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WARNING:

Climbing is a sport where you may be seriously injured or die. Read this before you use this book.


This guidebook is a compilation of unverified information gathered from many different climbers. The authors cannot assure the accuracy of any of the information in this book, including the topos and route descriptions, the difficulty ratings, and the protection ratings. These may be incorrect or misleading, as ratings of climbing difficulty and danger are always subjective and depend on the physical characteristics (for example, height), experience, technical ability, confidence, and physical fitness of the climber who supplied the rating. Additionally, climbers who achieve first ascents sometimes underrate the difficulty or danger of the climbing route. Therefore, be warned that you must exercise your own judgment on where a climbing route goes, its difficulty, and your ability to safely protect yourself from the risks of rock climbing. Examples of some of these risks are: falling due to technical difficulty or due to natural hazards such as holds breaking, falling rock, climbing equipment dropped by other climbers, hazards of weather and lightning, your own equipment failure, and failure or absence of fixed protection.


You should not depend on any information gleaned from this book for your personal safety; your safety depends on your own good judgment, based on experience and a realistic assessment of your climbing ability. If you have any doubt as to your ability to safely climb a route described in this book, do not attempt it.


The following are some ways to make your use of this book safer:



1. Consultation: You should consult with other climbers about the difficulty and danger of a particular climb prior to attempting it. Most local climbers are glad to give advice on routes in their area; we suggest that you contact locals to confirm ratings and safety of particular routes and to obtain firsthand information about a route chosen from this book.

2. Instruction: Most climbing areas have local climbing instructors and guides available. We recommend that you engage an instructor or guide to learn safety techniques and to become familiar with the routes and hazards of the areas described in this book. Even after you are proficient in climbing safely, occasional use of a guide is a safe way to raise your climbing standard and learn advanced techniques.

3. Fixed Protection: Some of the routes in this book may use bolts and pitons that are permanently placed in the rock. Because of variances in the manner of placement, weathering, metal fatigue, the quality of the metal used, and many other factors, these fixed protection pieces should always be considered suspect and should always be backed up by equipment that you place yourself. Never depend on a single piece of fixed protection for your safety, because you never can tell whether it will hold weight. In some cases, fixed protection may have been removed or is now missing. However, climbers should not always add new pieces of protection unless existing protection is faulty. Existing protection can be tested by an experienced climber and its strength determined. Climbers are strongly encouraged not to add bolts and drilled pitons to a route. They need to climb the route in the style of the first ascent party (or better) or choose a route within their ability—a route to which they do not have to add additional fixed anchors.


Be aware of the following specific potential hazards that could arise in using this book:



1. Incorrect Descriptions of Routes: If you climb a route and you have a doubt as to where it goes, you should not continue unless you are sure that you can go that way safely. Route descriptions and topos in this book could be inaccurate or misleading.

2. Incorrect Difficulty Rating: A route might be more difficult than the rating indicates. Do not be lulled into a false sense of security by the difficulty rating.

3. Incorrect Protection Rating: If you climb a route and you are unable to arrange adequate protection from the risk of falling through the use of fixed pitons or bolts and by placing your own protection devices, do not assume that there is adequate protection available higher just because the route protection rating indicates the route does not have an X or an R rating. Every route is potentially an X (a fall may be deadly) due to the inherent hazards of climbing—including, for example, failure or absence of fixed protection, your own equipment’s failure, or improper use of climbing equipment.


There are no warranties, whether expressed or implied, that this guidebook is accurate or that the information contained in it is reliable. There are no warranties of fitness for a particular purpose or that this guide is merchantable. Your use of this book indicates your assumption of the risk that it may contain errors and is an acknowledgment of your own sole responsibility for your climbing safety.
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INTRODUCTION

This is volume one of a multivolume guide to the rock climbs of Joshua Tree National Park, which contains more than 6,000 established climbs. This volume covers all known routes from the West Entrance to the Hidden Valley Campground and the Outback, including the Quail Springs area (Lizard’s Landing, the Negropolis, Vagmarken Hill, Trashcan Rock, APFA Rock);Wonderland of Rocks North, the Lost Horse area, the Hemingway area, Roadside Rocks, Real Hidden Valley, Hidden Valley Campground, and the Outback. Other areas of the park, including the Echo Rock area, the Comic Book area, Barker Dam, the Wonderland of Rocks South and Sheep Pass Area (including Cap Rock, Ryan Campground, the Oyster Bar, Saddle Rocks, Hall of Horrors, Cave Corridor, and Sheep Pass Campground), Queen Mountain, Geology Tour Road, Desert Queen Mine, Jumbo Rocks, Live Oak, Split Rock, Loveland, Belle and White Tank Campgrounds, Stirrup Tank, Oz, Safe Zone, Indian Head, Twentynine Palms Canyon, and Indian Cove will be described in a subsequent volume.
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Linh Nguyen soloing The Big Moe (5.11) in Echo Cove.
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What Is Different about This Edition

Unlike the last edition of the Joshua Tree guide, this edition includes all the known first-ascent information for each and every climb listed. In addition, much more detailed parking, approach, and descent information is included. Maps have been updated to reflect major road changes, to include wilderness boundaries, and to include new crags/areas. Photographs are included for many more rocks, and supplementary topos (as well as photos) are included for a number of the larger rocks. In most cases, suggested gear selections are included. Nearly every route listing includes a short description, notes, and/or comments. Many errors have been corrected (new ones are bound to crop up though). It is hoped that these changes will make the guide more useful for finding the rocks and the climbs. The addition of all this new material (and new climbs) made dividing the guide into several volumes necessary.





Changes at Joshua Tree National Park

Joshua Tree National Park is one of the most popular climbing areas in the world. In 1994, Joshua Tree National Monument was elevated to national park status and its total acreage increased to more than 800,000 acres. Over the past several years, there have been significant changes at the park that directly affect climbers. In addition to new roads, parking areas, and other “improvements,” rock climbing in the park is now subject to a number of new rules and regulations (See Rules and Regulations, page 23). Climbers are urged to review and comply with each and every one of these rules.





Minimize Your Impact

Rock climbers constitute a significant percentage of all visitors to this beautiful and often wild part of southern California’s high desert. In 1998, the park approved a new General Management Plan that for the first time directly addressed climbing and potential impacts. Several new rules regarding climbing (particularly bolting) were implemented and several studies of climbing impacts commenced.


For this reason climbers must take particular care to insure that their visit to the park has as minimal an impact as possible. Although climbers have tended, as a group, to be some of the more environmentally conscientious users, there has been somewhat of a shift away from this awareness, particularly among new climbers introduced to the sport in climbing gyms. Climbing in a national park requires respect for the natural treasures that are preserved and protected there for future generations.


Virtually none of the bouldering in the park is described in this guide (see Robert Miramontes’ A Complete Bouldering Guide to Joshua Tree National Park). However, the popularity of bouldering has never been higher and impacts related to bouldering have similarly increased in recent years. Please use care when using bouldering pads, boulder in small groups, and avoid impacts to plant life near problems.
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Bart Fay on Sidewinder (5.10b), Steve Canyon area.
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Be responsible: Unfortunately even the thoughtless act of one individual can affect everyone.


