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PREFACE

THIS BOOK DETAILS MANY OF THE 264 DEATHS THAT HAVE taken place in Glacier National Park since the staff began keeping records in 1913, three years after Glacier became a unit of the National Park Service. I have endeavored to research every incident, but some—particularly those involving heart attacks or “natural causes”—were not covered by the media or chronicled in park documents. Other events (including a number of drowning accidents) must have been cataclysmic to the families involved, but they did not generate the media interest at the time to help me tell a detailed story today. In these cases you will find listed in this book's appendix the names, dates, and areas of the park in which the death occurred, but no other details in the chapters. If I appear to have skipped over your ancestor or loved one, I most likely could not find much information about his or her demise. Please feel free to get in touch with me at author@minetor.com to provide any factual information you may have, so I can include it in the next edition.

As you read this book, please keep in mind that an average of only 2.6 people per year lose their lives during a visit to Glacier—and with 2,238,761 people visiting the park in 2014, this makes your odds of dying in the park about 861,062 to 1. Please do not take this concentration of stories as an indication that this spectacular park is a place to be feared. Instead, see them as the cautionary tales they are, further reinforcement of the basic rules of safety the National Park Service asks you to follow during your visit. (You'll find these rules and other survival tips in the Epilogue.)

Let me take this opportunity to encourage you, to urge you, even to insist that you plan a trip to northwestern Montana to enjoy Glacier National Park. Few places on the planet parallel its vast wilderness, the startling majesty of its high peaks, and its opportunities for views of “charismatic megafauna,” the large animals that people come from all over the world to see. This glacially carved landscape reminds us of the forces well beyond our own that first sculpted such magnificent places, and the responsibility we all have to preserve pristine environments like this one. I can't tell you how pleased you will be that you took the risk—the truly infinitesimal risk—and made the trip to one of America's wildest places.


INTRODUCTION:
A GREAT VACATION GONE WRONG

THE STORIES YOU ARE ABOUT TO READ ARE ALL TRUE. SOME involve a little speculation about what may have transpired to cause the death in each case, but I have endeavored to be as factual as the media coverage and history allow.

There is no kinder way to describe what's in this book: These are stories about people going to a magnificent place expecting to have the time of their lives, and coming home dead. That being said, this book also brings to light the impressive facts of the massive search and rescue operations involved in attempting to save the lives of people who find themselves in trouble in Glacier National Park.

These are stories of daring rescues, uncommon teamwork, remarkable skill, and the many heroes throughout northwestern Montana who dedicate their professional and volunteer time to saving lives, or to recovering the bodies of people who have perished, so their loved ones can bring closure to their ordeal of loss. My research focused on those who died, but the park's records also are filled with stories of successful rescues—testaments to the training and courage of the rangers of the National Park Service, Flathead County Search and Rescue, North Valley Search and Rescue, Flathead Nordic Ski Patrol, Mountain Rescue Team, Two Bear Air, ALERT Air Ambulance at the Kalispell Regional Medical Center, the US Border Patrol, the US Forest Service, and the Flathead County Sheriff's Office. Together, this suite of rescue services handles more than five hundred calls every year, all but a handful of whose lives are saved. They are part of the reason that Glacier actually has one of the lower death rates in the National Park Service system, given the park's size—nearly one million acres—and the number of visitors it draws (well over two million) on an annual basis.

Death in Glacier National Park is also the story of journalists, especially the ones who braved the risks of the wilderness to bring readers the most extensive coverage of these events. My hat is off to the writers at the Daily Inter Lake, the Independent Record, the Missoulian, and others whose excellent work gives us insights into the famous Night of the Grizzlies in 1967; the avalanches of 1953 and 1969; the disappearances and eventual discovery of pilot Donald Donovan and his passenger, Kathy See, and hikers Jake Rigby, Jakson Kreiser, and Yi-Jien Hwa; and the searches for Joseph and William Whitehead, F. H. Lumley, James Pinney, John Provine, and others whose remains may still linger somewhere in the park.

