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Complex terrain. Changing weath-
er conditions. Group dynamics.  

Association of Canadian Mountain Guides (ACMG) 
members are skilled professionals, highly trained in the 
ways of the wilderness and delivering safe alpine experi-
ences to their clients.  

But they are also human beings who have to manage 
other human beings in dangerous situations – and when 
things go sideways, they have to deal with the conse-
quences. It can be difficult to manage group dynamics 
at the best of times; the challenge for guides increases 
when clients are not fully engaged in their own safety and 
check-out because they hired an expert to keep them safe. 

And the emotional devastation of traumatic events 
for guides can be as overwhelming and life changing for 
them as it can be for their clients. It is every guide’s worst 
nightmare to lose a client. 

Mountain guide Barry Blanchard knows firsthand the 
crippling effect of losing people he was guiding. In 1986, 
two of the four clients he was guiding in the mountains 
died.  

“An investigation of the accident was conducted by 
Parks Canada, actually,” he said. “The person who did the 
investigation is a mountain guide and was a public safety 
warden at the time, and they shared the information with 
the guides association.” 

The examination of the incident led to changes. 
Blanchard had used a specific type of boot-axe belay 
combination; however, the amount of weight on the rope 
was more than he could control with that type of anchor-
ing system. 

The anchor failed and Blanchard describes it as one 
of the blackest days of his life. He credits seeking out an 
excellent psychiatrist in Calgary as helping pull himself 
out of that dark place while processing his trauma and 
healing in the aftermath.  

“When I think back to the period of time after the 
accident … I cannot overstate how much help I was given 
by that therapy,” he said.  

Blanchard has been guiding since 1983 and has been 
a mountain guide – the highest level of certification from 
the ACMG – since 1996. In 2020, he was part of a group 
of mountain guides (Sarah Hueniken, Toddy Guyn, and 
Kevin Hjertaas) that established the Mountain Muskox 
peer support pilot project. Led by psychologist Janet 
Mcleod and supported by facilitators, Mountain Muskox 
officially began meeting with its first cohort on April 14. 

Designed to provide assistance and healing through a 
peer support circle, the program aims to establish a tem-
plate that can be used in other mountain communities to 
help with the trauma that is experienced in the aftermath 
of critical alpine incidents and fatalities.  

The pilot project recognizes there is a lack of sup-
port for this kind of trauma, although it is geared more 
towards the guiding community, as the industry does not 
have a standardized response to address the mental health 
effects experienced by those involved in a critical incident.  

With the ACMG contracting Alpine Specialists to 
conduct a review of its post-critical incident process and 
make recommendations for improvement, Blanchard is 
looking forward to seeing the results. He said the industry 
needs to improve when it comes to this issue. 

“I want to see the document,” he said. “I think we 
need it and I think we need a plan for when members are 
involved in fatalities.  

“We need a plan for what happens when fatalities are 
happening with ACMG-guided experiences.”  

Blanchard noted the guides too are at risk of dying 
when critical incidents occur, and regardless of the cir-
cumstances, seeking professional counselling is key to 
recovering from these traumatic experiences. With coun-

selling and peer support, he said ideally over time there is 
a restorative process where instead of a need to find blame 
in the aftermath of critical incidents, there is acceptance 
and forgiveness found.  

“I believe the Mountain Muskox mentorship is the 
next step after personal counselling,” he said. “Mountain 
Muskox is a peer support group for people who have 
suffered tragedy and loss in the mountains.”  

Ken Wylie knows what it is like to suffer tragedy and 
loss as a mountain guide. He was buried in an avalanche 
in 2003 that killed seven people; it took him a decade 
to begin to understand the part he played that day and 
process the trauma he experienced.  

However, sharing the lessons he learned healing 
from this traumatic experience has not been 
universally welcomed by the guiding com-

munity. Wylie has challenged the industry to change, 
and it has been controversial. 

