
 

 

Austin Canyon Avalanche Accident 

 

Forty-six-year-old Rob Kincaid of Victor, Idaho was killed by an avalanche on Friday, April 3 

while snowmobiling in Austin Canyon in the Snake River Range. Rob was a professional rider 

with 20 years of local backcountry experience. Our condolences go out to his family and friends 

and those involved in the rescue. 

 

 

Location:  

● Place: At the head of Austin Canyon in the Snake River Range 

● GPS: 43.381293° / -111.089892°        

● State: Idaho  

● Date: 4/3/2020  

● Time: Approximately 2:30 PM  

● Summary: 1 snowmobiler caught, buried and killed 

 

Number:  

● Caught: 1 

● Partially Buried: 0  

● Fully Buried: 1  

● Injured: 0  

● Killed: 1 

 

Avalanche Details:  

● Type: SS  

● Trigger: AM  

● Subcode: u (unintentional) 

● Size - Relative: R2 

● Size - D Scale: D2  

● Weak Layer: New snow old snow interface 

● Sliding surface: Harder old snow surface 

● Aspect: Southeast 

● Elevation: 9400 feet  

● Slope Angle: 38 degrees in starting zone (estimated) 

● Terrain: Concave starting zone below corniced ridgeline 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Incident & Rescue Summary: 

 

On April 3 a group of ten riders left the Pole Canyon trail head in Victor, Idaho.  Their goal was 

to complete a loop into the higher elevations of the Snake River Range.  At approximately 2:30 

pm the lead rider climbed up toward a saddle as the group was returning toward the trail head.  

The rider did not make it to that saddle and made a turn to descend the slope. At this time the 

slope failed.  As soon as the group saw the slide break several members yelled and waved at the 

rider.  He was near the looker’s right flank of the slide and was not initially caught in the slide.  

It is believed that the victim saw the group members waving and pointing as he was riding down-

hill.  Between seeing them pointing and the natural fall line he moved toward the avalanche and 

rode over a large rollover that caused him to be launched 50-70 feet downhill.  When the victim 

landed his snowmobile was nearly vertical, landing on the back section of track and tunnel.  At 

this point the group lost visual contact with the rider.   

 

When the avalanche came to a stop the nine remaining members of the group immediately went 

into rescue mode.  They all switched to search mode on their transceivers and looked for surface 

clues.  The debris area was small enough that it was quickly covered, there was no transmitting 

signal found.  The group did get several false readings that they believe were from group 

members switching back and forth from receive to transmit.  After it was determined that they 

were not getting any good signals, they transitioned into a probe search, and initially searched 

downhill of the victim’s snowmobile.  Rescuers believed they got a probe strike and dug down to 

the depth of the probe, unfortunately that was not the victim’s location.  At this point one 

member of the rescue group used a GPS messaging device to alert family members that they 

would not be back when they had planned, the SOS feature was not activated at this point.  The 

group then worked uphill from the rider’s sled, following what they believed was the natural 

flow of the avalanche.  He was found with a probe strike 30 to 50 feet uphill of his snowmobile 

below four feet of avalanche debris.  He had been fully buried for 2-2.5 hours when he was 

uncovered and was in a semi-prone position with his head downhill.  He had an avalanche 

transceiver, but it had not been turned on.  He also had an avalanche airbag that had not been 

deployed.  CPR was initiated, all possible lifesaving efforts were made.   

 

It is not known exactly when the group activated the SOS feature on their GPS messenger, based 

on information from Bonneville County Sheriff’s Office deputies, it is believed that they 

activated it approximately 90 minutes after the avalanche occurred.  The victims avalanche 

transceiver was turned on and checked after he was recovered, it functioned properly.  The cause 

of death was reported to be asphyxia.    A rescue helicopter requested by the Bonneville County 

Sheriff’s Department flew to the site the next morning and removed the body. 

