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INTRODUCTION



 





  If you grow up on the West Coast, you probably have a rescue story to tell. Here’s one of mine. When I was in high school, a good friend of mine was on Glacier Peak in Washington State with his father, a geologist out on a study, and one of his dad’s doctoral students. As often happens on such slopes, a boulder came crashing down the mountain out of nowhere, triggered by who knows what. This boulder smashed into my friend’s dad, shattering his thigh and sending them both sliding down the Suiattle Glacier until my friend was able to break the fall. My friend’s dad was in danger—he was in shock, and a femur break is never good. The graduate student hiked down the twenty-two-mile trail to get help while my friend stayed to make sure his dad was safe. As my friend and his dad waited in the cold glacial air, more rocks began to tumble down the mountain. They were right in the path of the rockfall. My friend shoved his dad into a hollow in the ice and dove on top of him, sheltering him with his body. After a while the rockfall stopped. My friend hiked back to their camp, four miles away, to retrieve some gear—extra clothes and sleeping bags to keep them warm throughout the night. It had taken them a day and a half to get there, so the chances of being rescued that night were slim.




  But the grad student had run into a forest ranger, and he contacted Snohomish County Search and Rescue. They kicked into action with a helicopter search. After several sweeps of the area, the two stranded hikers were spotted, and at dusk, the search and rescue team, along with the grad student, landed on a flat part of the glacier below them. They climbed up to meet the two, loaded the dad onto a litter, and lowered him down the glacier, crevasse by crevasse. They got through this painful journey and into the helicopter and prepared to fly to a nearby hospital.




  Yet the fates had other ideas. As the helicopter began to take off, the mountain winds tossed it upside down back onto the face of the glacier. Incredibly, no one was hurt, or hurt more, anyway, but the helicopter was damaged. The rescue crew and my friend’s dad spent the night in its shelter (my friend and the grad student went back to their camp), and in the morning, a helicopter from a nearby Navy base picked everyone up for a successful rescue and long, productive lives for all involved.




  People who are hit by rocks while studying rocks, climbers who cut off their own arms to survive, schoolchildren who wander into caves, the family who are hiking a trail they’ve hiked a hundred times, only now it’s on fire, people who have embarked on foolhardy adventures but lived to tell the tale: We like to see ourselves in their stories. They could be us. Sometimes they are us.




  Most of these stories are told from this perspective of the rescued. “I got lost in the woods for five days and survived on packets of Taco Bell hot sauce. And then they found me.” (That is a true story: Google it.) We hear a lot from the people who survived, the protagonists of the near tragedy. But we don’t hear as often from the perspective of the rescuer. This book is about them.




  Search and rescue work is like the Justice League—it requires many teams, each of which contributes its own superpower. Some of them are paid public officials—park rangers, the sheriff’s office, firefighters, the military. How search and rescue teams are organized varies by state, but there is usually an agency authorized by a state to coordinate the teams, and then there’s a confederation of teams who participate. The teams may have technical expertise—for example, climbing, snow, K9, swift water, or air rescue. And these teams also include volunteer groups, often organized as nonprofits. These volunteers likely make up the majority of people involved in search and rescue.




  Search and rescue volunteers help out for a million reasons. Some love the mountains and the excuse to get out of the office away from petty politics and into the woods where things are real. Many have unique training from their day jobs. Maybe they are surveyors who are experts with GPS. Maybe they are logistics or operations staff. Many are medics or clinicians. All of them have souls that demand they help.




  Archeological and cultural evidence reveals that the wilderness on the West Coast has beckoned to people as long as there have been people. As European Americans began to move to the west, they too felt called to explore the beautiful mountains near their growing cities of San Francisco, Portland, and Seattle. The West Coast, then, is where much of the modern search and rescue ethos and practice was born, driven by mountain and other forms of wilderness rescue. The first organized mountain search and rescue team was formed in 1926 in Hood River, Oregon, when the volunteer Crag Rats (see chapter 12) successfully rescued their second person—the first rescue had been in 1923. Soon after, they organized formally, and in 1959, they were one of the founding members of the Mountain Rescue Association, formed at a meeting at Timberline Lodge in the Mount Hood National Forest. Another founding member was Seattle Mountain Rescue (see chapter 1), formed in 1948 by Ome Daiber, Wolf Bauer, and Otto Trott.




