FALLING ROCK- DISLODGED, NO HARD HAT, POOR POSITION
California, Yosemite Valley, Sentinel Rock

On June 27, Jim Corpus (44) and Mike Penner (45) climbed the Steck-Salathe
route (15 pitches, 5.9) on Sentinel Rock. They summited at sunset, took a break,
and started looking for the 3rd class descent gully after dark. Despite having
headlamps, they had trouble finding their way and wound up descending slabs
on the south side of the gully, where they encountered lots of loose rocks.
About midnight, halfway down the slabs, with Jim 100-150 feet ahead of
and below Mike, Mike’s foot dislodged a 5-10 pound rock. He yelled, “Rock!”
and listened as it bounced down the face, and then called for Jim, but got no
response. He scrambled down the slab and found only a headlamp where Jim
should have been. Beyond the lamp, patches of blood led another 150 feet
downhill to where Jim lay, unconscious and bleeding from his scalp. He was
just two feet short of a 40-foot cliff that probably would have finished him off.
Mike: “After several minutes Jim started mumbling, and his level of con
sciousness improved slowly but considerably through the night. Immediately
after the accident he couldn’t process what had happened, asking the same
questions over and over: ‘Where are we? W hat happened? Is this real? Got
any water?’

“I didn’t apply pressure to Jim ’s wound because touching it was intensely
painful to him. After awhile I decided that he probably wasn’t bleeding se
verely, despite the initial amount of blood. I was sure he’d suffered a severe
concussion, possibly a skull fracture, and he was in shock. I got him into his
jacket, put my jacket over his legs and a rope underneath him and made him as
comfortable as possible without moving him much.
“I couldn’t find anchors and I wanted to keep him from rolling off the ledge
we were on, so I just sat next to him all night holding him in place. I wasn’t sure
of the way out, anyway, and the light from my headlamp didn’t allow me to see
a safe way down.
“As it began to get light, I was able to improvise some anchors and tie him
in. By this time he was more lucid and really wanted to get to a more comfort
able position, but I didn’t want him to. When dawn arrived I could see where
we were and where we were supposed to be and took off for help.”
Mike reached his vehicle—and his cell phone—at about 0830 and called the
NPS. W hile a ground team scrambled up the descent route, a helicopter from
Naval Air Station Lemoore searched from the air; the crew spotted Jim and
rappelled two Rangers and a Navy crewman to him. He was alert by this time,
though still complaining of dizziness. They immobilized him as a precaution
against spinal injury, and the helicopter hoisted him out shortly after 1100.
X-rays at the Yosemite clinic showed no fractures. Because of his head in
jury, he was helicoptered to Doctors Medical Center in Modesto for further
tests, but was later released, with only a severe scalp laceration and minor cuts
and bruises.
Analysis
Jim and Mike are both very experienced climbers. They were not far off
route, but even the correct way down that gully is a potential bowling alley.
When you cannot see the rocks coming at you and your ability to dodge them
is restricted, it is usually best to stick close together.
Mike: “I know descending can be more dangerous than ascending, and I’ve
always been extremely careful with rappels. I never expected such an accident
on a walk-down, but loose rock is a danger wherever you find it.
“We didn’t have helmets. The rock that hit Jim might have knocked him out
or off his feet even if he’d been wearing one, but a helmet surely would have
lessened the damage and the risks.
“In retrospect, we should have just bivouacked on the summit. W e’d been
climbing all day without much water and ran dry before the top. It was a pleas
ant night and there are some nice sandy spots there, but we were thirsty and
were lured downward by the crashing of Sentinel Creek. Ironically, the medics
did not allow Jim even one sip of water until he was cleared of internal injuries
in Modesto the next afternoon!
“M y advice for Sentinel climbers: If you top out at sundown, have a seat.
Don’t lose the route on the walk-down, and keep your helmet on till you hit
the Four-Mile Trail.
“Months after the accident, three thoughts stand out: First, it’s remarkable

how lucky we were. Aside from the fact that the rock or the tumble down the
slab didn’t kill him, it’s a miracle that Jim stopped short of that big drop. Second,
we were lucky to be in Yosemite, because the job the NPS and the Navy did was
truly impressive. Finally, the time that passed between dislodging the rock and
finding Jim alive was only a minute or two, but it was the most horrifying mo
ment of my life.” (Source: John Dill, NPS Ranger, Yosemite National Park)
(Editor’s Note: For more about rockfall, see CA incidents on 4/24 and 8/12 in this
issue o f ANAM.)