“We need to grow up and mature enough that we can 
actually look at our decisions much more objectively and 
part of the problem is we self-identify with the activities of 
our careers as who we are,” he said. “And we are not moun-

Part two of Buried in the Aftermath looks at how guides are also affected by critical incidents that occur in the 
backcountry. They can be buried, killed or injured; and when someone dies, they also experience the trauma of 

having lost a client. 
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Mountain guide Barry Blanchard is working with others in his field and clinical psychologist Janet McLeod to create a peer support model for 
those who experience trauma in alpine settings.   SUBMITTED PHOTO
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tain guides. We are people who work as mountain guides. 
“If any error feels like a personal attack, that is a 

fundamentally flawed way of operating in the world.” 
In his book Buried, re-released by Rocky Mountain 

Books last year, he recounts the situations that led 
to the deadly avalanche fatalities at La Traviata, near 
Tumbledown Mountain in the Selkirk Range near Golden, 
B.C. 18 years ago.

Wylie was working for Selkirk Mountain 
Expeditions as an assistant guide under its 
owner and mountain guide Ruedi Beglinger. 

Beglinger declined a request from the Outlook to be 
interviewed for this story.  

On the morning of Jan. 20, they set out from the 
Durand Glacier Chalet for a day of ski touring. Wylie 
and Beglinger each had a group of six skiers under their 
supervision that day as they headed out for their objective. 

Wylie was uncomfortable with the route, the objective 
and the conditions. 

A persistent weak layer from November was under-
neath the snowpack, there were people in his group he 
was concerned did not have the ability to keep up with 
the others and the conditions were deteriorating. But 
the young assistant guide did not speak up to voice his 
concerns. 

In his book, Wylie delves deep to understand the role 
he played and why he didn’t say anything, or turn around. 
In his accounting, he touches upon the cultural and 
systemic influences within the guiding community that 
had affected him and taught him to follow the lead guide’s 
directions without question.  

Buried is not about pointing fingers. On the contrary, 
Wylie comes to terms with an event that was chalked up 
to an unfortunate and unavoidable accident by investiga-

tors. He unflinchingly details how multiple factors came 
into play that day suddenly on the side of a mountain.  

“Post incident, things were fine for me if I continued 
to subscribe to the same narrative,” he said. “But over the 
years I have drifted from that narrative and so I have also 
drifted from the [guiding] community as I delved into my 
growth and development. 

“Now my narrative is very different from that within 
the community and it is not one shared by the commu-
nity, therefore I am outside the muskox circle.”  

Wylie was fully buried in the avalanche, but was 
located in time to save his life. Seven others were not. 
They were David Finnerty, Naomi Heffler, Craig Kelly, 
Kathleeen Kesller, Vern Lunsford, Jean-Luc Schwendener 
and Dennis Yates.  

After Buried was originally released in 2014, Wylie 
travelled to Truckee, California, to give a talk, which 
included Kesller’s family and friends in the audience. 
Afterwards he was struck by their response – they were 
grateful that finally after 12 years they fully understood 
what happened to their daughter, sister, and wife.  

Just over 10 days after La Traviata, in Glacier National 
Park near Mount Cheops, seven students from Strathcona 
Tweedsmuir School would die in an avalanche as well. 

While the group of 17 people was led by teachers from 
the school, not certified guides, the two incidents were 
handled very differently in the aftermath.

What happened at Connaught Creek was investigated 
and a report by Bhudak Constultants Ltd. made recom-
mendations for change.

There were changes to how custodial groups are 
taken into outdoor settings, and the avalanche 
terrain exposure scale was created – distin-

guishing between simple, challenging and complex 
types of terrain in the backcountry. The Outdoor 

Council of Canada was formed to train leaders of cus-
todial, or school groups and the teachers lost their jobs. 

With La Traviata, however, nature was to blame. 

It is a response of the guiding industry to fatalities 
that Wylie does not put much stock into anymore. 
It brought him comfort in the aftermath of the 

avalanche, but after taking the time and effort to look 
at all the complex decision-making processes that led 
to that moment, on that slope – Wylie knows now it 
was not that simple.  

“One of the things that drives me crazy about the 
guiding industry is when we fail, we blame the mountains; 
the mountains are dangerous,” he said, adding when 
mountaineers reach their objective, they celebrate and 
take credit in the accomplishment.  

When Wylie takes clients on a guided trip, he goes over 
the waiver of liability in a way that respects the lessons he 
has already learned in the mountains. He said he believes 
the industry has to do a better job of communicating risk, 
not just indemnifying itself through a waiver. 

“When you buy a mutual fund, there is a question-
naire about your risk tolerance. We do not do that with 
our clients,” he said.  