In addition to keeping your impacts to a minimum, climbers should contribute back to the park and climber organizations that benefit the park and climbers’ interests. I strongly urge every climber to support the Access Fund and the Friends of Joshua Tree, two nonprofit organizations that have worked tirelessly to ensure access to these crags through funding of trails, toilets, environmental studies and brochures, and through advocacy when access is threatened.








	Access Fund
	Friends of Joshua Tree



	P. O. Box 17010
	P.O. Box 739



	Boulder, CO 80308
	Joshua Tree, CA 92252



	www.Accessfund.org
	www.friendsofjosh.org



	(303) 545–6772
	(760) 366–9699
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HOW TO GET TO JOSHUA TREE

Joshua Tree National Park is located in the high desert of eastern Southern California, approximately 140 miles east of Los Angeles and about 35 miles northeast of Palm Springs.



From Southern California

Most climbers “approach” the park from metropolitan Southern California. Directions from the various metropolitan areas follow:



	
Los Angeles Area (plan on 2.5 to 3 hours):Take either Interstate 10 or California Highway 60 east to Beaumont/Banning, where they merge into I–10.

	
Orange County Area (plan on 2 to 2.5 hours):Take California Highway 91 east to Riverside, then take Highway 60 east to Beaumont/Banning, where it merges into I–10.

	
San Diego Area (plan on 2.5 to 3.5 hours): Take Interstate 15 East north to Highway 60, then head east to Beaumont/Banning, where it merges into I–10.



From Beaumont/Banning, continue east on I–10 past the Palm Springs exit (California Highway 111), taking the California Highway 62 exit north (toward Twentynine Palms). Several uphill grades take you through Morongo Valley to Yucca Valley. Several miles past Yucca Valley is the town of Joshua Tree. Turn right (south) on Park Boulevard, which leads directly to the park entrance some 5 miles up the road.





From Points North and East

If heading toward Joshua Tree from the north or east, many possible routes (and shortcuts) can be found. Here are a few suggested routes to the routes.



	
From (Through) the Las Vegas Area: Approximately 55 miles west of Las Vegas (on I–15), there is a particularly good shortcut leading directly to Twentynine Palms via the railroad towns of Cima and Kelso, past the Granite Mountains, across Interstate 40, and past Amboy. However, this road is extremely desolate. The much longer alternative is to take I–15 to Barstow and take California Highway 247 south until it terminates in Yucca Valley (see below).






From the San Francisco Bay Area and Pacific Northwest

From the San Francisco Bay Area and Pacific Northwest, head south via either Interstate 5 or California Highway 99 to Bakersfield. From Bakersfield take California Highway 58 east to Barstow (Highway 58 turns into I–40). From Barstow take Highway 247 south to Lucerne Valley, and continue on to Yucca Valley.


From Yucca Valley take Highway 62 (Twentynine Palms Highway) east for several miles to the town of Joshua Tree. Turn right on Park Boulevard, which leads directly to the park entrance some 5 miles up the road.






From the Southwest

From the southwestern part of the United States (Arizona, New Mexico, etc.), take I–10 west to the park’s southern (Cottonwood) entrance near the city of Indio. Alternatively, one can take Interstate 40 west, then head south to Amboy and eventually to Twentynine Palms.


The above are only suggested routes; climbers will undoubtedly find their own shortcuts. A good road map is suggested.





Via Airline or Bus

Some climbers may, for practical reasons, make their initial “approach” via commercial airline to either the Los Angeles area, Palm Springs, or Las Vegas, with Vegas probably having the cheapest airfare. Although a rental car is helpful in getting about in the park, it is, by no means, a necessity.


Bus transport from Palm Springs (about 35 miles southwest of the park) to the towns of Yucca Valley, Joshua Tree, and Twentynine Palms is via Morongo Basin Transit Authority (800–794–6282). The MBTA bus leaves from both Palm Springs International Airport and the Palm Springs bus terminal. Call for specific schedules and cost.



ENTRANCE FEES

As of February 2006, Joshua Tree National Park fees are as follows:



	$5.00 per walk-in visitor, bicycle rider, bus passenger, or motorcycle (one rider); good for seven days.

	$15.00 per vehicle. No limit on occupants; good for seven (7) days.

	$35.00 for a Joshua Tree National Park pass. Good for one year from date of purchase; good only at Joshua Tree National Park.

	$50.00 for a National Parks Pass. Good at all national parks for one year from the date of purchase.

	$65.00 for a Golden Eagle Pass. Good for all federal public lands (Bureau of Land Management [e.g., Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area], USDA Forest Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, etc.). Good for one year from the date of purchase.






CAMPING

There are six campgrounds that climbers may want to stay in: Hidden Valley Campground, Ryan Campground, Jumbo Rocks Campground, Belle Campground, White Tank Campground, and Indian Cove Campground. The following information about camping and fees may change; please check with the park to obtain the most upto-date information by calling (760) 367–5500 or visiting www.nps.gov/jotr.


Hidden Valley, Ryan, Jumbo, Belle, and White Tank Campgrounds work on a first come, first served basis; currently, there are no reservations taken. These campgrounds (particularly Hidden Valley and Ryan) are usually full on weekends. A $5.00 per campsite fee currently is charged for sites in all of those campgrounds. A two-car, six-person limit is also enforced for each site. Money should be placed in an envelope and deposited in the fee collection receptacle for each campground.


Indian Cove Campground and Sheep Pass Group Campground use a reservation system and charge a fee. Sites may be reserved via Biospherics (800–365–2267). Any unreserved sites at Indian Cove may be available on a first come, first served basis. Fees for campsites at Indian Cove are currently $20.00. Due to its remote location, Indian Cove is not convenient to most climbing areas in the park.


Climbers who plan extended stays in Joshua Tree should know that there is a fourteen-day per year camping limit in the park. Because of the popularity of Hidden Valley Campground with climbers, this campground is where most camping limit problems arise. For this reason, it is probably best, if planning a long stay, to make alternative arrangements.





MOTELS AND INNS

Climbers who travel long distances to the park for short visits may find all the campgrounds are full, or may not have all their camping gear with them. Sometimes poor weather may make a retreat to a warm room for the evening very enticing. For these and other reasons it is fairly common for climbers to stay in one of the many reasonably priced motels, inns, and bed-and-breakfasts in the Joshua Tree and Twentynine Palms area. Visit the chamber of commerce Web sites for these towns for specific information. The following establishments are recommended, support the missions of the Access Fund and Friends of Joshua Tree, and welcome climbers’ business:



High Desert Motel

61310 Twentynine Palms Highway

Joshua Tree, CA 92252

(760) 366–1978 or (888) 367–3898

www.desertgold.com/highdesert/motel.html

Cable TV, HBO, phones, fresh coffee, refrigerators, microwave ovens, pool, picnic and laundry facilities. Ten percent off if you mention this guide.


Homestead Inn Bed & Breakfast

74153 Two Mile Road

Twentynine Palms, CA 92277

(760) 367–0030 or (877) 367–0030

www.joshuatreelodging.com

Small, select property full of character and charm—only four rooms on fifteen quiet view acres adjacent to Joshua Tree National Park.








ORGANIZATION OF THIS GUIDE

This guide is arranged in the order that you would encounter rock formations as you drive into the park from the West Entrance. Since the park is an incredibly complex area, the guide makes “side trips” into various areas depending on where the nearest approach route is encountered as you drive into the park.



