
FALL INTO CREVASSE, UNCONTROLLED GLISSADE, DESCENDING 
UNROPED
Washington, Olympic National Park, Mount Olympus
On June 16, 1993, Mason Flint, David Whiting and Paul Hood left the Hoh Ranger 
Station in Olympic National Park for a planned five day backpack and climb of Mount 
Olympus, about 20 miles from the trailhead. While trekking to the base camp, they were 
passed by Dave Skinner, a frequent climber of Mount Olympus and volunteer at the 
University of Washington Glacier Research Center on Mount Olympus. On June 18, the 
three climbers left their base camp at 0600 and approached the Blue Glacier where they 
roped up. After crossing the base of the glacier, they began the ascent toward the Snow 
Dome, a plateau below the summit spire of Olympus. After a short distance, Hood sug
gested that the climbers unrope because there was little apparent crevasse danger, and 
the other two agreed.

After ascending the Snow Dome and following the well traveled route between the 
Middle and West peaks and around to the backside of Olympus’ summit pyramid, the 
climbers successfully reached the summit around 1300. Just before reaching the sum
mit the climbers passed Dave Skinner who was descending alone from the summit. 
After spending approximately one hour on the summit, the climbers descended the sum
mit pyramid and wound around the backside of the Middle peak unroped.

Flint led, followed by Hood and then Whiting. Flint glissaded down a short, steep 
snow slope behind the Middle peak where he realized that they were off the ascent 
route. Hood and Whiting also glissaded down the short slope while Flint traversed 25 
yards west between the Middle and west peaks to check out the route. As there was a 
clear set of tracks (later confirmed to be Skinner's) and the route was relatively straight
forward, the climbers agreed to continue. Flint led an additional 50 yards where he 
stopped at the edge of a small avalanche slough. The runout of the slough was not visible 
from that vantage point. While he decided whether to cross the slough, Hood approached



and, possibly mistaking the avalanche slough for a glissade path from earlier climbers, 
immediately began to glissade down the slope where he disappeared below the surface 
15 yards from where he started. This was around 1530.

Flint descended a short distance while calling for Hood until he saw that there was a 
steep drop-off and probable crevasse where Hood had disappeared. Hood did not re
spond to repeated yelling. When Whiting caught up and was informed of the situation, 
he and Flint roped up and descended to the west where Hood fell and where the cre
vasse came into view. Flint and Whiting walked to below the crevasse and built two 
dead-man anchors and set up a belay. Whiting belayed Flint to the edge of the crevasse 
where Flint tried to make visual and/or voice contact. From the edge of the crevasse 
Flint could not see the bottom because of a slight overhang. After about 20 minutes of 
attempts to make contact with Hood, Flint and Whiting discussed whether or not to 
attempt a descent into the crevasse. Although Flint and Whiting had training in crevasse 
rescue and were familiar with the Z-pulley, they were concerned about the possibility of 
avalanche or ice-fall.

Knowing that Dave Skinner was at the glacier research station on the Snow Dome, 
Flint and Whiting decided to descend around 1630, with the hope that the station would 
have a radio and/or Skinner would have climbing equipment and rescue experience. 
When they reached the station, the climbers learned that there was no radio and that 
Skinner did not have climbing equipment or rescue experience. The climbers, joined by 
Skinner, decided to reascend to the crevasse and again try to make contact with Hood. 
They reached the crevasse around 1730 and again tried to make contact. Skinner agreed 
that attempting a descent into the crevasse would be risky considering the chances of 
ice-fall and avalanche.

At 1815, the three returned to the research station and discussed walking out that 
night. Because of fatigue, the lateness of the day and the distance (approximately 21 
miles), they decided to leave early on June 19. The three descended to the climbers’ 
original base camp, gathered all their gear and began the hike out. Skinner, who travels 
extremely fast and light, set off ahead and reached the Hoh ranger station at 0530. Flint 
and Whiting reached the station at 0730. Skinner contacted the Park Service and Olym
pic Mountain Rescue. A military helicopter carried Skinner and the rescue team to the 
site of the accident, but a recovery attempt was not made because of failing light. The 
following morning three flights took six Olympic Mountain Rescue personnel and their 
equipment to the site, set up anchors and recovered the body. Hood had died on impact 
of a severe upper cervical spinal cord contusion.

Analysis
The decision to unrope was the pivotal one of the climb. Once that decision was made, 
other standard safety precautions, such as abstaining from glissading on glaciers and 
wearing helmets, were harder to enforce. The climbers had helmets but were not wear
ing them. Although Hood was ostensibly the most experienced climber, we later learned 
that he had little formal climbing or glacier travel instruction. He had climbed Mount 
Olympus ten years earlier, as well as numerous other peaks in Washington and abroad. 
Flint, who had recently completed a climbing course through the Mountaineers, was 
concerned about Hood's apparent ignorance of basic mountaineering techniques (in
cluding the use of prussiks for crevasse self-rescue), but he and Whiting did not feel 
comfortable questioning Hoods experience. Although Hood made some major judg
ment errors during the climb, particularly the decision to glissade on the glacier, Flint



and Whiting feel that their reluctance to express their concerns about safety and share 
the leadership role were also contributing factors. (Source: Mason Flint)

(Editor’s Note: Thanks to Mr. Flint f o r  his willingness to share this experience. In a letter 
to me, he expressed the hope that others will learn fro m  his misfortune so they can avoid  
similar mistakes.)


