
FALL ON ROCK, INADEQUATE PROTECTION,
INEXPERIENCE WITH ASCENDING DEVICE 
California, Yosemite Valley
On September 2 1 ,  1987, Wolfgang Schrattner (21) fell 50 meters while seconding on 
mechanical ascenders. Schrattner was on the traverse of the Great Roof pitch (pitch 
23) when he fell, hitting his head against the wall. Since he had climbed most of the 
pitch when he fell, he had built up a loop of about 40 meters o f slack, so his fall, in
cluding the rope stretch, was 50 meters and apparently killed him on impact. (Source: 
John Dill, Ranger, Yosemite National Park)

Analysis
Schrattner had been climbing for two years and led 5.10. He had done many short 
climbs in Austria as well as several multipitch m ountaineering routes there. On this 
trip to Yosemite, his first, he had clim bed the DNB and to pitch 17 of the Salathć Wall 
with a friend named Schall.

Schall had been climbing for 12 years. He had done many European mountaineer
ing routes. He had climbed the regular Northwest Face route on H alf Dome and made 
the attempt on the Salathć Wall m entioned above.

Schall and Schrattner were clim bing The Nose in standard fashion, with the leader 
hauling their equipment after finishing his pitch, and the second person cleaning the



pitch by climbing the rope with m echanical ascenders. The route did not present any 
unusual problems for them; in fact, they were delayed by slower parties above. On 
the night before the accident they bivouacked at Camp Four, two pitches below the 
Great Roof.

W hen rescuers reached Schrattner, they found both of his feet out o f the footloops 
(which could have happened easily in the fall) and both ascenders detached from the 
rope and hanging by their safety slings. The left ascender was locked open, as though 
it had been deliberately removed from the rope, and the right ascender was closed. 
Both ascenders worked perfectly, and I found no indication that either ascender had 
been forced off the rope; that is, there w ere no rope fibers caught in the cam teeth and 
no parts appeared to be distorted. Thus it is unlikely that either ascender was on the 
rope as he fell. I was unable to examine the rope since it had been left on the cliff after 
the rescue, nor was I able to examine the pitons on the traverse.

I simulated the traverse by driving pitons into a horizontal seam in a cement wall. 
A porch roof three inches above the seam played the role o f the Great Roof. Then I 
put on Schrattner’s gear and climbed a rope that was attached to the pitons ap
proximately the way Schrattner’s was on the cliff.

In summary I can state with certainty only the following:
1. The ascender did not fail, and it worked properly after the accident. Once the 

safety latch is locked it is difficult to imagine the ascender com ing off the rope, espe
cially under the rela tively  light fo rces involved in a traverse. It is not difficult to cor
rectly latch the safety, as I m entioned above, and all climbers should develop the habit 
of checking the lock every time the ascender is placed on the rope.

2. Although the cause of the fall is unconfirmed, the cause of injury is clear: by 
being so far up the pitch and tied only to the end of the rope, Schrattner was open to 
a long fall. Had he tied in short to his rope while on the traverse, he would have fal
len only a few feet and likely received no injuries at all. Both Schall and other friends 
of Schattner whom I interviewed were unaware of the need to tie in short. In addi
tion, at least four previous ascender-related fatalities in Yosemite, regardless o f their 
initial causes, were preventable by tying in short.

3. Schrattner’s inexperience with ascenders was obviously a strong contributing 
factor. A lthough a good climber, he had done no work with ascenders until this trip. 
He and Schall had practiced once in a tree in the campground, primarily with the rope 
hanging straight down. The techniques for safely ascending a vertical rope are easy to 
learn, but safely negotiating a traverse is more complicated. Despite his experiences 
on the Salathć Wall and on The Nose to that point, the Great Roof was Schrattner’sfirst 
traverse. (Source: John Dill, Ranger, Yosemite National Park)

Editor’s Note: The above analysis is condensed from Dill’s five-page report. Thanks 
to his continuing thoroughness, we learn more and do not jump to conclusions about 
causes.


