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A Critical Look At 
“Forever on the Mountain – The Truth Behind One of Mountaineering’s Most Controversial and Mysterious Disasters” 
– a Book by James M. Tabor

James M. Tabor, recently published  a book entitled, Forever on the Mountain: the Truth Behind one of Mountaineering’s Most Controversial and Mysterious Disasters.  He claims he has, as a result of his “exhaustive research”, discovered new information about the rescue effort mounted to save a group of climbers caught just below the summit on Mt. McKinley, by a Class 6 storm in 1967.  

He concludes that two men - Mt. McKinley Park Superintendent and his chief ranger were responsible for the failure of the rescue effort.  This failure ultimately results in the deaths of  7 members of the Wilcox expedition. 

My father, George Hall was that Park Superintendent.
You can imagine the shock we experienced when our Mom came across this book last fall.  We knew Tabor was wrong.
We revisited the facts surrounding the tragedy, talked with veteran Denali climbers, search and rescue volunteers, historians as well as Wayne Merry and Joe Wilcox, and found Tabor’s speculations and conclusions unfounded and, in fact, incorrect.
In the interest of making sure that the true story behind this tragedy is not buried by the half-truths presented in Tabor’s book, we present the following rebuttal…
This effort is dedicated with great love to our Mom and Dad.  You always believed in us.  We will always believe in you.
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  Introduction:     

Forever on the Mountain, the recently published book by James Tabor, claims to reveal new information related to the 1967 Wilcox expedition tragedy on Mt. McKinley. 

The Wilcox Expedition and the tragedy that befell its members are real.  The facts he presents cannot be argued.  But Tabor’s “revelations” are not the disclosure of new facts, but discriminatory interpretations of selected information.   Ultimately, Tabor claims that the park service and specifically the superintendent and chief ranger are responsible for the failed rescue effort and the deaths of the seven men.   

Why does this concern me?  My Dad, George Hall was that superintendent.  His Chief Ranger that summer was Art Hayes.

If you are not familiar with the tragedy here is a brief synopsis.  
On July 5 1967, the Wilcox Expedition left Wonder Lake to begin their attempt to summit Mt. McKinley via the Muldrow Glacier.  The 12 men were initially two separate groups which had combined.  Nine were original members recruited by Joe Wilcox – three were originally part of an expedition that was to be led by Howard Snyder.  When Snyder’s group (sometimes referred to as the Colorado Group) dropped in numbers below the recommended minimum, Snyder looked to associate with another expedition and connected with Wilcox.   And so…the following individuals were members of the Joseph F. Wilcox Expedition:  Jerry Clark, Hank Janes, Jerry Lewis, Dennis Luchterhand, Mark McLaughlin, John Russell, Anshel Schiff, Paul Schlicter, Howard Snyder, Steve Taylor, Walt Taylor, and Joe Wilcox.
 The expedition had its issues as it ascended the mountain.  The arranged marriage of the two expeditions didn’t go smoothly, but it did not impede their progress.  On July 17thh, 4 members of the combined group, led by Joe Wilcox, reached the summit.  On July 18th, seven of the other eight members of the expedition, led by Jerry Clark
, began their summit attempt.  What happened next was noted in the NPS records as follows:
On July 19th, a group of six men from the Wilcox Mount McKinley Expedition reached the summit from a camp of 17,900 feet on the Harper Glacier.  They were Jerry Clark, Dennis Buchterhand, John      Russell, Walter Taylor, Mark McLaughlin, and Hank Janes.  A seventh member [Steven Taylor] had remained in camp feeling ill, and five other members had descended the day before to a camp at 15,000 feet.  The summit party was apparently caught by an incredibly violent windstorm during their descent.  The storm lasted, with minor lulls, for over a week.  The Mountaineering Club of Alaska Expedition, which was climbing some days behind the Wilcox group on the same route, became a search party , but apparently arrived much too late.  A single body, believed to be Steven Taylor, was found in a demolished tent at the 17,900 ft. camp.  There is reason to believe that he attempted to leave the camp during the storm but was badly frostbitten before he returned.  Two other bodies, apparently members of the summit team, were found higher on the summit ridge near Archdeacon Tower.  There was evidence that they tried to wait out the storm in bivouac, and perished while trying to descend.  (Service 1967)  
Tabor presents – as the “Truth” the theory that the men could have been saved if not for the ineptitude and indecisiveness of the park leadership.  Tabor dramatically concludes:” 

….. I’ve wondered how Hall and Hayes lived with that. ..They had to know how badly they had failed, and what the price of their failure had been.  They had to live the rest of their lives with that knowledge, keeping it tapped down so far that it might escape to torment them only deep into long, black sleepless nights”. (Tabor 2007, p. 312)

Tabor interpreted headquarters’ choices during this crisis as indecisive because they did not align with a more aggressive action plan being advocated by the park’s West District Ranger – Wayne Merry.  There is no arguing the fact that Merry had extensive experience as a climber and a search and rescue volunteer - but circumstances limited his accessibility.  Instead the park’s chief ranger took the lead.  He worked with the best possible resource in the state - the Alaska Rescue Group to plan and mount a rescue effort.    
Although I know very little about the chief ranger, Art Hayes, I did know George Hall.  He was a competent, compassionate person.    His concern for the missing climbers was tempered only by his concern for the safety of the rescuers who would potentially be involved in rescue operations.
 Instead, Tabor suggests that Hall in particular was more concerned about the impact of possible negative publicity on his career and dragged his feet for fear that the costs of a rescue would overrun his budget...

 Both Hall and Hayes have died and you cannot libel or slander a person who has died.  But you can unjustifiably damage their reputations, and their legacies and that is wrong. 
The “Truth” about this tragedy has never changed:    A unprecedented eight day windstorm hit the mountain at the worst possible time for the second Wilcox summit attempt.  Independent meteorologists analyzed weather records for 105 months between 1952 and 1976.  They determined the storm of July 18-26 was the most severe wind storm on the mountain since weather data had been collected. (Wilcox 1981)  The park service and the local resources that supported their efforts to mount a rescue did what they believed, with good reason was, the best way to get real help to the missing climbers.
In spite of their efforts, seven young men – Jerry Clark, Hank Janes, Dennis Luchterhand, Mark McLaughlin, John Russell, Steve Taylor and Walt Taylor  died.
 
