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CLIMBING ACCIDENT AT THE ELEPHANT’S PERCH – JULY 7, 2015 

--CHRIS BROOKMAN 
 

Custer County requested an IMSARU technical rescue team to respond for a 28-year-old female rock climber 
who had fallen on The Elephant’s Perch in the Sawtooth Mountains.  Initial information was that the climber 
was unconscious and hanging from her harness partway up the route. 
 
The first-out team responding included Gregg Rettschlag as operations leader, Francisco Castellon as tech 
leader, Chris Brookman and Dan Herring.  After quickly rallying at the Compound and loading rescue gear, 
the team drove to Gowen Field for departure in a National Guard Blackhawk.  After a safety briefing, a 30-
minute flight and a brief search of the area, the subject was located on a ledge that was later determined to be 
the belay station for the 3rd pitch of the Mountain-
eer’s Route, an 8-pitch trad climb with a difficulty 
rating of 5.9.  Two other climbers were performing 
CPR on the subject, and a third person was standing 
on a ledge approximately 20 feet below the subject.  
The subject’s location was about 220 feet up the 
1000-foot route, making it clear that this would be a 
challenging rescue. 
 
The pilots determined that landing was not feasible 
and that the best option would be to lower members 
of our team individually, using the Jungle Penetrator.  
After finding a suitable spot southwest of The Ele-
phant’s Perch face, we were lowered to the ground 
one-by-one, followed by all of the rescue gear.  Upon 
reaching the ground, we were met by a group of 
backpackers who had been camping in the area and 
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had come to assist after being 
alerted to the accident.  These 
Good Samaritans were a valua-
ble asset in helping to carry 
gear and guiding our team 
through a creek crossing and 
up the class 3 scramble to the 
base of the Mountaineer’s 
Route.  We were met by one of 
the climbers who had just rap-
pelled to the base of the route.  
He stated that he and his climb-
ing partner had been camped in 
the area and came to assist 

when they heard calls for help.  Having already been prepared for a climbing trip, they had as-
cended the route to find the fallen climber in-and-out of consciousness with serious head inju-
ries.  Her belaying partner and the other climber who had come to assist were rendering what 
medical aid they could. 
 
Our team decided that rigging a guide line from the belay station to the ground would be the 
safest and most effective option to lower the injured climber.  Francisco briefed the group, then 
ascended a rope that had been rigged by the climber to rappel from the subject’s location.  
Gregg followed on a rescue rope that Francisco secured when he arrived at the top.  Upon 
reaching the ledge where the injured climber was located, Francisco was informed by those car-
ing for the subject that she had lost consciousness, and after performing CPR for about 45 
minutes they had discontinued resuscitation efforts.  Francisco and Gregg confirmed that the 
subject was deceased and that the mission would now switch to recovery mode.  With minimal 
daylight remaining, the rescue team assisted the two remaining climbers in rappelling off the 
ledge.  Gregg and Francisco then started building the anchors for the lowering system.  After 
completing the majority of the rigging in the dark with a light rain beginning and a couple of 
lightning flashes in the distance, Gregg and Francisco rappelled back to the base of the route.  
The team located a bivy site near the base of the Mountaineer’s Route and settled in for the 
night, mentally running through scenarios of what would need to happen the following day. 
 
Everyone was up at first light, having gotten minimal to no sleep.  After a team briefing, Fran-
cisco and Chris ascended back to the belay station while Gregg and Dan remained at the base to 
rig and operate the ground side of the system.  The team spent the morning finishing the rigging 
for the guide line and packaging the subject.  After a safety check, tension was applied to the 
guide line and the subject was slowly lowered to the base of the route.  The only issues were a 
tree growing out of the rock face that had to be negotiated around, and an errant chipmunk that 
started chewing on one of the rescue ropes before Gregg intervened. 
 
When the subject reached the base, Chris and Francisco disconnected the topside of the system 
and rappelled down.  Two members from the Sawtooth Mountain Guides (operating as Saw-
tooth Search and Rescue) had arrived, and assisted in packaging the subject into a Sked for a 
long-line helicopter extraction.  After we had relocated the subject to a pick-up site, the waiting 
helicopter from Reeder Flying Service was sent in, hovered while the long-line was attached to 
the litter, then transported the subject. 
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With the mission accomplished, the team switched focus to the last effort—getting all team 
members and the rescue gear home safely.  Plan A was to have the helicopter return with a car-
go net to haul out as much of the equipment as possible but the pilot had to abort after deliver-
ing the net, due to mechanical problems.  After getting confirmation that the helicopter was 
grounded at Redfish Lake and would not be returning, the team began the arduous task of hik-
ing out approximately 3 miles with the full weight of personal and tech gear.  An especially 
outstanding effort was made by one of the Sawtooth Guides who carried the cargo net out in his 
pack.  Two members of the Stanley Fire Department met the team and provided welcome help 
carrying out the gear. 
 
