
FALLING ROCK, FALL ON ROCK, SEVERED ROPE 
California, Yosemite Valley
O n May 20, 1988, around  1230, Robert D ietm ar Kuhn (24) o f W est G erm any was 
leading the Pancake Flake pitch  ju s t above the G reat R oof on the Nose Route o f El 
Capitan. H e was being belayed by his climbing partner, Peter C uthberston (34). 
According to Cuthbertson, Kuhn pulled a large block o f grainte rock (pyramid shaped, 
abou t one m eter in height) loose from  near the top o f the pitch, causing Kuhn to fall. 
T he block o f granite then  apparently  h it K uhn’s belayed climbing rope and severed 
it. Kuhn then fell to the ground, a distance o f approxim ately 600 m eters, and  was 
killed instantly. (Source: R obert Wilson, Ranger, Yosemite National Park)
Analysis
O n May 22, I interviewed P eter C uthbertson. Also presen t were Rangers Jo h n  Dill and  
Kim Korthuis.

C uthbertson said he had been in the U.S. since February 22, and  he had been in 
Yosemite since May 6. C uthbertson said he knew "Robbie” Kuhn from  West Germany 
w here he and Kuhn occasionally clim bed together.

C uthbertson and Kuhn had climbed the East Buttress o f El Capitan together along 
with two o ther friends from  W est Germany.

O n May 18, C uthbertson and  Kuhn fixed four pitches to the top o f Sickle Ledge. 
They were also climbing with M anfred K oenninger up to this point. O n May 19 
C uthbertson and  Kuhn clim bed through  the first 21 pitches o f the Nose Route and 
bivouacked a t Cam p 4 that night. K oenninger decided to rappel off the route be­
cause there were too many climbers above them  on the same route.

O n May 20 (the day o f the accident), C uthbertson led the first two pitches, includ­
ing the  G reat R oof pitch. While C uthbertson was belaying Kuhn th rough  the G reat 
Roof p itch  (the 22nd pitch  o f the Nose Route), Cuthbertson received inform ation 
from  a  party o f G erm an climbers who were two pitches above Cuthbertson. O ne o f 
the climbers w arned o f a loose block o f granite near the top o f the Pancake Flake 
pitch. C uthbertson said he suggested bypassing this loose block by using aid tech­
niques ra ther than free climbing this section, which is usually done using as a  lie- 
back. T he clim ber told C uthbertson tha t there were two loose blocks near the top of 
this pitch  (#24 o f  the Nose R ou te).

Cuthbertson told Kuhn o f the hazardous block and  o f the recom m endation  to aid 
climb aro un d  the blocks. As Kuhn began to lead this pitch, C uthbertson was belaying



him  using a Sticht belay plate in fron t from  his harness for better shock absorption in 
the event o f a fall. T he rear o f C uthbertson s harness was attached by carabiner and 
sling to the anchored  bolt on the wall. C uthbertson said Kuhn was climbing the pitch 
very confiden tly, safely and fast, bu t being caudous. C uthbertson described Kuhn as 
being very physically fit. Kuhn climbed through  the pitch aid climbing at times and 
free climbing at o ther times depending on the difficulty th rough  each section of the 
pitch. W hen Kuhn reached the hazardous loose blocks (about one to two m eters 
below the top o f the pitch), he was free climbing ra ther than aid clim bing as Cuth­
bertson recom m ended. Kuhn was belayed by an 11 mm purple rope tha t was three 
years old with a history o f frequent weekend use. Kuhn was also attached to a yellow 9 
m m  rope being used as a haul rope for their additional equipm ent. This rope was 
attached  to the carabiner that was attached to the same anchor as the haul bag and 
belay rope. T he yellow 9 m m  rope had  a history o f ice climbs and was four years old.

C uthbertson was watching Kuhn as he placed a Friend for pro tection  and  then 
moved up and to the left in fron t o f the loose block that they had been  w arned about. 
C uthbertson said Kuhn was abou t “chest h igh” with this pyram idal shaped block. 
Kuhn appeared  to be a litde nervous abou t this hazard and he started to move back 
down to the righ t to a resting place to analyze the problem .

C uthbertson then  rem em bers looking down toward an Am erican party o f two 
clim bers on pitch  #22. T he next thing Cuthbertson rem em bers is hearing  a noise and 
then  getting h it “like a slap” on the shoulder by som ething. C uthbertson thinks it may 
have been  Kuhn as he fell by. C uthbertson said he instinctively ducked into the wall a t 
the belay station as rocks fell by and he was showered by granite dust. C uthbertson 
also told us tha t he rem em bered what sounded like a rope sliding down the face of 
the rock abou t the time he felt the “slap” on the shoulder.

W hen the rock stopped falling, C uthbertson looked up the pitch w here Kuhn was 
before the rockfall. Kuhn was no longer on the face and the severed end  o f the 
purp le  climbing rope was directly across from  him  at the belay station. C uthbertson 
said it was then he realized tha t Kuhn had fallen. H e could n o t see Kuhn anywhere 
and  could only assume that Kuhn had fallen to his death. H e could no  longer see the 
loose block o f granite n ear the top of the Pancake Flake pitch.

After the accident the party below (American party) called up  and  asked if the 
falling clim ber was C uthbertson’s partner and they asked if C uthbertson was all right. 
C uthbertson then  yelled up to the Germ an party above h im  and asked if they could 
lower a rope down to him  so he could ju m ar up  to the ir party to continue the climb 
so that he would n o t have to be rescued. Cuthbertson said one of them  rappelled  
down to the top o f the Pancake Flake pitch  and  lowered a rope. C uthbertson then 
jum ared  up  to Cam p 5, jo ined  the Germ an party, and  finished the climb with them. 
They bivouacked at Cam p 6 tha t night. They topped o u t about 1400 on May 21, then 
h iked down the U pper Falls Trail and  arrived a t Sunnyside cam pground abou t 1730.

After fu rther investigation and discussion, we were unable to determ ine which end 
o f the yellow haul bag rope had been attached to Kuhn and which end  had  been 
attached to the anchor a t the haul bag. O ne end o f the rope had a carabiner that 
failed and  the o ther end had a knot that failed for an unknown reason. We were able 
to determ ine that the purple haul rope was severed by the falling rock, since it had 
granitic dust em bedded in it a t the po in t w here the rope was severed, b u t we were 
unable to determ ine why the yellow haul bag rope did n o t stop Kuhn from  falling to



the base o f El Capitan. (Source: Robert Wilson, Ranger, Yosemite N ational Park)


