
AVALANCHE, WEATHER 
Washington, Mount Baker
On August 3,1986, Ian Kraabel (23), director of Summit Mountain Guides from Seattle, 
was guiding Steve Raschik (21), Tom Waller (19), and Kurt Petellin (20) on a climb of 
Mount Baker after two days of mountaineering instruction on the lower slopes of the 
glacier. The three students had no prior mountaineering background. The weather was 
clear, calm and warm—typical of early August.

They got an early start from their camp at the base of the glacier and were well under 
way by 0330. They followed the standard route up the Coleman Glacier to a point about 
2700 meters, where they diverted to the base of a steep snow slope above which hung an 
ice fall known as the Roman Mustache. The party stopped and discussed whether to 
return to the standard route on the Roman Wall or climb to the summit via the ice fall. 
After about 30 minutes, the party began to move again—up the slope toward the ice 
cliffs above.

All four were roped together on a nine millimeter spiral laid rope (similar to REI 
Skyline rope, but not UIAA rated). The route goes directly up an open, broad gully 
about 120 meters where it exits to the left on to a sloping snow ledge that traverses 
upward below the ice cliff until it connects with a steep snow slope leading up and out of 
the exposure of the ice cliff. At 0700, the guide led the rope team up the gully and was



starting to traverse to the left on to the ledge when the front section of the ice cliff, still 
20 meters up slope, began to crumble and slide down on the climbers. The ice cliff was 
about 60 meters long and 12 meters high. Its collapse was probably due to normal glacial 
movement from above.

The end person on the rope, Petellin, was at the extreme right edge of the avalanche 
while the rest of the team was farther to the left and more in direct line of the debris. The 
avalanche engulfed the first three within seconds, pushing them down slope. Petellin 
was drawn into the avalanche by virtue of his roped connection to the others. About 175 
meters down slope, as the glacier angle became quite gentle, the avalanche debris 
spilled into a 2.5 meter wide crevasse, 22 meters deep, filling it to the top, except for the 
extreme right hand side of its path, and continued down slope where it came to rest 
leaving a deposition zone estimated at 90 meters long, 55 meters wide, and six meters 
deep near the center.

A climbing party lower on the glacier witnessed the entire event and rushed to assist, 
arriving in about 20 minutes from the time of the avalanche. They immediately found 
Waller. He had been hurled over the crevasse on the right hand side of the avalanche 
path where the crevasse had only been filled half way up. He was about ten meters from 
the lower lip of the crevasse and six meters from the right hand edge of the debris, buried 
to his chest in a sitting position, facing down slope. Although seriously injured, he was 
alert and oriented.

Other climbers were hurrying up the glacier to assist and would arrive within 20 
minutes, so the first two on scene decided to postpone extricating Waller while they 
made a hasty search for others.

Almost immediately, they located Petellin, yelling up from nine meters down in the 
section of the crevasse that was partially filled up by the avalanche. He was initially 
buried to his waist, but had dug himself out by the time he was located. After a brief 
conversation with Petellin, the two climbers top side continued their hasty search for 
more survivors. Unfortunately, no sign of the two other members of the rope team was 
to be found. The two rescuers returned to assist Waller. Other climbers had arrived by 
now and aided in extricating and moving him out of the avalanche debris to a safer 
position. Appropriate first aid was administered.

At 0745, members of the North Shore Rescue, Vancouver, B.C., arrived on scene. 
They had been engaged in a recreational climb, but were carrying their rescue fre­
quency radios with them. They made immediate contact with their base in Vancouver, 
who alerted the Whatcom County Sheriffs Office.

With the additional assistance of the Vancouver rescuers, Petellin was extricated 
from the crevasse by means of direct pull on a rope clipped into his harness, along with 
his own assistance.

Shortly thereafter, a rescuer rappelled into the crevasse, belayed from above on a 
separate rope, to search for the missing two. The rope that had been clipped to Petellin 
was followed for a short distance, but soon plunged down. It was followed to a depth of 
over one meter, but digging in the ice was very difficult, so after ten minutes of digging, it 
was decided that further search would be conducted on the surface of the debris in the 
crevasse. After 20 minutes more searching and no additional evidence found, the 
searcher was pulled out of the crevasse. The threat of another avalanche still remained 
high and would offer no opportunity for escape for anyone in the crevasse.

Searching on the surface of the debris as it lay spread across the glacier revealed only 
a hat and a glove lying on the surface near the top of the deposition zone.

Bellingham Mountain Rescue was called at 0830. By 1145, the two surviving climbers



were evacuated in a Navy helicopter. Continued danger from additional avalanches 
resulted in the search for the guide and the other client being called off by noon of July 4. 
The bodies were sighted on September 4 and extricated from the crevasse by September 
6. They had obviously been crushed and deeply buried in the crevasse by the avalanche. 
(Source: From a report by Rich Murphy of the Bellingham Mountain Rescue Council)

Analysis
The aftermath of this accident resulted in the usual amount of press coverage, some of it 
relating to the particulars of the accident, much of it having to do with the sport of 
mountaineering in general.

Kraabel did not have the permit required of firms hiring out as guides on Mount 
Baker. However, one of the guides who does have a permit is Dunham Gooding, 
director of the American Alpine Institute guide service. He said that route was a normal, 
generally safe way to scale Mount Baker, a prime training site for alpine climbers.

“Our climbers are in that area very frequently and we’re familiar with the ice cliffs that 
dropped the debris (which triggered the avalanche),” Gooding said. “We know that 
those cliffs drop debris about three or four times a year in very small amounts, so the 
cliffs are unsafe maybe one minute each year.”

Gooding added that the snowpack was relatively stable. However, it was noted by 
other climbing parties that had been camped lower on the glacier that throughout the 
night numerous ice avalanches had been heard coming from higher on the mountain, 
indicative of a freezing level that had remained quite high throughout the night.

These are the only pertinent facts we have on the conditions at the time of the 
accident. (Source: J. Williamson, gleaned from conversations, various issues of The 
Seattle Times, and the report by Rich Murphy of the Bellingham Mountain Rescue 
Council)