Tabor Misleading Speculations
…The Men Could have been saved
  Tabor’s story is based on his theory that the men survived the initial onslaught of the storm and then for days afterwards - waiting for rescue while, he suggests the park service did nothing. He dramatically speculates:    The stranded men died – despite Mr. Merry’s efforts – their 
“…..last thoughts were curses hurled at the National Park Service’ (Tabor 2007)  
It is unfortunate that Tabor felt called to such dramatic “touches”.   If indeed his theory was true, their fate was sealed the moment they began to “wait” for others to rescue them.  Tabor knew who to talk to – he corresponded with Daryl Miller – who, as an internationally recognized high altitude search and rescue expert and climbing ranger on Mt. McKinley since 1981, had studied this accident thoroughly.  But unfortunately, he chose not to use the information Miller shared with him:  
Daryl Miller  Denali National Park Climbing Ranger 1981-present; High Altitude Search and Rescue Expert
That particular storm would have prevented any outside help for days and the seven climbers, including the one left at the 17,900 foot high camp, would have perished regardless of any rescue effort assembled anywhere from anyone.  I disagree with Tabor regarding his assumption that the National Park Service could have prevented this terrible accident in any way. (Miller 2008)
Brian Okonek  Founder, Alaska Denali Guiding. Mt. McKinley Guide and search and rescue volunteer
…Your father and other rescuers are not responsible for the deaths of those that perished.  I have weathered many severe storms on Denali and participated in numerous rescues high on the mountain.  I am well aware how impossible it can be to move during high velocity wind storms and how vulnerable any climber is in such conditions.  When the climbers 
became pinned down by extreme weather they were totally on their own to survive.

A rescue attempt would not only unreasonably endanger rescuers but was impossible under the conditions.  Outside help was and under the same conditions today still is unavailable.  For Tabor to think otherwise is totally unreasonable……

It is terrible that you have had to defend your father’s integrity and judgment over this incidence.  I feel that he did all that was possible.  Unfortunately there was little that could be done to help those in trouble. 

People take on extreme adventures for many reasons.  One is to test themselves against the challenges of nature which is a totally unwittingly and uncaring adversary.  Success makes us feel good.  Failure exposes weaknesses.  In this case Tabor chose NPS and your father to be the scapegoat.  I am so sorry for this for I never thought of NPS failing to rescue those seven climbers. (B. Okonek 2008)
Joe Wilcox, Wilcox Expedition Leader

It is doubtful anything could have been done to aid the upper party: for, contrary to my assessment and hopes at the time, the wind was so severe high on the peak that even in clear weather a high altitude observation flight probably could not have seen through the ground blizzard.  (Wilcox 1981, p. 476)  
Wilcox added, in recent correspondence with me that he did believe, 
“The ordeal was longer with the climbers digging in…This is based not only on the men’s intelligence, skills, will to live, and common mountaineering practice.”  He also considered the location of the bodies, belongings and wands on the mountain.  “Blame for lack of rescue decisions and efforts – or encouragement can be shared by a number of people, but more responsive action would not have saved the seven.”

Paul Schlicter, Wilcox Expedition Survivor
“To me there is no great mystery.  A vicious storm resulted in the deaths of seven climbers.  Delays and bureaucratic bungling in declaring an emergency and in launching an all out rescue may have frustrated all but changes would not have resulted in saving the seven lives.  

One weakness in the book results from the author imagining what occurred and by doing so leading readers to think the summit team dug snow caves and survived for days in those caves.  I don’t believe that happened (Schlicter 2007)
The “Obvious Choice” 

    Tabor states that Wayne Merry was the obvious choice to spearhead the rescue, because he was

 “One of North America’s leading mountain search and rescue experts” (Tabor 2007, p. 68), 

 Merry did have mountaineering and search and rescue experience that could have played a much larger role in the rescue effort.   In a recent email, Mr. Merry explained that he was hired in 1959 by Yosemite National Park specifically for mountain rescue experience.  He had done the mountain rescue training for the NPS Training Center while it was in Yosemite, and also trained the staff there.  He was considered one of the best in the National Park Service.  He had first hand familiarity with the Alaska resources since he had recently been involved with the Winter Ascent Rescue effort.  He had corresponded with and met the Wilcox expedition.  Although there was no “Official” climbing ranger at that time, he served in that role.  

But the “Obvious Choice” was not the most practical choice to coordinate the rescue effort.  Unfortunately, Merry was stationed at Wonder Lake – some 90 miles away – at a ranger station with no phone service (like most of the park) and only a radio to communicate with - and no one could have predicted what was about to transpire.  

When headquarters was alerted that Wilcox had reported the summit party was overdue, Hayes, who was Merry’s supervisor, took on the coordinating role.  It was a practical solution since he was stationed at headquarters.  And headquarters had the only phone that could reach outside the park borders. 

The National Park Service had exclusive jurisdiction over the park lands, including responsibility for rescue operations within park boundaries.   That did not mean they were required to outfit and maintain an in house search and rescue operation.  Frank Norris the NPS historian explained to me in a recent email;

”[My research showed] nowhere – including Grand Teton, Mount Rainier, McKinley, or elsewhere – did the NPS station personnel on those mountains nor did they have agency personnel actively involved in rescues [in 1967].  Rescues were always outside parties, primarily because the mountaineering community demanded a minimal involvement from the NPS.” 