  The phenotype of the local rescue groups on the Pacific Coast is remarkably similar. Some evolved out of outdoor enthusiast clubs whose members realized they needed some protection protocols if they were going to continue their pursuits. According to Jerry King, the informal historian of Pacific Northwest Search and Rescue, the recreational groups evolved into ever more professionalized services. Oregon’s Wy’East Climbers was established in 1931 after a seven-mile hike of the Larch Mountain Trail from Multnomah Falls, in the Mount Hood area. Their first organizational meeting was held in the men’s restroom of the Multnomah Falls Lodge, but in spite of their humble beginnings, he notes, they were also the first team to require members to have formal training in first aid—something unheard of at the time. Its members, who had a cabin near the Timberline Lodge area on Mount Hood, went on to establish the volunteer Mount Hood Ski Patrol in 1937, the oldest ski patrol in the western United States. Skiing was increasingly popular on Mount Hood, which meant that more people were injuring themselves, and there was no one to take care of them. A few people from the Wy’East Climbers had a conversation with the US Forest Service, and voilà, the Mount Hood Ski Patrol was born. Members have driven innovation in rescue gear, including radical improvements to the basic toboggan (to allow it to carry a gurney, for example), importing the first Austrian Akja rescue sled, and making improvements to these sleds to increase comfort for injured patients as they are transported off the mountain. The ski patrol in the early days was more involved with climber and hiker accidents. In the absence of professional search and rescue involving law enforcement and other first responders, these groups were the backbone of search and rescue, creating standards and networks of cooperation and laying the foundation for the professionals.




  Jerry King observes that the Second World War had important effects on search and rescue. Many returning soldiers had been introduced to cross-country skiing, alpine climbing, and pup tents. Climbing, hiking, and skiing were no longer hobbies for the wealthy: they now enjoyed wide popularity. And the workweek had transitioned from six days to five, increasing the available time for leisure. But with this increase in the popularity of outdoor pursuits came the rise in demand for organizations to help people get out of a pickle.




  These are just several of the hundreds of local volunteer rescue groups—more formed in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s—that span the West. Indeed, the Mountain Rescue Association now has chapters across the entire United States and Canada, providing infrastructure, resources, and coordination to local teams on the ground. Over the years, these groups have evolved into sophisticated organizations and networks of organizations. They have helped develop major innovations in the field, including air rescue, K9 teams, and communications practices. Modern search and rescue teams deploy many tools: They use apps for organizing and for geolocation, transmitting where they have searched already and where they should look next. They use research data on the behaviors of lost persons. They use drones. Still, these tools are not foolproof, and a good search and rescue strategy is a necessity. There’s still an art to it, one based on experience, judgment, and luck.
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  In researching for this book, I read hundreds of incident reports, news stories, Reddit forums, blog posts, and many books. I interviewed search and rescue personnel and talked to neighbors and friends experienced in the matter and watched a lot of newsreel. A striking feature of these stories is how much they are like waves on the ocean, with similar shapes and precise differences. A person sets out well prepared, or maybe ill prepared. They take the slightest misstep or fall victim to a sudden snowstorm or a gust of wind. They slip into the water. They fail to return. Maybe they were sitting at home on a peaceful Saturday morning reading the paper when a wall of mud crashed through their house. And then the search and rescue teams arrive and together they devise a plan that will address the nuances of this particular situation. To that end, there is not one hero in any of these stories—successful rescues are collaborations. Like I said, the Justice League.