About a mile from the Redfish Lake boat pick-up, the team was met by the second deployment 
of IMSARU members who had responded to help carry gear and drive the initial team home.  
Aside from the obvious relief of having lighter loads to carry, the sight of familiar faces was 
also welcome.  After a stop in Lowman for dinner, all IMSARU members arrived back home a 
bit after 9 p.m., concluding a very challenging but rewarding 30-hour mission. 
 
A mission that turns into a recovery is never the outcome we hope for as rescuers; however, 
this particular mission was an outstanding example of teamwork and of the people and commu-
nity who are willing to give their time at a moment’s notice to help fellow adventurers in Ida-
ho’s backcountry.  This is certainly not a comprehensive list, but some of the many persons and 
organizations who responded to the Elephant’s Perch accident were:  the Custer County Sher-
iff’s Office, the Idaho Army National Guard, Sawtooth Search and Rescue (SAWSAR), Saw-
tooth Mountain Guides, Stanley Fire Department, Reeder Flying Service, IMSARU, and the 
campers and climbers who happened to be in the area and didn’t hesitate to assist a fellow 
climber who needed help.  Perhaps the most notable responder was the injured climber’s belay-
ing partner, who was not only the first to come to her aid, but remained with her on the route 
until IMSARU personnel took over, and stayed on the mountain with rescuers through the en-
tire operation including an unexpected overnight out. 

 
 
IMSARU members who responded were 
Chris Brookman, Aaron Burdin, Francis-
co Castellon, Ron Christensen, Dan Her-
ring, Brandon Mart, Gregg Rettschlag, 
Carolyn Sukka, Ken Swickard, Vicki 
Swickard, Tom Wheless and Jimmie 
Yorgensen.  In-town coordinators were 
Rod Knopp and Charlotte Gunn. 
 

TROOP 138 WILDERNESS 
SAFETY TRAINING – JUNE 

17, 2015 
--KEN SWICKARD 

 
We were invited to present the history of 

IMSARU and what we do, plus a briefing on the Ten Essentials, to a group of Scouts heading 
out on a 6-day, 50-mile wilderness adventure. 
 
Liz started by explaining to the 36 Scouts and leaders who we are and our mission.  Ken gave a 
history of IMSARU and described our specialty teams within the organization.  As Liz and Dan 
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handed out brochures and other printed material, Craig explained the Ten Essentials and Ken 
unpacked his 24-hour pack to show the items.  Ken then explained the Rules of Three. 
 
In an open-floor discussion, our members took lively questions from almost everyone in the 
room.  Many wanted to know about some of our missions in the White Clouds, as that was 
their planned adventure destination.  Others just wanted to know what was best for them to car-
ry and the limitations of weight versus versatility. 
 
After all questions were answered, the table with the 24-hour pack items was open for review 
and hands-on examination.  We opened the bivy bag and unfolded the shelter tarp for all to see 
and understand how they could utilize the equipment. 
 
We thank Scout Master David West, of Troop 138 in Nampa, for allowing us to work with this 
fine group of young adults and their leaders. 
 
IMSARU members presenting were Dan Herring, Craig Swan, Liz Swan and Ken Swickard. 
 

MOUNTAIN SAFETY EDUCATION CLASSES 
AT IDAHO STATE BOWHUNTERS JAMBOREE – JULY 17, 2015 

--KEN SWICKARD 
 
During the Idaho Expo Sportsman’s Show this year, IMSARU volunteered to present a Hug-a-
Tree and Mountain Safety class at the Bowhunters’ Jamboree near Stanley, Idaho, on July 17-
19.  When our offer was accepted, we made plans to present to about 60 children and 100 
adults of the expected 600 attendees.  With plenty of brochures, training material and handouts, 
we made the 158-mile trip, pulling a trailer and with an additional transport vehicle. 
 
After some schedule time changes, the presenter before us did a very good job of teaching the 
Ten Essentials—that is, of course, a major block of our planned presentation.  Needing to mod-
ify our plans to avoid boring the attendees with duplication, we chose to present the Hug-a-
Tree and the Mountain Safety programs together and to the audience as a whole, instead of 
splitting the children from the adults and teens, a decision influenced by the turnout of 20 peo-
ple in total. 
 
We stayed an additional day in the Stanley area and came home with a nice batch of rainbow 
trout for dinner.  IMSARU presenters were Liz Swan, Vicki Swickard and Ken Swickard.  
Morgan and Taylor Swan assisted by handing out brochures. 
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SWIFTWATER AWARENESS TRAINING – JULY 18, 2015 

--RON CHRISTENSEN 
 
We held swiftwater awareness training along the Boise River, under sunny skies and delightful 
summer temperatures, parking just off Eagle Road and accessing the river vis the Greenbelt. 
 
