
FALL ON SNOW, UNROPED, POOR POSITION 
Colorado, Mount Sneffles
(Following is a letter from  Adam Beal [early 20’s] to a friend.)

Our plan was to set up a base camp on Sunday, and then do a technical ascent of 
Mount Sneffles on June 24. The climb up Mount Sneffles (14,000 feet) had us crossing 
talus, snow, ice and rock. The climb was easy but committing, seven pitches and about
1.000 feet of 5.1 to 5.5 climbing. At the end of the climb we reached a couloir that we 
planned to climb the final 100 to 200 feet to the summit on. After realizing that it was 
time to descend whether or not we could summit, I decided to check the couloir as a 
possible descent route. I walked about 30 feet out onto the snow, and decided against 
glissading down because of the softness and 45 or 50 degree grade. Then I slipped. I 
didn’t have crampons on my feet for traction, nor did I have a rope on (after being roped 
for about eight hours that day). I tried a few times to self-arrest with my ice ax, but the 
snow was just too soft. I was at the mercy of the mountain, and probably moved 30 to 50 
mph down the snow as I rammed into boulders and the walls of the couloir on my way 
down. When I finally stopped around 1,500 feet lower than I had started, I was amaz
ingly lucky to be alive. I landed at the base of the snow on a rocky talus slope.

So there I was, alone and badly injured at 13,000 feet. I had a right wrist that had 
been broken in three or four places, and my formerly white climbing helmet was now 
red from the trauma to my face. I had a deep cut under my left eyebrow, the inside of my 
lower lip was badly cut and my upper lip was ripped clean through with a gash over an 
inch long. I was disoriented but still quite conscious. I immediately grabbed my first aid 
kit from my pack, which luckily was still attached to my back, and splinted my wrist with 
a splint and an ace bandage. Then I knew that it was time to descend back to base camp,
2,000 feet and one to two miles away. I left my pack and helmet, unable to carry them, 
and started off. I yelled for my partner Geoff or to anyone else who could hear me, but 
I heard no reply. It was now almost dark, and not having the strength to descend on foot, 
I started sliding down on my butt. The slope here was very mild, so I was at least safe 
from another fall. After two hours of sliding and yelling, I finally heard Geoff yelling 
back to me and could faintly see his headlamp in the darkness. Since I had forgotten my 
headlamp in my pack, I had to yell to him until he reached me.

Geoff had slowly cut footsteps for himself as he descended on foot the very way that 
I had slid. After assessing my injuries, he tried to help me to my feet to get to base camp. 
I was still unable to walk, so we started sliding down together, my legs and arms wrapped 
around Geoff. After a few minutes, I realized that I could go no further, so Geoff left me 
for our base camp to get sleeping bags. As he left, he warned me not to fall asleep. With 
the incredible amount of pain in my wrist, that seemed easy.

Geoff returned about one to one and a half hours later with our bags and the good 
news that he’d run into some other people camped near us. They left immediately to go 
get help even though it was probably near 2300 and it was three or four miles to the 
trailhead and another 30 to 60 minutes to a phone. My friend stayed by my side as I 
warmed in both of our bags for a while. After a short time I was able to give him back his



bag, but he stayed awake all night to watch over me. Since I had forgotten to grab any 
pain pills from my first aid kit, I was in an amazing amount of pain and was only able to 
sleep for a few minutes at a time.

Almost at the crack of dawn, three people on the mountain rescue team arrived where 
we were around 12,500 feet. By this time, my eyes were so swollen shut that I couldn’t 
see any of my rescuers. After stabilizing my neck and placing me into a Stokes litter, they 
called for a helicopter to airlift me out. Thirty minutes in the helicopter got me to a 
hospital in Montrose. Luckily, I was given a good dose of morphine for pain, and slept 
for the entire airlift. I woke up in the emergency room where they proceeded to cut all 
of my expensive outdoor clothes off my body with trauma shears. My face was sewn up 
in three places by a plastic surgeon and then I was taken to surgery for the wrist. I woke 
up with four pins in my wrist.

I spent two and a half days in the hospital. While I was there, I realized that I had lost 
half of one of my front upper teeth (to be repaired over the next few weeks with a root 
canal, cap and crown) and that my entire face had been abraded by the snow so badly 
that it was almost completely scabbed over. I couldn’t eat solid food for almost a week 
afterwards.

My parents flew me back to Michigan on Thursday afternoon. I met my mom and 
brother at Detroit Metro, and they didn’t recognize me at first. When they both realized 
who I was, they started... crying. It sucked. And here I ’ve been ever since.


