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Meet the head patroller at Fernie, British Columbia

Kevin  
Giffin

At 5.30 Am, the 
alarm goes off. My 
girlfriend, Carolyn, 
is up early too, as 
she runs a bagel 
shop. We live in 
Fernie with our 
Bernese Mountain 
dog, like a St 
Bernard but one 

size smaller. Breakfast is apple juice and a bagel 
with cream cheese and smoked meat. I jump in 
the van, which we call Ron Burgundy after a 
character in Anchorman, and pick up half a 
dozen patrollers on the way to the hill.

I came to Fernie in 1994. I'd been working as a 
rafting guide in places like Australia, Mexico and 
Zimbabwe. One winter I headed to friends in 
western Canada for a ski vacation. We had a 
friend living in Fernie so we came here and I got 
a job as a liftie. Most people from Ontario, where I 
grew up, learn on hardpack and struggle in soft 
snow, but after learning here I'm as good off 
groomers as on. Later I became a patroller and 
this is my seventh winter in a row.

We have two types of day; avalanche control 
(AC) days, when it has snowed more than 10cm, 
and non-AC days. This year we've had 60% AC. 
Whatever the day, seven of the team are at the 
hill before me. One of our four forecasters comes 
in at 6am. Also at 6am, six patrollers arrive to 
man the guns. We have three gun towers, each 
containing an Avalauncher that needs two 
gunners. Every patroller starts on the guns and 
if someone especially enjoys it they can become a 
lead gunner. Most shooting is done in darkness, 
as they take their first shots around 6.50am. 

We have the second biggest explosives 
programme in Canada, behind Whistler 
Blackcomb, which is an area way larger than 
ours. Each year we spend a couple of hundred 
thousand dollars on explosives. We fire 1500 
shots from the towers and throw 2500 hand 
charges, from 1kg to 25kg. Our big hazard is the 
headwall and the cornices that form on top. We're 
always saying this is the worst place for a ski hill 
– 90% of it is in avalanche terrain. But it's the 
best snow in the valley, and 10km east or west 
there's less of it. We average nearly 10m a season. 

At 7am our forecaster updates us on conditions 
and we go through the roster. We have eight 

routes, each of which needs covering by a team 
of two or three. We split into two groups, one 
for the Old Side, one for the New, and we travel 
up by cat and lift. I'll go up with one group to 
be a route leader.

After a meeting at each top hut, we go up the 
ridges with packs of explosives. The nice thing 
about hiking here is that we're at a low 
elevation (1068m-1925m). Recently I was at 
Crested Butte, base elevation 2720m, on a 
patrollers' exchange: I got out of breath. 

By 8am we're doing our first shots, and we 
call in results to our forecaster about what size 
avalanches the explosives have caused. Then we 
make another round, ski cutting. 

There are 18 of us most days; more at 
weekends. This year we're all Canadian but 
we've had Aussies, Kiwis, Swedes and 
Japanese. Our youngest is 24, our oldest 70, 
and our longest employee is in his 33rd year 
forecasting. When I started we had two 
females; now we have nine. It's a better 
dynamic. We also have avi dogs on the team.

Our goal is to have the lifts open by 9am. 
Our biggest route for blasting is our Easter 

route because it exposes the widest area. We 
work all the way down the ridge to Easter 
Meadow. When we're controlling after 9am we 
often need a closed zone between us and the 
public, in case people are 'poaching' (crossing a 
closed line). The trail map has 117 runs but 
our 'insider' map has over 2000 names.  
Certain little humps, rocks and trees have 
names, which gives us references for placing 
shots, or communicating where someone is 
hurt. If you say, “I'm near Tipton's Perch”, 
that's a precise location.

Come 10am when avi control is finishing up, 
people are falling down and getting hurt. We 
always have two patrollers in each top hut, 
ready to respond to incidents on any part of 
the mountain. One of us will ski down and 
assess the situation before a colleague arrives 
with the toboggan.