  Most of the stories in this volume involve wilderness rescue of people involved in recreational activities. I used several principles when selecting them. First, I tried to choose stories that were distributed across the West Coast states. Second, for the most part, I chose stories that ended up with successful rescues. And finally, I tried to choose stories that were a bit different from the normal wave—some fillip that distinguished one narrative from another. I cover some of the early mountain rescue work on Mount Rainier and Mount Hood, as well as more recent rescues on the Pacific Coast Trail. I talk about several K9 teams, and I cover the role of flight, both helicopter and fixed wing, in rescue. Two chapters, notably the story of the tragic Oso, Washington, mudslide and the Camp Fire in Paradise, California, involve search and rescue teams who are called to perform their work in urban areas. This may be the future of search and rescue work. Search and rescue operations often turn into recovery missions when it’s clear that the object of the search is no longer alive. It is striking that search and rescue teams are just as dedicated to these operations as to the rescue. When everything is bad, it is good to know the worst.




  I also write about rescuers who end up needing rescue themselves—this is quite common—as well as those who take great risks in extreme conditions, such as avalanches, caves, and fires. This is a dangerous business. While search and rescue personnel are the helpers, it can come at a cost. First responders in general are at greater risk for substance abuse, family problems, stress, burnout, and PTSD. They come into contact with way more than their share of carnage, and these things stay with you. Yet many search and rescue veterans will tell you that they are well aware of the risk and do it anyway. They do it because, to paraphrase Ome Daiber, who among us has not been a damn fool sometimes? Ernest Hemingway once wrote, “Nobody ever lives their life all the way up except bull-fighters.” And search and rescue personnel.




  As I write this, it feels like the world is burning, and not just from higher temperatures. The toxic substrate of these times seems to be nourishing malevolent forces with extra intensity. Maybe, though, the selfless act of looking for someone who is lost can bring a little redemption. The stories of these search and rescue human beings can help us remember that certainty is always an illusion, that there is risk in the everyday, and also that if you pay attention, you might get something worthwhile out of this life.




  HELP OUT YOUR SEARCH AND RESCUE TEAM







  Some estimates suggest that on average, for every 100,000 people who visit national parks, one will need a rescue. Since the parks see tens of millions of visitors, that one person could be you. And that’s only the data for the national parks. Other research shows that the people who are most likely to need to be rescued are day hikers. You don’t have to do extreme sports




  A line of underprepared hikers evacuates the trail along Eagle Creek.




  U.S. FOREST SERVICE PHOTO COURTESY OF NOAH BROWN
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  to end up in danger. So consider this a public service announcement: The Mountaineers developed a list of the bare minimum you need to take on any outdoor adventure, called the “Ten Essentials,” in 1974, and they are still good today. Advances in technology have made these into very lightweight items that will not weigh you down. Put them in a pack and take them with you. You don’t know when a kid with a firecracker is going to trap you in the wilderness overnight.




  

	Navigation device: a map, compass, GPS, personal locator beacon, satellite messenger





	Headlamp. You need your hands. Bring extra batteries.





	Sun protection. This includes sun-protective clothing as well as sunscreen and sunglasses.





	First aid kit. Make sure you have good blister-protective bandages in your kit. You don’t want to die of sepsis because of a blister. That would be terrible. Also consider bug repellent, a mirror, and a whistle.





	Knife or multi-use tool. Good for making bandages, repairing gear, etc.





	Fire: matches or a lighter in waterproof containers, maybe a stove. Maybe a firestarter kit.





	Shelter: A fifty-five-gallon trash bag will do, but mylar emergency blankets are also great. Carry these always.





	Extra food. Truthfully, starvation is rarely an issue in rescue situations, but hypothermia is.





	Extra water and water purification tablets





	Extra clothes. Like your mom always said, bring a sweater. Don’t get cold and wet.








  You should probably bring your phone and an extra charger—let’s call these Item 11—but you may not be able to count on service. Still, having voice contact with the search and rescue team is invaluable.




  Also, financially support your local search and rescue team! They could use the money. Think of it as pre-insurance.