You will find all of these incidents treated with respect, even though some of them warrant a private guffaw at the misguidedness of people who venture off into the treacherous Glacier backcountry without carrying so much as a packet of trail mix, who ignore warning signs and guardrails as if the laws of physics do not apply to them, or who believe that climbing one of the park's highest mountains in the dead of winter ranks as an entry-level adventure.

Most of the people who have died in Glacier encountered sheer bad luck—a stepping stone that looked stable and turned out to be slick, an icy crevasse hidden by new-fallen snow, or a boulder careening down from a rock face of its own volition. Others took precautions they considered adequate, without a true understanding of the danger present. It's one thing to stop and take photos of bears, for example, and quite another to fail to recognize that the advancing bear seen through your viewfinder is a wild animal about to attack. These people are not so much foolish as naïve, lacking an understanding of nature as natural, and therefore distinctly different from the tightly controlled environment of an Orlando theme park.

You will see the words “cautionary tale” in several places in this book, as I see these factual accounts as crystallized reminders that nature is a stronger force than humanity. Read these stories and take the lessons they provide to heart, with the understanding that in each case there is a misstep, a moment at which the result could go the safe way or another way. Mindfulness of the potential for these miscalculations will help you avoid such consequences in your own visit to Glacier, making your trip to this spectacular wilderness as exciting as you wish—but with just a little less danger, a little more self-awareness, and a great deal more fun.

If, in the end, this book encourages you to see more of Glacier National Park just to get a glimpse of the roaring waterfalls, precarious ledges, high peaks, and sheer drop-offs that led to the deaths of people in this book, then Death in Glacier National Park has done its job. I urge you to explore this park to the extent that your personal abilities will allow, whether you experience it primarily by car or tour bus or you take to the trails and see the backcountry in all of its natural glory. Venture beyond Going-to-the-Sun Road to see Two Medicine and Many Glacier, and head north to Polebridge, Goat Haunt, and Waterton Lakes National Park in Canada. Peer over the cliff along the Garden Wall or marvel at the rushing water of McDonald Creek or the North Fork of the Flathead River, but take every precaution to be sure that you come home with the ability to tell the tale.

Don't give me the dubious opportunity to write about your untimely demise in the next edition of this book. Enjoy Glacier with your gear on your belt or in your backpack, heed the advice given by rangers who know this park better than you do, and watch your step when the scree gets brittle. Go, dear readers, to the Crown of the Continent. See this magnificent place—and do it safely.


CHAPTER 1

Treacherous Waters:
A Long History of Drowning

GREGORY WARREN ALLENBY TRENOR PROBABLY SHARED the characteristics of most six-year-old boys who visit Glacier National Park with their parents. We can guess that during his visit on June 27, 1963, the beauty of the scenery and foliage surrounding him were largely lost on the child, but that the search for small frogs and salamanders along McDonald Creek, the possible glimpse of a trout, and the antics of diving harlequin ducks and American dippers all fascinated him no end. When he, his father, Cameron, and his brothers, Douglas and Melvin, left their car at a turn-off on Going-to-the-Sun Road at around six p.m. to get a close look at McDonald Falls, we can guess that Gregory hopped from rock to rock along the creek bank under the watchful eye of his father. “The party walked upstream to the trail bridge which crosses McDonald Creek,” the story in Kalispell's newspaper, the Daily Inter Lake, read the next day. “Then they walked beneath the bridge and along the bank.”

In most areas of the country, a waterway the length, width, and depth of McDonald Creek would qualify as a river. Varying in width depending on the season, this so-called creek roars with frothy meltwater well into July, cascading mightily down drops of fifteen feet or more at Upper and Lower McDonald Falls. Many visitors pause along the creek to marvel at its ferocity—and when they are seized by the sense of daring that often grips tourists when they explore a national park as grand as Glacier, many pick their way along the rocks to points much too close for safety.