The memo shown in attachment #1 written in March of 67 describes the network in place for mountain rescue responses.  Wayne Merry explained that the NPS’s role at McKinley was, “not to tell the ARG or the RCC what to do…but to facilitate and strategize the overall plan for rescue – to help everyone agree on the efforts common goals.” 
In interviews I have heard given about this incident, Hall talks about the park’s limitations ….the most significant of which was that none of the park staff, (including Merry) had actually climbed Mt. McKinley.  He felt strongly that experience on the mountain would be critical in planning for a rescue so high on the mountain.
      The Alaska Rescue Group

The Alaska Rescue Group was a group of veteran Alaskan mountaineers and search and rescue volunteers, many of whom had climbed and summited Denali.  In May of 1967, the ARG published a list of their Board of Directors and Interested Parties.  The boards of Directors at that time were, Gary Hansen, George Wichman, Marge Maagoe, Paul Crews, William Hauser and Art Davidson.  Their membership or “active support” included Vin and Grace Hoeman, Ray Genet, Lowell Thomas Jr., Rod Wilson, Nick Parker and Frank Nosek.  (Archives 1960-present)
Nosek also served that year as the Mountaineering Club of Alaska President.  In the mid sixties, the Alaska Rescue Group was closely tied to the Alaska Mountaineering Club.  
Did the Alaska Rescue Group have what it would take to orchestrate the rescue effort?  Attachment 3 is a summary of the First Winter Ascent Rescue effort.  The record is strong evidence of what they had the capacity to accomplish.  I have not located a similar summary for the Wilcox expedition rescue effort, but I am still looking.  
Tabor blithely discounts the ARG’s value.  He writes, 
“Anchorage [where the ARG is based] is about 180 miles as the crow flies from McKinley, and in 1967 Alaska that’s a long way.  More importantly, it is about 20,000 vertical feet lower.  The ARG does not own any aircraft, so it must subcontract with private air services or in extreme cases get help from the Air Force” (Tabor 2007, p. 197)    

This argument makes little sense since the park service faces the almost identical hurdles...  

What he doesn’t recognize is that the ARG had experienced trained volunteers, equipment and connections – and had successfully initiated the Winter Ascent rescue response.  Their summary of the event is provided on attachment #3.     

The irony here is that whether Mr. Hayes, my dad or Mr. Merry oversaw the rescue –they could not have done so without the Alaska Rescue Group.  

Today  skilled and experienced NPS rangers actually patrol the mountain and a high-altitude “Llama” turbine powered helicopter is kept on standby in Talkeetna, neither of these resources were present in 1967. 
 Seven years earlier – in 1960 - two separate rescues were attempted almost simultaneously to save climbers on Mt. McKinley.    In what was a difficult and confusing rescue effort, both parties were rescued, but two rescuers were killed.   The event – called the Day - Bading incident involved the NPS, the air force and local volunteers from the climbing community.    Frank Norris chronicled the result as follows:
The deaths, and the haphazard approach to the Day-Bading parties’ plea for help, demanded a new look at search and rescue operations in the park.  Two solutions quickly came forth.  First, “a group of mountain climbers, skiers, riverboat enthusiasts and skin divers” calling themselves the Alaska Rescue Group (ARG) formed in the summer of 1960.  They were primarily based in Anchorage, and among their membership, “nearly a dozen have climbed Mt. McKinley, and others participated in the recent Day Party rescue effort.”  NPS officials welcomed the new group and approved their interest in becoming a standby party for future Mt. McKinley climbs and they quickly revised their mountaineering information sheet to suggest that the new group would be the climbers’ primary standby party.  In December 1960, park officials met with the group and recommended that “a formal rescue agreement between the park and the rescue group should be formulated.”
  Soon afterward, however, they learned of the U.S. Air Force’s coordinating role.  Within a month the NPS had formulated a new, draft agreement between the military, the NPS, and the ARG.  But Alaskan Air Command officials, upon seeing the agreement, let NPS officials know that given the Air Force’s role, “it would be impossible to commit the Alaskan Air Command to an agreement such as you suggest.”
  To resolve the matter, representatives from the Air Force, the NPS, and the ARG met at Elmendorf Air Force Base in late April 1961.  They mutually agreed that “since the RCC [the Air Force Rescue Coordination Center] directs and is responsible for any assistance required, no agreement is needed between the NPS and the Alaska Rescue Group.”  Climbing parties, however, were free to “contact the Alaska Rescue Group for their standby party, as the ARG will be the first group to be contacted in an emergency by the RCC.”  The Air Force promised to keep NPS officials informed about any search and rescue operations that it coordinated.  The NPS, for its part, stated that it retained the right to “take initial search and rescue action if such appears advisable.”  This arrangement laid the groundwork for future search and rescue operations, and it continued for most of the remainder of that decade.
)
The second response to the Day-Bading parties’ difficulties was the Park Service’s decision to recommend changes to the existing mountaineering requirements.  The American Alpine Club was asked to coordinate that effort, and to that end representatives from the NPS, the Boston Museum of Science, and the American Geographical Society met with the club president in New York in January 1961.   The group suggested specific changes related to the “scientific expeditions” criteria, air drops, radio availability, and other topics.
  These proposals were forwarded to NPS Director Conrad Wirth.  Minor changes were then made by Washington and regional officials, and they were implemented in time for the 1961 mountaineering season.
 (Norris, Crown Jewel of the North: An Administrative History of Denali National Park and Preserve, Volume II In Press)
The Alaska Rescue Group’s role was clearly defined:

  The ARG would take over screening applicants and their gear.  They would act as a repository of emergency contact information and – most importantly - would provide search and rescue support when necessary.  In exchange for these services, the non-profit group charged a nominal fee and climbers were required to carry insurance or a bond to cover potential rescue costs.  The plan they developed was ready to be implemented by the 1961 climbing season.  (Norris, Crown Jewel of the North: An Administrative HIstory of Denali National Park and Preserve, Volume II In Press)

The Success of the Winter Ascent Rescue Proves the Wilcox Rescue was Mis Managed
Ironically, for all the tragedy that played out on the mountain that summer, earlier that year, there had been a notable success
.  A group of mostly local climbers made the first successful attempt at a Winter Ascent of McKinley.  The expedition was caught in a vicious winter windstorm. Three of its members   survived in a snow cave for days.  The story of their incredible experience is chronicled in “-148 Degrees” by Art Davidson – a book that has justifiably been called a mountaineering classic.  What the book does not delve into in great detail is what went on behind the scenes in orchestrating an effort to rescue the men after they were not heard from for several days.    See Attachment 2 for the details. 

