
FALL ON ROCK-TESTING PROTECTION WHICH PULLED OUT AND FALLING 
ROCK
New Mexico, Sandia Mountains, The Shield
After a long approach on August 26, four well-prepared and experienced climb
ers began to climb the six-pitch Standard “S” Route (IV 5.6) on The Shield, 
the largest wall in the Sandia Mountains outside of Albuquerque. About 650 
feet from the top, the 40-year-old male lead climber had just placed several 
pieces. Holding onto a small ledge with his left hand and standing on both 
feet, he was testing a nut by pulling on it to see how it would hold. Without 
warning the piece popped out and he was thrown off balance, lost his grip on 
the rock, and fell backward becoming airborne. The cam below him was loaded 
with the leader fall and failed under the force. He fell directly onto his right 
posterior lower rib cage on a ledge approximately 15 feet below him and then 
continued to fall another 10 feet until the belayer was able to arrest the fall. 
The leader did not lose consciousness and was able to be lowered to the belay 
ledge. However, he was unable to move because of chest wall and abdominal 
pain and was short of breath.

One of the climbing party members had his cell phone and radio to call for



help, and he also happens to be an active member of Albuquerque Mountain 
Rescue. A rescue was initiated which included mutual-aid from the Army Na
tional Guard, Air Force Pararescue, and other SAR teams.

A 600-foot rope was used to begin access from the top. A Sked litter was air 
lifted to the strike team on the face by a Blackhawk helicopter. One of the 
climbers had led another pitch and the 9mm dynamic rope was tied to the 600- 
foot static rope in order to access the patient another 50 feet further down.

The patient was complaining of shortness of breath, chest wall pain, ab
dominal pain, and numbness in his feet. The initial assessment of the patient 
revealed possible rib fractures, fractured lumbar spine, and retroperitoneal 
hemorrhage, all of which were later diagnosed in the hospital. A litter hoist 
could not be effected from the ledge because of how close it would place the 
helicopter to the rock in moderate and shifty winds. An attempt was made of 
putting the patient into the Sked and lowering him to a more accessible ledge 
was unsuccessful because of low light limitations. The patient was brought 
back up to the initial point of contact and the patient was transferred into a 
Stokes litter and vacuum splint for the 650-foot-high angle technical raise to 
the top of the Shield. The paramedics on the strike team started an IV line and 
morphine was given for pain before the transfer and technical raise.

The top is a narrow 15-foot-wide ridge with 1000-foot exposure on both 
sides. The haul system included a 90-degree change of direction that went up 
the ridge to the haul team. During the course of the haul, some carabiners on 
the change of direction pulley were loaded awkwardly which forced that gates 
to pop open and place the litter team in some danger. However, a second belay 
line was already attached if the haul system failed.

Two litter bearers were used in a difficult dihedral loaded with overhangs 
and lose rock. At the last part of the raise, a rock was accidentally knocked lose 
by the litter team. The rock crashed down through the dihedral system. “Rock, 
rock... everyone get close to the wall,” was called out on the radio, but one of 
the other climbers on the climbing team was struck on the thigh, suffering a 
bruise that would prohibit her from climbing out.

A hoist from the Blackhawk was done with night vision capabilities off the 
top of the Shield and the patient was taken to University Hospital. Air Force 
Pararescue Team members lowered the 40-year-old female over 800 feet to 
the base of the Shield and she was airlifted out the next morning. (Source: J. 
Marc Beverly, WEMT-P, Albuquerque Mountain Rescue)