   





   


   
THE BIRTH OF SEATTLE MOUNTAIN RESCUE



 





   

  In one story, Ome Daiber got his name this way: One day when he was in grade school, he forgot his lunch money. So he told the cashier at the lunch counter, “Owe me 25 cents so I can buy lunch.” In another story, the cashier replied, “If I give you 25 cents, then you will owe me.” He replied, “Just owe me the quarter so I can buy lunch.” In another story, it was a nickel. And in still another, it wasn’t the cashier, but a friend. Regardless, the tale spread throughout the school—was it the cashier? the friend?—and soon he was signing all his homework “Ome.” Two tales about Ome Daiber are consistent, however: George C. Daiber legally changed his name to Ome, and he is widely regarded as the father of mountain rescue.




  Ome Daiber was born in Seattle in 1907. Growing up in the shadow of Mount Rainier and on the shores of Puget Sound, he was destined to be an outdoorsman. He and his family lived in a big old-fashioned house in the Alki neighborhood in West Seattle, where he would famously practice his yen for climbing. He was inventive and ambitious. A Boy Scout, he started to make his own equipment—he had a knack for it. By the time Ome was 15, he was the assistant scoutmaster and was, for all intents and purposes, running the whole troop. His first rescue was with the Boy Scouts, when one of the troop leaders accidentally stabbed himself with a knife while hacking off a piece of chocolate during an overnight hike. The knife hit an artery in the troop leader’s thigh, creating a bloody mess and panic in the troop. Ome, however, remaining calm, applied pressure, bound up the wound, and got his leader back to camp.




  Daiber led mountain search and rescue for more than forty years. No one ever counted the number of people he brought to safety. Even after he was felled by diabetes and amputations, he organized missions from his bed. He was a mapper and surveyor, a builder and contractor, an inventor, an engineer, and most important, a mountaineer. One of his inventions, Sno-Seal, is still widely sold today. Ome’s goal was to produce a boot seal product that would waterproof the boot but not soak into it to add extra weight. He also invented a mobile sleeping bag called the Penguin. The Penguin had a dropped crotch so you could curl up in a ball for warmth if you were sleeping, say, on an icy glacier in the middle of winter, but it also had arms and legs so you could get up and make a fire and not get out of your sleeping bag.




  Ome had a passion for exploration. In 1935, he worked for the National Geographic Society, Phillips Petroleum, and the US Geographical Survey to survey the border between Alaska and the Yukon. The US territory here was little documented. He and his colleagues explored the region, taking an overland route over the St. Elias Range as well as scouting it by plane. That same year, Ome was also in the first party to successfully climb Mount Rainier’s Liberty Ridge. He went with two other climbers, Arnie Campbell and Jim Burrow. This was quite a feat—it had been deemed impossible to climb. After Ome climbed it, no one else did for twenty years.




  A caveat here: Members of the Yakima, Nisqually, and other Indian nations have a long history with Mount Rainier, or Tahoma. The mountain served as hunting, fishing, and gathering grounds, protected by treaty in 1855. These indigenous peoples served as guides on the earliest European ascents of Rainier and the surrounding areas, but nobody put their ascents in the newspapers. So when we talk about “first ascents,” it just means the first time someone did it in the so-called modern era.




  Ome’s most famous search and rescue was not a rescue but a body recovery. The story was covered like a serial in the newspapers, and it sparked a revolution.




  Delmar Fadden was 23. He was an athlete and a sportsman. He was an Eagle Scout. He was a twin. He was, in the words of Ome, “an artist, a sculptor, a poet.” A few years before, he had explored, by himself, the Olympic Mountains, the beautiful rain-forested range just west of Seattle. He dreamed of climbing mountains, and his life’s ambition was to climb Mount Everest, which at that time remained unsummited.




  On the evening of January 13, 1936, Fadden headed out to climb Mt. Rainier, first hiking to Glacier Basin. He snuck by the park rangers at White River, who were zealous about tracking climbers in the park and would have stopped a lone climber in January. Evidently, he had told a friend that if any rangers tried to take him off the trail, they would have to “shoot it out with him.” He was nothing if not determined. That night he made camp at Starbo, an old mining camp at 6,000 feet on one side of the Carbon glacier. (Its proper name is the Storbo mine, but it got written down wrong once as Starbo, and that’s what everyone called it). He planned to snowshoe, maybe ski, and do some painting and sketching. Maybe he would hike up to Steamboat Prow, a wedge of volcanic rock that rests about 9,600 feet on the side of Mount Rainier and is a natural site for camping, which he had done several times before. Maybe he would tackle the summit, not something people usually did in winter, but something he had attempted unsuccessfully twice before. He had some equipment with him—some wands to mark a trail to the summit—and he had soft-soled but warm mukluks on his feet.




