
C a l i f o r n i a :  ( 3 )  S t i n s o n  B e a c h  C l i f f s ,  W a r m  S p r i n g s ,

M a r i n  C o u n t y .  O n 12 February 1950 Robert L. Swift, 19, an 

experienced member of the Sierra Club, from Alameda, Cali 

fornia, fell during a scheduled Sierra Club practice climb­

ing trip on which he was trying to practice rappelling from 

a steep cliff face along the ocean. He was climbing with W. 

W. Dunmeyer, 20, of Berkeley. Their 5/16-inch rappel rope

broke, causing the fall.
S o u r c e  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n : newspaper account, Mountaineering 

Committee of the Sierra Club and Swift himself.

A n a l y s i s .  This shows that even an experienced climber on 

a well organized and scheduled climb can receive serious 

injury. Swift’s own explanation:

A s ling  of seven s i x t e e n t h s  inch ma n i l a  c l i m b i n g  rope 
had been tied around a p r o j e c t i n g  rock at the top o f 
a thir ty foot prac t i c e  rappel pitch. T h e  rappel had 
been made fast to this s l i n g  by mean s of a b ow line, 
u sing  the cen ter  of the rappel as an end. Th is knot 
secured each str an d indep en den tly , so that neith er 
d e p e n d e d  on the other. It shou ld be n ote d that, had 
either strand parted, the other would  have prev e n t e d  

a fall.



Afte r c o m p l e t i o n  of rappe l practice, I  w ent  t o  the top 
of the p r act ice  r ock t o  ret rieve  the rope. B efo re s t a r t ­
ing down, I u nti ed the b o wli ne and looped the m i d-p oin t 
of the rappel thr o u g h  the sling, so that it co uld be r e ­
c o ve red  fr om below. The face d o w n  w h i c h  the rappel ran 
was of s u f f i c i e n t l y  high angle to all ow  a fast descent. 
After a few short p r e l i m i n a r y  hops I took one bou nd of 
about six feet and th en a s l i g h t l y  longer one. As I 
was c h e c k i n g  my speed, one strand of the rappel parted, 
d r o p p i n g  me about ten feet onto the talus. Pro mpt  and 
ef fi c i e n t  first aid me as u r e s  by other memb ers  of the 
pa rty  m i n i m i z e d  the e f fe ct of inj uries w h i c h  might 
e a s i l y  have been more serious.

It is my p er son al c o nte nti on,  u n s u p p o r t e d  by any 
dir ec t evi den ce, that som ew h e r e  in the length of rope 
whi ch  lay c oile d at the top of the pi tch  thr ou g h o u t  
most of the day ther e was a point of w e a k n e s s  wh i c h  
did not b eco me e v i d e n t  until the rope was re-rigged. 
A l t h o u g h  the rope had been in s e rvic e for less than 
a year at the time of the accident, it had po s s i b l y  
seen en o u g h  use to have acq ui red  som e s c a r c e l y  p e r ­
c e pt ib le we ak n e s s  or damage. The a c cid ent  c l e a r l y  
e m p h a s i z e s  the im por t a n c e  of belays w h e n  rappelling 
and the abso l u t e  n e c e s s i t y  of protection for the first 
per so n to d es cen d on a n ewly  pla ced  rope.

The Mountaineering Committee, after the accident, re­

ported that the Sierra Club had, in the last several 

years, experienced more accidents from rappelling than 

from any other source. They state that “in practice, 

however, not more than 50% are belayed because of the 

nuisance involved.” Thus it seems advisable to continue 

publicizing these dangers so that all of us will be more 

willing to accept the inconvenience which really effective 

safety precautions sometimes require.


