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Green

On Wednesday, January 11, 2006, after
innumerable training hikes and e-mails clogging up the
list server, the PATC-MS Katahdin expedition members
met for a final gear check. Team members were: Bob
Graver ( leader), Dave Raboy, Judy Wu, Mack Muir,
John Watson-Jones, John Oster, Dave “Sherpa” Green,
Kathleen Steinle, Jason Sandridge, and Duncan
Thomson. With a week’s food, climbing and skiing
gear, and enough clothing for the extreme cold we
@):ctcd (more on that later!), the loads were huge,
typically 70 pounds. But we weren't too worried,
because all of us except Dave Green planned to haul the
loads in sleds. Judy Wu had researched the sled designs
and, with help from Duncan, built four of the sleds for
the team. After goinig through the gear checklist one
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boots, and snowshoes into Dave Ral
filling it literally to the roof.

On the morning of Friday the 13th the advance
road team set off in Dave's truck for the 770-mile trip to
north-central Maine, with the remainder of the team
leaving PATC headquarters that evening in Jasoni's and
Mack's cars.

Saturday morning found the 3 vehicles
converging on Millinocket, just south of Baxter State
Park. Tempetatures over 50'degrees got us wotrying

_-about conditions on the mountain; even that far north it

was raitiing, and there was disconcertingly little snow
on the ground. Buta reconnaissance of the trailhead
showed enough ground cover to ski and drag the sleds,
so we checked into the EconoLodge, aka Katahdin Inn
,which proved very hospitable. (continued on page 18 )
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Frostbite: Meditations on an ice
climbing pinky

By Dave Raboy

The Daks trip was very successful, and a lot
of good climbing was done. It was slightly marred by
two cases of frostbite, one of which was unfortunately
smine. There were, | believe, some unique aspects
about these two cases, so I thought it might be useful
to discuss the cases, and the somewhat unique conclu-
sions that result. There are plenty of good web sites
with general information on frostbite, so I won't bore
you with a general discourse, focusing instead on par-
ticular risks to ice climbers under special conditions.

First my story, which will require a little past
history. In March of 2002, when I knew nothing
about frostbite, I skinned up Marcy by myself. Above
tree line it was extremely windy (gusts up to 70 mph,
I think, knock you over sort of stuff), but it wasn't that
cold, about 15-20 degrees F. The summit was an ice
ball, so skiing up and down was not an option. Hiking
up on crampons was. [ took off my gloves to put on
crampons and wind pants for a few minutes. All of
my fingers quickly felt different than they ever did
before. I continued to the summit and descended, but
had lost all feeling in my finger tips. The result, I
learned from a guide in North Conway a couple days
later, was 1st degree frostbite. White, hard waxy fin-
gers, no blisters, and it took about 5 months to regain
feeling in the fingers. No permanent damage but af-
terwards my fingers have been very sensitive to cold
(my left pinky always goes numb when I ice climb,
sometimes the feeling doesn't return for a couple of
days, but no whiteness or other frostbite symptoms).
Lesson learned that time -- wind chill really counts
when talking of frostbite.

I am now meticulous with glove systems. In
fact I became obsessive about protecting my fingers.
Which makes what happened in the Daks all the more
troubling.

Fast forward to this weekend. We arrived
early Friday in the rain. When it stopped, we went
over to Chouinard's, which was running a lot of wa-
ter, especially on P1. Ted led P1, and I seconded
through the torrent. Then I led P2 (we simul-climbed
some to do it in 2 pitches). By P2, it was much colder.
[ was wearing BD Ice gloves, but obviously my hand

must have gotten wet on P1. We rapped on frozen
ropes, but I thought I was being very careful. I wasn't
aware of any damage until I got into the motel, when
I noticed a discoloration on the front of my left pinky.
The damage was very minor, maybe 1st degree (no
blisters, only numbness and some discoloration 0(‘
pad of the tip of my left pinky). I decided to watch
carefully but wasn't terribly concerned.

