
Ranger Peak Avalanche Fatality 
2 skiers caught, buried, killed 

Grand Teton National Park 
March 7, 2012  

 

SYNOPSIS 

Two backcountry skiers began a trip from the Colter Bay Swim Beach parking area sometime around 

0500 and 0700 hours. The two planned to ascend the south side of Ranger Peak (11,355’) from 

Waterfalls Canyon then descend a steep south facing couloir above Wilderness Falls and continue down 

Waterfalls Canyon.  Steve Romeo and Chris Onufer were both well-known backcountry skiers and expert 

ski mountaineers who commonly explored new ski descents in Grand Teton National Park.  

 

On this day the two started their trip heading west across the frozen surface of Jackson Lake for 

approximately 3 miles.  From the west shoreline, they continued west up and into Waterfalls Canyon for 

another 1 ½ miles to an elevation of approximately 7400’ feet.   At this point in the canyon, just below 

Columbine Cascade, the two turned north and started their steep ascent of a large avalanche path that 

faces south- southeast.  The ascent route they chose on the south side of Ranger Peak stands out as a 

major drainage feature made up of steep chutes and gullies that all originate from a high point on the 

ridge at 10,600’ feet.  

 

At the start of the climb they were able to skin a relatively straight line up the lower angle slope until the 

gully narrowed and the slope angle reached approximately 25-30 degrees at an elevation of 8600’ feet.  

Based on the skin track found at the scene and in photographs taken from the air, it is apparent that 

they ascended the right branch of the avalanche path.  From that point on, they switch-backed up this 

narrow gully and kept close to the rocky cliffs bordering its east side.  At an elevation of approximately 

9600’ feet, their skin track traversed away from the right edge of the path and continued west across a 

gully into the middle of the slide path.  Continuing to skin higher, the two men made 3 switch-backs 

beneath a large rock buttress.  Here the slope angle averaged approximately 35 degrees with a slight 

convexity in the terrain due to a rocky rib dividing the gully below.  In photos taken from the air, this 

portion of the skin track below the rock buttress was undisturbed by the avalanche.    The track stops at 

the southwest corner of the rock buttress near a steep chute.   The last visible evidence of their skin 

track was found here at an elevation of 10,050’ feet.  Here at this elevation the slope increases in angle 

to greater than 40 degrees (40-44 degrees).  It is probable that they triggered the avalanche at this point 

sometime around 1000 -1200 hours.  

  

Both Steve Romeo and Chris Onufer were caught in the avalanche and carried down the mountain then 

buried by the avalanche debris in the run-out zone of the avalanche path.  Upon receiving an overdue 

report from Onufer’s father later that night, a search and rescue response was initiated the next 

morning.  A helicopter was sent to search Waterfalls Canyon where the crew located articles of 

equipment on the surface of a recent avalanche. The two missing men were then found using a beacon 

receiver suspended beneath the helicopter.  The bodies of Romeo and Onufer were dug out of the 

debris by Grand Teton rangers approximately 24-26 hours after the avalanche incident.   



Since the avalanche incident we have learned that Romeo and Onufer were not intending to ski down 

the route they ascended.  According to friends and other ski partners, the two likely intended to ski 

down one of the two steep south facing couloirs above Wilderness Falls.  These couloirs were seen 

during previous trips on Eagles Rest Peak and around Waterfalls Canyon.   

Romeo and Onufer had a long history of skiing steep terrain and over the years they did have close calls 

with avalanches.  Romeo and Onufer have made ascents and descents in the northern mountains of 

Grand Teton in recent years.  They became familiar with the approach routes and had traversed from 

peak 10,686 over to the top of Ranger Peak and above the starting zone of this avalanche path.  

It’s not fully known why they chose to traverse upward into the starting zone of this avalanche path 

ultimately triggering the avalanche that killed them. It’s thought that they decided to contour high 

across the slope in order to reach the top of their desired ski descent on the southern aspect of the 

mountain.  Had they continued switch-backing up along the eastern edge of the avalanche path to reach 

the saddle at 10,200’ feet, it’s likely they would have reached that saddle without incident.  

 

 

WEATHER 

Weather data for this incident are from the Rendezvous Bowl and Raymer Stations located 

approximately 30 miles south of the accident site.  

 

The day of the avalanche, sunny skies prevailed and temperatures increased throughout the day.  The 

overnight low was 8 degrees with a high of 27 at the Raymer Station (9,360’).  

 

During the previous 24 hours, a fast moving front brought another two to eight inches of new snow to 

the mountains. The Raymer station recorded 3” of new snow with .33” of SWE (snow water equivalent).  

The Rendezvous Bowl weather station recorded 6” of new snow.   Winds averaged 18 mph with a peak 

gust of 47 mph out of the W-NW.   

 

Prior to March 7th, 2012 avalanche, snow fell on and off in a series of storms that started to move over 

the area in February.  From mid - February to March 1st snowfall amounts added up to approximately 

48” in the area mountains.  Between March 1st and March 5th, another 28” of new snow fell with 1.43” 

of SWE.   Winds averaged 15-30 mph with maximum gusts to 60 mph out of the W-NW.  Temperatures 

ranged from single digits to upper 30’s during the week prior.   

 

SNOWPACK 

Leading up to the avalanche accident, the mountains received snowfall almost every day with the 

exception of the two prior to the accident.  Total snowfall amounts since February 9th were 80 to 90 

inches in the Tetons. Winter conditions prevailed during this period and there were multiple high wind 

events, several natural avalanche cycles and human triggered avalanches.  One of these avalanches 

resulted in one fatality and other avalanches resulted in several injuries in the avalanche forecast area.  

