
FALL ON ROCK, INADEQUATE PROTECTION, INADEQUATE EQUIPMENT
New Mexico, Sandia Mountains, Gemstone Area
Three friends went out climbing at the Gemstone Area on the climb Seam- 
ingly Hard, a run-out 5.10, mixed bolted and natural gear seem that is to the 
climber’s left of Gemstone—one of the Sandia Mountains most popular 5.8 
routes. They set out later in the afternoon, but specifically to this area since 
the slab is north facing and located in the shade. The approach follows a 
narrow, rocky and vegetated trail with cactus, oaks, and yucca for a total of 
two miles. The trail breaks out of the bottom of Lower La Cueva Canyon 
where a major landslide occurred in 1999 and meanders up steeper slopes 
for 600 feet to gain the Gemstone Slabs climbing area.

The leader (45) climbed up and clipped the first bolt about 15 feet off the 
sloping belay ledge then continued on. The second bolt is notoriously far 
from the first, and as the climber gets closer to it, the risk of a ground fall 
becomes very high. The difficulty of climbing is sustained and the clipping 
stance a bit precarious. The leader slipped before getting to the second



bolt. He fell about 3 5 feet and hit the deck. He landed on his right leg and 
suffered a fracture of the foot and ankle dislocation, rendering him unable 
to hike out. Also, he was not wearing a helmet, resulting in a mild head 
laceration. His friends were able to call for help via cellphone.

Three Mountain Rescue teams, two fire departments, and the State Police 
were activated. A Strike Team made its way to the patient and secured him 
on the ledge and treated his injuries. He was placed into a titanium litter 
and transported across an exposed traverse to another staging area where 
a 600-foot guiding line was rigged. The guiding line was instrumental, as 
it took hours before teams were actually fielded to help out as there were 
three other Search and Rescue missions happening in the Sandia Mountains 
and one more in the Jemez Mountains, all at the same time.
Analysis
The climber had 19 years of climbing experience. Although he had not been 
climbing recently, he was confident but perhaps under-prepared mentally 
and/or physically and did not have small gear appropriate for protection. 
No guide book gives credence to the fact that this route is run-out or that 
ground falls have resulted with similar and worse injuries have happened 
in the past. This did not help his decision to do this climb. There is no 
danger rating for this climb (i.e., “R”—meaning run-out, or “X”—meaning 
that if you fall you can be seriously injured or killed). Most modern bolted 
routes are protected so that the bolts keep climbers from hitting ledges, the 
ground, or other objective hazards. This route was put up in 1979 when 
the ethic was a bit different than it is today in terms of sport climbing crags 
that mimic indoor climbing.

Doing some research on your climb is an important part of assessing the 
risk. Risk can be mitigated in part by assessing probability and multiplying 
it by consequence. (Source: Marc Beverly, President of Strike Rescue and 
volunteer with the Albuquerque Mountain Rescue Team)