  On January 20, his twin brother, Don, went up to meet him. No sign of Delmar himself, though his camp showed evidence that he’d been there. But Don was worried. He went to the park service to alert them. Then he called Ome.




  Ome began to organize a search and rescue team with three colleagues, Joe Halwax, Jack Hossack, and Delmar’s climbing buddy Bob Buschman. In the meantime, the park rangers had been busy. Chief Ranger John Davis had recruited rangers Oscar Sedergren, Charlie Brown, and Bill Butler to head up to Glacier Basin to look for Delmar. They trekked to the campground at White River via snowshoe, where they parked for the night. There was enough light to observe ski tracks suggesting that someone had skied past the ranger station without stopping. The next day, they progressed to the Starbo camp, continuing their search up to Inter Glacier, and then, finding nothing, came back down to White River. On January 23, they set out for Steamboat Prow. There, they found two wands, but no other evidence of Delmar. They worked their way back down Emmons Glacier to 4,800 feet. Still no sign. By this time, a storm was coming in, and with the weather conditions and cold worsening, they decided to come down off the mountain. After nightfall, they reached the White River campground, where they learned that Ome and his team were on the way.




  The next morning, they began their search again. Jack and Bob started out on the Frying Pan Creek trail toward Summerland, a beautiful meadow area at about 3,600 feet. Finding no trace of Delmar, they clambered up Emmons Glacier to meet Ome and Joe. Butler, Brown, and Sedergren hiked toward Yakima Park, another meadow area. Brown was equipped with a telescope and planned to observe the summit. Hossack and Buschman continued on to a small shelter at Mystic Lake, on the north side of the mountain. Finding nothing, they pressed on, covering the ground between Mystic Lake and Steamboat Prow. It took them two days. All of these climbers were breaking trails in snow that was four feet deep or more.




  Joe and Ome went by way of the White River campground and started up the mountain. They took their skis and headed to Starbo with a toboggan heavy with equipment and supplies. It was slow going in the deep snow, and to keep the toboggan from sliding precariously back down the mountain or spilling its contents, one of them had to guide it from the back while the other one lugged it from the front. They didn’t see anything at Starbo, so they traversed Inter Glacier until they reached Steamboat Prow. In the shelter of the Prow, they dug a snow cave and settled in for the night.




  The next morning, they began searching the glacier for Delmar. They methodically scoured the mountainside, taking turns lowering into each crevasse they came upon. By the time they gained about 1,000 feet in this manner, they began to worry about daylight. They didn’t want to get caught by darkness, so back down to Steamboat Prow they climbed. Jack and Bob arrived at the camp in midafternoon. The next day, the four of them searched above Steamboat Prow and at 11,000 feet found two more wands—and two snowshoes.




  By then they could see another storm approaching, so they hiked down to White River, where they met up with the rangers. The ranger crew—Butler, Davis, Brown, and Sedergren—remained in the park. Ome, Joe, Jack, and Bob returned to Seattle.




  Back in Seattle, Ome received a phone call: Delmar’s father had engaged a pilot, Elliott Merrill, to scout the mountain. On January 29, the ninth day of the search, together with a photographer, Charles Laidlow, they took off from Boeing Field and flew over Rainier. Approaching the mountain from the north, Ome noticed an unusual dark spot on the face of the Emmons Glacier—it appeared to be a tent. They circled Rainier to the east and around to the south several times, each time flying a bit closer. And finally they were close enough to see it: not a tent, but the sprawled body of Delmar, facedown at 13,000 feet, resting on the Emmons Glacier a thousand feet above where they had given up looking for him.




  Theirs was now a recovery mission, and a high-stakes one, too. The saga of Delmar Fadden had captured the imagination of the nation and become a national obsession. It wasn’t just covered in the local papers; people were reading about it in the New York Times.