He is honest about how he can make a mistake and 
he needs everyone with him to stay aware of their sur-
roundings. He encourages his clients to speak out and to 
bring his attention to things that may be happening on 
the landscape around them – including if they think he is 
making a mistake.  

“Truth protects trust, time and time again,” Wylie said. 
“The ethics of that is really important, because if people 
can speak up about their comfort at any point, then they 
can say ‘this isn’t for me’ and we want that.”  
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A graph representing the number of Canadian avalanche fatalities by activity from 2000-21. The data comes from Avalanche Canada; however, neither that organization, nor the ACMG track the number of incidents that 
occur on guided trips. In part four of Buried in the Aftermath, the Outlook will take a deeper look at the data.   GREG COLGAN RMO GRAPH
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info@stormmountainlodge.com

RESERVATIONS: STORMMOUNTAINLODGE.COM
CONTACT: 403-762-4155

Valid: May 6th- 31st Sunday - Thursday
Not Valid Sunday May 23rd

To Book call or email:

Located just over 20 minutes from Banff or Lake Louise on 93 South.

$199
Does not include tax, gratuity

or additional meals.

LOCALS MID-WEEK WINE AND
CHARCUTERIE SPECIAL

BANFF, LAKE LOUISE, CANMORE LOCALS SPECIAL
Includes: the nights stay in a cozy log cabin, a bottle of wine and gourmet

charcuterie board in your cabin. A safe escape from home with contactless check
in/out, dinner delivery service to cabin, take-window!

Custom
GIFT

CERTIFICATES
Available

NOTICE
Virtual Open House

Bow Valley Trail Mixed Use Development
and SCMVHotels Update

20-40 Employee/Perpetually Affordable Housing Units
950m2 Furniture Store

450m2 AssociatedWarehouse

We heard you loud and clear at the previous Spring Creek Open
House. More employee housing is needed. We invite you now to learn
about the proposed amendments to the BVT-G Land Use Distict to
facilitate this. We will also present changes we have made to the Hotel
development in response to your feedback. We ask for your continued

input to pave the way for this fantastic opportunity.

When: Wednesday, May 12 @ 7pm
Where: Virtually join us through Zoom

Emailmmcnamee@mcelhanney.com for a link, or for more information.
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“How many clients in the current system just follow 
us because they do not think they can speak up and they 
have these kinds of days that are stressful,” Wylie said.   

Blanchard agrees that everyone in the mountains on a 
guided trip needs to be aware of the risk, but also be part 
of the solution for detecting and mitigating it. He said it is 
important to empower clients to be able to speak up and 
make observations, because a guide isn’t all knowing and 
all seeing. 

F ive years ago, Blanchard was guiding a group 
across the Balfour High Col in the crux of the 
Wapta traverse in challenging conditions, when 

one of his clients pointed out that a wind slab had been 
naturally triggered nearby. 

“That is such an important piece of information for 
me to have and I would have been naive to it had she 
not had the confidence to say, ‘wow, look there is an 
avalanche,’ and not just assume I am omniscient,” he said. 

With the natural evolution of the industry with young-
er people entering the profession, and a more diverse 
representation, Blanchard said the culture is becoming 
more reflective of being Canadian and welcoming differ-
ent perspectives and voices around the table. 

“People entering the profession who are Millennials 
have a lot of different approaches to decision making,” 
he said. “It is brilliant ... within a guiding team, if there 
is gender diversity, ethnic diversity and ... if there is just 
diversity, you will make safer decisions.

“To have that would make us a stronger and safer asso-
ciation and, quite frankly, if the world does not adopt that 
model of decision-making, we are not going to make it.” 

The need for a comprehensive post-critical incident 
review process for the industry to learn from the lessons 
gleaned through it is something Wylie has advocated for.  

He has lived through the trauma of being buried 
alive and surviving while others died on the same 
slope as him, and he has lived through the reckoning 
that comes with it. While the vast majority of guided 
experiences occur without incident, when they do hap-
pen, he feels there is a responsibility of the industry to 
take stock of the circumstances and adjust accordingly.  

Wylie sees it as a multi-faceted problem. The first 
part is the industry is more than happy to talk about 
technical aspects of decision-making in alpine environ-
ments, but reticent to do the inner work to understand 
the human aspects around decision-making.  