Saturday we TR’d at Pitchoff Quarry. I was
zero or below. I used heavy gloves to belay (BD
Guide), and the BD Ice gloves to climb. I should also
note that throughout the weekend I used hand warm-
ers (usually 2 per glove). I got back to the motel on
Saturday before dinner, and there was no additional
damage.

Then came Sunday, when most of the damage
seems to have occurred. We climbed Weeping Winds
on NF of Pitchoff. The temperature was about 5 F,
moderate wind, but the ice was extremely brittle,
making screw placements difficult. I led the first 2
pitches, and Ted led the 3rd. I thought my hands were
nice and warm. [ tend to place screws with my right
hand, so the left pinky is against the ice a lot as I hang
off my left tool. Because the ice was the most brittle
up high, the 3rd pitch went very slow, and I was at
the belay for a long time. When I seconded it, the fin-
gers were numb, but I didn't think anything of it as
they warmed up quickly at the belay before we sta
our raps. The pinky was probably numb, but it al
is. Again [ was removing screws with my right hand,
so the left pinky was in contact with the ice for a long
time.

(continued on next page)
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(Frostbite, con’t)

It wasn't until we got down and I took off my glove
that I saw that things had changed. Black blisters and a
fully black finger nail. Long story short, went to the
doctor when I got home and was diagnosed with 3rd
degree frostbite. I'll see a hand surgeon next week sim-
ply to make sure that the damage was properly as-
sessed, but there will be no cutting.

The prognosis is good. Apparently no underlying mus-
cle or bone damage, so I'll lose all the skin and the nail
but it will grow back. There will not be any permanent
damage.

The second case happened to Kathleen's friend
Brian. I'll let him tell it in his own words:

"The first thing you should know is I have climbed for
at least the last ten years with neoprene scuba gloves
where the trade off b/w warmth and dexterity is the is-
sue. I know I have experienced frostnip to first degree
a number of times, but have managed to avoid any real
damage until now, and was willing to deal with cold
hands. Never had any medical issue.”

This Saturday, I was halfway through the 2nd
pitch of a route and spent maybe ten or fifteen minutes
sorting out a screw placement etc. and really iced up

hands good. With neoprene you're gonna suffer
®Wmetimes. We got lunch and later climbed another
route in the late afternoon. No problem there.

When we met you all for dinner I felt I'd had a
more than usual cold day for the hands ( it was darn
cold!)

but I didn't think or recognize that I may have had 1st
degree on the pinkies. I certainly did, though and
would likely have been ok the next morning (although
potentially setting myself up for worse with another
bout of cold?). However around 1:30 AM I woke up
and made the HUGE mistake of rubbing my fingers.
When rubbing my pinky I did so a bit aggressively and
succeeded in bursting the capillaries. Rookie mistake. I
didn't realize my hands were still compromised even
those many hours later. I could feel the finger eventu-
ally squish under my pressure, and turned on the light
to see the blister that had just welled up.

“I rubbed myself right into 2nd degree damage."

The one obvious commonality is that we both
suffered damage to the pinky. I think that this would be
pretty typical for ice climbers who are otherwise taking
good precautions because when placing gear, or ex-
tracting it, the pinky of the "anchor-tool" hand is in
constant contact with the ice. 10 or 15 minutes of con-
tact on a -2 F day can do a lot of damage, especially in
neoprene gloves. In my case, prior damage probably
added to the sensitivity, so damage was done even with
good gloves.

The unique lessons are, I believe, the following:

1. Ice climbers need to be especially aware of frostbite
danger on days when the ice is very brittle and one
hand is in contact with the ice more than normal due to
the difficulties associated with placing screws, remov-
ing screws, or simply hanging on a tool trying to get
the other tool to stick.

2. The pinky is especially vulnerable. It is the finger
most in contact with the ice. All of your other fingers
can feel fine, and it is easy to dismiss numbness in
your pinky. But serious damage can occur quickly,
without your knowing it.

3. Damage can occur even with the best gloves, when
you are taking proper precautions. This means you
should probably regularly check for any damage, and
at the first sign of frostbite, retreat.

(Continued on next page)