The most common injuries are wrists and 
shoulders among boarders and knee problems 
among skiers. The green runs, with the most 
signage and best grooming, get the most 
injuries. We're called to pretty much anything 
that happens on the mountain. People get 
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 We fire 1500 shots 
from the towers and throw 
2500 hand charges, from 

1kg to 25kg 
Kevin Giffin



KEVIN gIFFIN

We take a peek in 
Kevin's kit bag

this season i’ll 
mainly be using...

 BlAcK DiAmonD cosmo 
heADlAmp £30
➥ www.bdel.com
Early in the season it's not light until at least 8am so  
I use it every day.

 poc ReceptoR cRown 
helmet £70
➥ www.pocsports.com
This has a dual shell so if you have a big crash the inner 
portion is meant to move with your head.

 BcA touR shovel £40
➥ www.backcountryaccess.com
I use it every day to dig out stuff – traverses, signlines, 
or if snowboarders have sideslipped the Saddles and 
made a 160cm groove, we dig it wider, to 180cm-plus, 
so skiers can get down.

 4fRnt ehp 193 £350
➥ www.4frnt.com
I love these, in all types of snow: they're 193cm long 
and 116cm underfoot, with a front rocker and 
conventional base.

 smith i/o GoGGles £140
➥ www.smithoptics.com
For 20 years I've worked outdoors so I look after  
my eyes. These don't really fog up and they're 
spherical-shaped, without a frame, so there's lots  
of visibility.

 GARmont enDoRphin 
touRinG Boots £449 
➥ www.garmont.com
My favourite piece of equipment: stiff for a touring boot; 
comfortable because they're for all terrain; warm.  
I spend 10 to 12 hours a day in them, and they're going 
into their third year.
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cliffed out, or lose equipment. Half a dozen 
moose live in the valley and they're dangerous. 
No one has been trampled but you can't scare 
them away so we direct people around them. 

In our backpacks we carry a probe, shovel, 
handsaw, first aid kits and various zip ties, 
screws and screwdrivers. Plus 50m of dental 
floss. If a chairlift broke down, and I was 
riding it, I'd need to get off so I could help 
evacuate people. I'd lower my pole on the floss 
to a patroller below, so I could hoist a rope up.

The rest of the day we ski around, picking up 
bamboo or signlines, fixing things or moving 
up towerpads – the mattresses around pylon 
bases – ready for the next snow. At 4pm 
everybody is at the top huts ready for the 
sweep. In some resorts the last person in gets 
the least desirable sweep, but we pick sweeps 
using a darts board. All darts thrown after 
3.30pm count. Anyone might get 'clean the 
kitchen', 'order nachos for when we get down' 
or 'pick up the dirty dozen' (the 12 'slow' signs). 
It makes the end of the day more fun. 

We give a daily award called the Black Sheep 
to the patroller who worked the hardest, went 
to the most wrecks and so on. The winner gets 
two free beers and their name goes into a a 
draw to win a pair of skis. It encourages people 
– they're not just going around skiing powder.

During the sweep we go in teams along the 
tops of the ridges and below them. We'll look 
and call up and down, and we have checkpoints 
along the way. You'll call 'last run', 'patrol 
coming through', then you'll stop and listen. 

In the holidays we find someone almost every 
day, usually on Cedar Trail or Falling Star. We 
call them escargots: normally they're not hurt, 
but tired or slow, fitting in a last run.

Sometimes we do afternoon bombing, or if it's 
clear we'll helibomb the cornices on the 
headwall. Our man is Greg Goodison, who flies 
stuff in and out of the local mines in his own 
helicopter. We make the bombs and he collects 
three of us to go with him: one co-pilot, in 
charge of route and timing; one bombardier, 
hanging out the door and throwing bombs, 
and one assistant, doing the ignitors. We'll 
drop two to six shots per flight then pull out – 
the bombs are on a two-minute fuse. 

Then we're all finished up by about 4.45pm or 
latest 5.15pm. We gather together in our 
clubhouse and talk about the great day we've 
had and how we're going to do it all again 
tomorrow. We're a tight crew with good 
camaraderie. The best part of this job is the 
people I do this stuff with.

continued

Now that's what you call a real Avalauncher!
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