“And there is this flawed compassion; we do not 
want to hurt the guide’s feelings,” he said. “It is a flawed 
compassion because we do not see the larger picture is 
there are way more people involved in this than just the 
guiding community.”  

When a critical incident occurs, clients and family 
members of those involved may have questions around 
the circumstances. Some may want to know that the 
factors that resulted in the death of a loved one are under-
stood and brought into the awareness of the industry to 
prevent similar circumstances from occurring. 

While the ACMG does not mandate that its certified 
guides must submit a report to its incident reporting 
system after a critical incident – either a near miss or a 
fatality –  it does have a conduct review process. It is one 
way some survivors have sought to find accountability 
after a traumatic incident. 

Blanchard has been a member of the committee that 
participates in and oversees that process since the early 
2000s. 

The committee is essentially a pool of guides and 
members of the public willing and able to review a 
complaint.  

Blanchard said the process looks at complaints about 
guides, from the public or other ACMG guides, 
in relation to the organization’s code of conduct. 

Currently the code of conduct has 10 sections, but it has 
grown over the years to incorporate new sections as the 
association has worked to improve this process. 

When a complaint is submitted, the chair of the 
committee reviews the initial complaint to determine if 
there is a means to find a solution by working with the 
guide that is the subject of the conduct review, according 
to Blanchard.  

“A lot of the complaints are dealt with at that level,” 
Blanchard said. “A lot of them are just education, that a 
guide was working outside their terrain guidelines [for 
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Ken Wylie was buried in an avalanche in 2003 when he was an 
assistant guide. Seven others lost their life that day and in the 
aftermath it took Wylie more than a decade to come to understand the 
role he played that day.   SUBMITTED PHOTO



Share your viewpoint on
The Fenlands
We’ve launched a public consultation to help ensureThe
Fenlands Banff Recreation Centre offers activities and programs
that will be used by the widest range of residents.The first phase
of engagement takes place until May 26, and will involve an
online workshop, an online survey, focus groups, community
conversations and information walks. Learn more and take the
survey at banffviewpoints.ca/Fenlands.

Banff Wildfire Forum
Wednesday, May 12, 6:30 – 8:30 p.m.
Don’t miss the opportunity to join Town of Banff emergency
management officials, Parks Canada fire specialists and other
wildfire experts in this free, live online event. Participate in
discussions about the latest research on wildfire modelling, the
impact of climate change on fire risk, and Banff emergency
response plans. Learn what you need to know to be ready for
wildfire in Banff. Register at banff.ca/WildfireForum.

Wildfire Hazards Cleanup Day
Saturday, May 8
Do your part to get FireSmart! Spring cleanup is a great time
to gather branches and other vegetation that can increase
the wildfire hazard in your yard. Free pickup is available for
gathered vegetation – branches, stems, and yard debris – on
May 10. Contact 403.762.1240 to schedule your pickup. Visit
banff.ca/FireSmart for more information on how to do your
wildfire hazard cleanup.

Register for a Resident
Parking Permit
Visitor-Pay Parking is coming to Banff in late June.All Banff
residents will be able to register for a Resident Parking Permit
starting May 14.The permit allows residents to park for free in
the paid-parking zone, and on the resident-only parking streets
downtown.To get a permit, you need to have proof of residency
in Banff.Make sure your vehicle registration is up to date with
your current address before the system goes live.To update your
registration, visit a local registry office. Find the Banff Registry
in the Bison Courtyard, or online at thebanffregistry.com. For
more information on the permit, visit banff.ca/ResidentPermit.

Meetings
Special Meeting of Council
Monday, May 10, 9 a.m.

Council
Monday, May 10, 2 p.m.

View the live meeting at banff.ca/Live.
Visit banff.ca/AgendaCenter or subscribe to meeting
agendas at banff.ca/Notify.

Banff.ca • Banff Town Hall • 110 Bear Street
Monday – Friday • 8:30 a.m. – 4:30 p.m. • 403.762.1200 Banff_Town BanffTown BanffTown

Town of

information

Wear a mask in
public places – and
wear it properly over
your nose and chin.

Stay home if you
feel sick – this is the
law – you must stay
home for 10 days and
should arrange testing
if you have a COVID
symptom.