Tabor asserts the Winter Ascent Rescue was orchestrated in, “a matter of hours”.  That is not true.   Jim Okonek, the incident commander for the Air Force Rescue Coordination Center at the Winter Ascent Event.  
, remembers that it took days to pull the equipment and resources together.  Attachment #2 – the Alaska Rescue Group’s record of the event shows this as well.  

Per the Alaska Rescue Group search activities for the First Winter Ascent Expedition were initiated on March 6th by the ARG after the following:
1.  Observation of international distress signal

2. Loss of radio contact with climbing party since 26 Feb

3. No aerial observation of climbing party

4. Very severe storms for 6 days.  

Their records noted the following:  “According to a well established procedure the Alaska Rescue Group Inc., notified the following agencies that a search and rescue operation was being commenced and asked that each agency stand by for further information in readiness to assist if called.  A long standing arrangement exists for the co-operation of these agencies in such an eventuality.”  

· RCC, Elmendorf AFB

· FAA, Anchorage,

· Alaska State Police, Anchorage

· Mount McKinley National Park Service

· Mountain Rescue Council,  Seattle

· Don Sheldon, Talkeetna Flying Service

· Civil Defense, Anchorage Office.  (Group 1967)


On March 6 in the evening the following was noted:

It appeared at this point that five men were over 17,200 elevation, unaccounted for; that the weather prospect was very poor and that a ground search could well be the only feasible method of contacting the higher climbers if the storm was to be of long duration.  New men put on mountain would be useless for working above 10,000 feet elevation without at least two days acclimatization, or the use of oxygen not readily available and potentially dangerous.  A large number of experienced high altitude climbers would be required for such a search. (Group 1967)
The document in its entirety is provided for review.  It is well worth reviewing to appreciate the capabilities of the ARG.   Notice also that the rescue was not launched until after the initial Class 4 Storm had abated.

Ultimately, the missing climbers walked out on their own – only to be spotted by a C 130 on weather check.  

Wayne Merry had been NPS liaison/manager.  Mr. Merry explained to me that those were early days in SAR organization, and hardly anyone knew how to set up a proper IC (Incident Commander) system or what passed for it at that time. “The manager would not have told the RCC what to do, but he would work with their commanding officer to develop the most valuable strategy and tactics.” Since they had jurisdiction over any rescue activities in the park boundaries, he would have been involved in any strategy decisions.  

Mr. Hayes – the Chief Ranger had also traveled to Talkeetna but had stayed for just a short time. 

An Air Force C 130 Or Other Plane  Would Have Made A Difference
   “Hayes and Gary Hansen feel that relying on the civilian climbers already on the mountain is a better option than RCC airdrops, despite the fact that it will take the MCA group 5 days minimum to reach Camp V and a C 130 could be orbiting the peak in FIVE hours….”  (Tabor 2007)
 Wilcox examined this issue after the fact and concluded, 
“…contrary to my assessment and hopes at the time, the wind was so severe high on the peak that even in clear weather  a high altitude observation flight probably could not have seen through the ground blizzard.” (Tabor 2007) 
Wayne Merry has always been bothered by the short periods of time he could see clearing from his outpost at Wonder Lake.  

In a review soon to be published by American Alpine Journal, Jeb Williamson quotes Merry as saying, 

“Wayne Merry, the lone ranger on hand at the time with climbing experience, put it another way:  “… an over flight by a capable aircraft during one of the brief windows of clear weather might just possibly have identified the situation and dropped supplies. Very unlikely, but possible.  But we didn't know the situation.  So if there was a failing, it is that we didn't try to find out.”  (Williamson 2008)  
Merry, to this day, feels we had a “moral obligation” to try and utilize the Air Force resources he saw operating during the Winter Ascent Rescue…  
Could an air force C130 have swooped in and dropped supplies or been able to provide better information about the team’s circumstance?    
The Air Force was not utilized by the ARG for the Winter Ascent Rescue until after the Class 4 storm had abated(the storm lasted 5.5 days from March 1-March 6).  Their party was trapped at Denali Pass – about 1000 feet below Clark’s party who was trapped closer to the summit than to high camp.  

Merry was hoping for air force involvement as early as July 21st…Day 3 of an 8.5 day Class 6 storm for the Wilcox Expedition.  Was that unreasonable to ask?  No.  In uncharted territory
 like this no question is unreasonable.  
It is unfortunate that Merry wasn’t part of the rescue strategy sessions…without Gary Hansen, Vin Hoeman, Hall and Hayes…We don’t know what discussions happened and what would have ruled that option out.  The ARG was the agency that initiated the Winter Ascent Rescue and requested the Air Force involvement just a few months earlier.  

Daryl Miller believes the observations Merry made were not the opportunities he hoped they could have been:
My experience tells me that these are what we refer to as "sucker holes" as they open and close with no predictability in just how long these windows will last.  Given what Wilcox described in his report as well as what he was requesting, this was just not realistic.  The party of seven left behind was doomed because of some bad decisions, compounded by severe weather and extreme altitude.  They had no idea at the time how fragile they were as you are defenseless in the high winds unless you are underground.  Somehow the book wants you to believe these six climbers up on the football field were just waiting around for an air drop so they could continue on.  Our expedition was trapped in 1981 for 9 days from July 4th until July 13th at 17,000 feet on the Harper glacier.  We dug down through our tent floors as the winds were destroying our tents.  We lasted because we were literally underground and had a good supply of fuel and food.  This survival was largely due to our expedition leader, Lucy Smith who knew from prior trips about how to deal with storms and the wrath of Denali.  I learned a lot from her and those 30 + days on that expedition.  ………If I requested today for the rescue coordination center to air drop a rescue resupply with the weather they had they would say no!  ……If you are pointing fingers at someone for not flying or refusing to fly these air drops on Denali, you had better have paid some dues on that mountain during all types of weather up high to have rational judgment in just what you can ask rescuers to do. 
   July 20th, 1967 

      After two days without radio contact from the upper party, Joe Wilcox radios the National Park Service ranger station at Eielson alerting them of his concerns.   He requests an over flight to check on the upper party.  Based on the result he will consider requesting an all out rescue.  Chief Ranger Art Hayes received the message at headquarters and contacted the Alaska Rescue Group (ARG).  The ARG had been contracted by the Wilcox expedition to provide emergency rescue support and had been involved in the screening process that granted the Wilcox expedition “permission” to climb in the park. 

