
OFF ROUTE, STRANDED, CLIMRING ALONE, INADEQUATE 
EQUIPMENT/CLOTHING, EXCEEDING ABILITIES 
Wyoming, Grand Teton National Park, Middle Teton
On the morning of September 29, Jenny Lake Subdistrict Ranger Mark Magnuson re
ceived a report of an overdue climber on the Middle Teton. According to the reporting



party, Susie Struble, Aaron Gams (25) departed his Wilson residence mid-day on Sep
tember 27 intending to climb the Glacier route and return home late on the 28th. He 
did not return home as planned and missed work that night.

At noon on September 29, a hasty search team located overnight equipment belong
ing to Gams, stashed at the Meadows. Search efforts were escalated that day, involving 
18 field personnel and the establishment of a base camp at the Meadows. Search progress 
was hampered by a severe early season winter storm, eliminating helicopter support as 
an option. An incident overhead team was established and planning for the next opera
tional period accomplished.

On the morning of September 30, an additional 41 personnel had joined the search 
effort, with field deployment following an 0700 briefing. At 1300 a team of Jenny Lake 
climbing rangers summitted the Middle Teton via the Southwest Couloir and made voice 
and visual contact with Gams. Gams was stuck on a small ledge on the northwest side of 
the mountain, approximately 100 feet below the summit. Ranger Bill Alexander was 
lowered to Gams and the two were raised to the summit by a mechanical advantage 
system. Efforts to rewarm Gams included hot drinks and heat packs. He was then low
ered down the southwest couloir on belay then by litter, to a helicopter landing zone on 
the bench north of the South-Middle Teton saddle. This arrival coincided with the first 
available window of flyable weather, and Gams was flown from the mountain by the park 
contract helicopter. He was transported to St. John's Hospital by vehicle where he was 
admitted for hypothermia, frostbite, and exhaustion.

According to Gams, he climbed the Glacier Route as planned on the 28th, but be
came off-route below the summit. He wandered across the north face and ridge to the 
northwest couloir. Below the summit of the peak he became ledged out, unable to con
tinue up or retreat. Gams survived two days and two nights on a small ledge, in severe 
winter conditions, with minimal gear.

Analysis
On October 2, ranger Mark Magnuson interviewed Aaron Gams in his room at St. John's 
Hospital. Gams was new to the Jackson area, arriving two to three weeks before the 
accident. He had been sharing a house in Wilson, WY.

On the morning of September 27, Gams left his residence in Wilson with plans to 
climb the South and Middle Teton. Arriving at the Moose Visitor Center around noon, 
he purchased a guide book authored by Richard Rossiter, “Teton Classics.” Following a 
quick review of routes he approached the permits office desk stating that he wished to 
climb the Glacier Route on the Middle Teton. At that time, ranger Jean Lawrence is
sued Gams an overnight use permit for the south fork of Garnet Canyon. Gams then 
departed Lupine Meadows Trailhead, arriving at the Meadows by late afternoon or early 
evening. Gams chose to camp in the Meadows rather than continuing up to the south 
fork of Garnet.

Gams left his camp about 0530 on the 28th, arriving at the base of the Glacier Route 
around 0700 to 0830. He climbed the route to the Dike Pinnacle col, then turned west 
toward the summit. He then climbed a steep, narrow snow couloir, north of the summit 
pinnacles, that took him across the north face to the northwest couloir. Gams realized he 
was off-route. He then looked up the northwest couloir and, thinking it appeared rea
sonable, started up. Below the summit the route steepened and turned to hard ice, at 
which time he elected to exit left into a chimney, climbing on rock. Gams said he did not 
have the proper equipment to climb the last section of the northwest couloir. He had



single leather boots with hinged crampons and one ice ax. Gams continued up this chim
ney on low fifth class rock which he described as “hard and exposed.” Just short of the 
summit— 60 to 100 feet—he encountered a steep headwall (estimated at 5.7) that was 
beyond his skill level. After exploring options, Gams determined that he was now unable 
to continue up or retreat back down the chimney. By mid-afternoon, he resigned him
self to being rescued. Gams said he knew that a weather system was approaching but did 
not know the extent of the forecasted storm.

Gams said he spent the next two nights on a small ledge measuring approximately 
four feet by ten inches wide. He was clothed in two light-to-medium-weight layers of 
synthetic clothing with a shell jacket and pants, wearing a stocking cap and gloves. An 
additional medium-weight jacket was found in his pack, which he had not worn. (Gams 
stated that he didn’t realize this jacket was in his pack.) He had minimal food and 
water. (Source: Mark Magnuson, SAR Coordinator, Grand Teton National Park)

(Editor's Note: Close to 60 people needed fo r  this one impresses me, and brings to mind 
Yosemite’s use o f  citing some climbers under 36 CFR 2.34 (a ) (4): Creating a Hazardous 
Condition.

As we were going to press, we received two reports o f  incidents from  Devil's Tower 
National Monument, one o f  which resulted in a fatality from  a fall while trying to re
trieve a stuck rappel rope; the other was a case o f  heat stroke. This party was not carry
ing adequate water, and they were also cited fo r  failing to register fo r  their climb.)