8-1-1

Be informed
with updates at
banff.ca/COVID.
Sign up to receive
emergency alerts at
banff.ca/NotifyMe.

HELP PREVENT
THE SPREAD

Keep a 2-metre/
6-foot distance (about
the length of a ski pole
in your outstretched
arm) from everyone
not in your household,
whether you are inside
or outside.

No indoor social
gatherings are permitted
in any setting.

Do your part to help prevent the
spread of COVID-19. All Banff
residents 18 and older, and those
12 and older with exisiting health
conditions, are now eligible to be
vaccinated. For those aged 18-39 you
must reserve by calling 811. Ages 40+
can book online at alberta.ca/vaccine.

For vaccine and testing info, visit
banff.ca/COVIDhelp.

2021.05.06 ROCKY MOUNTAIN OUTLOOK  92021.05.06 ROCKY MOUNTAIN OUTLOOK  9

FEATURE

example]. 
“Anything not resolved at that level goes onto a 

preliminary review committee, which is at least one fully 
certified mountain guide, another ACMG member and a 
member of the public.”  

If a mutually agreeable solution is reached between the 
guide and the committee, the complainant is informed 
of the outcome, but has no say in the resolution. If a 

solution is not reached,  a more formal examination can 
occur through a conduct review hearing.  

“We do not have the authority to investigate anything 
other than the code of conduct and we are an administra-
tive review,” Blanchard said, acknowledging there can be a 
wider scope of issues that someone is concerned with that 
does not fall under the code of conduct. 

Only two complaints have technically made it to the 
hearing stage. One of which was filed under protected 
grounds; while the other was Sheila Churchill’s complaint 
after the death of her husband Doug in 2016. 

The protocols for the hearing at the time set out that 
the complainant is responsible for prosecuting their com-
plaint. It was problematic and the process changed after 
Churchill’s complaint was ultimately dismissed through an 
application to the Court of Queen’s Bench by the ACMG 
due to the amount of time it was taking for disclosure. 

Now, if a complaint goes to a hearing, the ACMG is 
tasked with finding a suitable and unbiased person to act 
on the behalf of the complainant. 

The conduct review process does not deal with com-
plaints of negligence or criminal allegations, and it does not 
provide a post-critical incident review of the circumstances.

At the moment, the procedures for a conduct review 
are not available on the ACMG’s website and there is no 
way for the public to search past complaints or decisions 
made by the conduct review committee with respect to 
its members. The results are published in the association’s 
bi-annual journal, The Arete, and they will be posted on 
the website in the future once as the site has undergone a 
full revision. 

Mental Health Supports
Mountain Muscox: www.mountainmuscox.com
Mental Health Helpline – 1-877-303-2642
Addiction Helpline – 1-866-332-2322
HealthLink – 811
Urgent mental health walk-in services are available 
at the Canmore General Hospital and Banff Mineral 
Springs Hospital seven days a week 2-9 p.m.
211 Alberta
Bow Valley Addiction and Mental Health 403-678-4696

CORRECTION: In part one of Buried in the 
Aftermath, it was reported the Backcountry Safe group 
had hired two ACMG certified guides. One was referred 
to as a “tail” guide, and they were not a certified 
member of the ACMG at the time. It was reported that 
the lead guide did not respond to the Outlook’s request 
for an interview; however, they did end up declining the 
request. It was also reported that Sheila Churchill sought 
$1 in compensation in her lawsuit against the association 
and the guides involved. While there was no value related 
to compensation contained in the statement of claim, 
Churchill’s lawyers communicated to the ACMG the intent 
was not to seek a financial resolution.

PART THREE OF BURIED IN THE AFTERMATH 
EXPLORES THE 2019 AVALANCHE AT 
MASSEY’S WATERFALL NEAR FIELD, B.C. THAT 
KILLED ONE ICE CLIMBER AND PARTIALLY 
BURIED ANOTHER. 

THIS INCIDENT HAS RESULTED IN 
CONSIDERABLE TRAUMA FOR ALL INVOLVED. 
WOULD A BETTER POST-CRITICAL INCIDENT 
PROCESS HAVE PREVENTED CONFLICT 
BETWEEN THE GUIDES AND ONE OF THE 
SURVIVORS? 
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