
FALL INTO CREVASSE—SNOW BRIDGE COLLAPSE 
Washington, Mount Rainier
On August 27, 1989, around 0830, Park Ranger Nina Burnell (26) and her climbing 
partner Mark Ross (28) were descending the D isappointm ent Cleaver Route from the 
summ it of M ount Rainier when a snow bridge collapsed, pulling them  both into the 
crevasse. (They were on a 23-meter rope, which was doubled, so there was about 12 
m eters between them.)

At 0800 Burnell had radioed down from the summ it with weather inform ation. Then 
they began their descent down the m ountain. W hen they came to the junction  of the 
rou te they had climbed up and the older route, they decided to descend the older 
route. At the 4100-meter level they came to a snow bridge at the base of a fixed rope. 
Ross belayed Burnell across the snow bridge and then followed. W hen Ross stepped 
onto the snow bridge, it collapsed, pulling Ross and Burnell in. Both climbers were 
covered by blocks o f ice. Ross dug him self out and then he located Burnell and dug 
h er out. They both climbed a ram p to the surface o f the glacier 15 meters above.

Once out o f the crevasse, they assessed their injuries. Burnell’s right foot was hurting,



she had a laceration on the left side of her head, and lower back pain. Ross had sore 
ribs, bu t otherwise was all right. Ross climbed back down into the crevasse and retrieved 
the pack, which had the park service radio in it. At 0848 Ross radioed Paradise and 
reported  the accident.

Burnell sustained a fractured ankle, a laceration on her head, and multiple con
tusions. Ross had no serious injuries. A helicopter evacuation was com pleted by 1530. 
(Source: George Olson, Ranger, M ount Rainier National Park)

Analysis
We summ ited at 0715 and started down at 0800. We followed the wands down the direct 
route and reached a crevasse with a fixed line at 4000 meters about 0830. There was a 
large snow bridge across the crevasse. To cross, it was necessary to downclimb about 
1.5 meters of vertical snow on the uphill side. One could then walk across the bridge 
to the o ther side. The fixed line was anchored m ore or less parallel to the crevasse on 
the uphill side by pickets and then dropped down the vertical pitch to the bridge where 
the end was anchored with another picket. It was useable as an aid on the vertical part. 
It did no t extend across the snow bridge.

We discussed the crossing. There were two issues: the vertical pitch and the bridge. 
We assessed the safety of the bridge with this information: (1) three parties crossed it 
earlier; (2) the air tem perature was still below freezing and the snow around us was 
solidly frozen; (3) the bridge was large and thick and looked well-anchored at both 
sides; (4) the crevasse was filled with snow about 15 meters down thus limiting a fall if 
one did occur.

The vertical pitch was easily protected by anchoring to the fixed line. I p lanned to 
belay Nina down the pitch. I did no t need a belay because the climbing was well within 
my ability.

I have been climbing for 12 years. I have been an Air Force Pararescuem an for several 
years, participating in 93 rescues in the Cascades. I have climbed a num ber of glaciated 
peaks including McKinley where I evacuated two sick climbers in the process. I instruct 
Air Force Snow and Ice Rescue School, one o f which we just com pleted July 2 9 , 1989. 
Based on my experience and the inform ation at hand, I m ade the decision that we 
could safely cross this crevasse. I have climbed with Nina for three seasons and made 
many such decisions. Over that time she has come to trust my judgm ent. I assured her 
that this crossing was O.K. and she trusted me.

I attached my ice ax to the fixed line with a clove hitch and drove it all the way in. I 
then pu t Nina on belay by m unter hitching the climbing rope on the shaft of my ax. I 
lowered Nina down the vertical pitch and continued to belay h er across the bridge. 
She was just able to reach the o ther side before running  ou t o f rope.

I then removed the belay and free climbed down the vertical pitch. N ina continued 
to move back away from  the edge of the crevasse as the rope allowed. As I stepped onto 
the bridge, it gave way. I fell to the snow below and snow and ice continued to come 
down on top of me. W hen it stopped, I was able to look up and see the top of the 
crevasse. The fixed line was dangling from the uphill side, bu t our rope was no t above 
me where N ina had been. I began to cry out her name. She responded, bu t I could 
no t see her because of the blocks of snow between us.

It took me several minutes to get free. She was disoriented and  no t sure what 
happened. She said her ankle hurt, bu t could walk. We immediately walked up  a ram p 
ou t o f the crevasse on the downhill side. We anchored ourselves to the snow with our



axes about ten meters away from the crevasse. I was afraid we were seriously injured 
and needed help as fast as possible. We needed the park radio in my pack, so I went 
back down the ram p and dug it out. From then on, we were in contact with park 
personnel via radio. (Source: Mark Ross)


