
BGTHA Journal 2024
Edition number 15

Mountain Mishaps

I’ve spent most of my life in the mountains but I’d 
fortunately not had any interaction with mountain 
rescue until recently when I had three experiences 
in short succession.

The first one occurred when I was climbing on sea 
cliffs just outside Edinburgh with a friend. We’d 
climbed a couple of routes and were preparing to 
go again when we heard a crash and a shout. Then 
there was a loud thud. We ran around the corner to 
see that a climber had fallen off the top of a route 
and his cam and nut protection had ripped out. He 
landed on the rocky beach below although he had 
been somewhat lucky. He’d bounced off a ledge 
halfway down that slowed his descent.

As the crag was busy with climbers, everyone 
sprang into action, mountain rescue was called 
while a local nurse who happened to be climbing 
too assessed the casualty. He was conscious and 
aware of his surroundings, but as he had landed on 
his back, it wasn’t safe to move him.

The ambulance service arrived but as the fallen 
climber was in a very inaccessible spot amongst 
boulders, a helicopter was called to lift him up. 
The first helicopter (a single rotor) struggled to get 
close enough so a second, more powerful doubler-
otor aircraft had to be called. This too couldn’t 
get close enough as the climber was right at the 
base of the cliff. In the end, the helicopter crew and 
local ambulance staff carried the climber to safety. 
Negotiating the boulders meant, they couldn’t walk 
and carry the stretcher so instead they formed two 
rows and passed the stretcher down the row. Once 
the victim had reached flatter ground, the helicopter 
carried him off to Glasgow Royal Infirmary.

The second experience came on another climbing 
trip. I was belaying from the cliff base and my 
climbing buddy was six meters up with only three 
pieces of gear placed on the way up that should 
have protected her. She encountered a difficult 
section and fell. The angle of her fall resulted in 
the first two cams ripping immediately and the 
third initially held but then also ripped. This third 
nut substantially slowed her fall but she still landed 
heavily on her back and hit her head. She lost 
consciousness but had started to come round by the 
time I got to her. I called 999 and an ambulance was 
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sent. Due to the potential head and spinal injury, 
I didn’t move her, but made her as comfortable as 
possible and we chatted to keep her calm. She talked 
normally but repeatedly forgot the conversation and 
each time I explained what happened, she had the 
same questions. This time paramedics were able to 
carry her from the base of the cliff by stretcher to the 
ambulance on the nearby road.

The third incident came while hiking up a small 
hill on the edge of the Scottish Highlands. As we 
approached the summit, we encountered a man lying 
on the path with two others standing over him. His 
wife reported that he had caught his foot and fallen, 
they had heard a loud crack at the same time.

My partner, a GP, took charge of the situation 
and reassured the man whilst I called mountain 
rescue. Whilst waiting, we tried to get the casualty 
comfortable. He was gradually sliding down a slight 
slope so we moved him to flatter ground. His leg-

was also at a horrible angle and as we straightened 
it – seemingly causing no additional pain – I felt 
the fractured bone ends moving against each other. 
Then we made a splint with one of his walk-
ing poles. Fortunately a mountain rescue team and 
helicopter were flying south from the Highlands 
to the English Lake District on a training exercise, 
they diverted to us and arrived within an hour. The 
rescue team made impressively light work of the 
evacuation to hospital.

In all three cases, the casualties made a full 
recovery but it was a sobering reminder of the 
dangers of spending time in mountainous regions. 
I also decided that in future, I’d pack a structural 
aluminium malleable (SAM) splint whenever I am 
in the mountains or driving off-road. It is also worth 
celebrating that responding to such accidents in the 
UK comes at no cost to the victim. 


