
FALL ON SNOW, FALL INTO MOAT, INADEQUATE EQUIPMENT, 
INEXPERIENCE
Wyoming, Tetons
On June 18, 1982, 24 members of a geology field trip from Western Illinois Uni
versity hiked to the base of Hidden Falls on the west side of Jenny Lake. Upon 
arriving at the falls, six members of the group, Rich Schaffer (22), Mark Mitchell 
(23), Henry Morris (23), Brian O’Neil (23) and two others decided to climb up 
Symmetry Couloir “to see how high they could get.” The group leader, John  Mohr, 
advised the six against making the trip but they decided to go anyway.

A round 1400, the four named hikers reached the col between Ice Point and 
Symmetry Spire at the top of the couloir. On the ascent they had picked up sticks 
to use as alpenstocks, since the slope was steep (35–40 degrees) and their slick-soled 
boots were providing little traction.

After a brief stop at the col, the four started down, electing to slide since they 
were behind schedule and hadn’t noticed any particular hazards during the ascent. 
After a few “check slides” to make sure they could stop, they started down with 
Mitchell leading and Schaffer second, followed by Morris and O’Neil.

T he slope began to steepen and soon the group was in only marginal control. 
T heir descent route was also slightly to the north of their ascent route and they 
were channelled into a narrow snow chute that ended in an 18-meter waterfall and 
moat. Mitchell saw the moat and was able to grab some bushes and stop himself 
but was unable to hold onto Schaffer who slid over the falls and into the moat. 
Mitchell yelled to Morris and, at the last moment, he was able to vault the moat



and land downslope from the falls. Mitchell then grabbed O ’Neil and was able to 
hold onto him.

After yelling down the moat for several minutes, O’Neil and Mitchell started 
down for help; Morris continued to yell but did not get any answer. Rangers John 
Carr and Ed Thompson, who were coming down from a climb in the area, heard 
the shouts and received a report of a possible accident simultaneously; they then 
descended to the scene.

Upon arrival, Thom pson radioed for a helicopter, rescuers in wetsuits, and m ed
ical supplies for hypothermia, while Carr set up a belay. Thom pson then donned 
a cagoule and downclimbed the waterfall into the moat. At the bottom of the 
waterfall, about 15 meters into the moat, Thom pson found Schaffer’s body. He 
was lying face down in about 15 cm of water, with massive head injuries and showing 
no signs o f life.

Thom pson climbed back up the waterfall and reported the fatality. After Rangers 
Chuck Harris and Craig Patterson arrived in wetsuits, Schaffer’s body was recovered 
by a simple pulley system and flown from the scene in a contract helicopter. (Source: 
Ed Thom pson, Ranger, Grand Teton National Park)
Analysis
T he entire field-trip group was told several times not to leave established trails and 
the assistant group leaders were supposed to enforce and obey this rule. None of 
the hikers was equipped for snow travel or had any climbing experience. Even 
though the four hikers found that the climb was so steep they needed sticks for 
support, none of them turned back. They also did not seem to have had second 
thoughts about trying to slide back down the slope. This type of accident is increasing 
in frequency, especially early in the season, as more and more people get onto snow 
slopes without proper experience and equipment. (Source: Ed Thom pson, Ranger, 
Grand Teton National Park)
(Editor’s Note: This is considered to be a hiking rather than a climbing accident.)