  Ome gathered a new group: Bob Buschman and Paul Gilbreath, as well as rangers John Davis and Bill Butler. The next day, they drove back to White River, stopping for dinner at 5 p.m. They hiked up to Starbo and then to Glacier Basin. There, at midnight, they slept a bit and then, at 5:30 a.m., they began their ascent to Steamboat Prow, equipped with skis, ropes, and a tarp. At the Prow, the group roped up, with Ome, Davis, and Gilbreath on one line and Butler and Buschman on the other.




  Traversing the glacier in below-freezing temperatures, they reached Delmar at about 3:10 p.m. It seemed he had suffered a skidding fall and been knocked unconscious, probably dying of hypothermia. He was frozen. His mittens were off, his left crampon was missing, and his right crampon had slipped off and had wound around to the inside of the foot, lacerating the foot and leg as he apparently tried to stop himself.




  Ome cut off Delmar’s pack so they could wrap him in the tarp, and he then tied off the two ends of the tarp with two separate ropes. Their goal was to be able to lower the body without it going too fast and causing a fall. The two teams, now reroped, took turns lowering Delmar down the mountain in relay fashion, since their ropes were not long enough. Conditions were difficult: With the sun behind the mountain and night falling, it was very cold—30 to 40 below zero—and the glacier surface was very steep and rough; they had to stop frequently to anchor. At one point, Ome was down below, ready to accept Delmar. Suddenly, he heard a sound from above, looked up, and saw Delmar’s body, John Davis, and Bill Butler slip over a high break and out of sight. Davis’s feet had slipped out from under him and started to skid, taking Delmar and Butler with him. Ome hurried to the rangers, wondering what he would say to their wives. Fortunately, they had all come to rest in some corn snow. Except for a few bruises, the two rangers were fine.




  They continued down as before, reaching Steamboat Prow at 7:15 p.m. There, a support party was waiting. They secured Delmar and his pack and returned to the camp at Starbo and then out to White River. They all were exhausted and frostbitten. A final support party went up with a toboggan to the Prow on February 1, and on February 2, Delmar Fadden took his last journey, from the White River ranger station back to Seattle in a hearse.




  After that, Ome became the go-to guy for Seattle mountain recoveries and rescues. Since you couldn’t call 911, “call Ome Daiber” was the refrain, though Ome himself was quick to point out that these endeavors involved many, many talented volunteers. Still, he had made a name for himself and was involved in numerous notable rescue and recovery missions. In World War II, he and his friend Hank Seidelhuber were called to help when a military plane crashed in the Olympic Mountains. No one survived the crash—Ome recalled that the dismemberment was something “you couldn’t believe” and the pilot’s was the only body that remained intact—but the team had to not only recover the bodies but also defuse two depth bombs and destroy identifying information. It was early in the war and the military was worried about Japanese surveillance. They took two trips, one to recover the remains, and the other to defuse the bombs. They were accompanied by ordinance and other officers, but the military men were not able to complete the mission due to their poor gear, so Ome and Hank had to disarm the bombs themselves. Throughout the war, Ome was a technical adviser to the military on cold weather expeditions, gear, and mountainous terrain. He was 4F on account of his foot being crushed by a runaway boulder in 1936, after the Delmar Fadden incident. He recovered enough to climb mountains most of his life but not in army boots.




  In 1958, Ome organized a rescue of a teenager who had been clinging to a scrub bush on Mount Si, 500 feet from the summit, on a loose rock wall. He had been rappelling with friends when he hopped across a rock slide that started to give way. He had been clinging to that bush for eight hours by the time Ome could get to him. By then he was freezing and stiff, and losing feeling. At first, Mountain Search and Rescue had tried to get a helicopter to him, but the pilot couldn’t get close enough. So Ome and eighteen other climbers headed up with their gear. In the dark. Across the same unstable terrain. Ome reached him at 9:30 p.m. and warmed him with his own body for half an hour. Only then were they able to get him down the mountain.