Instructor Gregg Rettschlag did a fantastic job of taking his wealth of river and water 
knowledge and translating it into a practical format of information and experience.  IMSARU is 
not a swift-water rescue team but, as Gregg pointed out, we can be and have been involved in 
searches along the banks of fast-moving rivers and can also come to rivers, creeks and streams 
that we may have to cross in the course of corridor and area searches. 
 
While involved in any searches along a river, one of the first components of safety is wearing a 
proper PFD (personal flotation device)—and the unit does have some in our search equipment 
inventory.  Also, we may want to consider different footwear along a river rather than our typi-
cal heavy and sturdy hiking boots.  Most often, the banks of fast-moving rivers will have rocks 
which present quite a different surface from hiking along a trail.  Sandals or soft-soled trail 
shoes could be good options to provide better feel and balance along such rocks. 
 
We experimented with different areas of river and creek crossings to give everyone a feel for 
the varied dynamics and hydraulic pressures of the water based on its depth, width and bottom 
as well as its water flow.  Discussion of river crossings focused on keeping a minimum of two 
and sometimes preferably three points of contact by using trekking poles or even a tree branch 
if that is all that might be available at such a crossing.  Also discussed was the importance of 
freeing our hip belts and sternum straps on our packs while crossing, so that in the event of a 
fall we can shed our packs more easily. 
 
Gregg took us to different points along the river to point out and identify various features and 
hazards on the water.  These can include eddies (which at times can be a hazard and at other 
times can be easier water to settle into) and strainers (downed trees with submerged branches 
that can take a person under water and hold them there with the water pressure.  Bridge abut-
ments are another danger while on the water. 
 
In discussing these hazards and potential water crossings, we talked about risk and consequence 
considerations that need to come into play when looking at a crossing.  For example, in a cho-
sen area the risk of falling might be low, but the consequence of such a fall could be very high 
if there is a raging waterfall just a short way downstream.  The reverse could be true, where the 
risk of falling could be high but the consequence might be only getting wet if the river is wide 
and gentle downstream with an easy exit point. 
 
The training concluded with everyone getting to try their hands at throwing and then repacking 
safety throw ropes.  Some members even got wet and floated down the river as persons in dis-
tress so the throwing of safety ropes could be done with a live subject! 
 
Members participating included Robert Armstrong, Justin Barney, TJ Barr, Todd Blue, Chris 
Brookman, Mick Buckingham, Ron Christensen, Dan Herring, Brandon Mart, Ted Marx, Jeff 
Munn, David Oren, Tom Rand, Gregg Rettschlag, Layne Simmons, Jen Skeldon, Andy Steh-
ling (and Riffle), Greg Weber, Tom Wheless and Jimmie Yorgensen. 
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THANK YOU!    THANK YOU!    THANK YOU! 

 
The “Idaho Gives” campaign at the start of May brought several anonymous gifts in addition to 
donations from: 
 
Janette Beckwith    Carol Bounds  Ron Christensen Susan Christensen 
Carolyn Ely Coffman     Cyndi Hayes  Trenna Hillyard 
Jared Horkley  Rebecca Louber  Jeannie Matthews Delbert McNees 
Marlene Lyon, in honor of Cathy Carlson  Diane Morrison Linda Peden 
Roger Perkins  Magaera Quayle     Christina Schwager 
James Robinson, in honor of Ken & Victoria Swickard   Connie Seymour 
Daniel Steckel      Frank Sesek, in honor of Colin Sesek  
Delinda Shubin, in honor of Francisco & Delinda Castellon   Ken Swickard 
Judie Tschacher    Judith Weidner  Sandra Wonderly Elaine C. Yost 
 
Idaho Mountain Search and Rescue Unit, Inc. is a 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation.  We have 
no paid staff or board members.  All our members are unpaid volunteers, who supply their own 
personal gear and donate their time to training, missions, and the work of keeping a major 
search-and-rescue group ready to respond.  Major expenses, such as unit vehicles and special-
ized equipment, are funded by grants, donations, and fund-raisers including our Corn Booth at 
the Western Idaho Fair.  Some specific mission expenses are reimbursed by the Idaho State 
Search and Rescue Fund. 
 
 
 

CAMP AMERIBEN MOUNTAIN SAFETY PROGRAM – JULY 11, 2015 
--KEN SWICKARD 

 
We traveled to the Hot Springs Campground three miles east of Garden Valley, to present the 
Hug-a-Tree program to members of Camp AmeriBen, which is a company-wide camp event. 
 
The Hug-a-Tree program had been requested, but it was a very large group with a wide range of 
ages.  Liz gave the thirty children, of third grade and younger, the full Hug-a-Tree program.  
Ken gave the other seventy-five participants, who were young adults and their parents, an ab-
breviated Hug-a-Tree plus the Ten Essentials and standard survival needs.  We gave out bro-
chures high-lighting each phase of the program, and finalized with a presentation of the “Cotton 
Kills” lecture and literature. 
 
