Inquest into the death of Stephen Glyn Thomas

I am conducting this inquiry in my capacity as HM Coroner of Inquests for the British Antarctic
Territory. The inquiry into the death of Stephen Glyn Thomas was opened on 21 January 2005 and ,
after formal identification of his body had been given, was adjourned for further inquiries into the
circumstances of Mr Thomas’s death. Those inquiries have now been completed.

I have accepted evidence in the form of written statements which | shall now read. Notice that | shall
follow this procedure has been given under Rule 37 of the Coroner’s Rules 1984.

[Reads statements of:

1. Robert Andrew Richard Bradfield of Howe Hall, Littlebury Green, Essex, CB11 4XB — dated 21%
January 2005 and 7™ July 2005

Dr Warren Zapol care of M.V.Orion — dated 13" January 2005

Melanie Ann Smith care of 2 Larmor Drive, Cambridge, CB3 OTE — dated 20" January 2005
Frode Nygaard Knutsen of Arbeidersm 6, 5003, Bergen, Norway — dated 20" January 2005
Christopher Robert Smith care of 2 Larmor Drive, Cambridge, CB3 OTE — dated 20" January
2005]

agrwn

I shall now read an extract from the report of Dr Nicholas Charles Alexander Hunt, the Home Office
accredited forensic pathologist who carried out the post mortem examination of Mr Thomas’s body on
24" January 2005.

[Reads section titled Preliminary Conclusions in Dr Hunt’s report]

Mr Thomas had travelled to Antarctica in his sailing yacht Magic Dragon of Wroxham (which | shall
call the Magic Dragon) as part of a voyage from one end of the world to the other and arrived at Port
Lockroy on 12" January 2005. He was the expedition leader. On the morning of 13™ January 2005 he
and the four other crew from the Magic Dragon visited the British Antarctic Survey (BAS) base at Port
Lockroy and took advice about a route for a walk. They were recommended to the route walked the
previous day by another group and Mr Thomas and one crew member , Mr Bradfield, were told by the
BAS team leader that the group should be roped together for the walk as there were crevasses.

In his statements Mr Bradfield has explained that he and Mr Thomas looked on the BAS advice to rope
together as given out of caution and they treated it lightly and did not pass it on to the other members of
the party. Mr Thomas, as the expedition leader, took the decision for his party not to rope together,
apparently considering it unnecessary. It seems to me that Mr Thomas’s decision for his walking party
not to be roped together was understandable given that:

(1) He had had previous experience of glacier walking
(2) The advice from BAS was not given emphatically and he and Mr Bradfield believed it to be
no more than a standard safety warning

(3) He and his companions were to walk the same route as that taken by other apparently unroped
walkers, without adverse incident, the previous day.

There is nothing to suggest that Mr Thomas deliberately took any risk and had any intention of putting
himself or his companions in danger. It is worth mentioning in this context that | visited the Magic
Dragon when she was moored in Stanley and she was clearly very well —equipped with the very latest
equipment including everything needed for safety during the visit to Antarctica. Mr Thomas had
ensured that his expedition had full safety equipment available, including ropes appropriate for roping
walkers together, on the Magic Dragon. Sadly, on the walk on 13™ January the ropes were not put to
use as a result of what I believe to have been an innocent error of judgement on Mr Thomas’s part
made out of a false, as it turned out, sense of security.

In the circumstances | make no criticism of BAS or of Mr Thomas.

Turning now to the circumstances Mr Thomas’s fall into the crevasse, what happened is clearly
described in the statements of Mr Bradfield and Mr Knutsen. 1 shall give a short summary of the
events.



