FROSTBITE—INADEQUATE CLOTHING
Alaska, Mount McKinley, West Buttress

On June 2nd, guided expedition AMS-5-Wilkinson departed the 17,200foot camp on the West Buttress of Mount McKinley for the summit at
0600. This group of six, including two guides, flew to the mountain on May
15th and had made gradual ascent to the 17,200-foot camp in the previous
days. The forecasted condition for June 2nd called for cold temperatures
and clear skies with moderate winds. During the group’s ascent to Denali
Pass, member Richard Salter (47) was unable to keep his hands warm.
Upon reaching Denali Pass, Salter removed his gloves. His hands appeared
pale. Salter alerted AMS guides Wilkinson and Egan to the condition of

his hands, Wilkinson and Egan immediately attempted to re-warm Salter’s
hands by placing them on their warm stomachs and under the armpits of
group members. After the attempted re-warming, it was decided that he
and Egan would descend to the 14,200-foot camp immediately for farther
medical attention.
At 1640 on June 2nd, Salter arrived at the 14,200-foot camp and was
examined by NPS Patrol Member Richard Hubbard. Hubbard’s examina
tion revealed that all digits were cold and mobile with limited sensation,
with blue from the tip to between the first and second joint on the first
and second fingers and the tips of the third and fourth fingers were blue to
the first joint. The right hand exhibited blue to mid-fingers on each of the
first three fingers and a pale tip of the fourth finger. Salter’s nose was also
blue and appeared to be swollen. It was determined through consultation
with Denali National Park and Preserve Physician Dr. Jennifer Dow that
immediate re-warming of the frostbitten fingers was necessary to mitigate
tissue damage. NPS Patrol members Craig Knoche, Paul Nelson, and Hub
bard re-warmed and dressed Salter’s hands and nose. After re-warming, it
was determined that Salter would be unable to descend the mountain and
would need to be evacuated by the NPS helicopter.
At 2200, NPS personnel and the 14,200-foot camp were contacted by
Wilkinson about client Elliot Reed (22). He also appeared to be suffering
from significant frostbite to all of his toes. Reed, who had just returned
from a successful summit bid, realized while changing into dry socks that
he had frostbitten all of his toes. He alerted Wilkinson to his condition.
Wilkinson was advised that NPS Ranger John Loomis was to arrive shortly
and that he would help in the examination and treatment of Reed. Ranger
Loomis confirmed that Reed was suffering from significant frostbite. After
consultation with Denali National Park and Preserve Physician Dr. Jennifer
Dow and other NPS personnel, it was determined that the best course of
action was for Ranger Loomis to try and re-warn the frozen digits at the
17,200-foot camp. Loomis performed a re-warming into the morning hours
of June 3. The overall condition of Reed’s feet, necessitated his evacuation
from the 17,200ft camp.
On the morning of June 3rd, weather conditions allowed for the NPS
contract Lama Helicopter to perform the evacuations of both Reed from
the 17,200-foot camp and Salter from the 14,200-foot camp.
Analysis

Though the day in which these injuries occurred was colder than average,
both of these cases of frostbite could have been prevented. Salter stated that
he had cold hands prior to the start of his ascent. He believed that once
he got moving, his hands would warm up. Salter also chose to wear gloves

instead of the recommended over-mitts. Reed stated that though he had
cold feet earlier in the day, he was very surprised to find that he had frostbite
later in the day. Reed believed that his feet had warmed up on his ascent;
in fact his feet had become numb and then froze. Reed also stated that he
had put on an extra pair of thick socks to prevent his feet from becoming
cold while attempting the summit. It is probable that the extra socks were
detrimental to the warmth of his feet, actually making them colder because
of restricted blood flow to his feet. Also, there was a loss of the dead air
space that acts as insulation inside of boot liners.
It is important to note that in both of these cases where the clients of a
guided trip suffered significant injuries, it is very probable that something
as simple as saying, “M y hands and feet are cold,” to either of their guides
would have prevented or lessened these injuries. (Source: John Leonard,
Ranger)
(Editor's Note: Afew days later.; there was another case o f frostbitten fingers. The
climber attempted to re-warm her fingers near the open flam e o f a cook stove ,
which compounded the injury. Medical personnel advocate that the best remedy
is skin to skin contact or immersion in 104 degree F water until more advanced
care is available.)

