


SEVERE WEATHER -  FROSTBITE, HYPOTHERMIA, COMMUNICATION PROBLEMS
Washington, Mount Rainier, Ingraham Glacier
On the evening of May 20, a report came into Camp Muir describing a 
bad scene in which a guided team of twelve (four guides and eight clients) 
and another group of four guides (different company) were pinned down 
on the Ingraham Glacier in extremely severe weather. The groups were 
descending late from a summit climb, while the four guides had gone to 
dismantle a camp at Ingraham Flats due to the harsh forecast. The weather 
had gone from rather pleasant in the morning hours to a fall on winter storm 
by 1500, complete with lots of snow, temperatures in the single digits, and 
winds that averaged 90 mph with top speeds in excess of 110 mph at Camp 
Muir. Visibility was very bad. The group of four guides with no clients was 
able to crawl their way back into Muir and relay pertinent info to Climbing 
Ranger Cooper Self, who was the only NPS employee at Muir at the time. 
Communication was very difficult between groups in camp and non-existent 
with the guided teams still on the mountain.

A plan was put together to send a team of four “fresh” guides across 
the Cowlitz Glacier, staying on route in an effort to look for and assist the 
unaccounted for teams of guides and clients still on the mountain. During 
this time, one roped team found its way into the camp of clients, where one 
client showed signs of severe hypothermia. Efforts began to re-warm this 
individual in one of the guide service weather ports. The search team of four 
was forced to turn back only minutes out of Camp Muir due to the extreme 
conditions. They regrouped and remained on standby should conditions 
improve at all. Over the next few hours, the rest of the guided teams found 
their way into Muir. Many of the clients were extremely fatigued and cold, 
but none had any major medical issues. Two of the guides sustained partial to 
fall thickness frostbite to skin on their fingers and faces. By 2245, everyone 
was accounted for and safely inside some building, where they all waited 
inside for the weather to get better. The next day during improved condi
tions, all involved persons were able to walk themselves off the mountain 
and get to definitive medical care as needed.
Analysis
Although the storm that was encountered that day was unusual in its sever
ity, it had been forecast. For some reason, this forecast was not relayed with 
enough urgency to the guided groups, who were subsequently caught in it 
late in the day. The storm did not hit really hard until between 1300-1400, 
a time when guided climbs are usually already off the route. The N PS was 
not contacted right away due to the incorrect thinking that no rangers were 
at camp.

Had better communication happened, the guide service would not have 
been out so late on the upper mountain. Search efforts and organization of



resources could have been expedited if the NPS had been contacted earlier. 
It is hard to say if earlier search efforts would have been productive in get
ting the guided group back into camp earlier and with fewer injuries, but 
searching in daylight would have been easier than searching in the dark. 
When the NPS was contacted (about three hours after the first signs of 
problems), no one knew what was really going on, who was where, or even 
exactly how many people were still on the mountain from their own guided 
groups.

With all of the communication problems that happened in conjunction 
with this event, individual guides have to be commended for dealing with 
the situation they found themselves in and for getting all their clients back to 
camp safely. The guides compromised their own safety, exposing themselves 
to the elements in order to help their clients deal with the storm. They were 
able to navigate the route in zero visibility and did not let their clients stop 
moving downhill, even though some of them could not walk by the time 
they arrived at Camp Muir. The guides giving medical care at Camp Muir 
also did a great job in preventing further injury to their co-workers and for 
attending to the hypothermic woman and the other exhausted clients.

Although mountain forecasts can many times be wrong, they should never 
be taken lightly. A pardy cloudy forecast can often become beautiful and 
sunny, or the forecasted ten mph winds can easily reach 40 mph, but when 
meteorologists are forecasting large upper level storm events, one can be 
generally certain some sort of unpleasant weather will happen. This was one 
of those events. The fact no one was killed and no one sustained permanent 
injury is a testament to the will and determination of all the people involved. 
(Source: Edited from a report by Cooper Self, Climbing Ranger)