FINDING CRAGS AND ROUTES

To make this guide more useful and accurate, it contains far more information than previous editions about the locations of formations, routes, descents, route descriptions and topos, gear recommendations, and first ascent information.
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Chris Miller and Bill Basores on Swept Away (5.11a).
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For nearly every area in this book, there is an overview map showing roads, parking, trails, and the various rock formations, as well as more detailed locator maps for specific formations/climbs. There should always be a reference in the guide to the closest map that covers the area in question.


Parking and mileage directions are given for all formations and areas, though directions to rocks that lie near each other may appear only with the first rock described in that area. These directions are usually given in reference to specific landmarks including:



	The West Entrance

	The four-way intersection of Park Boulevard with the roads to the Intersection Rock and Real Hidden Valley parking areas

	The Park Boulevard-Barker Dam Road intersection.



Photographs and/or topos are provided for many formations in this guide. Route lines are usually drawn on the photo (with the exception of some toprope lines). Climbs are usually described on a cliff from left to right; exceptions should be (it is hoped) obvious. If right or left is used, this always refers to the direction as you face the cliff. The terms north, south, east, and west (or combinations) are only approximations. Likewise, distances between formations and climbs may only be approximate as well.


For nearly every formation and face on a formation, notations are made regarding when (and if) that section of the rock receives sun (e.g.,“The face gets morning sun and is shady most of the afternoon”). On hot or cold days, this will help you decide when or whether to climb a particular crag or face.


The guide does not usually refer to individual campsite numbers that may lie adjacent to various rocks in Hidden Valley Campground, Ryan Campground, Indian Cove, Jumbo Rocks, or Belle Campground. The park service has regularly “reformatted” the various campsites and campgrounds and thus changed the campsite numbers, rendering such information less than useless.





Negotiating the Backcountry

Despite all the information provided in this guide, it is very possible to get off track (or even lost) while traveling in Joshua Tree’s backcountry. The park features a tremendous amount of backcountry and wilderness climbing and many of these areas feature very complex terrain and may involve arduous and/or complicated approaches and/or descents. Some of the approach and descent descriptions may be wrong or confusing. Even with a detailed approach description, it may take several trips into some of the areas before you find the best way to approach or descend. When time estimates to reach certain crags are included (e.g., in the North Wonderland), these time estimates are based upon correctly navigating to your destination. If you are unfamiliar with where you are going, allow extra time for the approach, descent, and return to your starting point, and take into consideration shorter winter days. In summer or warmer weather, bring sufficient water and protection from the sun. Let others know where you are going and when you expect to return. Sign out at any backcountry boards that request that you do so. Most of all, be self-reliant and self-sufficient.



CLIMBING SEASON

An important reason for Joshua Tree’s popularity with climbers lies with its climbing season. When most other areas are covered in snow or rained out, Joshua Tree is often sunny and warm. The season starts in early to mid October and extends to late April or early May.


The best months for climbing are usually from early to mid October to early December, and in March through April. However, there is no such thing as a sure bet with the weather. Some seasons have wonderful Januarys and Februarys and terrible springs. Snow is possible from late November through February. The park receives approximately 7.5 inches of participation per year, with nearly 40 percent falling in thunderstorms during the months of July, August, and September. With the large number of local climbers living near the park, it is not unusual to see climbers in Joshua Tree during the summer months. It is possible (but certainly not a sure bet) that temperatures may be quite reasonable in the shade even during July, August, and September.


For nearly every formation and face on a formation in this guide, notations are made regarding when (and if) that section of the rock receives sun or shade (e.g.,“The face gets morning sun and is shady most of the afternoon.”). On hot or cold days, this will help you decide when or whether to climb at a particular crag or face.


It is not uncommon for Joshua Tree to experience cold winds, particularly in winter. There are a number of areas listed in this volume that are more sheltered from the wind than others. These include portions of Real Hidden Valley and Steve Canyon.







Current Weather Conditions

It is possible to consult a number of Web sites to get a read on current and predicted weather conditions in the park. For current weather conditions, the following Web sites provide some of the most relevant, useful, and real-time information:



	
Lost Horse Weather Station: cdec.Water.ca.gov/cgi-progs/queryF?LTH


	
Belle Mountain Web Cam (and weather info): www2.nature.nps.gov/air/WebCams/parks/jotrcam/jotrcam.cfm


	
National Weather Service Forecast: www.srh.noaa.gov/data/forecasts/CAZ028.php?warncounty=CAC071&city=joshuatree





ABOUT THE ROCK

The rock formations at Joshua Tree tend to be domelike, and are surrounded by boulders, canyons, flat sandy washes and/or open plains. Some of the rock formations are in fact no more than huge piles of stacked boulders. Other formations lie on hillsides, but still tend to be domelike. Of the many boulders found in the park, many offer excellent boulder problems. There are a number of established bouldering spots and problems in the park, but there remains a tremendous untapped potential for more.


Joshua Tree rock is granitic in origin, of a type called quartz monzonite. The rock is part of a huge underground sea of granite (a batholith) that has pushed its way to the surface throughout this area of Southern California. Due to the particular way the rock has cooled and was subsequently weathered, it is generally quite rough in texture. This means there is a high friction coefficient and a need to use care to avoid cuts and scrapes.
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Brandt Allen on Sail Away (5.8–), Real Hidden Valley.
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Fortunately for climbers this translates into a rock surface that is highly climbable. Sections of formations that look hideously hard may be only moderately difficult. Steep faces also often have “plates” that may provide large handholds.


The cracks at Joshua Tree are plentiful and vary from shallow and flared to clean and split. Generally, areas with coarser rock (e.g., Jumbo Rocks) have more flaring cracks, whereas rock of more compact structure tend to have cleaner, deeper cracks (Queen Mountain, etc.). Camming devices are extremely helpful (and often necessary) and provide protection in the flared or horizontal cracks that are commonly seen in the park.


Generally, the western faces of the rock formations tend to be lower angled and rougher in texture. The eastern faces are steeper, often overhanging, and the rock is usually much smoother, even polished. This is a result of the way the rock has faulted and weathered. The rock at Joshua Tree can vary considerably in quality.


Crystalline and other intrusion dikes crisscross many of the formations. In fact, it is possible to trace a single intrusion dike as it crosses various different formations. Such dikes have provided for numerous excellent traversing and vertical face climbs (i.e., Sidewinder, Pinched Rib, Trespassers Will Be Violated, Sole Fusion, and I Can’t Believe It’s a Girdle).





EQUIPMENT

Unlike some climbing areas, Joshua Tree is a relatively “traditional” climbing area, although there do exist a large number of “sport” routes. In this guide, sport routes are specifically designated as such after the name and rating (Sport). However, for most climbs in the park, it is necessary to place protection and/or anchors, even at the tops of bolted face routes. Also, many routes with bolt protection may require use of nuts or cams for additional protection.


If you are used to climbing exclusively on sport routes, remember that even fully bolted face climbs at Joshua Tree may not have “sport”-type protection. It may be possible to take long falls. Additionally, because of the short nature of many climbs, and sensitivity about placing too many bolts, many face climbs remain “toprope” problems and should be left that way.


