
FALL ON ROCK, PROTECTION UNCLIPPED, INADEQUATE PROTECTION
Utah, Big Cottonwood Canyon, Beware of Dog
On July 2, Paul Sternman (24) suffered a ground-fall of approximately 60 
feet on Beware of Dog, a l 0d sport climb at the upper S-curves, Big Cot
tonwood Canyon. The route has four bolts. The first three cover the crux 
of the climb, followed by a long run-out on easier terrain. Paul was leading 
between the fourth bolt and the chains when he fell. This became a long 
fall because his quickdraw unclipped from the carabiner on the fourth bolt. 
His belayer tried to take in rope, but Paul hit the ground just as the rope 
started to become taut. He was wearing a helmet and the helmet did take a 
significant impact. SAR team members packaged him in a litter and vacuum 
splint, then lowered him one short pitch to gain clear distance from the wall 
where he was hoisted by a Lifeflight helicopter.
Analysis
The quickdraw was found on the ground with only one carabiner attached. 
The other carabiner, a Black Diamond straight gate, remained in place at 
the fourth bolt. Its gate had been forced open past the nose of the carabiner 
and was open as far as the gate hinge would allow. It had some new scarring 
on the surfaces facing away from the rock. The gate pin, hinge, and gate 
notch were all completely undamaged and the gate still moved freely.

The bolt had been placed in an extremely bad location. It was just above 
an edge on less than vertical rock, resulting in loading of the carabiner over 
the edge. In any orientation, the gate of this carabiner would have been in 
contact with the rock. This makes the gate vulnerable to being opened in 
a fall, which both reduces the strength of the carabiner and creates a pos
sibility for unclipping to occur.

We believe that as Paul climbed above the bolt, rope drag lifted the 
quickdraw up so that it was positioned on the gate. When he fell, the gate 
was pushed open and pried sideways past the nose, allowing the quickdraw 
to release from the carabiner. It requires much less force to pry a gate side
ways than it takes to break a carabiner.

Paul was described by his friends as being extremely safety conscious. 
Both his use of a helmet while leading a sport route and his other quickdraw 
placements on the route are consistent with this description. All of his draws 
were clipped correctly, and they were all set up identically, with a straight-gate 
carabiner clipped to the bolt and a wire gate carabiner clipped to the rope.

There are a few things that Paul could have done to reduce the chance of 
an accident. Some climbers carry one draw set up with locking carabiners 
for placements like this. In this case, a locking carabiner on the bolt-clipping 
end would probably have prevented the accident. There were also possible 
gear placements between the third and fourth bolts. An intermediate piece



here would have prevented this from being a ground-fall. (Source: Tom 
Moyer, Salt Lake Country Sheriff’s Search and Rescue)