So when the stable surface below his feet suddenly became slippery, Gregory didn't know how to recover or what to grab. Perhaps he shrieked for help, or maybe the fall took him so by surprise that he slid into the water without a sound. He could not have known that the swiftly flowing creek had swelled with snowmelt more recently than any creek at home—in fact, snow still clung to many peaks throughout Glacier National Park in these waning days of June. The only thing Gregory knew was that the water was icy cold, numbing his extremities in no time and carrying him away on the ceaseless current.

What went through Cameron's mind as he saw his son disappear into the churning waters? Instinct undoubtedly overrode the hard logic that would have told him that the boy's fate was already sealed. Like any father would, Cameron plunged headlong into the water with nothing on his mind but a desperate attempt to save the boy. Just as Gregory went numb seconds after the creek claimed him, however, Cameron also realized with a start that this frigid mountain water—thirty-eight degrees Fahrenheit that day, according to the Montana Standard newspaper—would stiffen his joints and freeze his limbs. Worse, his son was nowhere in sight. He had no choice but to get back to shore and find help as fast as he possibly could.

Water temperature in Glacier's two hundred–plus lakes and more than fifteen hundred miles of streams, creeks, and rivers never gets above fifty degrees at the surface, and the water remains colder as it gets deeper. Some of the lakes, including Lake McDonald—at the mouth of McDonald Creek—are several hundred feet deep at their lowest points. As Gregory drifted along with the current toward Lake McDonald, he was headed for the deepest, coldest lake in the park.

When Cameron and his family reached a ranger and told him what had happened, park staff members went to work immediately. “Our crews got out on the search right away,” park public information officer Dan Nelson told the newspaper. “One of the rangers, Robert Sellers, was teaching a first aid class at headquarters. The 30 people in the class were divided into two groups and began searching for the body immediately. We also called immediately for members of the Flathead County Search and Rescue unit—the SCUBA divers.”

The Flathead County Lifesaving and Rescue Association, still in operation today, is trained in virtually any form of rescue required in the park. Formed in 1947, the association began as a group of World War II veterans looking to serve a critical need for skilled rescue personnel in the rugged, mountainous terrain in and around the Flathead Valley and Glacier National Park. On the day Gregory Trenor fell into McDonald Creek, twelve of the rescue squad's scuba divers began to explore the waterways—seven in McDonald Creek and five at the creek's mouth in Lake McDonald—in the hope of giving the grieving family the comfort of laying their loved one to rest.

Among these experienced divers were Tom Dumay, a twenty-one-year-old lifesaving diver from nearby Columbia Falls and a senior at Montana State University, and Ron Koppang, a diver of the same age who also lived in Columbia Falls. Working together, they began their search for Gregory by exploring a series of ledges in McDonald Creek, in hopes of recovering the boy's body in shallower waters. The crews worked into the night, calling off the search at ten thirty p.m. when it became too dark, and beginning again at four a.m. on Friday, June 28. Dumay and Koppang then began searching in a deeper part of the lake.

Neither of the young men was prepared for the sudden force of a waterfall below the lake's surface—a phenomenon created by a blast of current from the creek surging as it tumbled over McDonald Falls.

“Koppang said he and Dumay were about 60 feet below the surface when their aqualung tanks began running short of air,” the Montana Standard and the Butte Daily Post reported the following day. “He said they had started to surface when they were caught in a terrific current which officials described as an ‘underwater cascade’ below the delta where the creek flows into the lake.”

Fighting for his life, Koppang managed to grab Dumay and start for the surface, but the current broke his grasp, pushing both divers well below the sixty-foot level—down as far as one hundred forty feet. Koppang had no choice but to rush to the surface to save his own life, emerging near the mouth of the creek. The other members of the rescue team waited to see Dumay's yellow oxygen tanks coming up from far below. Seconds passed, and then minutes, but Dumay did not rise.

The team could come to only one conclusion: Tom Dumay had drowned.