ARG’s president, Gary Hansen answers the call.  He immediately gathered supplies, equipment and information and alerts the Air Force Rescue Coordination Center. Until 10 that night he continued gathering the necessary supplies.  Chief Ranger Hayes also worked late – returning Hansen’s call with additional information at 9 that night. Wilcox wants an over flight to confirm the expedition’s circumstance.  

The ARG contacted Lowell Thomas Jr. – an ARG member to advise them on what type of plane could help facilitate their efforts.  .  His recommendation was not Don Sheldon but a turbo beaver operated by Ward Gay.  Despite repeated efforts he could not be reached.  Undeterred, Hansen gathered supplies and equipment and sent them by train to Talkeetna, the closest, most accessible airport to the park.
  

Tabor poked fun at how labor intensive it was to make anything happen in the Alaskan Interior back then, but Gary Hansen had gotten the job done.  Supplies had been delivered to the closest airport to the mountain to be available when weather cleared.  
Hayes was still at headquarters at 9:15 that night calling Hansen on the Park’s single telephone with additional information.   
 

   Tabor mistakenly states that on that same day Merry had begun...
,”…. drafting plans for an all out rescue operation that would be directed from his Wonder Lake Ranger Station.” (Tabor 2007, p. 209-210)   
In a recent email, Wayne explained that he was not planning for a separate effort, but an advance base and assumed that a primary base would be set up in Talkeetna or at Headquarters similar to what had been set up for the Winter Ascent Rescue effort
Tabor cynically suggests that Hayes lack of readiness to commit to Merry’s plan demonstrates headquarters’ indecision or worse.  
 ….” It’ somebody else’s problem now…is the unspoken message” (Tabor 2007, p. 211)   
Sheldon and Washburn  

Steve Cartwright wrote in a 2002 article about Sheldon, 
“Don maintained an extraordinary understanding of aerodynamics—and this combined with a complete understanding of meteorology and the topography of Mt McKinley and the surrounding areas—made for a unique individual among many unique individuals….Just when everyone said no one could get through, that's when Don Sheldon would appear in his Piper Super Cub.” (Cartright 2002)
Tabor has a habit of filling in the holes in this story with his own imaginings.   He question’s Sheldon’s actions and since Sheldon isn’t here to answer, Tabor assumes the worst.  

…there is no doubt that his [Sheldon’s] actions throughout the July 1967 tragedy are hard to understand or explain….. (Tabor 2007) 

Sheldon faced the same horrific weather issues everyone else was dealing with – and this affected his other clients as well as any opportunity he might have had to fly to high altitude to search for the missing climbers.  He also had to consider his own safety.  

In an earlier draft of this summary, I credited Sheldon with having had a significant role in initiating the Winter Ascent Rescue…  I need to clarify my statement.  Don Sheldon had been the air support for the Winter Ascent Expedition.  He had kept in contact via radio and kept an eye out when flying in the area.  When information was being gathered to determine whether a rescue was needed, Sheldon had exclusive information to input…

If anything, his successful efforts in other rescues should have given  any decision he made a significant measure of creditability.   
Tabor suggests that there were times when Sheldon could have flown up to search for the missing climbers and instead was delivering supplies to other expeditions on other parts of the mountain.   
Mt. McKinley  generates its own weather systems.  Weather may have been acceptable for flying to one area while still questionable in others.  High altitude reconnaissance and a routine supply drop would be like comparing apples to oranges.  Its’ important to remember, that a rescue at this altitude was unprecedented.
Sheldon had a reputation for being an excellent glacier pilot….but that certainly doesn’t correlate with being perfect.  He dropped supplies to the MCA group in the pillow cases they were delivered in – not realizing inside the cases the supplies were packed and flagged….  He was not a climber and was never on the receiving end of the drops.  In spite of all that, Tabor sites NO tangible evidence that Sheldon acted in a delinquent fashion during this time.  In the end – Sheldon’s reputation for bravery and determination was well deserved. – Tabor’s criticisms of him are not.

Brad Washburn had put in his time on Mt. McKinley and was arguably the most knowledgeable mountaineer in the world about the mountain.  Without going into detail – Wilcox and Washburn had a difference in the early planning stages of the expedition.  Wilcox unintentionally raised Washburn’s ire and word in the climbing community moved quickly.  It added a cruel irony to the story.  But Tabor presented no evidence  that Washburn  delayed the efforts that were made to mount a rescue.  

 “Remaking History”

Tabor baldly claims he has the TRUTH about the Wilcox tragedy.   He spends an entire chapter titled, “Remaking History” chastising Brad Washburn for letting his opinions impact reviews and assessments of the incident……But he does the same thing -  – only without Washburn’s credentials! 

Ironically, Tabor justifies his “elaborations” and theories by telling us;

I relied on a modified version of the probative legal concept of probable cause…:a set of attachable facts, circumstances, and evidence which would lead a reasonable person to conclude that such a thing had happened, was happening, or was about to happen. (Tabor 2007, p. 372)
 Why did he ignore Daryl Miller’s input?  A reasonable person could conclude that it didn’t fit a story line he was following…..    

What ultimately happened to those men, as Paul Schlicter noted in his review of Tabor’s book was “no mystery”.    His conclusion, as one of the expedition’s survivors was straight forward.  “

A vicious storm resulted in the deaths of seven climbers...” (Schlicter 2007)  

Although opinions vary as to what contributed to their situation, Schlicter opinion is shared by an impressive group of experts and people who were there:  Joe Wilcox, Howard Snyder
, Paul Schlicter, Brad Washburn, Daryl Miller, Brian Okonek…and Wayne Merry. 

