
UNITED STATES
PU LM O NARY EDEMA A T  LOW  ELEVATION— California, Sawtooth Range. 

Friday m orning I got a call from  some Oregon State University friends inviting me 
to join  a g roup  o f four that would be climbing in the California Sawtooth Range, 
west o f B ridgeport, California, in the eastern Sierras. I frantically packed and 
drove all day Saturday to meet them  Sunday m orning. We had a great time, with 
the exception o f a little incident tha t arose Tuesday.

We awoke in our snowcave at 6 a.m. Tuesday to discover Steve Mikesell (21), 
rock and ice climber (spent last sum m er in Bugaboos in Canada), coming down 
with an acute case o f high altitude pulm onary edem a, at 8350 feet elevation. It 
struck so fast during  the night tha t he was already semiconscious, too weak to 
move himself, respiration – 50/m, pulse 120– 130/m, by the time we woke u p  and 
realized he was sick.

We evacuated him over snow, lashed inside a bivouac bag, lined with stiff 
foam pads to give some sled action, and inside his sleeping bag. It took us seven 
hours to get him  1.7 miles, down 1300 feet to the nearest roadhead. W eather was 
25 degrees, 30 m ph winds, snowing heavily, and the storm  had dum ped 18 inches 
o f new pow der on the ground during  the night.

I sent ou r weakest skier ahead for help during  the steeper last 0.3 miles, and 
an am bulance with oxygen and an EMT was waiting for us at the road. T h e  EMT 
was a radio  comm unication with the B ridgeport Hospital and the only doctor for 
75 miles. Steve was put on an IV o f ringers and given lasix (a diuretic) before he 
started for the hospital. Emergency room  X rays showed that only 20 percent of 
his right lung was still functional. (Source: Bill Laxson via Dennis Burge.)

Analysis: This account is included to reem phasize the insidious n a tu re  o f 
pulm onary edem a. It knows no age boundaries and can occur at relatively low 
altitudes. T h e  climber was fo rtuna te to have had people on hand who knew both 
th e  sy m p tom s an d  the  a p p ro p r ia te  em erg en cy  p ro c e d u re s  (S ou rce : J . 
Williamson.)