For the purposes of discussion, a “standard Joshua Tree rack” (if there is such a thing) would consist of camming devices (0.5 inch through 3 inches), small to medium wired nuts (0.25 inch to 0.75 inch), micronuts (brass or aluminum), and an assortment of quickdraws and runners. While routes designated (Sport) should only require quick-draws and a sling or two, it is never a bad idea to carry a few extra pieces of gear for anchors, in case bolts are missing.


While there has been an attempt in this guide to list general equipment requirements for routes, these may be inaccurate or incomplete. Each climber should make his or her own judgment call as to what type and amount of gear to bring along on any route.







Fixed Protection

Many of the routes at Josh have fixed protection (bolts, pitons, copperheads, etc.) Some of this fixed protection may be old and/or of dubious nature. While there has been an effort by some climbers and organizations such as the America Safe Climbing Association (ASCA) to replace older bolts, many quarter-inch bolts remain that may be twenty, thirty, or even forty years old.


I strongly encourage climbers to support the work of the ASCA in replacing old and unsafe fixed anchors. ASCA is a 501(c)(3) organization; all contributions are tax-deductible. Members receive the newsletter. To help, send checks payable to ASCA to:



American Safe Climbing Association

P. O. Box 1814

Bishop, CA 93515

You may also donate online by visiting www.safeclimbing.org.


Always treat older fixed protection as suspect and back it up when possible. Never hit bolts with a hammer; this will cause premature failure. However, you may want to test or redrive fixed pins as they tend to loosen over time. Also, fixed protection present at the time this guide was compiled now may be missing, or the guide’s information may be in error. Do not rely upon the descriptions of fixed protection in this guide as absolute. Various rules have been instituted in the park regarding placement of new fixed protection: Please read the Rules and Regulations section on page 23.



[image: chpt_fig_007.jpg]
Tony Sartin on Clean and Jerk (5.10c), Sports Challenge Rock, Real Hidden Valley.
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Toproping

Because most of the climbs at Joshua Tree are relatively short, it is possible to toprope many of these routes. Routes that are commonly toproped (even though they can be led) are usually noted in the guide. You should plan on bringing a good selection of cams and nuts (most in the 1- to 2.5-inch range), a cordelette, and some manner of extendo slings or short rope to extend the toprope point over the edge of the cliff. Some routes have bolts on top; most do not.


The following formations, found in this volume, are popular spots for easy to moderate difficulty toproping and often have easy access to the top for setting up anchors: Trashcan Rock (Quail Springs), Mustang Ranch (North Wonderland approach), Lizard’s Hangout (Lost Horse North), Atlantis Area (Lost Horse Area), Dairy Queen Wall—Right Side (Hemingway Area), Playhouse Rock (Hemingway Area), and Locomotion Rock and the Thin Wall (Real Hidden Valley).


Advisory: It is not uncommon for groups and climbing classes to toprope several climbs in an area. If you place a toprope on a route and leave it up for more than a short time, you must be prepared to either share the rope with other climbers, or pull it down. If the route is commonly led, you should offer to pull your rope to allow others to lead the route. Totally dominating a rock or route with topropes and then being unwilling to share or pull your ropes is extremely rude, and might justify the removal of your ropes. Be courteous instead.



RATINGS






Difficulty Ratings

The difficulty rating system used in this guidebook is the Decimal System. Climbers may find the ratings at Joshua Tree harder or easier than to what they are accustomed. Although the ratings given to routes in the park are generally consistent, the ratings given some routes may just be wrong. I have not independently verified the ratings of all the routes. Many climbs in the park have seen few ascents and no consensus on its rating has been formed. Some first ascentionists chronically overrate or underrate difficulty. Just as often, climbers have different opinions based upon their own strengths and weaknesses. Keep this in mind, take the ratings as approximates, and use your own judgment.


A Rating Comparison Chart has been included in this guide to assist foreign climbers in determining the relative difficulty of the climbs listed.







	RATING SYSTEM COMPARISON CHART



	YDS
	British
	French
	Australian





	5.3
	VD3b
	2
	11



	5.4
	HVD3c
	3
	12



	5.5
	MS/S/HS 4a
	4a
	12/13



	5.6
	HS/S 4a
	4b
	13



	5.7
	HS/VS 4b/4c
	4c
	14/15



	5.8
	HVS 4c/5a
	5a
	16



	5.9
	HVS 5a
	5b
	17



	5.10a
	El 5a/5b
	5c
	18



	5.10b
	E1/E2 5b/5c
	6a
	19



	5.10c
	E2/E3 5b/5c
	6a+
	20



	5.10d
	E3 5c/6a
	6b
	21



	5.11a
	E3/E4 5c/6a
	6b+
	22



	5.11b
	E3/E4 6a/6b
	6c
	22/23



	5.11c
	E4 6a/6b
	6c+
	23



	5.11d
	E4/E5 6a/6b
	7a
	24



	5.12a
	E5 6b/6c
	7a+
	25



	5.12b
	E5/E6 6b/6c
	7b
	26



	5.12c
	E5/E6 6b/6c/7a
	7b+
	27



	5.12d
	E6/E7 6c/7a
	7c
	28



	5.13a
	E6/E7 6c/7a
	7c+
	28/29



	5.13b
	E7 7a
	8a
	29



	5.13c
	E7 7a
	8a+
	30



	5.13d
	E8 7a
	8b
	31



	5.14a
	E8 7a
	8b+
	32



	5.14b
	E9 7a
	8c
	33



	5.14c
	E9 7b
	8c+
	33











Quality Ratings

A “star” or “quality” rating is used in this guide. Climbs are given no stars if they are considered just average or less than average in quality, and one through five stars are given (on an ascending scale) if the climb is thought to be a better route. Five-star routes are acknowledged classics. This system is highly subjective. Quality ratings are far less reliable than difficulty ratings and there may be no consensus about certain climbs that deserve stars but have no stars in this guide. Consequently, use the ratings as an indication only, and remember that many routes without stars may in fact be worthy of your attention (and vice versa).





Protection Ratings

This guide gives protection ratings for some poorly protected routes. However, what constitutes good protection to one climber may be poor protection to another. This is especially true for climbers trained on well-protected bolted “sport” climbs. If your protection skills are rusty or undeveloped, you may find some routes very difficult to adequately protect. Little consensus exists for protection ratings. Do not rely on the absence of a protection rating to indicate good protection. Use common sense.


In this guidebook R and X ratings are sometimes given. This guide does not use either the G or PG protection ratings. The protection ratings in this guide are not intended to tell you that a climb is well protected; you should never presume that a route not given a R or X rating is well protected. Further, a long or even deadly fall can occur on almost any route.



	
R Rating: If a route is poorly protected at the difficult sections, but not without some protection, it will be given an R rating. A fall on an R-rated route, at the wrong place, could result in very long or serious fall that results in injury or death.

	
X Rating: If a climb is essentially unprotected at the difficult sections, and a fall would have severe or grave consequences (e.g., hitting a deck is possible), it will be given an X rating. A fall from a route with an X rating could result in severe injury or death if the fall occurred in the wrong place.



The R and X ratings are intended to be used as a guideline only. Only you can judge whether a route is adequately protected for you. Please note that some routes that may deserve an R or X protection rating may not have one. Never assume a route without a protection rating is safe. You alone are responsible for your own safe climbing.





