
FALL ON SNOW, WEATHER, EXPOSURE, MOVING TOO SLOWLY
Washington, Mount Ranier, Liberty Ridge
On M ay 29, Mount Rainier National Park communications received a 911 
cell phone call from a climbing team at St. Elmo’s Pass. They were re
questing a rescue for Andreas Kurth, another climber who reported hav
ing an accident near Liberty Cap the night before. Andreas just descended 
the W inthrop G lacier solo after his team, Cornelius Beilharz, Grit 
Kleinschmidt, and Keeta Owens, encountered serious trouble during a 
storm. Kurth reported that Beilharz was already dead from a fall and that 
the condition of the other two women was unknown. Andreas had last seen 
them in an exposed snow cave, hypothermic, near Liberty Cap.

The Kurth team had summited Liberty Ridge the night before, close to 
6:00 p.m. They became disoriented while trying to descend from Liberty 
Cap to the Winthrop Glacier in a fierce storm with whiteout conditions. 
After unsuccessfully locating the Winthrop Glacier, the team then attempted 
to set up tents. However, the winds were too strong and made the task 
impossible. Still disoriented, the team then proceeded to dig snow caves.



Upon doing so, they encountered an impassable ice layer three feet below 
the surface. Unbeknownst to the team, the snow caves were being con
structed atop a steep ice slope, just southeast of Liberty Cap, and fully 
exposed to the weather.

Unable to penetrate the ice, Kurth used the remains of a tent and the 
beginnings of a snow cave to erect a makeshift shelter for him and 
Kleinschmidt. Beilharz and Owens were attempting the same. Kurth and 
Kleinschmidt took cover in their shelter and got some rest as Beilharz and 
Owens worked to finish theirs. That’s when the initial accident occurred. 
Beilharz somehow slipped while digging the snow cave and fell out of sight 
down the steep slope. Owens then rushed to report the incident to Kurth 
and while doing so, accidentally collapsed the makeshift shelter.

Struggle ensued as the team was again exposed to the storm. Kurth could 
not find one of his plastic boot shells after the snow cave collapsed. This 
presented problems as he attempted to resurrect the shelter in the dark. 
W hile securing the tent to the cave, Kurth also slipped and fell. The slope 
below the snow cave was roughly 50 degrees and icy, but it leveled off a few 
hundred feet below. There, Kurth landed and found Beilharz. Unfortu
nately, his climbing partner was dead.

Kurth tried to climb up to the snow cave but was unable to on the steep 
ice without a hard boot shell. He instead spent the rest of the night nearby 
in a naturally protected site, huddling in a salvaged sleeping bag that had 
also fallen from the snow caves. At first light, he reoriented himself and 
made his way down the Winthrop Glacier to report the emergency.

The Park Service began rescue efforts that afternoon. Dee Patterson 
led the field team off six climbing rangers. They were flown to the summit 
of Mount Rainier to search, rescue, and recover the climbers. Another he
licopter was dispatched to St. Elmo’s Pass to pick up Kurth.

Initial aerial reconnaissance of the summit helicopter revealed two climb
ers face down in the snow beneath a steep icy slope. They were located a 
few hundred feet below Liberty Cap on the southeast side. The US Army 
Chinook then inserted the Park Service team between Liberty Cap and 
Columbia Crest.

The team quickly located Beilharz and Owens at the base of the steep 
icy slope below the snow cave. Owens was dead when found. The team 
then began searching for Kleinschmidt, checking first the snow cave and 
later a heavily crevassed area below the accident site. Ground teams, how
ever, did not locate her that day. Deteriorating weather conditions and 
sunlight constraints forced the recovery to be called off and only Owens 
could be retrieved.

The next day, similar efforts resumed, except this time under more fa
vorable weather. Kleinschmidt was located from the air and recovered along 
with Beilharz and the climbing gear from the snow cave. Kleinschmidt 
apparently survived the fall but died from exposure while taking cover from 
the storm in the crevasse. Beilharz also died from exposure and Owens 
expired from trauma, most likely sustained during the fall.



Analysis
The Kurth party possessed the experience and technical skills to ascend 
the route. W hat caught the team was inclement weather and pace. The 
team had planned to ascend Liberty Ridge more quickly, but was unable to 
do so. Generally speaking, the larger the team, the more slowly it moves.

When the four finally reached Liberty Cap, it was late in the day and 
there was little daylight left. Furthermore, the storm had intensified and 
the visibility had deteriorated. It’s not uncommon for climbers to ascend 
the mountain under “reasonable” weather conditions only to be hit by fierce 
storms once on top. This is especially the case with Liberty Ridge, because 
the route is protected but the summit and Liberty Cap are directly exposed 
to the winds off the Pacific.

Though it seems counter productive to descend the route, away from an 
easier descent route and an established base camp, it ’s sometimes much 
safer to do so when confronted by these conditions. It’s very difficult to 
navigate safely in severe weather while on the summit just after finishing 
Liberty Ridge. M any climbers have found more favorable bivy sites and 
snow cave locations back down the ridge (especially near the bergschrund) 
when faced with these conditions. (Source: Mike Gauthier, Climbing 
Ranger)