IMSARU presenters were Liz Swan and Ken Swickard. 
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[Much of this information is repeated from the May-June newsletter.] 

 
CORN BOOTH AT THE WESTERN IDAHO FAIR – AUGUST 21-30 

 
Our sale of corn-on-the-cob, pop and bottled water at the Fair earns about half our annual budg-
et, so it is a big deal.  We need lots of help, including non-member friends and family (teenage 
children can work in the corn-shucking area but not in the cooking and selling areas), so mark 
your calendar now for multiple shifts.  If this will be your first experience, here’s a rough out-
line of our August activities which replace the regular meeting schedule: 
 
On Tuesday, August 11, we will load everything into vehicles; we need a couple of pickups and 
trailers.  On Saturday, August 15, we will spend the day setting up the booth at the Fairgrounds.  
Jeff Munn has been bribed to again supervise the set-up, and all hands are needed.  Expect to 
spend most of the day.  Plan to bring ladders, power tools to deal with screws and bolts, hand 
tools, work gloves, etc.  If we don’t get everything done on the 15th, we return daily until the 
booth is ready and has passed the required inspections. 
 
Our IMSARU meeting on August 18 will be at the booth for last-minute details, a quick run-
through for new people, and handing out worker tickets and information. 
 
The Fair opens on Friday, August 21, and we must be open for business noon to 11 p.m. every 
day except for earlier closing on August 30.  We may be open as late as midnight on busy dates.  
Day-shift supervisors need to be on site by around 10 a.m. to light the stoves and check for any 
problems.  All day-shift workers need to be there from 11 a.m. to 5 or 6 p.m. (depending on 
when your replacements show up.)  Evening-shift workers are expected to get there as early as 
they can in the 5-6 p.m. time frame, understanding that paid jobs and traffic must be taken into 
account.  The evening shift finishes between 11 p.m. and midnight, again depending on how 
busy we are and how long it takes to clean up.  IMSARU buys our workers’ entrance tickets, 
which may be used to visit the Fair before or after your working shift.  Layne Simmons is doing 
the scheduling this year.  Email her at simmonslayne@yahoo.com or call her at 250-0211 to 
volunteer…and if she contacts you, say “Yes.”  Recruit your adult friends and relatives to work 
with you.  Teenagers can shuck corn; must be 18 to use the choppers. 
 
On Monday, August 31, we meet at the Fairgrounds as soon as we can get there after work to 
take down the booth—not the exciting part of the project but a lot of work in a short time.  
There will be lots of stuff to pack and move before we disassemble the main booth; Jeff plans 
to be there at around 4 p.m. to supervise that.  (Note that it is unsafe to undo any hardware hold-
ing the booth together until an experienced supervisor is in charge.  We barely avoided a major 
accident one year when well-meaning people got ahead of the system.)  PLEASE don’t consid-
er the Corn Booth finished until you have helped with this part. 
 
Layne Simmons is doing the scheduling this year.  Email her at sim-
monslayne@yahoo.com or call her at 250-0211 to volunteer for as many shifts as you can 
do…and if she contacts you, say “Yes.” 
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WOMEN’S GROUP SURVIVAL CLASS – JULY 7, 2015 
—KEN SWICKARD 

 
The Women’s Group at the Greenback LDS Church in Nampa requested that IMSARU be part 
of a survival seminar presentation.  We were one of three presenters, with the other two cover-
ing “how to change a tire” and “how to cook out of your vehicle.”  We were asked to present a 
quick version of the Hug-a-Tree program. 
 
The original plan was that each segment would have a third of the attendees, and that each 
group would rotate every twenty minutes to the next segment.  When the total attendance was 
fewer than the organizers anticipated, all of the attendees became one group and our presenta-
tion started the show. 
 
We presented our Unit history, the Ten Essentials, things to do if lost, and an abbreviated Hug-
a-Tree class.  We were able to cram all of this into 35 minutes of the 20 minutes they gave us. 
 
Those presenting this class were Craig Swan, Vicki Swickard and Ken Swickard. 
 
 
 

JUNE FIELD TRAINING PHOTOS 
 
 
June field training was a chance to try out biv-
ouac equipment and ideas.  It was just late 
enough in the month to miss the May-June 
newsletter, but we do have a few photos to 
share some idea of what a rough weekend it 
was. 
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K-9 WATER TRAINING AT LUCKY PEAK RESERVOIR 

—JAMIE SIMPSON 
 

Special thanks to Mike from Dive 
Magic and to divers Bruce 
McCarthy, Johan and Damien 
Dennis, helper Alex Damien and 
boat drivers Jim Moser and Andy 
Stehling for making the K9 water 
training a success. 
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