Koppang emerged in rough shape. His sudden return to the surface had triggered a case of the “bends,” the extremely painful, often fatal sickness caused by the pressure of nitrogen bubbles in his system that his body had not had time to expel. Accompanied by his father, he was rushed in a pressurized aircraft to a decompression chamber at Brownlee Dam in Idaho, where he would spend the next thirty-eight hours under close supervision as his body pressure returned to normal.

With the rescue and recovery team fractured and no sign of the six-year-old boy, Chief Ranger Lyle McDowell came to the inevitable conclusion that Gregory's body was too far down in the lake for the divers to find safely. He called off the search for the child and turned the team's attention to finding the body of Tom Dumay. Now the divers used heavier tanks and lines to keep another tragedy from happening as they searched for their colleague. Two of the divers, Don Elgin and Jack Von Lindern, discovered Dumay about one hundred feet below the lake's surface and brought him up with them late in the afternoon.

While the underwater search for Gregory Trenor ended that day, no one had any intention of giving up on finding the body. “Officials report that visual observations will be made during the next few days in anticipation that the youth's body will surface during that period,” the Daily Inter Lake reported on Sunday, June 30. “Officials indicate that it is possible, but not probable, that the body might still be in McDonald Creek.”

For the next several weeks, rangers made morning and afternoon checks of the area near the mouth of the creek, using a grappling hook to attempt to find the child's remains. These twice-daily checks revealed nothing, however, and eventually the rangers lengthened the time between their attempts, checking every few days instead of daily. Park staff began to assume that this body, like others from previous drowning accidents, might not emerge at all.

Then on Wednesday, August 21, park resident Eugene Fox contacted Glacier park headquarters to report something unusual: a white tennis shoe wedged behind a boulder, about four feet below the surface of Lake McDonald and about a mile from the spot where Gregory had fallen into the creek.

Park staff moved quickly to investigate. Sure enough, the sneaker was still on Gregory's foot, and the park had the opportunity to send the child's body home to his family in Seattle and bring them some closure at the end of this tragedy.

THE NUMBER-ONE CAUSE OF DEATH

Glacier National Park contains 762 lakes and 563 streams, according to a 2013 article in the Great Falls Tribune. This alone provides one reason that fifty-eight people have drowned to date within park boundaries since Glacier became a national park in 1910—in fact, more people have died in these lakes, rivers, and creeks than in any other manner in the park.

The remarkable number of water features only partially explains so many deaths, however. As Cameron Trenor discovered and as many other would-be rescuers quickly determine once they leap into the water to save a loved one, Glacier's waters are some of the coldest on the continent. Surface temperatures can remain just above freezing for most of the year, and even July and August sunshine can't heat the lakes’ surfaces above fifty degrees Fahrenheit. The creeks and streams that feed into the lakes are fueled by snowmelt from the park's many high peaks—so even in the hottest part of the summer, these waterways maintain frigid temperatures.

Cold is just one of the threats that can overpower visitors who slip and fall into a rushing stream. Many of Glacier's creeks swell with snowmelt and storm runoff from the mountains throughout the spring and summer, so even a fairly quiet stream can surge unexpectedly when a sheet of snow gives way from miles off. An abrupt wave in a roiling creek can knock a person off his feet, if the fast-moving water alone has not already done so. Such surges can occur in lakes as well; the underwater waterfall that surprised Tom Dumay and Ron Koppang in 1963 is just one case in point that demonstrates the dangerous nature of Glacier's waters.

The intelligent tourist who respects these streams and lakes will have no life-threatening mishaps, however. The stories in this chapter all emphasize the same precautions for your and your family's safety: Keep a close eye on children to be sure they don't approach rushing streams, watch your own footing as you visit waterfalls and creeks, and wear a life jacket if you decide to take a boat out to the middle of a lake.

