
ILLNESS, IMPROPER RAPPEL PROCEDURE, FALL ON ROCK 
British Columbia, Bugaboo Mountains, Snowpatch Spire
O n A ugust 8, 1988, B ruce M acN ab (24) an d  M artin C o n d o r left the C onrad  Kain H u t 
to clim b th e  S ou theast C o rn er ro u te  on  Snow patch Spire (G rade IV, 5 .7). C o n d o r led  
a  50 m eter, 5.4 p itch  an d  b ro u g h t u p  M acNab. M acN ab was m oving slowly, m aking 
sm all m istakes, an d  seem ed d isorien ted . (C o n do r had  been  told, vaguely, a  m o n th  
befo re  by M acNab, ab o u t a  d iabetic co ndition  th a t h e  had .) Because M acNab was n o t 
feeling  well an d  go ing  slowly, the team  decided  to rappel. C o nd o r suggested clim bing 
ab o u t six m eters  h ig h e r to a la rger ledge from  w here they could  possibly scram ble 
dow n. B ut M acN ab ju s t  w anted  to descend. C on do r set u p  a rappe l an d  w en t down 
first.



T h e rap p e l was ab o u t 45 m eters long, down a very steep  w all-and-corner system, 
a n d  en d ed  in a  steep th ird  an d  fo u rth  class gully. C o nd o r finished the rap p e l an d  in­
fo rm ed  M acNab o f  this. M acN ab was a p p a re n tly tak ing a long  tim e to set u p  his 
rap p e l device. C on do r th e n  saw a m e ter o r so o f rop e  being  pu lled  up. (Was h e  
co n nec tin g  his rapp e l device to the rope?) C on do r then  heard  M acN ab cry o u t O h, 
n o !” an d  th en  saw h im  tum ble down to the bo tto m  o f th e  gully. T h e  fall was ab o u t 45 
m eters  down th e  face plus 60 m eters  dow n th e  gully. T he tim e was ab o u t 1030.

C o n d o r fou nd  M acN ab m oan ing , b leed ing  from  the m ou th , an d  very sm ashed up . 
T h e re  was n o  verbal com m unication  betw een the  two, an d  n o  first aid  adm in istered . 
C o n d o r c lim bed back u p  th e  gully to retrieve his hik ing boo ts (he was w earing  rock  
shoes) an d  ice ax, and  th e n  ru sh ed  to the C onrad  Kain H u t to re p o r t the acc id en t to 
th e  Park  R anger. A rescue he licop te r arrived ab o u t 1130, an d  took  M acN ab to In- 
verm ere  H ospital. H e d ied  in  hospita l from  extensive injuries. (Source: C hris A tkin­
son, B ugaboo G lacier Provincial Park)

Analysis
B oth  clim bers w ere well eq u ip p ed  for technical rock clim bing an d  b o th  w ore he l­
m ets. M acN ab was m oderately  ex perienced  w ith ab o u t one  year o f  lead  clim bing an d  
th ree  to  fo u r years experience  in  the  m ountains.

W hen M acN ab’s g ear was ex am ined  later, it was fo u n d  th a t he h ad  a  figure-eigh t 
d escen d er a ttached  by a  ca rab iner to a sling a ro u n d  his n eck  an d  shoulder. H e  also 
h a d  a  S ticht p la te  a tta ch ed  to a  sh o rt sling. T he locking ca rab in er a ttach ed  to  his 
harness was fo un d  to be unlocked.

I t w ould ap p ea r th a t M acN ab h ad  pu lled  u p  the m e te r o f  ro p e  in o rd e r  to a ttach  
his Sticht p la te  to th e  rope, in  th e  process som ehow u n c lip p in g  h im self from  the 
rap p e l an ch o r. H e th en  h ad  n o th in g  to stop h im  w hen h e  slipped fro m  the  small 
ledge (ab o u t 30 cen tim eters  w ide). A very likely factor co n trib u tin g  to his fall was his 
slow, d isorien ted  condition . (Source: Chris Atkinson, B ugaboo G lacier Provincial Park)