Aid Climbs

The few aid climbs listed in this guide are not given protection or seriousness ratings. Any A3 or A4 routes on such short rocks are by their very nature serious and have a risk of ground fall. Lead aid routes at Josh at your own risk.
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Scott Cosgrove on G-String (5.13d), Hidden Cliff in the Real Hidden Valley.
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FIRST ASCENT INFORMATION

When known, the names of the first ascent party and date (month and year) of the first ascent are listed for climbs. In some instances incomplete information, such as first names, has been provided. Climbers with additional information about first ascents are encouraged to contact the author.



	
FA means first ascent.

	
FFA means first free ascent (the FA party used aid).

	
FKA means first known ascent.

	
FKFA means first known free ascent.

	(In the case of these last two designations, it is suspected that the route had been climbed or free climbed previously, but no record exists to confirm this.)

	
(TR) means the first ascent was toproped.

	
(Lead) means the first party to lead the route (if FA or FFA was on TR).



In addition to providing historical information about who did what and when, first ascent information can sometimes clue you into other factors about a climb. Individual climbers may tend to establish more runout, well protected, junky, and/or quality climbs. If nothing else, it gives the first ascentionist something to show their parents, spouses, etc. to justify all the time they have been wasting, or perhaps just to remember when.
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Mari Gingery on Satanic Mechanic (5.12a/b), Turtle Rock.
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INDEXES

This guide also contains two methods for finding routes, a general alphabetical index and a routes-by-rating index. They cover only routes found in this volume; additional guides will include indexes to the routes contained in those respective volumes only.


The general alphabetical index lists alphabetically all climbs and formations. This index also lists the difficulty ratings, as well as the page numbers. The routes-by-rating index compiles all climbs in this guide by their ratings and provides page numbers. If you are looking for a particular route or formation, find it in the general alphabetical index. If seeking climbs of a particular difficulty, look in the routes-by-rating index.


The routes-by-rating index also serves as a personal checklist to record routes you have climbed. Before each route is a small box that can be used to “check off” the climb. Transferring this info from the last edition and adding newer routes you have done is sure to occupy any number of days of inclement weather.





FOOD, WATER, AND SUPPLIES

No food, water, or supplies are available in the park. Stock up before entering the park or have a car at your disposal for this purpose. The town of Yucca Valley has several well-stocked supermarkets. Yucca Valley, Joshua Tree and Twentynine Palms also sport a virtual swarm of reasonably priced restaurants, as well as “fast food” places.







Climbing and Camping Equipment

The following local businesses sell climbing and camping equipment and support both the Access Fund and the Friends of Joshua Tree. I encourage you to support these establishments.


Nomad Ventures

61795 Twentynine Palms Highway

Joshua Tree, CA 92252

(760) 366–4684

www.nomadventures.com


Coyote Corner

6535 Park Boulevard

Joshua Tree, CA 92252

(760) 366–9683





Equipment Rentals

Many climbers who travel by airline to visit Joshua Tree do not bring their own camping gear, or they leave behind bouldering pads because of security restrictions or space limitations. The following business rents a wide variety of camping and cooking equipment, guidebooks, and bouldering pads. They also offer Internet access. This business also supports the Friends of Joshua Tree and the Access Fund.


Joshua Tree Outfitters

61707 Twentynine Palms Highway

Joshua Tree, CA 92251

(888) 366–1848

www.joshuatreeoutfitters.com





Showers

Showers are not available in the park. A coin-operated shower is available at Coyote Corner (see above) in the town of Joshua Tree.





Guide Services

The following individuals and companies are authorized to offer climbing instruction and guiding in Joshua Tree National Park. They also have supported the missions of the Friends of Joshua Tree and the Access Fund:


Vertical Adventures: Has offered one- to four-day classes, private instruction, and guided climbs since 1983. Contact Bob Gaines, Course Director, at (800) 514–8785; contact him via e-mail at Bgvertical@aol.com; or visit www.Verticaladventures.com.


Joshua Tree Rock Climbing School: Locally based guide service; one- to four-day classes and private guiding from September to June. Write to HCR Box 3034, Joshua Tree, CA 92252; call (800) 890–4745; or visit www.joshuatreerockclimbing.com.


Uprising Outdoor Adventure Center: Specializes in individual guiding and group programs; classes for all abilities. Write to P. O. Box 129, Joshua Tree, CA 92252; call (888) Climb–on; e-mail sue@uprising.com; or visit www.uprising.com.





Campfires

If you desire an evening campfire, bring wood with you (it also can be purchased in town). No natural vegetation (dead or not) may be gathered for burning or any other purpose in the park. The desert ecology depends upon natural decay of plant life; the removal of it by visitors is damaging to the delicate balance of life. In addition to being an environmentally unsound practice, it is illegal; you can be cited by the rangers and fined.





Off-Road Travel

Mountain bikes are limited to paved and dirt roads and designated mountain bike trails. In an effort to prevent “braided” trails, the Access Fund has installed, at most popular climbing areas, trail marker signs. Please follow the signed trails, and use only consolidated and established footpaths where possible. Try to follow the footpaths of others so consolidated trails can form. Climbers also can minimize their impact by walking in sandy wash areas whenever possible.





Environmental Considerations

Climbers have become one of the larger user groups of Joshua Tree National Park. The responsibility for lessening environmental impacts rests with each and every climber.



	
Trails: Use established climbing access trails whenever possible. Travel along sandy streambeds in areas without trails.

	
Plants and Animals: Do not disturb any plant or animal life encountered while hiking or climbing. Watch where you place bouldering pads, packs, gear, or rope.

	
Trash: Never leave used tape, cigarette butts, etc., behind. Pick up any litter you see; it will easily fit into your pack or pocket and you will feel better too.






Human Waste

Plan ahead by using toilets before setting out for the day. The park service and the Access Fund have installed toilets near popular climbing areas (Trashcan Rock, Hemingway Buttress, Real Hidden Valley, Echo Rock, North and South Wonderland parking areas, the Hall of Horrors/Saddle Rocks, etc.). Where toilets are not available, use common sense:



	Do not ever leave human waste anywhere near waterways (i.e., dry streambeds). When it rains in the park, this waste will pollute the valuable and scarce rainwater that is relied upon by many animals in the park.

	Human waste should never be left on or near the many informal trails that climbers use.

	Although many climbers make the habit of burying their waste, the fact remains that in desert areas human waste decomposes the quickest when not buried.

	Soiled paper or tampons always should be carried out in a small plastic zip locked bag; this is the only way to insure that the dry desert environment does not have to struggle for decades to decompose it on its own.




RULES AND REGULATIONS






Occupied Campsite Rule

Any route that begins out of or behind an occupied campsite may not be climbed without the occupants’ permission. This rule applies to only a few locations in Hidden Valley Campground, particularly the west face of Chimney Rock from West Face Overhang to Pinched Rib. Remember, courtesy goes a long way.




[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg]
Kastle Lund on Pope’s Crack (5.9), Echo Rock.
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Dogs

Dogs can have a significant impact on wildlife and plant life. For this reason, the following rules apply to dogs (even poodles) in the park. Dogs must be on a leash, at all times, in developed areas of the park (campgrounds, etc.). Dogs (whether leashed or not) are not permitted in Joshua Tree backcountry areas (not just in designated wilderness). Given these restrictions, perhaps it is better to leave Fifi at home.






