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Ground Fall — Improperly Clipped Anchor Tether

Arizona, Cochise Stronghold, Owl Rock

On the afternoon of January 31, Tim Parker (35) suffered a ground fall from the anchors of Naked
Prey (5.12a) in Cochise Stronghold. Parker is a climber with over 15 years of experience. His partner,
Darcy Mullen (32), is a climber of over 10 years. They are both mountaineering instructors for an
international outdoor education organization.

The pair had decided to finish their day with several pitches on Owl Rock, a pinnacle with several high-
quality one-pitch routes. Mullen led Nightstalker (5.9), a classic mixed gear/bolt route on the lower-
angle front side of Owl Rock. She built an anchor and belayed Parker to the top.

Mullen rappelled the overhanging backside of the pinnacle, passing over the line of Naked Prey.
Parker then rigged the two-bolt anchor with a quad cordelette in order to top-rope Naked Prey, and
Mullen lowered him to the base of the climb. He then top-roped the route. Back on top, Parker decided
it made more sense to rappel than be lowered due to the location of the anchor bolts.

For an anchor tether, he used a double-length sewn nylon runner girth-hitched around both hard
points on his harness. Parker had pre-rigged the tether with two overhand knots, dividing the sling into
three segments to allow for various clip-in points and for extending his rappel device. He used a
locking carabiner to clip the tether into the shelf of the cordelette anchor. Unbeknownst to him, the
carabiner was not properly clipped to his tether, but this fact would not be revealed for a moment.
Parker did a visual double-check of his connection, asked for slack, and weighted the new system.
With nearly full body weight on the tether and the carabiner locked, he told Mullen to take him off
belay. After doing so, she walked around the formation to Nightstalker’'s base, where she began
packing their gear.

Meanwhile, Parker untied from the rope and threaded it through the rappel anchors, then pulled the
rope through the rings until both ends were on the ground. Approximately five minutes after taking her
partner off belay, Mullen heard a yell and watched Parker fall from the top of the climb. He free-fell
approximately 60 feet, then fell another 30 feet down lower-angled rock (70-80°) before hitting the
ground.

Mullen found him lying on his back. His head was about one foot away from a small boulder. A
trained Wilderness First Responder, Mullen stabilized Parker until a nearby climbing party arrived to
help. The other climbers dialed 911 at 5 p.m. The climbers helped take vital signs and stabilize Parker
until paramedics arrived at about 5:30 p.m. He was airlifted to Banner University Medical Center in
Tucson.

Parker spent about three and a half weeks in the hospital and rehab center, with many broken bones,
extensive abrasions, a mild traumatic brain injury, a nearly severed left ear, and nerve damage. After
being discharged, Parker spent about two and a half months in a wheelchair and another month on
crutches. Though still recovering, he was able to return to working on expedition and climbing
courses in November 2021.

ANALYSIS



Due to some memory loss from the accident, the precise cause of the fall—and the five to ten minutes
leading up to it—can only be hypothesized. Parker believes he initially clipped the end of his tether into
the cordelette but that this connection was too long to give him easy access to the anchor. He must
have tried to shorten his tether by clipping the second knotted loop of the sling.

After the accident, his locking carabiner remained clipped to the cordelette and locked shut. The
tether was not compromised in any way. Parker assumes that when he tried to clip in, he pushed the
knot through the opening of the locking carabiner but did not clip the actual loop of webbing. When he
weighted the system, it is believed the knot jammed against the edge of the carabiner just enough to
hold his weight. Parker’s rappel device was still clipped to a gear loop on his harness after the fall.
Likely the knot in the tether popped through the carabiner when his body weight shifted as he reached
for the device.

Parker and Mullen recreated this scenario at home. They noted that while it was difficult to fully
weight a knot placed in the carabiner this way, when it was set in a particular spot the knot could hold
weight (especially when lodged in a smaller D-shaped locking carabiner). Once loaded, the jammed
knot appeared similar to a properly clipped and loaded tether.

Many aspects of this accident line up with themes in other descending accidents. Since this was the
last climb of the day, they felt pressure to depart for the two-hour drive back to Tucson. The couple
were also about to start a three-week outdoor education course. Such transitions can be stressful and
distracting. Parker reflected that the accident’s primary cause was complacency, as he ultimately
failed to catch his own mistake.

Other aspects are important as well. Parker had used his tether system many times, but more often
for rappelling multi-pitch climbs. Using a new system—or an old system in a new context—raises a
yellow flag that should be recognized. Perhaps the better option would have been to rig the system he
used more commonly for cleaning bolted anchors on sport climbs. The only reason he used the
system in question was because it was already rigged from his previous climb on Nightstalker.

Lastly, Parker was not wearing a helmet. This was a conscious decision. Before this accident, he
regularly wore a helmet while leading and/or when concerned about overhead hazards. But since
Naked Prey is a short, steep pitch on a small pinnacle of rock, rockfall was not an issue. As he was
top-roping, there was little to no chance of hitting his head in a fall. Of all of the miracles herein, the
greatest might be his avoidance of serious brain damage and/or death. Parker now wears his helmet
in all outdoor roped climbing contexts. (Sources: Tim Parker and Darcy Mullen.)
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The anchor atop Owl Rock after the accident, showing the carabiner the climber failed to clip correctly
when shortening his tether (the upper carabiner, clipped to the shelf on the cord).

Reconstruction of the anchor atop Owl Rock. The climber first clipped in with the end of his tether
sling (left). He then tried to shorten his tether by clipping a shorter loop created by an overhand knot
tied in the sling. However, he failed to capture the shorter loop (right). Under load, the knot initially
jammed in the base of the carabiner. It temporarily held his weight, but then pulled through.
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