 

  

 

 

 



Avalanche and Terrain: 

  

The avalanche occurred on a steep southeast facing slope at the head of Austin Canyon.  The 

location of the avalanche site is depicted on Figure 1.  This area is remote, high alpine terrain 

comprised of numerous glacial cirques that are situated among some of the highest peaks in the 

Snake River Range.  It is complex avalanche terrain whose access requires expert riding skills.   

 

A saddle in a ridge at the top of the slope is the divide between Austin Canyon and Dry Canyon, 

which was the group’s intended route back to the trailhead.  The slope to the right of the route up 

was sparsely treed.  Cornices were present along the ridge line above the more open area that the 

rider was attempting to ascend.  The avalanche released below that cornice.  The summit of  

Peak 9630 is about 400 feet west and 230 feet above the crown of the avalanche.  This summit is 

surrounded by steep cirque walls in Austin, Dry and Waterfall Canyons.  The slope where the 

slide occurred is wind loaded by southwest to westerly winds.  The avalanche accident site is 

shown on Figures 2 & 3.    

 

This wind slab avalanche is classified as SS-ASu-D2-O. It released at an elevation of 9,400 feet 

and ran approximately 1,700 feet to an ending elevation of about 8,800 feet.  The crown was 

reported to have been 18 to 24 inches deep.  The slope was open and concave.  The rider was 

completely buried in the run-out zone of the avalanche. He was found 30 to 50 feet uphill of his 

sled which was partially buried. Photographs of the avalanche are attached (Figures 4-7). 

 

Snowpack and Weather: 

 

This accident occurred in an area where the Bridger-Teton National Forest Avalanche Center 

provides daily avalanche hazard forecasts. The accident site is located 10 miles southwest of 

Teton Pass and 18 miles southwest of the Jackson Hole Mountain Resort. Specialized weather 

stations are located at the resort and are operated by the Bridger-Teton National Forest 

Avalanche Center in partnership with the resort avalanche hazard mitigation program. Data from 

these stations, snow-pack observations and avalanche event information were used to determine 

the snowpack history that preceded this event. 

 

A low-pressure trough was the dominate weather feature at the end of March.  This system 

directed Pacific moisture into the region in a southwest flow.  A period of snowfall that began on 

March 30 and ended in the morning on April 1 brought 15 to 20 inches of dense new snow with 

over two inches of moisture to the mountains along the Idaho-Wyoming border.  On March 31 

moderate to heavy snowfall was accompanied by strong southwest to west winds with gusts from 

55 to 86 miles per hour.  This storm event likely created the wind slab that was triggered by this 

rider.  

 

 

 



On the day of the accident skies were partly cloudy with scattered snow showers.  Those clouds 

and showers favored the higher elevations.  In the mountains, temperatures were in the single 

digits at 5 am and rose into the teens during the day.  Winds were from the southwest and 

averaged 16 miles per hour at 10,500 feet.   

 

The Bridger Teton National Forest Avalanche Center in Jackson, Wyoming issued the daily 

avalanche forecast at 6:40 am on 4/3/2020.  Members of the group mentioned that they had read 

the daily forecast and agreed with what it had stated.  The daily forecast for the area rated the 

hazard as low for terrain below an elevation of 9,000 feet and moderate for terrain located above 

that elevation.  The forecast stated that at the higher elevations wind slab avalanches could be 

triggered by backcountry travelers in steep terrain and that those slabs may become more 

sensitive to human triggers on south facing slopes as the day warmed.    

 

An attempt to visit the accident site by snowmobile was made on April 4.  This mission turned 

around a couple miles away from the accident site due to group size, travel speed and complex 

terrain that would prevent safe travel to that location.  This group conducted a test pit (Figure 8) 

on a slope that was similar in aspect, elevation and setting to the accident site.  This location was 

approximately 3.5 miles north-northeast of the accident location.  All failures were within the top 

65cm of the snowpack (25.5”) There was no identifiable weak layer.  It is suspected that the 

failures were due to density changes between the new snow from the previous storm, and the old 

snow surface.  At the time tests were performed there was no propagation noted after multiple 

Extended Colum Tests.  Failures were limited to the slab.  The slab of concern consisted of new 

snow and decomposing snow; it was fist hard to one finger plus. The snowpack below the top 

65cm was strong and similar in structure.   

