
LOOSE BLOCK PULLED OFF – FALL ON ROCK 
Wyoming, Grand Teton National Park, Middle Teton
On August 9, a party of three was intending to climb the Buckingham 
Ridge on the M iddle Teton. They were ascending the fourth-class 
approach slabs, unroped, when Steven Zalesky (43) pulled a large loose 
block off and fell about ten feet to a ledge and then tumbled an additional 
60 feet. Zaleski’s partners, M. Sohasky and D. Hemken, were out of sight 
of Zalesky when they heard rockfall. They shouted to Zalesky to see if 
he was injured, and Zalesky responded that he was “alive, but hurt”.



They quickly down-climbed to his location and assessed his condition.
The loose block had grazed the right side of his head and shoulder, 

and his left ankle was probably injured when he hit the ledge. He was 
unable to walk after the accident. The most experienced climber, D. 
Hempken, descended the adjacent Ellingwood Couloir to the South 
Fork of Garnet Canyon to get better cell phone reception. M. Sohasky 
was eventually able to get cell phone reception from the accident site 
and made the initial call to T IDC.

Ranger V idak requested a helicopter from the Teton Heli-base. 
After scouting the accident site, Hel i 25 dropped rangers Springer 
and Edmonds at a landing zone in the South Fork of Garnet Canyon. 
Rangers Springer and Edmonds began climbing to the accident site 
(11,150 feet elevation) and arrived there at 1112.

Zalesky did not lose consciousness and was alert and oriented. Because 
of significant rockfall danger in the immediate area, it was decided to 
“Screamer Suit” the two climbers from the scene, with a ranger attending 
each climber. At 1158 Heli 20 departed 701 to extract Edmonds and 
Zalesky from the accident site. Attached to the short-haul line was a 
second Screamer Suit for Springer and the uninjured climber (Sohasky) 
to use for their extraction. At about 1200, Edmonds and the patient 
were extracted from the accident site and delivered to the rangers in the 
Garnet Canyon. Springer and the Sohasky were extracted from the scene 
at about 1215 and were delivered to the same LZ. Two more helicopter 
flights delivered Zalesky, Edmonds, Johnson, Springer, and Tyson to the 
cache by 1343. Sohasky and Hempken hiked out to the Lupine Meadows 
Trailhead.
Analysis
D. Hemken had 30 years of climbing experience and M. Sohasky had 

over eight years of experience. They had done several routes in the 
Tetons. The Buckingham Ridge (III 5.7) was well within their ability 
level. Steven Zalesky was the least experienced of the three, but had 
done a few routes in the Tetons and at least one (Jensen Ridge on 
Symmetry Spire) that was comparable in difficulty to the Buckingham.

The climbing party was doing everything right: they left their camp 
in the Garnet Meadows by 5:30 a.m., they were wearing helmets and 
rock shoes on the rock approach to the Buckingham Ridge, and they 
were on-route. The approach to the climb is mainly scrambling and is 
normally done un-roped, if one uses good route finding.

Most, if not all, of the mountaineering and rock routes on the higher 
peaks in the Teton Range have their share of loose rock, and one must 
be very careful when choosing hand and foot holds. Many very skilled 
climbers have had accidents involving loose rock, and one must be 
diligent in climbing through third and fourth-class terrain. (Source: 
Ranger M artin Vidak – Incident Commander)



FALL ON SNOW – LOSS OF CONTROL ON GLISSADE, INEXPERIENCE 
Wyoming, Grand Teton National Park, Nez Perce
On August 11 between 1100 and 1600, Grand Teton National Park 
rangers and Teton Interagency Heli-tack personnel performed a 1,200- 
foot technical snow-lowering operation on the north side of Nez Perce 
Peak to rescue Laura Mason (21), who had fallen about 100 feet and 
suffered injuries to her left lower leg. She was glissading a snowfield to 
the west of the Hourglass Couloir. She was unable to control her speed 
and crashed into the rocks at the base of the snowfield.

Mason had been with her boyfriend, John Foss, and brother. They 
thought they were ascending Middle Teton, but were actually ascending 
Nez Perce. They decided that they needed to glissade down a snowfield 
some 100 feet to talus below in order to traverse to a better ascent line. 
In order to keep her pants from getting wet, Mason decided to wrap a 
garbage bag around her legs and buttocks. The snowfield was between 
45 and 50 degrees and contained very firm snow that was icy in spots. 
She had an ice ax, but no crampons or helmet. She immediately lost 
control when she started to glissade. W hile Mason’s boyfriend stayed 
with her, her brother ran down to the Garnet Canyon Meadows where 
he encountered rangers G.R. Fletcher and B. Hays.

At the accident location, Mason was medically stabilized, administered 
medications, and secured to a rescue litter. She was carried through 
talus a short distance, and then lowered about 1,200 feet on snow to the 
Cave Couloir landing zone. From there, Mason was placed inside the 
helicopter for a flight to the Lupine Meadows rescue cache, arriving 
about 1540. She was met by a park ambulance and transported to St. 
John’s Medical Center in Jackson for further treatment.
Analysis
In addition to their inexperience and being on the wrong mountain on a 
questionable route, Laura Mason was extremely fortunate that she only 
fractured a leg, especially given the fact that she was not wearing a helmet.

The thoughtful dynamics of the SAR team (including the helicopter 
pilot) was evidenced by their ability to curtail the short-haul operation 
when the safety of the operation was compromised by environmental 
conditions. The ground-based operation took longer, but all returned 
home safely. No one was so focused on an expeditious short-haul that 
it obscured good judgment. To maintain a margin of safety, a SAR 
operation must evolve according to the conditions that are constantly 
presented. (Source: Ranger George Montopoli – Incident Commander)


