
California, Tahquitz Rock. On November 4, John Suppe (18), Stuart 
White (19), and John Bahr (18) were climbing on Tahquitz Rock. Suppe 
was leader; he had had five seasons general mountaineering experience, 
including one summer of rock climbing in Yosemite Valley. White and 
Bahr had had limited experience. In the morning before the climb, Suppe 
discussed theory and gave them some drill in fundamentals.

The party began the climb at 2:00 p.m., on The Trough. The route was 
in shadow most of the day, and by the time the accident occurred (about 
5:45 p.m.) all of the climbers, especially White, were chilled. The party 
had reached their objective and descended by rappelling and climbing. 
On the next-to-last pitch Suppe belayed while first Bahr and then White 
climbed down to the large ledge at the top of the bottom pitch. White 
and Suppe were tied into the climbing rope; Bahr was not tied in. Suppe 
had told White to stand in a certain crevice to belay while Suppe climbed 
down; White did not do so but simply stood on the ledge to belay. Suppe 
made a one-strand sling out of nylon parachute cord and looped it over 
a rock nubbin, with his climbing rope passing through it; thus, as Suppe 
climbed down, the rope was going from White up to the sling and then 
down to Suppe. Suppe climbed down most of the pitch, but in some places 
where he could not see footholds he used the two strands of climbing 
rope to give himself tension. When almost at the belay ledge he stopped 
to rest in tension and the sling broke. Suppe fell somewhat more than the 
length of the rope (120 ft.), down a steep slabby trough, suffering ex
tensive abrasions. White, pulled off the ledge, fell more than 150 ft., 
hitting his head on the way down. Suppe climbed down to White while 
Bahr rappelled down and went for help. A rescue party, organized by the 
Idyllwild Fire Department, reached the injured climbers at 8:00 p.m. 
White was carried out on a stretcher, but Suppe was able to walk down. 
The party reached the cars at 9:30 and the hospital at 10:00 p.m. White 
never regained consciousness and died in the hospital eleven days later.

Source: David Harrah (from interviewing Suppe and Bahr and ex
amining the area).

Analysis: The immediate cause of the accident was the breaking of the
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sling rope. Since the sling rope was new and the break occurred in the 
bottom of the loop (this was established a week later by another party 
which found the sling in place), it appears that the climbing rope sawed 
through the sling. Still, if the belayer had been properly anchored, the 
fall would not have been serious. The important question is, why White 
did not use the belay stance that Suppe had told him to use; this belay 
position is the most obvious feature of the ledge where White was, and 
it has an obvious rock to anchor to. The only plausible answer is that 
White was cold and not thinking clearly. He had been the most lightly 
dressed of the three climbers, wearing only light slacks and a light nylon 
shirt, and he seemed to have been thoroughly chilled at the time of the 
accident. The obvious lesson is that a climb that can be quite easy to a 
party of two climbing rapidly on a summer day, can be insidiously dan
gerous to a party of three climbing slowly on a day when the route is in 
shadow.

That Suppe escaped serious injury is due to a number of factors. He 
was wearing a Bergen Pack that cushioned his fall; in addition it was too 
dark for him to see so he was relaxed as he fell. Another piece of good 
luck is that the rappel rope was with Bahr, and that he was able to get 
himself down. This rappel, the second one he had ever made, is a sign of 
coolheadedness on his part and good training on Suppe’s part.
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