Here is an interesting example of Tabor’s work.  Tabor received these letters from the Alaska Mountain Rescue Group Archives. (See Attachment #1)   He describes them as follows:  

On August 3rd, Lou Whittaker chews George Hall a new ear hole by telephone.  The upshot of their conversation is Whittaker’s belief that not enough was done to rescue survivors or find bodies,  Mortified, Hall tries to lateral this hot potato to ARG’s Gary Hansen who whips it right back in an indignant letter written the same day they speak (Tabor 2007, p. 302):  
They speak for themselves.  They illustrate Tabor’s propensity to “twist” facts negatively for the sake of his story.  

Tabor’s Conclusion is Wrong

Tabor concludes with his now familiar drama and speculation:
“…they  [George Hall and Art Hayes] are guilty of this   They had under their command one man [Wayne Merry] may have been the best equipped expert in North America to do such a job.  They not only ignored but sometimes frustrated Merry’s increasingly desperate attempts to do the right things….. I’ve wondered how Hall and Hayes lived with that. ..They had to know how badly they had failed, and what the price of their failure had been.  They had to live the rest of their lives with that knowledge, keeping it tapped down so far that it might escape to torment them only deep into long, black sleepless nights”. (Tabor 2007, p. 312)
Daryl Miller corresponded extensively with James Tabor as he was preparing this book.  Tabor initiated contact with Miller for good reason.  Miller’s expertise related to both Mt. McKinley and high altitude search and rescue is unparalleled.  He has been a climbing ranger on Mt. McKinley and done search and rescue at high altitudes since 1981.  He is often called upon to speak at international events and symposiums about high altitude search and rescue.  It was at one of these events that Daryl had met Wilcox.  Miller enthusiastically agreed to help - because he agreed with what Tabor explained was his purpose - to counter the rumors and innuendos that have lingered for 40 years suggesting that expedition leader Joe Wilcox had some responsibility for his expedition mate’s deaths.  

Miller had long before come to believe that Wilcox was a victim of residual rumor and innuendo and therefore was an enthusiastic supporter of the Tabors mission.   

When Forever on the Mountain was released, Miller was very disappointed.   

Miller had shared the same information with Tabor that he so graciously shared with me.   (Miller 2008)  Tabor chose to ignore it.  It obviously didn’t align with his “story line”.

Tabor had an excellent opportunity to take issue with the finger pointing that has haunted this tragedy.  Instead he just chose to perpetuate it – by pointing fingers in another direction.

 The Wilcox party deaths were not the fault of the National Park Service, Don Sheldon, or Joe Wilcox.  . 

 The climbing party’s decision to make their summit attempt when they did , unknowingly put themselves  at the worst possible place at the worst possible time. - A matter of hours in either direction would have dramatically changed the outcome.  Their open bivouac the night prior would have significance because they were about to face an unimaginable fury.  The extended time at high altitude would not only have been physically taxing but, had the potential to dull their reasoning.  Wayne Merry shared the following: 

 The institute of Arctic Biology had done some studies on the mountain and had concluded that when climbers reach 17,200 ft., they are working with only 60% of their reasoning/ judgment skills, due to hypoxia. “(Merry 2008)
Mother Nature does not read climbing resumes or clocks before unleashing her fury.  Regardless of their experience– their fates were sealed by the mountain’s unpredictable, deadly weather.

The young men, who perished on Denali in 1967, were not the last to be overwhelmed by circumstances high on Mt. McKinley that proved simply beyond anyone’s control. Even today, it is the exceptional climbing season that does not see fatalities. Even with skilled rangers on high altitude patrol and modern helicopters standing by to assist today, the mountain’s storms still take their toll. 
Famous Himalayan Mountaineer Dougal Haston, after surviving a McKinley storm wrote: “We were drawing on all our Himalayan experience just to survive…” 
Finally, as Wayne Merry wrote so eloquently,  
“Any climber who sets foot on Mt. McKinley enters the realm of enormous natural forces which no human strength can overcome…..” (Tabor 2007) 
Hall was criticized in each of the books chronicling the accident for suggesting on July 27th to the survivors that the men could be alive. He is quoted as having said;

They‘ve got experienced men, including a couple with rescue experience.   We don’t see how anything too serious could have happened to a party that large”. (Tabor 2007) 

Where would he get that idea?  Wilcox, and the families were still holding out hope…there was still rescue efforts under way… as unreasonable as it sounded to Schiff and the others, it was the attitude Dad needed to have.  

Tabor quotes an interview Dad gave once, when he received word that the bodies had been found, he had asked,” Are they alive?  I can hear myself say it, and I knew damn well they weren’t alive, I just wished they’d be alive”  

Like everyone else, he just didn’t want to believe that any of the young men could be gone…

Dad told me many times that making the calls with Joe to inform the families of the young men’s deaths was the saddest and most painful thing he ever had to do…
Other Mistakes
There are some other miscellaneous mistakes that I believe bear mentioning.    Tabor continues to insist his book is exhaustively researched…

· The Park was ON the Mountain:

Tabor stated that Mt. McKinley (Denali) National Park was “On” one of the world’s most dangerous and covered mountains.  This is incorrect.  Mt. McKinley National Park was not established because the mountaineering opportunities which abound in the region but to preserve the region’s wildlife and scenic resources.   The mountain was only partially inside the boundaries of the park in 1967.   When the park was created in 1917, 

“…… nothing about the mountain itself was noted among any of the principal reasons delineated for the park’s establishment. (Norris, Crown Jewel of the North: An Administrative HIstory of Denali National Park and Preserve, Volume I 2006).
The 60’s had seen a steady increase in climbing activities.  In 1960 20 climbers had reached the summit of McKinley.  In 1967 that number had increased to 60.  The increase was a harbinger of things to come, it was a small number compared to the 40,000 visitors the park hosted that summer. 
· The park leadership was not trained properly for their jobs…

