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At Snowbird Ski Resort in Utah, 
avalanches are a constant threat. 
Which is why Eric Murakami and 
his team climb the  mountain, study 
the slopes, and set them off. 

Murakami and the 
 Snowbird snow-safety 

team often work in  
low light to clear  

dangerous avalanche-
prone slopes of snow.
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For a shoppable list of what Murakami and Greenfield are wearing, see page 78.
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FTER LAST NIGHT’S STORM, it’s a good snow 
day. Every lift shack and snowcat, every deli-
cate needle on every spruce, and every trail at 
Snowbird are covered with powder perfect for 
morning ski runs. It’s also the perfect condi-
tions for an avalanche. In groups of two and 
three, the Snowbird Avalanche team hike in 

ski boots through fresh snow up to their knees, their 
backpacks full of two-pound hand charges the size of 
soup cans. Someone shouts, “Fire in the hole!” then 
pauses briefly before tossing the slurry of explosives, 
listening carefully for any hastily shouted objection. 
The two-minute fuse burns for what feels like a lot more 
than two minutes. Is it a dud?

BOOOOOOM!
Snow rushes down the empty chute, just as planned. 

It roars through trees, slows down, piles up. Some-
times great sheets break off from ridge to ridge, like 
the whole mountain is moving. A calamity induced to 
avoid a tragedy.

Eric Murakami, the Snowbird snow-safety assistant 
director, has been on this mountain since before 5 a.m. 
The 20-year veteran needed time to plan. Even when 
you know the storm is coming, you can never be sure 
what it will give you. “You 
don’t want to get too smart 
and think you know every-
thing that’s going on or else 
you’re going to get burned.” 
Eric and his team pore over 
weather reports and wind 
readings. They ask trail 
groomers what they saw the 
night before. They ride the 
tram slowly up the mountain, 
shooting bright spotlights 
through the morning dark-
ness down to the snow below. 
Most important, they get in 
the snow themselves, digging 
two, three feet down, looking for the thick, fluffy, crystal-
lized weak snow that might give, creating an avalanche.

Once they form a plan, they hike to their spots, 
working top-down, constantly radioing their locations 
and when they’re throwing charges. Areas that are 
too dangerous to walk over call for the Avalauncher, a 
compressed- nitrogen cannon that shoots explosives up 
to 1,000 meters. Although the team sticks to “islands of 
safety,” areas protected from the induced avalanches, 
the snow, and what it covers, can be unpredictable. “You 
have to be careful what you’re looking for, because you 
might find it,” Eric says.

All of this happens while those 7,000 skiers are layer-
ing on the polypropylene, searching for their other glove, 
drinking an espresso from Alpha Coffee, hoisting skis 
and boots over their shoulders on the way to the moun-
tain. When they get there, it will be safe, though most 
of them won’t consider why or how. They might even see 
Murakami or one of his guys grabbing a beer later, but 
they won’t know it. There’s a lot the skiers don’t know 
about how the place works, and that’s fine. They’re just 
supposed to have fun.                        —James Lynch

A / At the end of the day, 
some patrollers grab a 
beer at a local bar, The 
Tram Club. Todd Green-
field and Eric Murakami 
play a game of pool.

B / Determining the 
threat of an avalanche 
involves tracking 
weather reports, but also 
getting out in the snow.

C / Eric digs in the snow 
to examine individual 
layers that accumulate 
after each storm. A bur-
ied weak layer could give, 
causing an avalanche.

D / Todd Greenfield, 
Snowbird director 
of snow safety, goes 
over the avalanche- 
mitigation plans.

E / Frankie, an avalanche 
rescue dog, runs through 
a training exercise to find 
skiers buried by snow.

F / Even in the digital 
age, hard copies of 
weather data, patrollers’ 
assigned routes, and the 
day’s schedule help keep 
the dangerous work 
organized and effec-
tively communicated.
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After snow-removal 
work, Murakami and 
the rest of the team 

rope off closed trails, 
 practice rescues, and 
aid  skiers in distress.
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Danner Raptor  
650 Boots

Waterproof, PrimaLoft 
insulation, leather and 
wool, megagrip sole.

$240

Nordica Promachine 
130 Ski Boots

Lighter-weight plastics, 
great tread for walking, 

impact-absorbing cork liner. 
$749

Sweet Protection  
Trooper MIPS Helmet

Molded thermoplastic 
combined with  

carbon fiber.  
$320

K2 Trucker Hat
Rep your ski brand, 

cover your helmet hair, 
and vent head heat.

$25

Gordini MTN  
Crew Gloves

Windproof and water-
proof, down-insulated, 

real cowhide trim. 
$75

Black Crows  
Manis Gloves

PrimaLoft insula-
tion, waterproof goat 

leather, neoprene cuffs.
$140

Farm to Feet Little 
Cottonwood Socks 
Wool backcountry ski 

socks, reinforced ankle 
for walking flexion.

$24

Oakley Fall Line 
Prizm Goggles

Anti-fog Prizm lens for 
increased contrast on 

white slopes.
$190

SPY Legacy Goggles
No fog, fits over 

glasses, bonus lens so 
you’re ready regardless 

of conditions.
$230

Smartwool Merino 
150 Base Layer

Merino helps regulate 
body temp year round. 

Smooth flat-lock seams.
$75

Buff Knitted Hat
Take off the helmet  

and stay warm  
into the teens. 

$32

Flylow Handlebar 
Flannel Shirt

Classic look, made with 
100% polyester to wick 

moisture, dry quickly.
$90

Smartwool Merino 
250 Pullover

Merino wool base layer, 
seam-free shoulders for 

chafe-free backpack.
$100

California Cowboy 
High Sierra Shirt

Thermal-lined flannel 
with a pocket that fits 

an après-ski beer.
$148

Cotopaxi Fuego LT 
Down Jacket

Water-resistant goose 
down, perfect as a layer 

or between seasons.
$230

Jack Wolfskin Grass-
land Hybrid Jacket 

Wind-resistant. Insula-
tion wicks moisture and 

still works damp.  
$163

Fisher + Baker  
Passage Vest

Down vest to throw  
on after a ski, or  
dress up at work.

$278

Arva Airbag  
Reactor 32

Space for longer trips, 
avalanche airbag for 

bad ones.
$700

Elan Ripstick  
106 Skis

Carbon tubes in  
laminate wood core. 

Strong, light.
$900

K2 Pinnacle  
118 Skis

Wide powder ski, fir/
aspen core, carbon 

added for pop. 
$800


