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The Fall

An end to innocence
hen she hit the ragged

talus the whack was
so loud that a climber

By Pete Takeda

on rappel 20 yards uphill heard it.
My friend had fallen moments

earlier, plunging from sight in a

sinuous twist. Forty feet below, she
stalled atop a hump on the steep hillside, in a placid sprawl on her side, a tanned right

-‘ﬂ_ T
The Bastile, Eicorada Canyon, whera ooe day everything change

reemerged as a rolling bundle. She
arm draped over her face like a slumbering child.
Seconds before, Beth had started downclimbing a steep section of loose rock. We had
been chatting about work, relationships, and climbing ambitions, thoughts and
problems now petty and forgotten. She was in mid-sentence when an edge broke

under her hand, shooting her down and out, spinning from sight.
I had met up with Beth Coats a few hours before in the parking lot at Eldorado

Canyon. It was one of those fresh spring days on the Front Range. The air held the
promise of long daylight hours, and a hint of muted excitement. All things felt

possible.
When 1 arrived, 20 minutes late, Beth was pacing the packed dirt. She had already hit
up a few passing climbers just in case | was really behind. This was typical Beth. She

possessed a bursting energy packed into her hard 5-foot-5 frame. Beth was an

Olympic biathlete and worldclass mountain-bike racer. Her life revolved around
seasonally tuned motion - skiing, running, cycling, climbing. She had broken the 5.12

barrier the previous fall. Yesterday she had road biked more than a hundred miles, this

morning already lifted weights for several hours.
We went to the nearby Bastille buttress and climbed several pitches. After the last, we
unroped and began skirting off along a chossy ledge system, a rubbly break that
contoured the Bastille's right side above steep hillsides. Beth had been assertive as

ever. She had carried us with her enthusiasm, taking over my lead on a pitch after I

blew the sequence and lowered off. (She warned me not to get pissy about it.)
She started downclimbing a bulging wall rather than taking the wide traverse ledge. |
think that, in her fatigued state, Beth mistook this obscure section for a similar descent

scramble a bit further on the cliff. My silence at that moment still bothers me.
Mong Kok P.O.Box 78868 www.rockclimbing.org.hk
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I stood and watched as she started down. Then she fell. When she hit the ground, my
first attempt at speech stuck in my throat with a strangled croak. I choked out her
name twice, the second call wavering like a scream. No response. She lay still, as if
waiting for someone to wake her.

I threw off the rope and rack and raced across the ledge. The neighboring climber, a
young guy, stood anxiously above, poised on a wide shelf. "I heard that. What's
wrong?"

He let me make a short rap on his rope, and then I ran around the red sandstone wall
to where Beth lay. As | approached, I had to fight the impulse to turn around and leave.
I wanted to erase the whole incident. Finally 1 knelt, touching her shoulder and calling
her name. No response. Her hair was matted with blood. The only sign of life was her
hitched and shallow breathing, punctuated by a low toneless moan.

Airway ... breathing ... circulation ... airway ... breathing ... circulation ... | repeated
my first-aid mantra over and over. The adrenaline sang in my head, bright white noise.
I was a trained EMT-B but | had never worked on real trauma, certainly not on a
friend.

Beth's breathing was labored and raspy, desperate-sounding. In addition to the head
injury, she looked to have a broken arm and wrist. The lone climber dashed over and
helped roll Beth on her back, maintaining crucial spinal alignment. He then sped
down the hill to get help at the ranger kiosk.

I held Beth level, with my knee propping up her left shoulder. 1 did the
head-tilt-chinlift procedure to keep her airway open. Blood from the head injury made
my fingers sticky. It was hot in the sun. The air smelled of dirt, sweat, and blood.

What followed were the longest minutes of my life. Beth repeatedly stopped breathing.
She trembled, jaw clamping shut like she was fighting some rising menace within her
body. I thought she was dying. | tried several times to pry her mouth open to assess
her airway, held my ear over her mouth to listen for the next breath before frantically
readjusting. | prayed under my breath that God would let her live. | pleaded with her
that she was tough, tougher than I could ever be, and that she needed to breathe. |
wanted help to arrive to take the responsibility from me.

Two climbers wandered up, then an off duty medic out for a spring hike appeared, and
took over airway management. | ran down the hill to look for the paramedics. Twenty
minutes after the accident Beth regained consciousness. She wondered where she was.
She cried, wanting to go home. She tried to get up but her legs seemed distant. She
kept calling out for her boyfriend.

The search and rescue team took her out half an hour later. Then I cried, releasing the

Mong Kok P.O.Box 78868 www.rockclimbing.org.hk
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tension and feeling the enormous weight of loss. Alone, | choked out, "This is not
worth it. It all isn't worth it."

Nobody was there to validate my revelation. This incident or any like it nullifies the
seeming glory of our pursuit. Climbers talk about ethics and what climbing means and
what climbing is all about. When Beth was carted away it was as if someone had
taken my passion and reduced it to frivolity, a game of petulant children.

Today Beth is paralyzed from the navel down. Her vertebrae were displaced in several
places, and she experienced an almost complete transsection of the spinal cord. She
suffered broken fingers, a broken right humerus, broken left ulna, and hand.
Selfpropelled motion had been the focal point of Beth's life; it still is, but now
ordinary movement is hard. Plans wisp on the horizon for a return to climbing, maybe
a trip up EI Capitan. Skiing and hand cycling are potential outlets for Beth's
competitive urges. Beth bravely endures daily hurdles and tedious physical therapy.
But for now, most of her time and energy are spent managing chronic pain.

Those around her have experienced the ripple effect. For me, a certain innocence is
gone. Since the accident | tense up whenever | see someone scrambling unroped or
sitting by a cliff edge. | can't stand to watch. Sometimes on a climb | wonder what the
point to this activity is when it can cause such grief. Sometimes | am seized by mortal
fear in the most unremarkable climbing situations. It is like the impossible happened,
a charm broke, lightning struck."
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