 



The Bridger-Teton Avalanche Forecast Center - backcountry avalanche forecast for the week prior 

warned of dangerous slab avalanches and reported several natural and human triggered avalanches on 

E-SE slopes at elevations ranging from 8500’ to 10,500’.   

 

March 2nd - the avalanche hazard was rated Considerable at high elevations (9,000’-10,500’) and 

Moderate at mid elevations (7,500-9,000).  With dangerous slabs one to four feet in depth on steep 

slopes. A natural avalanche with a 4’ crown was observed yesterday on an east aspect in the Rock 

Springs drainage. 

March 3rd  – the avalanche hazard was rated Considerable at both mid and high elevations.  With a 3’ 

deep skier triggered avalanche occurring the day before on the southeast ridge of peak 10,686, in the 

northern part of the range.  Today, skiers and riders who venture into steep terrain are likely to trigger 

dangerous slab avalanches up to 4’ deep 

March 4th  -  the avalanche hazard was rated Considerable at both mid and high elevations.  Rising to 

HIGH hazard in the afternoon at high elevations.  With the 90” of new snow and high winds since the 

middle of February, large natural and human triggered avalanches are possible as temperatures rise 

during the day.  The forecast center warned that travel in avalanche terrain is not recommended. 

March 5th – the avalanche hazard was rated Considerable at mid and high elevations.  Natural and skier 

triggered avalanches to 4’ deep are possible as the temperatures increase and the snowpack adjusts to 

the recent loading of snowfall.  The forecast center advised backcountry travelers to adjust their plans to 

avoid steep, sunlit slopes.   

March 6th – the avalanche hazard was rated Moderate at all elevations.  Yesterday sunshine resulted in 

several avalanches 3’ deep on steep, southerly aspects at mid and high elevations. 

 

March 7th – the avalanche hazard was rated Moderate at mid and upper elevations.  The forecast 

written for the day;   

New snow and southwest winds created soft slabs to 14 inches in depth on steep, lee slopes at mid and 

upper elevations. The new snow rests on slick sun crusts on all but the more northerly aspects and the 

will easily slide with human triggers. Sunshine will increase the sensitivity of the snow and natural 

sloughs or wet-loose slides will be possible on sunlit slopes. The possibility remains for users to trigger 

deeper slides to three feet in depth on steep, northerly aspects at upper elevations. At lower elevations 

avalanches are unlikely but be alert to the possibility of steep slopes sloughing should they receive 

extended, direct sunlight.  

 

Without a physical inspection of the avalanche crown it is difficult to determine the weak layer and its 

interface with the bed surface.  Measurements of the crown depth are only estimates made from aerial 

photos.  After the accident, attempts were made to reach the starting zone but safety dictated that 

efforts be postponed.   

 

In summary, 2-3’ feet of new snow fell during the previous week of stormy weather.  Strong W-NW 

winds transported available snow and formed wind slab in E-SE facing starting zones.   Sunshine and 

warming temperatures on Sunday and Monday may have formed a sun crust on south facing slopes at 

mid elevations and possibly at higher elevations sheltered from the cooling effects of wind.  It is likely 



that Romeo and Onufer triggered this slab avalanche as they skinned into the starting zone where a 

weak layer failed above a sun crust.  As the initial soft slab avalanche gained momentum it stepped 

down deeper into older layers and entrained harder snow as it travelled over rocky cliffs and through 

gullies.   

 

Avalanche Characteristics and Size: 

US Classification of the avalanche is SS-AS-D3.5-R3-O. 

Starting Zone: 

The overall starting zone is made up of two primary parts that could fail independently or as a whole.  

In this event all of the right side (north side) of the starting zone was involved.   

The starting zone aspect is southeast (135 degrees). 

The crown depth ranged from 50cm-80cm with a maximum of 1 meter. 

The starting zone slope angle averaged 38 degrees. 

The steepest part of the starting zone was 40°- 42 degrees.  

The crown line width was 400’ feet. 

 

Track: 

The track is made up of multiple gullies that are confined by steep cliffs to the east and rock bands to 

the west.  Shaped like an hourglass, the track narrows to a single gully at an elevation of 8600’ feet 

where it then opens up into the lower slopes of the canyon.      

 

Runout zone: 

The runout zone has a cone shaped area that spreads wider as it nears the canyon bottom.  Within this 

are a few gullies that fill with avalanche debris. In this event, the avalanche debris was long and ran  

near to the bottom before stopping. 

The debris field was 2,500’ feet long and averaged 300’ wide. 

The deposition depth averaged 6 feet deep with a maximum of 12 feet deep in a few locations. 

 

GPS Coordinates: 

Crown:   N 43 55.445, W110 45.123 

Toe of Debris:  N 43 54.779, W110 44.554 

Elevation of Crown:  10,350’ feet   

Elevation of debris end:  7,700’ feet 

Total avalanche fall:  2,350’ feet ( ½ mile) 

Total avalanche run:  5,475’ feet (1.03 Miles) 

The alpha angle:  26° 

The max alpha angle:  20° 

 

Additional information also available at Bridger-Teton Avalanche Advisory - 

http://www.jhavalanche.org/viewTeton 

 

Report prepared by; Rich Baerwald – Park Ranger, Grand Teton National Park  

http://www.jhavalanche.org/viewTeton