Webbing

Nylon webbing (runners) left on fixed protection, anchors, or trees is often an unsightly and unnecessary form of pollution. It is legal to leave only natural (rock-colored) web-bing. Never tie slings directly into bolts; it may be impossible for subsequent climbers to clip into the hangers. Loop the sling through the bolt; subsequent parties then can easily remove the sling.



BOLTING REGULATIONS AND GUIDELINES






Wilderness Areas

It is currently not permitted by the park to place new bolt/fixed anchors in designated wilderness areas. It is, however, legal to replace any existing bolt/fixed anchor on a one-for-one basis. No power drills may be used in designated wilderness areas.


As of this writing, a permit process is being developed to allow for placement of a limited number of new bolted routes in wilderness areas. The permit process will take approximately six months from submission to obtain any approval. You should contact the park to obtain a permit application form.


Please see the map on page 2 that shows the general wilderness boundaries in the park. In addition, the detail maps in the guide, together with text for various formations and areas, will indicate the approximate location of wilderness boundaries. Specific formations within wilderness are noted as (Wilderness) after the formation’s name.





Non-Wilderness Areas

Bolting of new routes is currently allowed without restriction. However, all new routes that have bolts (protection or anchors) must be reported to the park after they have been completed. A simple route submission form is available at the entrance stations, from the visitor center, and from the park. The form may also be downloaded (pdf format) from the park’s Web site: www.nps.gov/jotr; go to activities, then climbing, to locate the form. The reporting of new routes will help the park monitor impacts and climber activity as part of the requirements of its Climbing Management Plan.


Compliance with this new requirement will help assure that more restrictive rules are not implemented.





Motorized Drills

Use of motorized drills to place bolts outside of wilderness areas is by permit only, and generally restricted to ongoing efforts to replace older bolts throughout the park. Motorized drills may never be used in designated wilderness areas.






Bolting Guidelines

It is strongly recommended that the following climber-created guidelines be observed when bolting:



	Buy and install only camouflaged hangers (or chain).

	Use only three-eighths or half-inch diameter bolts (smaller diameter bolts are not permitted in the park).

	Be discreet in where and how you place bolts. Avoid bolting next to public trails, parking areas, or where they would be visually intrusive.

	Do not add bolts to an established route unless belay bolts are inadequate or need reinforcing (belays should always be bomb proof); or when replacing older bolts. Additional protection bolts should generally not be placed on existing routes.






Bolt Belay/Rappel Anchors

Over the last thirty years, climbers have added bolt belay and/or rappel anchors at the tops of many climbs that may not have originally had them. In some cases, anchors are “added” simply because a new route with bolt anchors happens to end near established routes. In some instances, new bolt anchors are added to avoid damage to plant life encountered on a descent. In other cases bolt anchors are added simply as a convenience for belaying, toproping, and descending.


This process has been going on for many years. However, in more recent times, more such anchors have appeared and subsequently disappeared. Controversy over the addition or removal of these anchors has increased.


There are no hard and fast rules for determining whether adding fixed anchors to the top of a route or formation is justified or not. However, some questions to bear in mind before adding such anchors (or removing them) include:



	How good or bad are existing anchors?

	Where are existing natural anchors located?

	How involved and/or technical is the descent?

	Would anchors used for a rappel descent lessen traffic around and disturbance of plants and animals on the downclimb/walk off?

	Would anchors ease or increase crowding on the climb(s)?






Chipping and Gluing

The “chipping” or “improving” of holds should never be acceptable. It is also illegal, and robs future climbers of the ability to establish yet harder and harder routes. Chipping or adding holds to a route or potential route presumes that no one will ever be able to climb at a higher standard. It is illegal within any national park to chip or manufacture holds on rocks.


It is currently illegal in any national park to use epoxy glues for the purpose of attaching or reinforcing natural or artificial holds.
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Mari Gingery on Father Figure (5.13a), Barker Dam area.
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JOSHUA TREE WEB SITES

The following Web sites provide information about climbing in Joshua Tree National Park and might be a useful resource for up-to-date information, comments, and beta about particular climbs, new route information, and current regulations, permits, fees, etc.



	
www.mountainproject.com: This Web site provides lots of information about climbing in the park, with listings of established and new routes. All route listings, ratings, action/beta photos, and comments are submitted by climbers. This site also has recommended route lists by ratings and type of climbs, a partner board and a discussion board. An excellent resource for visiting and local climbers alike. No fee to access database. See also www.climbingjtree.com.

	
www.joshuatreeclimb.com: The newest Josh-specific site has ambitions to cover an incredible array of information about climbing in the park. The site also covers the park’s natural history and climbing history, and includes 0action photos, trivia quizzes, climber profiles, new routes, and so much more. Fee charged for access to certain databases.

	
www.nps.gov/jotr: This is the park’s official Web site. You can access new route reporting forms, bolting permit applications, and find out the latest rules and regulations about climbing, as well as current camping and entrance fees.






NEW ROUTE INFORMATION

All new route information to be included in updated printings of this guide should be mailed directly to:



	Randy Vogel

	P. O. Box 4554

	Laguna Beach, CA 92652



Here are a few tips on how to submit new route information:



	If it is a new bolted route, submit a copy of the New Route Reporting form provided by the park service, which you are required to submit. Refer to the section on bolting outside wilderness areas on page 25.



Otherwise:



	Provide the name of the route, the rating (try to use a, b, c, or d rather than plus or minus), the approximate date of the first ascent, and the full names of the first ascent party.

	If the route lies adjacent to an existing route, give directions or reference in relation to the existing route, including the route number. You should also give approximate distances (right or left) in feet or yards.

	A photo of the climb (you may copy the photo in the guide) is extremely helpful in locating the route. You may wish to mark with a pen directly on the photograph the line taken by the route including the location of any bolts or fixed pins.

	A map is always extremely helpful. If a route (or a formation) that you are describing is located somewhere in an area covered by a map in this guide (even if the formation is not specifically shown), you may copy the map from the guide and show on the map where the route or formation lies.






CORRECTIONS

Some information in this guide may not be entirely clear or may be just wrong. Please send any corrections to the author at P. O. Box 4554, Laguna Beach, CA 92652. All corrections and suggestions are welcome.














HISTORY


From Practice Area to Local Sensation (1936 to 1975)

Putting together a history of Josh climbing for this guide seemed a simple enough task. The first-ascent information provided a decent record of who did what when. I decided a few conversations with various climbers would fill in the gaps. The reality proved much more complex and far more interesting.

According to conventional wisdom, Joshua Tree was devoid of any meaningful climbing activity until the mid 1960s, and free climbing standards remained very low until the 1970s. Yet, I have always had serious doubts about this “official” version of Josh’s early days. After all, most of the country’s best climbers lived in Southern California during the 1950s and some of them climbed at Josh. It seemed implausible that climbers known for pushing the limits of free climbing at Tahquitz and Yosemite would have spent their time in Joshua Tree ambling up 5.1s.

These doubts prompted a bit of research. But the problem with delving into Joshua Tree’s early climbing history immediately became apparent: It seemed no one had taken the climbing seriously enough to record routes, ratings, and/or first-ascent parties. In the interest of filling in that piece of Joshua Tree’s climbing past, I began a series of telephone conversations with many of the climbers who were active in the 1950s. With their help and ample detective work, I uncovered a variety of reports, photographs, and oral histories that shed light on Josh’s formative days.