 “In fact, without climbing experience, they [Hall and Hayes] should never have had the jobs they had. “ (Tabor 2007, p. 68)

“Despite being top man overseeing park service operations on one of the world’s most dangerous and coveted mountains, Hall will later admit ….I was not too competent in mountain climbing…” (Tabor 2007, p. 68)
“The National Park Service put them both in place and gave them responsibility for administering Mount McKinley National Park, home to titanic mountains and infernal weather and an iconic, lethal peak that was , and is, the object of many climbers’ lifelong dreams.  The NPS did not give them training in glacier travel, ice ax and crampon use, altitude, crevasses, avalanches, and search and rescue” (Tabor 2007, p. 311-12)
Hall served as the Senior Superintendent for the State of Alaska in addition to his other responsibilities as superintendent of Mt. McKinley National Park and the huge and remote Katmai National Monument.  In addition, he oversaw operations in the newly established Anchorage Field Office.   

 The field office focused on expansion of NPS managed land in the state.  Tabor mistakenly assumes this is a regional office for the National Park Service.  This was not the case.  

Tabor was wrong about what the role of the superintendents role required.  Merry countered Tabor’s position.  He recently wrote: 

“Your dad was very well qualified for his job.  Adminstrators have to depend upon their competent staff.”…. “ (Merry 2008)
· The Park’s Self Serving Motivations:  

Tabor suggests here that, Hall’s first concern was for his “career”.  He writes; 

Hall, probably still smarting from having been publically flogged for the Winter Expedition rescue’s huge expense and no doubt leery of triggering an even bigger response so soon after, wants to wait for the result of Sheldon’s flight. (Tabor 2007, p. 223)
“[Any rescue effort costs]….. Would surely be splashed across the nation’s newspapers… (Tabor 2007, p. 210)
The majority of the expenses for the Winter Expedition were related to the Air Force response not the park services.  Therefore, related expenses would have been absorbed by the Air Force NOT the National Park Service.    
In addition, the winter expedition rescue occurred before George Hall took over as Superintendent of the park.  He officially took on the superintendent position on March 14th 1967.  We arrived in April.
· Wayne Merry was not appreciated by his superiors

Wayne is liked by everyone who meets him, with the exception of NPS bosses, who may find him a bit too, well – assertive. (Tabor 2007, p. 67)
My Dad liked and respected Mr. Merry, according to my Mom and trusted his judgment.  That was why he was promoted to Chief Ranger the next year.  
· Park Rangers had boring jobs…
Tabor at one point describes the job of the park service ranger as,
 “deal[ing] with tourist’s complaints about bug bites and smelly outhouses”….  (Tabor 2007)  
But, it was much more than that, the summer of 1967, the park hosted 40,000 visitors.     The park’s staff of approximately 20 people, served as naturalists, educators, land managers, dog kennel managers, engineers, and administrative support.  

· George Hall was randomly assigned to his job
They were NPS career men and like military personnel, went where they were sent.  It was part of the job description if you wanted to have a future in government.  (Tabor 2007, p. 68)
 After WWII, Dad went to college on the GI bill.  In the army air force, he had been trained as a pilot and a radio operator.  Restless, he took a chance on Alaska where he landed a job in Sitka with the NPS in 1957.  In 1963 he was offered a promotion to work in the National Region as Deputy Director of National Monuments.  .   At the same time, he would be one of 7 staff selected to participate in a 2 year management training program.  When that was finished, he specifically asked to be considered for a post in Alaska.  
My parents loved Alaska.  Not long after my parents had left in 1963, they promised each other they would find a way to return….and once here, they would not leave.  They did just that.  When Dad received notice of a transfer to California in 1969, he instead elected to leave the NPS and find other work to stay in Alaska. 

· Misinterpreting correspondence:

Tabor reviewed some of the correspondence after the tragedy between Hall and the Regional office and concluded that it demonstrated  an effort to hide information from the public.  Part of the superintendent’s job was risk management and in the aftermath of such a tragedy it was his job to communicate related information and concerns to the Park Service.  
One such piece of correspondence was an assessment of the ARG capabilities to meet the same significant crisis again.  NO ONE was “prepared” to meet a crisis of a high altitude rescue of such significant proportion in the midst of a class 6 wind storm...   
Unlike today, in 1967 the Park did not have high altitude climbing rangers on patrol, on the mountain.   
What Hall was confident in, was that the ARG had learned from the experience as had the park staff….and it certainly has.  The ARG has evolved into the Alaska Mountain Rescue Group. It is a premiere volunteer search and rescue operation and continues to save lives throughout Alaska.  
An Afterword

   My Dad was not a climber.  It was as obvious to him as it was to the climbers involved.  As superintendent, mountaineering experience was not a necessary skill to do his job.  In the extraordinary circumstances of 1967, having experience would have helped if for no other reason than to talk to the climbers as a peer.

Although Tabor characterized the September 1967 debriefing as a “Get Wilcox” meeting the results of the debriefing and its follow up, were well received by both the Alaska Rescue Group and the Mountaineering Club of Alaska.  

 Interestingly, the local mountaineers advocated for a reduction in the NPS involvement in “managing” climbing on the mountain.  They felt climbers should never view the park service as a safety net for those choosing to attempt climbs in the park boundaries.  They did not advocate for a change in the park’s response to climbing accidents or rescues.  
 Now the philosophy is that Mt. McKinley is the people’s mountain, and it’s up to the climber to arm himself with gear and judgment before climbing it.  Park officials do make an effort to inform climbers of dangers and ask them to report back, but no one [will] be denied a chance to climb the mountain.

