anatomy o
an avalanche
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air blast

As an avalanche moves, it displaces the air
in front of it. If the slide is large enough, this
_ can create a forceful air pressure wave.
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crown wall

The uppermost boundary of the slide
that runs perpendicular to the slope

3 “ways: loose or slab. In loose slides, the snow
has little or no cohesion, and a single release

point near the surface causes the avalanche to
: fan out in the shape of a triangle. Slabs, on the

.other hand are a coheswe mass that releases the allg'le of I'EPOSE ¥

" The balance between strength and stress is fragile.

A trigger can easily tip the scale and cause a slide. i

Triggers come in many shapes and sizes, but often their™

common characteristic is weight. Snow—either freshly

fallen, shifted by wind or deformed by drastic changes

in temperature—is a common trigger. But skiers and

snowboarders, snowmobilers, snowshoers, animals, etc.,

can set off a slide. It's important to note that a trigger

_doesn’t have to be at the top of the slide. An avalanche
can be touched off from the side, below or even from a v
remote stress point known as “The Telegraph Effect” « &

Speed & destruction
Some avalanches have been recorded to run at
speeds in excess of 200 mph, but the average speed
of a slide is usually 60 to 80 mph. The power of an
avalanche can be enough to snap mature trees like
toothpicks and even destroy reinforced concrete
structures or flatten small villages.
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starting zone

The area from which an

avalanche typically initiates. The side boundaries

of the slide.

The surface upon which
the snow slides, such as
the ground or a snow layer

(for example, sun crust). ﬁ'_‘ ot s
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telluride’s
San juan
snowpack
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the cement factor = stauch wall _ o
1 The bottommost boundary of a slide, * ‘1 o
When snow moves at tremendous speeds, friction causes it to which is-usually buried by debris. A vk & s
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THIS NEWLY FALLEN SNOWFLAKE, shown through a scanning electron
microscope, is a classic stellar crystal. As soon as this flake hits the ground, it
begins changing. Depending upon vapor and temperature differences, and other
factors within the snowpack, it generally changes in one of two ways:

This flake has become rounded, a shape
that tends to bond well with others like it,
creating a cohesive layer in the snowpack
known as a “slab”

This snowflake has become angular,
and grains like this will continue to
grow in size in the lower layers of
a snowpack, called “depth hoar” Its
angular edges don’t bond well with
neighboring grains, and this layer
often becomes the primary weakness
in a snowpack (particularly in the San
Juan Mountains).

o - o the san juan special

SNOWFLAKE IMAGES COURTESY USDA ARS EMU ’ Neither rounded nor angular grains are a problem by themselves, but a
cohesive mass of rounded grains (a slab) on top of a weak layer (such as depth
hoar) is akin to a sheet of plywood on marbles.

while you were sleeping

Avalanche conditions may be safe one day and entirely different the next—even
without overnight snowfall. Temperature fluctuations and wind, which scours snow
from one place and loads it up in another, affect each day’s conditions.

the beta

To check daily avalanche and mountain weather conditions
throughout the state, visit www.avalanche.state.co.us.
Online, the “Northern San Juan Zone” is specific to Telluride.
Avalanche courses are offered regularly in Telluride and other
mountain communities.

powder cloud

 Theleading edge of the
Rty ‘moving snow as it slides.
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