CALSTAR Tracks Missing
Snowmobilers in Subzero
Night Rescue
By Laura Kaufman

CALSTAR’s BO105 aircraft.

It started as a short outing for two experienced outdoor
adventurers last winter—a brother and sister testing
a new snowmobile at Bear River Reservoir, southwest
of Lake Tahoe. But a convergence of factors including
extreme weather, an ungroomed segment of trail
that sank their machines, lack of cell reception and
complicated search efforts threw them into the path of
disaster.

•

PAT I E N T P R O F I L E : Sally Shanks and John Hearne

“I WATCHED THE
HELICOPTER FOLLOW
OUR TRACKS ACROSS THE
BASIN, AND I KNEW IT WAS
COMING FOR US.”

Sally Shanks, 67, of Walnut Grove, and her brother John
Hearne, 71, of Los Altos, have been snowmobiling for
40 years, and know the terrain. But 30 miles into a
familiar loop near Kirkwood, the groomed trail ended
abruptly. They plunged into waist-deep powder, and the
snowmobiles couldn’t be freed. On foot, they followed
orange markers, thinking they could hike to the highway.
But no road was found.

Back home, friends and family knew roughly where the pair
were headed, and grew worried, reporting them missing
late in the day. Time was spent locating John’s car, parked
far away, but they had driven together in her vehicle.
That day, the temperature at Lake Tahoe dropped to a new
record, 14 below zero. When Sally and John realized they
could not make it to a road, the pair made wise decisions.
They made a shelter, digging under a fallen log, and built
walls from branches and packed snow.
“We broke tree branches to lie on,” John says. “My feet were
freezing cold, so I took off my boots—they were soaking. I
took off my fleece vest, wrapped up my bare feet, put them
in my knapsack and waited for sunrise.”
They had some food, but their water was frozen. Sally did
hours of Pilates exercises to keep warm, though her body
was shaking from the cold.

The next morning, John’s socks and boots were frozen. Luckily, Sally
had on two pair of socks, and shared hers. They knew they had to
keep moving.
In mid-afternoon, Sally broke through the snow crust into an icetopped creek. For the first time, they were able to fill their water bottle.
“By late afternoon, we thought Highway 88 was one ridge away,”
John says. They walked in each other’s tracks – one would go 20
paces in the thigh-deep snow, and the other would catch up and
start ahead. They were exhausted, and began to see mirages,
such as cabins and other snowmobiles. By then, they had traveled
between 12 and 14 miles cross-country. They knew they couldn’t
survive a second night.
At dusk, CALSTAR
was called in to join
the search from the
Lake Tahoe airport
base. On duty were
flight nurses Ted
Langevin and Nathan
Schwab, and pilot
Kris Hunt, equipped
with night vision
goggles. Kris recalls:
“As the evening
progressed, we were
rapidly approaching
search limit time.
We were asked to
look near a remote
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outing—a trip that eventually became an
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tracks and nothing
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more.” Reluctantly,
he turned the craft to head home. Then, suddenly, he spotted two
abandoned, half-buried snowmobiles. And there were human tracks
– only discernible with the goggles.
“We radioed in our find… we were able to follow the footprint trail
through the snow, in and out of tree groves, up and down and
around shallow ravines,” says Kris.
Sally recalls, “We thought we saw a chopper, but it could have been
stars, or lights.” Then they heard the sound, “just like on M*A*S*H.
I watched the helicopter follow our tracks across the basin, and
knew it was coming for us.”
As Kris approached a ridge, he saw Sally, turning and shading her
eyes from the landing light.
“A single set of prints led up the rise behind her to where we saw
John, continuing his march. We circled, calling in our position and
analyzing the area… the landing zone put us within moments of

Sally.” Ted and Nathan quickly got her into the craft. Then they
vanished into the blackness. Minutes later, over the radio, Kris heard
'We've got him.' “Out of that dark came the three. We loaded up,
lifted out and headed in to our warm reception at Barton hospital,”
he recalls.
At Barton Memorial
Hospital in South Lake
Tahoe, the patients were
treated for hypothermia
and frostbite. Both were
in the early stages of
kidney and liver failure.
John remained in the
hospital for four days,
Sally for three.
Sally is emphatic: “I am
so thankful that they
had the night vision
equipment. It was pitch
black that night. We’re
alive because CALSTAR
found us, and we’re
healthy because of what
they did at the hospital.”

SALLY’S ADVICE TO OTHERS:
“IT’S THE INNOCENT LITTLE
TRIPS WHERE YOU CAN
RUN INTO RISK. YOU MUST
ALWAYS GIVE DETAILS
TO OTHERS WHEN IT
COMES TO WHERE YOU’RE
GOING—IT COULD SAVE
YOUR LIFE. SAYING ‘I’M
GOING SNOWMOBILING
OFF HIGHWAY 88’ IS NOT
ENOUGH. BY THE SECOND
EVENING, OUR FAMILY AND
FRIENDS FELT HELPLESS. I
WOULD NEVER PUT THEM

She knows it was a
THROUGH THAT AGAIN.”
victory for the CALSTAR
crew, also. “You could
see it when they found us – they were excited; it was a triumph.”
Now Sally teases her brother about resisting rescue. He says,
“Apparently I was hypothermic to the extent I thought my sister was
someone else, and when the CALSTAR people arrived, I told them
they must be looking for someone else!”
He adds, “Even with my delusions, I was very impressed that
CALSTAR could land their helicopter in the pitch dark, in the middle
of tall pines, soft snow, on the side of the hill. Later we found out that
the voluntary search and rescue teams from three counties were
looking for us, but in the dark only CALSTAR was able to search.”
Kris simply says, “We, CALSTAR, helped, and I'm thankful for that.”
Today, both Sally and John carry personal locating devices with
GPS on horse-packing trips and other treks. At 71, John, who
still has some nerve damage in his toes, is able to return to
competitive ski racing this year. He will participate in the NASTAR
slalom competition, where he has previously won his age class.
John and Sally know they are lucky that the events of last winter
left few scars. But vivid memories of their experience, and their
dramatic rescue, will be with them always.

