
Colorado— Maroon Bells near Aspen: On September 3, 1952, Larry Hack- 
staff (20 ), Gordon Schindel (19 ), Martin Barrett and Bob Mason ascended 
the North peak of the Maroon Bells. The first two were students at Williams 
and Yale respectively and had had some climbing experience together dur­
ing the summer. Hackstaff was a member of the Colorado Mountain Club. 
They began their climb with one rope and one ice axe. They ascended the 
North peak by a snow field which ended in a tongue leading to the ridge be­
tween North Maroon and Buckskin pass. Access to the ridge was more difficult 
than they had expected. The rope was used as an aid for the inexperienced 
climbers. It was midafternoon by the time the four reached the summit of 
North Maroon. They then began the traverse from North Maroon to South 
Maroon which is over difficult and bad rock.

At the low point in the ridge Barrett and Mason decided they were too 
fatigued and it was decided to split the party. Barrett and Mason took the 
rope while Hackstaff and Schindel took the ice axe and planned to com­
plete the traverse over South Maroon and then swing around to West 
Maroon Pass and come down the Valley to Crater Lake. Barrett and Mason 
made a slow descent because of their inexperience and the actual difficulty 
of the descent. Night overtook them so they wisely decided to remain rather 
than proceed in the dark. Their descent was completed the next morning 
uneventfully. The other two did not return to their camp by afternoon so 
they drove to Aspen and alerted a search and rescue party.

Hackstaff and Schindel in the meantime ascended the summit of South 
Maroon and started the descent toward West Maroon Pass. When they 
reached a low point in the ridge they decided there was insufficient time 
to complete their original plan, so they descended the snow filled couloir 
which led from the notch to the slopes below. As they had only one ice axe 
it was necessary for Schindel practically to ride on Hackstaff’s back. Hack­
staff used the ice ax as a brake. Somewhere in the descent they lost control 
and gained too much momentum. They slid off the side of the snow into 
some rocks. Hackstaff who was underneath during the slide was badly 
injured. After they made a place for themselves to spend the night Hack­
staff lapsed into stuporous sleep. When he awakened next morning, Schindel 
was gone. In retrospect what probably happened was that Schindel either 
during the night or at daybreak started to go for help alone. What hap­
pened is not known. He was later found dead with a fractured skull. His 
watch had stopped at 7 :20, but it isn’t known whether this represented 
the time of his first fall or the second one. Hackstaff was too weak and 
his legs too badly injured to do much. He had melt water near him. He
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saw search planes over him on the two days after the accident. He displayed 
the white side of his jacket, and finally realizing he was not being seen 
he crawled from his resting place and started down the mountain. It is 
not known how far he crawled but he was found lying 75-100 yards below 
the body of Schindel. The rescue party carried them out on stretchers. 
Hackstaff suffered a dislocated foot, a badly contused knee, and multiple 
lacerations.

Source: Dr. Robert C. Lewis, Jr. a member of the rescue team.

Analysis and comments by Dr. Lewis: One can point out several mistakes 
that were either direct or indirect factors in the accident: 1. Attempting too 
difficult and too extensive a climb for inexperienced climbers. 2. Splitting 
party and equipment. 3. Poor judgement in choice of descent route. Dr. 
Lewis also felt that the failure of the search planes to locate the boys de­
layed their rescue, and that it would have been better to have a ground 
party operating in conjunction with the aerial search. Dr. Lewis, however, 
pointed out that fortunately the delay was not serious. He further com­
mented that the party failed to report the intent of their climb and expected 
time of return. If they had, they would undoubtedly have been referred to 
a local climber who could have told them that there was more than the 
usual amount of snow on the face of the mountain, which would increase 
the hazards of climbing.