In this chapter you'll find tales of death by water that I have brought together according to the many different ways one can drown in Glacier National Park: fording streams, sinking a boat, attempting to rescue others, fishing from rocky ledges, and a few that are just sheer bad luck. With so many stories to tell, this selection provides a way to grasp the lessons we can learn from so many who have perished in the park—and what situations require special precautions when you plan your own visit to this magnificent place.

HORSE SENSE

The first person to drown in Glacier National Park fell from her horse while attempting to ford what the Allentown Leader, the newspaper of her hometown in Pennsylvania, called “a small stream.” Jane Davis was visiting Glacier at the end of June 1916 when she took the horseback ride that would prove fatal. We don't know all the details, but the stream that took her life emptied into the Two Medicine River, where Davis's body was recovered a day later.

Davis was not the only equestrian ever to perish in the park because of an ill-conceived ford. In 1954, eighteen-year-old Pat Kays headed out to Lake Sherburne on horseback with the goal of riding out to Cracker Flat to retrieve horses grazing near the lake. An experienced horse wrangler who worked for the Wellman riding horse concession near Many Glacier Hotel that summer, Kays clearly felt confident enough to attempt a deepwater fording of Canyon Creek, a waterway that empties into Lake Sherburne.

When he did not return by that evening, the other wranglers and park staff began a search for Kays that eventually included thirty men, two boats, airplanes, and a bloodhound, according to the Daily Inter Lake. The rescue force found Kays's horse near the creek with its reins tangled around its neck, and soon discovered the boy's cowboy hat on the bank, along with horse tracks that indicated that the horse had entered the water slowly and come out of it in a hurry—a sign that the horse had been somehow frightened in the water. Five days later grappling hooks brought up Kays's body in Lake Sherburne, about one hundred yards from the spot where he had attempted to cross the creek on horseback—a point where the water would have been deep enough to cover the boy's head, even as he sat astride his horse. Park staff speculated that the depth and temperature of the icy water might have spooked the horse into throwing Kays off its back.

A CURIOUS CHRONICLE OF LIVES LOST

In 1923, eighteen-year-old Samantha Jones traveled to Glacier on a geology expedition, apparently related to her studies at the University of Wisconsin. No details are available to explain how she came to be flailing for her life in Lake McDonald, but she and a young man of about the same age, Fred W. Huber, both drowned on the same day. To this day their bodies remain somewhere in the ten-mile-long lake.

On July 4, 1924, park concessions worker Donald T. Fly lost his life in St. Mary Lake, one of many seasonal park employees who may have ignored all the suggested precautions when he ventured out into the lake. As we will see in many instances throughout this book, seasonal concessions employees often find themselves taking on more challenge than they would normally consider were they not working in a rugged national park alongside people with far more experience in the wilderness.

Such was the case in June 1977 when twenty-two-year-old Randy Hill, a seasonal employee from Mount Morris, Michigan, and twenty-year-old David Noel Barry, who came from Falls Church, Virginia, went swimming on a Thursday night in Wilbur Creek at the foot of a waterfall. “Two sisters who were with the victims, Tarisa and Mary Ann Guderian of Covinton, La., told park rangers the four had been sliding over the waterfall into the creek when the two men were drawn back under the falls about 10 p.m. Thursday,” the Daily Inter Lake reported on June 26, 1977.

Swept behind the falls and held underwater by the force of the cascade, the two young men could not fight their way to the surface. Divers found Randy's body on Friday afternoon in the deep pool, and David's about seventy feet away, still in the creek.

James Larson, an eighteen-year-old from Forest City, Iowa, spent his second summer in 1954 in charge of motor-and rowboats at the Many Glacier Hotel. Perhaps he wanted the job so much that he hid from his employers that he could not swim, or maybe he truly believed that if push ever came to shove he would survive by instinct. When he slipped while closing a window on a boat and fell into the lake, however, he realized instantly the severity of his error. He yelled for help and got it—people came running to his aid and pulled him out of the water within five minutes—but during his ordeal in the water, he hit his head on the bottom of the boat. The blow knocked him out, and even though a doctor staying at the hotel worked for nearly three hours to revive him, she could not bring him around.

