
FALL ON ICE, CLIMBING UNROPED 
Wyoming, Tetons
On January  18, 1981, H arry  Frishman (38) and M ark W hitten signed out at the Moose 
Visitor Center for a climb of the Black Ice Gully on the M iddle Teton. They hiked to the 
Lower Saddle and spent the night inside the Exum Guide’s hut.

On January  19, they decided to climb the Northwest Couloir route on the M iddle Teton. 
This route is described in Leigh O rtenburger’s A Climber’s Guide to the Teton Range as “a 
difficult high-angle snow and ice climb.” It is rated at Grade II, F6. Both Frishman and 
W hitten had extensive mountaineering experience. Frishman worked as a guide for the 
Exum M ountain Guide Service. T hat morning they left the Lower Saddle and began 
ascending the Northwest Couloir. They decided to climb unroped, although they carried a 
rope with them. They also had crampons and ice-climbing tools but no hard hats.

Around 11:15 a.m., W hitten successfully reached the top of the couloir, with Frishman



close behind. A few feet from the top, Frishman slipped. H e was unable to self-arrest on the 
steep ice and fell approximately 2,000 feet to his death. W hitten was unable to reach Frish
man, so he ran out to the Moose Visitor Center for help. (Source: Craig Patterson, Ranger, 
Grand T eton National Park)

Analysis
At 3:08 p.m. on January  19, W hitten arrived at Moose Visitor C enter to report a climbing 
accident on the M iddle Teton. Rangers Dabney and Patterson interviewed W hitten and 
then prepared for a rescue.

At 4:00 p.m. Dabney and Patterson left Beaver Creek in a Bell J e t  Ranger helicopter 
piloted by Roger Kjerstad. They located Frishm an’s body from the air and landed nearby. 
T he body was at the 10,700-foot level on the snowfield northwest of the M iddle Teton. A 
line of bloodspots and scuffmarks in the snow indicated the path of the body as it descended 
the righthand (south) fork of the Northwest Couloir and came to its present position. T here 
w ere no life signs. Frishm an was wearing a sit harness. His Lowe Hummingbird Ham m er 
and Chouinard Alpine H am m er were in good condition. T he Hummingbird ham m er was 
attached by a sling to his sit harness; the Alpine ham mer was attached to a sling around his 
neck and shoulder. One Chouinard crampon was loose but attached to his right ankle by its 
strap; the other crampon was missing. T he tines on the right crampon were all in good 
condition. T here were no obvious injuries besides the massive traum a to his head.

At 3:10 p.m. on Janu ary  19, Patterson interviewed W hitten at the Moose Visitor C en
ter.

W hitten stated in essence that he and Frishman had bivouacked at the Exum Guide’s hut 
on the lower saddle the previous night and began climbing the Northwest Couloir of the 
M iddle Teton in the morning. They were climbing unroped with crampons and ice tools. At 
11:15 a.m. W hitten reached the top of the couloir, with Frishman close behind. W hitten 
began taking pictures of Frishman ascending the couloir below him. W hen Frishman was 
only a “few” feet away, he slipped, possibly because a piece of brittle ice broke away around 
his crampon. Frishman slid and tried to self-arrest, but the ice was too hard and steep. 
Frishman flipped over backwards and slid out of sight down the couloir, banging his head on 
some rocks.

W hitten downclimbed several gullies, following a trail of hair and blood. H e recovered a 
crampon and a glove. H e  got to within about “300 feet above” Frishm an but was blocked 
from further descent by cliffs. H e could see Frishman, and he “hollered,” but saw no move
ment and heard no response.

W hitten climbed back up and descended the north ridge, reaching the Exum hut at 
approximately 1:00 p.m. H e then ran out and drove to the Moose Visitor Center. (Source: 
Craig Patterson, Ranger, Grand Teton National Park)


