
Colorado, Mt. Thorodin. On 10 June Joseph Willoughby (20) and Garris 
Flebbe, both moderately experienced climbers, saw a storm approaching 
while on a technical climb of the West Face of Mt. Thorodin and began 
their retreat. Willoughby was rappelling while Flebbe was near the top end 
of the rope half way up the face waiting his turn when lightning struck. 
Willoughby, perhaps 50 feet below Flebbe on the nearly vertical face, 
was immediately struck unconscious, and Flebbe had a temporarily para
lyzed arm. Flebbe managed to lower Willoughby to a ledge and admin
istered CPR to no avail. With no signs of life in Willoughby, he rappeled 
off the rest of the way and called RMRG, which performed the evacua
tion after a delay caused by another severe lightning storm. The victim’s 
hands appeared to be burned. The litter evacuation of the body from the 
face was straightforward, using a self-equalizing piton anchor.

Source: W. G. May, Rocky Mountain Rescue Group.
Analysis: The climbers, both experienced, recognized that a lightning 

storm was coming and were descending, but Colorado lightning storms 
can move in or develop very rapidly.

The climber lower down was killed — it was he who was on the rope. 
Although the rope (Perlon) did not appear damaged, some current must 
have flowed along it. Both climbers were exposed to ground currents.

Colorado, Sierra Blanca. On 28 May George Bell, Larry Campbell (30), 
Ross Harder, Bill Hendry, Karl Horak, and David Michael, while descend
ing a snow face on the north side of the east ridge of Sierra Blanca, set 
off a wet snow avalanche. The slide carried Campbell about fifty feet over 
rocky ledges and a further hundred feet on snow before he was able to ex



tricate himself from the sliding snow. With slight assistance he was able to 
climb to an adjacent rock rib with large ledges but was unable to continue 
the descent. He was evacuated the remaining 1,500 feet to the valley 
floor next morning and flown to a hospital by helicopter. Injuries in
cluded a broken knee cap and minor crack of the pelvis associated with 
a massive bruise of the hip. Campbell was wearing a hard hat which was 
cracked in the accident and undoubtedly saved him from serious head in
juries.

The party had made a technical ascent of Blanca and chose this as the 
descent route. The danger of avalanche was not recognized in time. The 
steeper upper parts of the slope seemed free of slide hazard; there was 
little wet snow on them, rocks kicked from above caused no action, and 
there were no signs of spontaneous slides on nearby slopes. As the slope 
became more gentle an increasing depth of wet snow was found, which 
was in fact poorly bonded to a hard snow surface beneath. The slide began, 
as one climber sat down to see if a glissade was possible, with a fairly 
clean break and about three feet of snow sliding. The slope was between 
25 and 30 degrees. A large party had ascened this slope, a standard 
route, the same day and was thought to have descended by it. In fact they 
had recognized the dangerous snow conditions near where the slide 
started and had elected to descend by an alternative route. The climber 
who started the slide was able to get out of it without difficulty, since only 
snow below him was moving, while Campbell, who was a hundred feet 
lower down was caught and immediately carried over the ledges.

Source: George Bell.
Analysis: The cause of the accident was the failure to recognize the 

hazard. The slope being descended should have been treated with more 
respect in view of the warm weather, late hour (1700), and the fact that 
the party had not ascended it and was thus not sure of the snow conditions. 
Party was unroped, but it is doubtful that a man in the slide could have 
been held.