As of this writing, many unanswered questions remain and research continues. What follows sketches the outlines of an early climbing history that has never been told. It also lays to rest the accepted history of early climbing developments at Joshua Tree.


THE EARLY DAYS

When Joshua Tree National Monument was officially established by Congress in August 1936, technical rock climbing in California was in its infancy. In 1931, East Coast climber Robert Underhill, who had learned belaying techniques while climbing in Europe, visited California and introduced “modern” rope techniques to a few Sierra Club mountaineers. These California mountaineers were so taken with rock climbing that they helped pioneer the formation of “Rock Climbing Sections” (RCS) within several chapters of the Sierra Club. By 1935, members of the Angeles Chapter RCS began conducting an intensive search for promising crags throughout Southern California.

On April 25, 1936, Art Johnson, a member of the Angeles Chapter RCS, made the first recorded “climbing” visit to the Wonderland of Rocks in the then-proposed monument. In a historical context, timing is everything, and Johnson’s “visit” did not translate into an immediate interest in Joshua Tree as a climber’s destination. His scouting trip was preceded by the discovery of Tahquitz Rock the previous June, and unlike Tahquitz, Joshua Tree’s formations were small and the apparent quality of the rock inferior. In addition, 1936 was the height of the Great Depression. Joshua Tree lay at least 60 miles farther from Los Angeles than Tahquitz, and was accessible by roads that were often remote and of poor quality. Few climbers had cars, nor the money for gasoline. As a result, Joshua Tree sat all but neglected by climbers. Despite a brightening of the economy during World War II, most active climbers were serving in the military. For the remaining climbers, gas rationing restricted travel to occasional trips.
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An early ascent of the popular Toe Jam (5.7) circa 1954.
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It was not until Veterans Day weekend in 1949 that the first recorded climbing trip was made to Joshua Tree. Six RCS members spent the long weekend climbing in what is today Hidden Valley Campground. The group climbed several routes including one on Intersection Rock, naming the formation/route Phil’s Folly. According to a report made in the RCS newsletter, The Mugelnoos, a “new climbing area, near Hidden Valley” was “strongly recommended for late fall, early spring and even winter rock climbing.” Following this positive report, the RCS began scheduling annual trips to the monument either in the fall or spring, with members of the RCS Angeles Chapter and San Diego RCS present during some of these trips.

These RCS chapters included some of the best rock climbers in the country at the time. In Southern California, RCS members were responsible for most of the new route activity at Tahquitz Rock where free-climbing standards were then at the cutting edge of technical difficulty. A young Royal Robbins participated in several trips to Josh beginning in 1952, the same year he and Don Wilson made the first free ascent of The Open Book at Tahquitz, one of the first 5.9 routes in the country. Many other active Tahquitz climbers of the era such as Chuck and Ellen Wilts, Mike Sherrick, Jerry Gallwas, T. M. Herbert, Frank Hoover, Harry Daley, Gary Hemming, Ray Van Aiken, Jim and Roy Gorin, Barbara Lilley, and John and Ruth Mendenhall took part in these early Joshua Tree RCS trips. Still, most RCS members were primarily mountaineers and peak baggers. Only a handful participated regularly in rock climbing trips, and then perhaps only every other weekend. Winters were mostly devoted to skiing.

Almost a year after that first climbing trip, in late October 1950, thirty-eight “would-be desert rats” (as they called themselves) showed up in Joshua Tree, and as the group fanned out many new routes were climbed. The park service had made improvements to Hidden Valley Campground, which included the installation of fire grates and picnic tables. Despite these “developments,” camping remained rather primitive throughout the 1950s. According to RCS climber Burt Turney,“You would just pitch your tent wherever you wanted. There was no organized campground.” During this period, all the monument’s main roads remained unpaved.

By October 1951, Joshua Tree as a climbing destination was gradually becoming legitimate, as the recorded “firsts” reveal. The first foreign climbers had visited Josh (two Swiss climbers), and the first “forced bivouac” atop a formation was recorded. However, there remains some question as to whether the bivouac was really an excuse for a romantic interlude. The record for this October climbing trip noted another first: The first intervention by a park ranger on behalf of climbers, to “a man with a gun [who was instructed] not to shoot the rock climbers.”

The formations around Hidden Valley Campground remained the focus of most technical climbing in the monument during the 1950s. By 1952, free and aid routes had been established not only on Intersection Rock, but the Old Woman, the Blob, Outhouse Rock, the Wall, and Chimney Rock. By the mid 1950s, Steve Canyon, the Outback, Real Hidden Valley, Ryan Campground, Saddle Rock, Sheep Pass, and other outlying areas saw route exploration. Bouldering was also a very popular activity on these early trips.

Intersection Rock became a popular formation. The Upper Right and Upper Left Ski Tracks (via Zigzag) were climbed as early as 1950, and within a couple of years perhaps a dozen different routes were established on Intersection Rock alone. The Old Woman was another popular formation, and in November of 1952, Jerry Gallwas, George Scheiff, and Gary Hemming made the first ascent of the now-favorite Toe Jam (5.7).

But for the most part, climbers visited Josh when poor weather kept the more alpine areas (Tahquitz and Yosemite) closed. In simple words, climbers bided their time at Joshua Tree until some “real” climbing was in condition. According to former RCS climber Don McClelland, in the 1950s “Nobody thought the climbing was worth keeping track of.” Another RCSer, Jim Gorin, remembers,“We went out during times when we weren’t going somewhere else. We didn’t take it seriously. It was just practice.” Other climbers did not like the area due to the rough textured rock. Consequently, routes and formations went largely unnamed and unrecorded.
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An unknown climber atop Skinny Pin (5.4) circa 1954.
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The climbing activities of these RCS outings were noted by non-RCS climbers drawn to the monument in the early 1950s. Dick Webster, who in the late 1960s would be one of the monument’s main activists, first visited the monument with his father Harold in 1953. Webster was eleven years old. He remembers that “most of the obvious cracks” on Intersection Rock showed “evidence of pitons”—proof that others had climbed there. However, Webster also recalled that it was rare to see other cars, let alone other climbers in the monument. Hence, communication among the different climbing groups was limited if nonexistent.

As for any official record of who was climbing what in the monument, that task remained the bailiwick of the RCS climbing newsletter The Mugelnoos. But it was a task with no formal assignment, and subsequently little consistency. Climbers relied upon the newsletter’s infrequent updates about climbing activity in the monument or they heard their “news” firsthand while sitting around the campfire in the evenings after climbing.

By the time Mike Loughman visited Joshua Tree on his first RCS trip on Halloween weekend in 1954 (and watched veteran RCS members free climb The Orphan [5.9] on the Old Woman), many crack routes in the campground area up to 5.8 or 5.9 in difficulty had already been climbed. In fact, Loughman was not sure whether the ascent of The Orphan he witnessed had been its first. What he did remember “for the record” was the following story shared around the campfire that Saturday night.

