The Daring
Mountain

Rescue
Men

by EARL CLARK

Always on call, these dedicated,

unpaid volunteers battle the elements
to snatch accident victims

from the cold grip of the mountains.
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ONE SUNDAY AFTERNOON last summer, a
group of climbers gingerly descended 9677-foot
Mt. St. Helens, a volcanic peak in the Cascade Moun-
tains, Washington. One of their party had sprained a
knee and now hobbled in pain. And, still ahead, lay
crevasses and steep snow fields.

But luck was with the injured climber. Quickly
catching up with the group were two wiry men in their
late 50’s, who also had made the summit. It so hap-
pened that these two men were the founders of the
Mountain Rescue Association—Ome Daiber and Dr.
Otto Trott.

“You'll never make it all the way down on that
knee,” Doctor Trott observed. Acting quickly, he sat
the man down on the glacial snow and splinted the leg,
using an ice axe handle for support. As the doctor
worked, Daiber plunged another ice axe into the snow,
tied a climbing rope around it, then worked down the
slope, running out the rope’s 100-foot length. Anchor-
ing another ice axe, he pulled the rope taut around it.

Doctor Trott hauled from his pack a metal snap ring
that mountaineers know as a carabiner, enclosing a
small pulley wheel that then could serve as a trolley.
Quickly, the two men fashioned a rope sling to hold the
injured man, face down, and hoisted him onto the im-
provised trolley, to which they tied a guide rope. The
rest was simple. As soon as their passenger reached the
bottom of the 100-foot run, one of the mountaineers
scrambled back up to pull out the top ice axe, then
relayed it down the slope for another 100-foot ride.

“Alternating the “trolley poles,” they soon had the crip-

pled hiker down to timberline, where his impairment
no longer presented the threat of a serious fall on the
treacherous snow.

It was all in a day’s work for Daiber and Trott and,
as mountain rescues go, one of their easier successes.
They’ve seen far more than their share of spine-tingling
drama—and tragedy—in the 20 years since they sat down
with another Seattle mountaineer to conceive what now
has become the nationwide Mountain Rescue Associa-
tion.

This third mountaineer is Wolf Bauer, a consulting
engineer who, late in 1947 during a business trip to
Europe, visited his native Bavaria for an alpine outing.
There, he found an organization known as the Berg-
wache (which translates roughly to “mountain guard”),
and could hardly wait to get back to Seattle and tell his
colleagues.

They knew that in the Pacific Northwest thousands
of hikers, fishermen, hunters, and picnickers head for
the mountains as soon as the snow melts—and some-
times before. Inevitably, some of these people get lost,
skid over cliffs, are hit by falling rock, and otherwise
suffer an endless variety of injuries. In the 15-year pe-
riod to 1964, for example, 459 people were injured in
reported mountain accidents in the United States, and
another 204 were killed. The problem is that most of
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Wolf Bauer,
founders of Mountain Rescue, plan the next day’s search.

these mishaps occur far from the nearest highway, and
not many government agents have the skills or equip-
ment to help them in such remote areas.

Daiber, a Seattle housing contractor who has been
scaling peaks for 40 years, had been helping deputies
and state troopers cope with such emergencies. There
was nothing organized—he would simply round up a
few fellow mountaineers, and off they’d go.

One of these usually was Doctor Trott. A native of
Germany who came to this country in 1937, Trott spent
most of the time he could spare from his general practice
skiing and mountain climbing—and, invariably, de-
voted much of this time in the mountains to patching
up people who had taken a tumble. (One of these pa-
tients, whose broken leg he treated after a skiing acci-
dent on Mt. Baker, subsequently became his wife.)
Another of the mountain rescuers was Jim Whittaker,
later to win world fame as the first American to climb
Mt. Everest, and since then a frequent escort for Sen.
Robert Kennedy’s mountain climbing and river run-
ning trips.

Out of this three-man conference came the Seattle
Mountain Rescue and Safety Council (the words “and
Safety” later were dropped to simplify the title) . Doctor
Trott designed a patch which since has become the na-
tional symbol—a white cross superimposed on the sil-
houette of a mountain.

The new council won quick acceptance from harried
law officers and military men who had tried to cope
with the increasing number of mountain casualties.
Now, they had the vital link in search and rescue opera-
tions—a cadre of men with the skill and equipment to
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