 In December of that same year, The Mountaineering Club of Alaska presented Dad with a lifetime achievement award
 for his work to ensure the mountain continued to be available for climbing.  Dad had only been on the job for 8 months.
 Vin Hoeman and Ray Genet, climbers of some renown and were involved in the rescue and the aftermath both became good friends of my parents.  Both friendships lasted until Vin’s and Ray’s untimely deaths.  
Dad stayed in contact with Joe Wilcox.  When I was away at college and Joe had finished White Winds, he traveled to Anchorage for a book signing and stayed with my folks.  Joe kindly gave Dad a copy of his book galleys for White Winds and of the book.  Dad passed it on to my husband and me as a gift.  My mom kept the copy of the book which Joe gave Dad.  The inscription reads:

“To George Hall – With deep appreciation for your kindness to me and to the families of the lost climbers.  The White Winds tragedy has given us a common bond and a valued friendship.  The very best wishes for you and your family.  Joe Wilcox”
My husband, John, successfully traversed Mt. McKinley just weeks before we became engaged – that was almost 18 years ago…. We spend weekends at our cabin at Denali Lake with the kids…under the watchful eye of Denali, Foraker and Hunter.     


Acknowledgement and Thanks
I want to thank the many knowledgeable people who guided and assisted me in my efforts to respond to the claims in Tabor’s book – Wayne Merry and Joe Wilcox both were courageous enough to read my first draft – and provided me with invaluable input.   Frank Norris, Bill Romberg, Daryl Miller, Brian Okonek and Jim Okonek for shared their own experience, research  and resources.  
Their knowledge and support will always be appreciated by my family and I hope that this  ‘review’ has been helpful to anyone interested in the tragic events of 1967 and especially to the families of the lost men and their climbing companions who survived the storm.  If my Dad had been alive when Tabor’s book was published his greatest concern would have been for them – would Tabor’s conclusions have confused them or caused them unnecessary pain…  
A special thanks for my dear friends Suzanne Rust and Lila Dickhaus and Sean and Joyce Robbins, Pam and Dave Kyzer and my amazing siblings – Andy, Kevin and Marietta .  And of course my Mom who, along with my Dad instilled in us the ability to see right from wrong and the courage to stand up and be heard. 
Thanks also to Paul Anderson who so kindly told me that Dad was, “One of his heroes….” and Dave Johnston for being so kind as to spend an hour on the phone with a complete stranger – just when I needed it.  
 I can’t forget to offer a special thanks to my husband John (and editor) and our children – Sophie, Annie Kate, Kaiya and Henry.  I know this hasn’t been easy.

And lastly to you – for taking the time to read this…..  If you want to truly know more about this tragedy consider reading White Winds by Joe Wilcox.  Wilcox’s book does an excellent job of examining criticism’s that were made after the accident as well as chronicling his own “first hand” experience.  Howard Snyder’s book Hall of the Mountain King is also a “first hand” look at the expedition, but from a different perspective.








-Gerianne Hall Thorsness 
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� Clark, served as the expeditions “deputy” high altitude leader and had been climbing for 14 years.   Both Wilcox’s and Tabor’s books detail their prior climbing experience.  


� The meteorological reports that Wilcox commissioned in order to complete his book, WHITE WINDS continues to be used by climbers and the National Park Service today.


� This comment refers to the confusion around when an all out rescue was requested – initially Wilcox’s request was contingent on an over flight – which extreme weather didn’t allow to happen.  See additional discussion about over flights.


� According to Mr Merry, there is a book called "Death, Daring and Disaster" by Butch Farabee, a retired NPS rescue ranger, that describes some rescues done prior to 1967 by ranger teams.  I have not located the book yet.


� Paul B. Crews to Samuel A. King, September 9, 1960; King to Crews, September 13, 1960; Richard J. Stenmark to Supt. MOMC, December 12, 1960; Neil J. Reid to RD/R4, December 14, 1960; all in Folder 48, Series 2, DMRC.


� NPS, “Recommended Procedures Involving the NPS, the ARG, the USAFRCC, and Volunteering Private Individuals in Rescue Situations on National Park Lands” (draft), January 11, 1961; James H. Isbell to Samuel A. King, March 13, 1960; both in Folder 59, Series 2, DMRC.


� Elroy W. Bohlin to RD/R4, May 1, 1961; Lawrence Merriam to Supt. MOMC, May 11, 1961, both in Folder 59, Series 2, DMRC; SMR, April 1961, 3.  Joe Wilcox, in his book White Winds (pp. 36-37), notes that as he prepared for his 1967 expedition, the NPS demanded that climbers “secure the agreement of a qualified rescue group to come to their aid should an emergency occur.  The most prominent such group was the ARG….  Previous expeditions had indicated that Park Service permission was routine once ARG approval was given.”


� John H. Johnston to Robert Bates, December 30, 1960, in Folder 48; Robert Bates to Conrad Wirth, January 6, 1961, in Folder 59; both in Series 2, DMRC; SMR, January 1961, 3, 5.


� E.T. Scoyen to RD/R4, March 21, 1961; Merriam to Supt. MOMC, March 29, 1961; Washburn to Scoyen, April 13, 1961; all in Folder 59, Series 2, DMRC.


� Special thanks to Frank Norris.


� The expedition was not without it’s own tragedy – one man – Jaques”Farine” Batkin died the first day of the expedition from injuries sustained from a crevasse fall.


� Minus 148 Degrees  by Art Davidson chronicles this adventure.  Excellent read.


� Jim went on to move to Talkeetna after leaving the Air Force and bought and operated K2 Aviation for many years.  Jim continues to fly as a professional bush pilot for K2.


� I have to confirm this, but I know I have read that a rescue at this altitude was unprecedented.


� There are no scheduled air flights to Talkeetna (there still aren’t).  


�.  The advance base would require:


” … accommodating ten men here and twenty five to fifty others in nearby camps, using the Kantishna airstrip twenty eight miles away, acquiring a multiday supply of aviation gasoline for the Turbo Beaver aircraft, getting Handy Talky radios for climbers and base sets for the airstrips and….appointing a good press officer(at headquarters)…  Hayes listens but evinces no readiness to commit to such a plan…….. “.  (Tabor 2007, p. 211)





�  In his book, The Hall of the Mountain King.


� Special thanks to Bill Romberg and the Alaska Mountain Rescue Group


� FM p. 68


� Anchorage Daily News, July 10, 1974, 4.


� See attachment #4





