lose their sense of direction in the woods when trying to find their way back to their camp or par-

ents. 

 

Next, Liz had all the students sit on the floor while she presented the “Rules of 3” and some of 

the Ten Essentials, including water, food and shelter.  She explained the importance of carrying a 

whistle and compass when hiking in the woods and, using 2 volunteers, showed them how to use 

a large garbage bag as a shelter from the rain and/or for warmth on a cool forest night.  The 30 

minutes rapidly came to an end; the students grouped by classes and marched back to their  re-

spective home rooms. 

Here is your class—250 sixth graders!      —Photo by K. Swickard 
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2015 IDAHO STATE SAR CONFERENCE 
--JIMMIE YORGENSEN 

 

This year’s winter ISSAR Conference was held in Lewiston and sponsored by the Nez Perce 

County SAR.  SAR units from various areas participating included:  Bannock County, Bounda-

ry County, Clearwater County, Grangeville Mountain Rescue, Idaho County, Idaho Mountain 

Search and Rescue Unit, Lewis County, Lincoln County, Nez Perce Mounted Posse, Nez Perce 

County SAR, Salmon River SAR (Lemhi County), and Valley County. 

 

The conference was well organized and featured training classes in Ice Rescue, Avalanche 

Training (classroom), Crime Scene Investigation/Preservation, GPS Scavenger Hunt, plus of 

course a business meeting.  This year’s summer meeting will be held in Fremont County.  It 

has traditionally been held on Labor Day weekend, but more information will be forthcoming.  

The next ISSAR winter meeting will be held in February of 2016 and will be sponsored by 

Valley County. 

 

2014 STATISTICS FOR IMSARU 
 

Each year, we are asked to submit statistics to the Mountain Rescue Association and to the Ida-

ho State Search and Rescue Association.  Our Coordinator, Rod Knopp, compiles them.  A few 

from this past year include: 

 

 Number of Missions, including stand-bys    22 

 Person-Hours on missions          1,417 

 Search missions     12 

 Technical missions       3 

 Public Education presentations   18 

 Person-Hours on public education   62 

 Training Events (including specialty teams)           131 

 Person-Hours on training events         5,520 

 

 

CORN BOOTH 2015 
 

Yes, it is still February and no, we don’t sell corn-on-the-cob until August (the 21st through the 

30th this year), but the process has already started.  We turn in our request for booth space this 

month, and are already working on the requirement that all of our “canvas” areas must be fire-

resistant.  In our case, that means replacing the big white tent for pre-cooking preparation. 

 

We also need to be lining up volunteers for major responsibilities.  For example, Carolyn Lyon 

has done the scheduling for at least three years; she doesn’t want to do it forever, so we need 

one or two people who are willing to help and learn the system so they won’t be starting from 

ground zero when Carolyn announces her retirement.  And we need everyone to mark the last 

half of August as the time when we raise the money for about half our annual budget!  It takes 

a lot of people working a lot of hours, but it’s a critical part of keeping IMSARU ready to re-

spond when called for missions or safety education. 
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THE RACE TO ROBIE CREEK – APRIL 18, 2015 
 

The Race to Robie Creek is billed as the toughest half-marathon in the Northwest, as it starts in 

Boise, goes over Aldape Summit, and descends to Robie Creek.  Once registration opens, the 

quota fills very quickly with elite runners, amateurs challenging themselves and each other, and 

walkers.  IMSARU has for many years sent a large crew of volunteers to provide communica-

tions and first aid stations over the 13+ miles and in the Robie Creek park where the finishers 

relax (or collapse).  Mark your calendar for medical training on April 14, where we do the final 

check of our medical supplies and talk about treatment of blisters, April 17 when we set up the 

medical station at the finish line [licensed EMS personnel do the major treatments] and April 18 

for a long day of cheering the participants, helping those who need it, and keeping track of it 

all.  Kris Scovel is our liaison with the Sail Toads committee, and she is counting on 25 or 30 of 

us to be there. 

Avalanche safety and search trainees.     —Photo by Soldier Mountain personnel 

Photo by K. Watkins            Photo by D. Sallee 

IMSARU MEMBERS, NOTE:  IF YOU HAVE NOT PAID 2015 

DUES BY APRIL 7, YOU WILL NO LONGER BE A MEMBER. 
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