
FALL O N  SNOW, UNABLE TO  SELF-ARREST 
Alaska, Mount McKinely
On May 18, 1988, a nine member Genet Expeditions guided climbing team departed 
the 5200 meter high camp on the West Buttress o f Mount McKinley and began their 
ascent toward the summit. Chief guide was Vein Tejas (35), and the assistant guide 
was John Schweider (29). At the 5900 meter level, the group split up. Schweider took 
two team members who would not continue on toward the summit and began to 
descend back to the high camp. During a portion o f the descent, the party clipped 
into a short piece o f fixed line that descended a steep step just above Denali Pass. 
Schweider was last on the rope. As Schweider unclipped from the fixed line and 
prepared to descend, he either caught his crampon points and/or was pulled off 
balance by one o f the clients and fell forward. Schweider unsuccessfully tried to self­
arrest on the icy slope and slid approximately 25 meters. His fall was stopped when he 
slid head first into rocks. He sustained head and forehead lacerations and possible 
neck injuries. Schweider was able to descend, with assistance, back to high camp. He 
was helicopter evacuated from the location the following day along with Mike Moss, 
another Genet party member, who was frostbitten during the summit bid. Hospital 
reports indicated Schweider had sustained a stable compression fracture o f one o f his 
cervical vertebrae and multiple lacerations to his head. Moss underwent treatment 
and surgery for frostbite. He eventually lost the first digit o f his left thumb and a small 
portion o f his left big toe. (Source: Bob Seibert, Mountaineering Ranger, Denali 
National Park)

Analysis
This group was descending roped; however, the last person on the rope fell and slid 
into rocks before the slack in the rope tightened to provide an effective belay. The 
guide had just unclipped from a fixed line and he was preparing to resume his 
descent. His temporary inattention to his footing or the movement o f his rope team 
partners probably contributed to the accident. (Source: Bob Seibert, Mountaineering 
Ranger, Denali National Park)