 

Discussion:  

 

Avalanche accidents that result in serious injuries or death are tragic. They can be hard on 

individuals, friends, family, professional organizations and communities. They are investigated 

to better understand the events associated with them and shared publicly with the goal of 

preventing future avalanche accidents. Comments made in this section or throughout this report 

are not intended to criticize or place blame on the victim or anyone involved in the accident or 

the rescue.  

 

● Full equipment checks at trail heads need to be performed every time you travel in the 

backcountry.  Every member of the group needs to verify that they have a shovel, probe, 

and that each person’s transceiver properly transmits and receives location signals.  

Transceiver range checks should be done regularly.  

  

 

 



● Avalanches can occur after fresh snowfall or strong wind events, independent of a weak 

layer.  New snow will stabilize quickly but must be treated as hazardous until assessed 

and proven otherwise. 

 

● Call for help and activate SOS features quickly.  Travel times and logistics for SAR 

groups take time. Get them activated early, they can always be cancelled if they are not 

needed. 

 

● Avalanche airbags work well in many cases; however, they rely on the wearer to activate 

them, and they work best under certain conditions.   

 

● No one is immune from making mistakes, no matter how much formal training or 

experience they have.  Having a set of procedures or a checklist that is followed every 

time you travel in the backcountry will minimize the chance of making preventable 

mistakes. 

 

● Three fatal avalanche accidents have occurred since 2013 within four miles of each other 

in this area of the Snake River Range.  This is complex avalanche terrain with severe 

consequences.  In all three cases experienced riders were caught and killed while trying 

to ascend a steep slope near the end of the day (Rex Anderson on 12/16/2013, Tommy 

Hawkins on 1/25/2019 and Rob Kincaid on April3, 2020).    

 

● This accident occurred during the COVID-19 crisis. Backcountry accidents during these 

times increase the exposure of rescuers to this public health hazard and increase burdens 

on health care resources.  

 

 

List of Attachments:  

 

Figure 1 – Accident Site Vicinity Map 

Figure 2 – Accident Site Topographic Base Map 

Figure 3 – Accident Site Aerial Photography Base Map 

Figure 4 – Site Photograph 

Figure 5 – Site Photograph 

Figure 6 – Site Photograph 

Figure 7 – Site Photograph 

Figure 8 – Snow Pit Profile 

 

 

 

  

 

 



 

 
 

Figure 1 – Avalanche Site Vicinity Map – The avalanche accident that occurred on April 3 in 

Austin Canyon in the Snake River Range occurred at a location that is approximately 2.5 miles 

west of the Idaho/Wyoming border. 

 

 



 
Figure 2 – Avalanche Accident Site Topographic Base Map – The group was attempting ride 

over a saddle between the head Austin Canyon and Dry Canyon when the accident occurred. 

 

 
Figure 3 – Avalanche Accident Site Aerial Photography Base Map – The first rider in the group 

was attempting to ride to a saddle on a ridge between Austin and Dry Canyons.  He turned and 

was riding downhill when the slope failed. 



 

 
 

Figure 4 – Photograph of the looker’s right flank of the avalanche 



 
 

Figure 5 – Photograph of both flanks of the avalanche looking up to the crown 

 



 
 

Figure 6 – Area of the runout zone where the rider was buried 



 
 

Figure 7 – Area of the runout zone where the rider’s sled was partially buried 

 

 

 



 

 
Figure 8 – Snow pit profile conducted on April 4, 2020 

 

 

 

This investigation was conducted by Bill Radecky under the direction of the Bridger-Teton 

Avalanche Center.   Information was provided by members of the group involved and rescue 

personnel associated with the Bonneville County Sheriff’s Department.  This report was 

produced by Bill Radecky and Bob Comey from the Bridger-Teton Avalanche Center. 
 

 

 