Mr Thomas, Mr Bradfield, Mr Knutsen and Mr and Mrs Smith set out on their walk at about 1550 hrs
on 13" January 2005. They carried some basic safety equipment, including a rope, but were not roped
together. At about 1640 hrs Mr and Mrs Smith turned back to return to the Magic Dragon. The others
carried on walking, following exactly the same route as that taken by the party of walkers the previous
day, for about 40 minutes before turning back. As they returned Mr Knutsen was leading, Mr
Bradfield was in the middle and Mr Thomas at the rear. After some minutes walking Mr Bradfield
heard a faint cry and turned to see Mr Thomas up to his armpits in snow. Mr Bradfield and Mr
Knutsen ran to Mr Thomas and tried to get a rope to him. As they were doing so Mr Thomas
disappeared from view, having fallen into a deep crevasse. Mr Bradfield threw a line, anchored by Mr
Knutsen, into the crevasse and felt Mr Thomas tug it and heard him shout for them to pull. After that
they heard nothing more from Mr Thomas. They were unable to pull Mr Thomas over the lip of the
crevasse and summoned help, by radio, from Mr and Mrs Smith who were by this time back on the
Magic Dragon. They also radioed for help from the BAS base and a shore party from the MV Orion.

Mr and Mrs Smith took ropes and other equipment from the Magic Dragon and went back to Mr
Bradfield and Mr Knutsen. Mr Thomas could not be seen but was apparently still attached to the line
anchored by Mr Knutsen. Mrs Smith slid on her stomach to the edge of the crevasse from where she
could see Mr Thomas about a metre below the surface, suspended on the rope and with his face and
body hard up against the ice face which was stained with blood. He did not respond to her calling. Mr
Smith managed to get another two ropes round Mr Thomas but they were still unable to get him out of
the crevasse. Mr Smith climbed into the crevasse and by lifting Mr Thomas at the same time as the
others heaved on the ropes he and the others were able to bring Mr Thomas out of the crevasse. By
then it was about 1930 hrs.

Mr Thomas was not breathing, no pulse could be found and he was very cold. The party commenced
CPR and took advice from the doctor on the MV Orion over the radio. They continued CPR as they
took Mr Thomas, strapped on a spine board, down to a waiting Zodiac and thence to the infirmary on
the MV Orion. In the infirmary Dr Zapol carried out an assessment and continued resuscitation
attempts. These were unsuccessful and at 2157 hrs Mr Thomas was pronounced dead.

| am satisfied that Mr Bradfield and Mr Knutsen could have done no more than they did in their
attempts to rescue Mr Thomas from the crevasse. In Dr Hunt’s report he states his opinion that the
injuries that Mr Thomas sustained were entirely consistent with a fall of about 10 metres onto ice and
there was nothing to suggest that he had been the victim of a sustained violent assault. Dr Hunt also
said that the injuries were so serious that, even assuming normal medical care as available in the UK,
Mr Thomas would have been unlikely to survive. In other words, despite the efforts made by Mr
Bradfield, Mr Knutsen, Mr and Mrs Smith, Dr Zapol and the several others who gave help, his life
could not be saved. Dr Hunt has said that he could not exclude a degree of hypothermia playing some
part in Mr Thomas’s death but that there was no positive medical evidence of this.

I am satisfied Mr Thomas died as a result of an innocent but tragic accident. There are no suspicious
circumstances.

My formal inquisition is that Stephen Glyn Thomas who was born on 13™ March 2003 died on 13™
January 2005 at Port Lockroy, British Antarctic Territory as a result of blunt injuries to the chest and
abdomen. Mr Thomas received fatal injuries when he fell into a glacial crevasse at Port Lockroy in the
British Antarctic Territory at approximately 1740hrs on 13" January 2005. | record a verdict of
accidental death/misadventure.

I sincerely hope that now the formalities have been completed Mr Thomas’s widow, Catherine and
their son James will be able to move forward and gradually rebuild their lives. Words of sympathy and
condolence can seem very shallow and offer poor comfort in a situation such as this but nevertheless |
offer mine to them and to their wider family and friends. 1 also thank the several people, particularly
Mr Bradfield and the crew from the Magic Dragon, Dr Hunt and DC Jon Butler who have assisted me
with my enquiries.

Clare Faulds 15™ July 2005



