What I Did Over Christmas Vacation – by Glen Kraatz
The pager toned a little after 2:00 pm, Sunday, December 27th, while I was on the phone with my wife.  I had just told her I accepted a dinner invitation from another rescue team member for that evening.  But the initial page reported a hang glider crash with injuries on the south side of Quandary Peak.  That was the end of those dinner plans.
I met Matt at the barn and off we went in Rescue I to weave our way emergent through the clog of holiday traffic in Breckenridge.  Mission base had been established at the turnoff from Highway 9 on Blue Lakes Road.  Flights was in-bound from Denver for a flyover to help locate the patient, hopefully shuttle rescuers to a high point on the mountain and maybe even fly the patient out.  I started pulling out critical tech gear for what we thought might be an uphaul to move the patient off the south face where the reporting party was telling us he had crashed.
Jim, the Mission Coordinator, looked at me like “you’re it” to go in and organize the uphaul.  Borrowing a neck gator from the Special Ops SO and assembling a pile of rope, Tech stuff, litter and vacuum splint, I waited for the return of Flights after it dropped off our paramedic, who was first in.  Was I really up for this?  Not sure.  Looking at Quandary from the base area, it was foreboding – just wind-scoured snow patches and endless fields of rock scee.  After sorting biners, webbing, pulleys and prusiks, my hands were already numb, and we were only at 10,800 feet.  The temperature was already below zero at 3:00 pm.
Flights landed and I followed the flight paramedic across the field for a hot load.  The flight nurse, already in the helicopter, was excited to tell me we had a great LZ up top.  The two minute flight went over Mc Cullough Gulch and zeroed in on the meadow north and below the East Ridge saddle between the false summit and the last thousand foot pitch to the top.  I exited, the gear was unloaded and I squatted at the tip of the left skid as the helo was off in a hail of ice and snow.  This might have been a great LZ from the flight crew’s perspective, but I was less enthused. We now had to pack all the gear about a quarter of a mile and several hundred feet up to the ridge through patches of unconsolidated snow before even starting our ascent to the patient.
Our paramedic, Tim, was already making the climb with his pack of medical goodies out of Squad 6.  I started toward the ridge and was part way there when the last member of our team was dropped off with more gear.  Unfortunately, the helicopter now needed fuel and was then dispatched to a call in Park County.  We would therefore not be seeing any more help from fellow rescuers until they climbed the four miles and 3000 feet up from mission base.
You could see a group of climbers near the top, but we were still unsure exactly where the crash occurred.  Aaron and I paired down the assortment of gear, leaving some at the saddle, and took only what we hoped would do the trick.  Tim reached the climbers and soon two volunteers were descending to help Aaron and me with the carry-up.   It turned out the crash was on the south slope below the summit, about two hundred feet from the East Ridge.
Our patient was a “speed glider” who was unable to get sufficient lift from his tiny parachute as he took off from the summit.  The intent of speed gliding is to leap over obstacles as you ski and sail your way to the bottom.  This is a sport originating in Europe, but a new one to us in the Colorado mountain rescue business.  Our speed glider had an open tib/fib fracture caused when he flew into the rocks rather than sailing over them.
By the time I arrived, everyone was thinking the evac route would be up to the ridge.  I took a look and decided that that would be an ugly exercise over the rock slope.  Just below the patient was a horizontal snow filled ledge (of sorts) that might connect to the East Ridge.  Instead of using the high anchor point for an uphaul, we could use it to pendulum the litter and traverse the ledge.
Thank God for the group of unrelated bystanders that remained with us, for any evac was going to be far more than a three-rescuer effort.  We swore them in as “junior team members” and began to move the patient.  One member of the group was a climber and he ran the pendulum belay.  Myself and another fought the rope over the rock strewn slope as the litter slid across the traverse.  Two others manned tag lines on the litter and the last member stayed with the gear so it could be found in the dark after we reached the East Ridge.  With Tim at the patient’s side and Aaron picking the route, we began to move.
At the East Ridge, we looked for any vertical gullies filled with snow or ice, and focused on those for sliding the litter down off the peak.  I body-belayed the litter with one of our volunteers managing my rope, and we soon developed a system.  We lowered the patient one rope length,  secured the litter while I ran down to them, found a new spot to settle in, buried my crampons in whatever I could find, and began another lowering all over again.  I lost count, but I think we repeated this eight or nine times.  Halfway down, we spotted the head lamps of more rescuers below as they rounded the top of the false summit.  That gave all of us renewed energy.  They met us at the bottom of the summit pitch, and we continued moving across the saddle to our gear stash.  There, we met more rescuers from both Summit and Alpine.  
After huge thank you’s to our five junior members, they were escorted down.  They could obviously move quicker than we would with the litter.  They had been on scene since 2:00 that afternoon, and now that it was approaching nine they had already put in a full day’s work, going well beyond what could reasonably be asked of group that just happened to witness the incident seven hours earlier.  However, without their help, Tim, Aaron and I would have been hard pressed to even begin the evacuation of our patient.
From here, the slide to the bottom involved front and back tag lines on the litter with four to six rescuers holding each, either pulling or breaking as the terrain dictated.  Only three more times did we resort to a belayed lowering over a steep section.  We met the remaining group from Alpine on the false summit and a team from Vail Mountain Rescue at the top of the last pitch above tree line.
We wound down through the woods and finished off with a short ride for our patient in the Orion to the waiting ambulance at mission base.  It was about eleven o’clock.  We did it before midnight!  This was due in no small way to the five bystanders who did not walk away from an injured person at 14,000 feet, plus the timely arrival of mutual aid rescuers from Vail and Alpine.  Now, that’s what I call real volunteer search and rescue.   
 