COMPOUND TRAGEDIES

Perhaps Lena Longini, a nineteen-year-old woman hiking with her younger brother, Henry, and some friends along the St. Mary River in July 1925, should have selected more resourceful companions. When the group stopped to admire St. Mary Falls, twelve-year-old Henry climbed up some rocks to reach the perfect vantage point for a photograph. He stopped to snap the picture, lost his balance, and fell into the plunge pool at the bottom of the falls. “An instant later the boy was struggling bravely for his life,” the story in the Portsmouth Daily Times of Ohio tells us. “Never hesitating, his sister poised for a moment on the brink of the pool and then dived. But her courage was unavailing. Desperately she fought through the water to her brother. As she battled she shouted words of encouragement, which could plainly be heard by the onlookers. Before she reached him, the boy disappeared from sight.”

Overcome with cold and with the pounding of the falls, Lena sank as well. Their friends, standing by without offering any assistance, finally decided to contact a ranger when both Lena and Henry vanished into the pool. By then, however, their fate had been sealed. Both the girl and her brother died on the spot.

Not all such rescues were complete failures, though some came with their share of tragedy. When eight-year-old Mary Barbara Lee fell into McDonald Creek in the summer of 1949, her father, Major Fred P. Lee of the US Army, leaped into the water to save her. He succeeded in locating her in the pounding rapids and bringing her to the creek bank, but he himself succumbed to the current and was swept away. At the time of his death, the forty-eight-year-old veteran was stationed with the quartermaster corps in Chicago, according to the Salt Lake Tribune.

Elberta Dickman fared no better in her attempt to save her fifteen-year-old daughter, Mary Jo. When the family—including Elberta's husband, Francis, and her older daughter, Kathleen—stopped at a pull-off on Going-to-the-Sun Road on a late June afternoon in 1962 and walked down the incline to McDonald Creek, Mary Jo slipped and fell into the water. Her mother tried to reach out to her from shore, but she also lost her balance and fell forward into the water, striking her head on a rock. The current swept Elberta away, and we can assume that her husband rescued Mary Jo in the interim as a passerby contacted Ranger Fred Wood at Lake McDonald Ranger Station. Ranger Wood came to the scene and found Mrs. Dickman in the water about two hundred yards from where she had fallen. He did his best to try to resuscitate her until a doctor could arrive, but Elberta never regained consciousness.

On August 3, 1952, Frank B. Stewart, a retired Edison Company employee visiting Glacier from Alhambra, California, stood fishing on a large, flat rock at the base of St. Mary Falls when he slipped and fell twenty feet into the plunge pool. At first it seemed he might be rescued, as Dr. D. B. Parker of Ness City, Kansas, saw Stewart fall and rushed to the site to help him. Dr. Parker did not attempt to swim—the papers report that this was not among his skills—but he threw the flailing Stewart his fishing line and began to pull him in toward shore. The line could not hold the weight of an adult man, however, especially one fighting the strong current the waterfall churned up just a few feet away. In a moment the line snapped, and Stewart did his best to hold his own for a few moments before the swirling water swept him under. “The first time out from under a ledge he was still swimming, but the second time he floated out face down and downstream, according to Dr. Parker,” reported the Daily Inter Lake. Parker ran to notify park authorities, and a crew set out to recover Stewart's body, soon finding him pinned against a tree by the water's power.

When their nine-year-old nephew fell into Upper McDonald Creek on July 27, 1981, both Donald and Betty Danielowski leaped in after him to do their best to save him. Their efforts were successful in one sense—the boy survived—but his aunt and uncle, aged forty-one and thirty-six, both succumbed to the current and the cold. The couple from the town of Mound, Minnesota, were the second and third person to drown in Glacier that week: Just a few days before, on July 22, seven-year-old Kevin Dolack, visiting from Glenview, Illinois, with his family, slipped off
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