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Stranded — Rappel Error
California, Yosemite National Park, Leaning Tower

Two climbers attempting the West Face of Leaning Tower in June decided to descend after arriving
at Ahwahnee Ledge (the top of the fourth pitch), due to excessive heat and sun. While rappelling the
very overhanging first pitch with the haulbag, Climber A rappelled over a small roof and got too far
away from the wall to reach the ledge at the bottom of the pitch, despite clipping some directionals
during his descent. (The West Face route is approached by a ramp that traverses onto the face, so the
first anchor is far above the ground.) Since the climber could not reach the ramp, he continued
rappelling to a lower ledge. This ledge had no permanent anchor, and Climber A was not carrying the
right pieces to construct a solid anchor. With no way to anchor the haul bag, he could not detach it
from the ropes nor reascend the ropes to reach the ramp.

During their descent, the two climbers had called Yosemite Search and Rescue to request some
advice; climbing rangers were able to assist them over the phone with their first rappels, but soon
decided to send SAR members to Leaning Tower in case further assistance was needed. When SAR
members arrived, they fixed a rope and lowered it to Climber A, and he was able to leave his haul bag
and jumar out. They then secured the team’s rappel ropes to the ledge so the second climber could
rappel directly to the approach ramp. The ropes and haulbag were retrieved later that day.

ANALYSIS

The Leaning Tower is one of the steepest big walls in North America, the lower half of which
overhangs at an average angle of 110 degrees. The West Face has been the site of numerous
rappelling difficulties, and while Climber A did utilize some directionals, he extended one piece with a
long runner and soon found himself too far from the cliff to place more directional pieces. (Source:
Yosemite National Park Climbing Rangers.)
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