  Ome was also the ground organizer in the famous 1960 rescue of mountaineers John Day, Jim and Lou Whittaker, and Pete Schoening from Mount McKinley (now Denali). Day and Schoening had fallen while descending the mountain and were terribly injured. From the base in Talkeetna, Ome synchronized the activities of the volunteers of the Mountain Rescue Association chapters from Alaska, Oregon, and Washington together with US military personnel.




  In fact, along with the Sno-Seal, Ome’s greatest contribution might have been to demonstrate and operationalize this kind of coordination. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, as mountaineering became more popular, bands of citizens came together to form patrols, councils, and other groups who would aid in search and rescue. The first was the Crag Rats, in Oregon’s Mount Hood area (see chapter 12), but Mount Rainier was also a hub of this activity.




  The aftermath of World War II had a stimulating effect on mountain search and rescue. In Oregon, the most important group to come from returning soldiers was the Alpinees of Hood River, formed in 1947 by four men who had come home to Hood River after serving with the 10th Mountain Division in the Italian Alps. They were eager to put their experience in modern mountain rescue techniques to use, including a more systematized approach to coordinating modern equipment such as radios with airplanes, something Ome had pioneered even before the war. Returning soldiers also brought experience with European rescue technology, which was more advanced than North American equipment and ideas—for example, the use of double carabiners for rappelling and lowering, a German rescue device called a trage, or mountain carrier, and a portable raising and lowering system that could be broken down and carried into the backcountry by two people.




  These kinds of European influences were also critical for Ome’s legacy. Along with Dr. Otto Trott and Wolf Bauer, Ome founded the Seattle Mountain Rescue Council in 1948. Ome’s climbing partner Wolf Bauer had traveled back to his native Germany after the war, where he was struck by the work of the German Red Cross’s Bergwacht unit, the famous rescue team based in Innsbruck. They even had a film, and Ome and Bauer organized a screening. After the movie, those gathered were inspired to create a similar, more formal organization—they had certainly spent plenty of time rescuing mountaineers without the benefit of an organized group and they immediately saw its advantages. Thus was born the Seattle Mountain Rescue Council (now Seattle Mountain Rescue).




  Mount Rainier National Park was established in 1899, and the National Park Service was established in 1916. So park rangers have been around for awhile—yet there are not enough of them, then or now, to do all the work of a park ranger plus rescue hapless climbers.




  Ome’s practical wisdom and cooperative temperament made him the right person to show that these groups—the park service, the rescue organizations with their technical climbing expertise, the sheriff’s offices, and other government agencies—worked better when coordination was possible. His logistical talents combined with his sheer physical stamina and unparalleled courage set the bar for both the professional and personal characteristics required for mountain rescue. Perhaps this is best illustrated in something he said at a meeting when someone was questioning why search and rescue teams, at great physical, mental, and financial cost, risk their own lives to rescue people who—let’s face it—make terrible decisions. Ome said, “We go for one reason: to save a life. Who among us hasn’t been a damn fool at some point?” When he passed away at the age of 81, he was hailed as “the father of mountain rescue.”




  Things being what they were , few of the writings about Ome acknowledge the work of his wife, Matie. She was mission-critical, though, organizing things on the back end, making sandwiches, and providing essential logisical support. She organized the telephone brigade, a critical function in the days before computers. The women—for it was mostly women—who organized these phone trees called themselves “the Call Girls” for a while, before decorum got the better of them. But regardless of the jokes, Matie’s work was essential to the overall success in the early days of Seattle Mountain Rescue.




  Ome was fond of saying, “All any of us can hope and pray for is that when the time comes, it comes quick and easy.” He did not get his wish. His last years were marked by double leg amputations, blindness, and loss of speech from strokes. Tough to the end, though, he carried his optimistic nature into his last days.




  We will never know exactly what happened to Delmar Fadden, but the evidence suggests he successfully summitted Rainier. For one thing, the group found the wands. Later that year, climbers at the summit found empty food tins, suggesting someone had been there for several days. And then there was the roll of film found in Delmar’s pocket. After he died, it was developed. The photos were of the summit crater.
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