“There was a lot of discussion about all the free soloing Royal Robbins had been doing,” Loughman says. It was rumored that Robbins had soloed Lower Right Ski Track (5.10b), but when asked for the purposes of this history, Robbins admits he had no specific recollection of this event. Some RCS members were very critical of Robbins and his style of climbing. They believed free soloing and pushing climbing beyond the standard of 5.7 were not only dangerous, but damaging to the sport. Most RCS members at the time were college graduates, engineers, and scientists. In contrast, Robbins had dropped out of high school. Although climbers like Wilts and the Mendenhalls were very supportive, others were somewhat outraged by Robbins’s attitude toward climbing.

Until 1956 there was no formal numerical rating system for the difficulty of climbs. Routes identified as fifth class were described as being easy, moderate, hard, or very hard.“And one climb might be described as ‘a bit harder’ than another,” T. M. Herbert says. Robbins, Wilson, and Chuck Wilts developed the decimal rating system (later to become the Yosemite Decimal System) in the mid 1950s, which made its first appearance in the 1956 edition of the Tahquitz guidebook, Climber’s Guide to Tahquitz Rock.

Also active in the 1950s were Don Cornell, Phil Smith, his son Rod, John Merriam, and Bob Boyle. Most had mountaineering background and concentrated their activities on attaining various freestanding “summits.” These efforts included: The Lost Pencil (A1, 1956; Cornell and Merriam); The Wedge (5.5, 1956; Jack Davis, Bruce Fortune, and Rod Smith); Pope’s Hat (A1, 1956; Cornell and Rod Smith); and Split Rock (5.8, 1956; free solo by Bob Boyle). Rod Smith also engineered the first ascent of Headstone Rock in 1956 by throwing twine across the summit to pull a climbing rope over, then prusiking to the top.

During his Easter break in 1956, Loughman, along with fellow high school friend Roger Hope, spent the week at Josh. “My mom drove my buddy and I to Hidden Valley Campground for the week; there wasn’t another soul there.” In addition to doing the first ascent of the upper half of Straight Flush on Outhouse Rock, the pair climbed Right On (5.5), a 3-pitch route on Saddle Rocks. Although this is the first known ascent of this climb, Loughman believes that the route “had probably been climbed before.” Dick and Harold Webster established a few first ascents in the later 1950s, including The Eye (5.3, 1957) on Cyclops Rock.

In April 1958, another classic route saw its first ascent when Mark Powell and Bill “Dolt” Feuerer climbed the Southwest Corner (5.6/5.7) on Headstone Rock near Ryan Campground. Powell named the formation the Can Opener. In early guides, the formation was referred to as Balance Rock; by the late 1970s, its name was changed to Headstone Rock to honor early miners whose graves lay nearby. In 1959, Robbins, Powell, T. M. Herbert, and others climbed several new routes on what is now known as the Cohn Property (closed to the public). These climbs, which were only recently reported, included a 5.9+ crack. Powell, together with Robbins, was one of the great free climbers of the 1950s and perhaps the archetypal climbing bum. Powell is also credited with bringing the decimal system, developed at Tahquitz in the early 1950s, to Yosemite.

Sometime around 1958 Robbins, with the help of Herbert, compiled the first guidebook to known routes in the monument. The guidebook consisted of nine or ten typewritten, mimeographed pages, and a few copies were distributed to other RCS members. Unfortunately, no copies of this guide are known to have survived. Climbing guides are as much repositories of climbing history as they are descriptions of climbs, and much could be learned from this first guidebook.

The climbing activity of the 1950s left little trace. With no widely distributed written record of prior ascents, and no contingent of “local” climbers within which an oral history could survive, the accomplishments of the 1950s were soon lost.




AN AREA REDISCOVERED

During the 1950s and early 1960s, rock climbing was still unfamiliar to the average American. Joshua Tree provided a ringside seat for the curious visitor, on occasion causing traffic jams as cars stopped to watch climbers on the north face of Intersection Rock. (Until 2002, Park Boulevard passed directly under the north face of Intersection Rock; a large parking area is now located here.) As a result, for a few years, climbers were actually banned from climbing the north side of the formation.

By the mid 1960s, climbing was becoming increasingly popular, but members of the Sierra Club RCS were no longer the center of activity and innovation they once were. The RCS still scheduled annual trips to the monument, but its members were generally not climbing at a high standard and little new route activity resulted from these outings.

Of all the top climbers from the 1950s, Mark Powell was one of the few to climb with any regularity in the monument through the 1960s and into the early 1970s. Other preeminent climbers of the 1960s, such as Tom Higgins and the late Bob Kamps—who were, like Powell, pushing standards at Tahquitz—didn’t climb much at Joshua Tree. The general perception, just as it had been with the RCS, was that “the rock wasn’t very good and that it was just a practice area,” recalls Higgins.
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The Josh classic, O’Kelley’s Crack (5.10c).
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In 1965, Mark and Beverly Powell established Mama Woolsey (5.9) on the southeast face of the Blob. The route was named after Mark’s then mother-in-law, who was camping with the Powells that weekend. During the mid to late 1960s, Mark established several other routes with Beverly, including Planet X (5.8; circa 1966) on the Planet X Pinnacle. About a year later, Mark returned to the Planet X Pinnacle with Frank deSaussure and climbed Planet Y (5.10a) via a somewhat easier line than that done today.

It is likely that Mental Physics (5.7), a classic two-pitch moderate route in the southern Wonderland of Rocks, was first climbed in the mid to late 1960s. Similarly, the bold Unknown Route (5.10a/b) on the North Astro Dome probably dates from this time.

From the mid 1960s to the beginning of the 1970s, several new groups of climbers discovered Joshua Tree. They were not members of the RCS and thus didn’t know that Joshua Tree was only a practice area. With fresh eyes, they saw the potential for Joshua Tree to be a serious climbing area and adopted it as their own. These were the monument’s first real “locals” and were conspicuous by their regular visits.

The new “local” climbers included members of the Riverside Mountain Rescue Unit (RMRU). Dick Webster had joined the RMRU in 1966 and began climbing with other members including Woody Stark, Bill Briggs, and Jim Foote. Another group called itself “The Desert Rats.” It included John Wolfe, Ken Stichter, Dick James, Al Ruiz, Howard Weamer, Rich Wolfe, and Stu Harris. Also active during the mid to late 1960s were Don O’Kelley (of O’Kelley Crack fame), Dave Davis, and a bit later Roy Naasz and Chris Wegener.

Stark, Webster, and Briggs were perhaps the most ambitious of the locals. The Desert Rats were, at least initially, far more interested in aid climbing. None of the locals were climbing at a particularly high standard. According to John Wolfe, the Desert Rats harbored the belief that “only dedicated super climbers were capable of climbing 5.7 and harder.” And for all any of these climbers knew, the formations around the campground were largely virgin terrain.

Today, it is hard to imagine Hidden Valley Campground as anything but congested. However, during the late 1960s what Stark remembers is the solitude. The campground was never full and most campers were retirees. “They would watch the climbers and sometimes even clap. There was one ranger who lived with his family at Lost Horse. He would often chat with climbers.”

Despite the new interest, free climbing standards had regressed. In contrast, at nearby Tahquitz Rock, 5.10 had been firmly established by 1963 and 5.11s were first climbed by 1967. With Joshua Tree off the radar of most climbers, visitation remained sparse. Joshua Tree was being rediscovered, but development proceeded in a much different manner. Though many of the obvious cracks in Hidden Valley Campground had been free climbed years previously, most were “first” climbed again, usually with aid. Later, some of these routes saw their second first free ascents.

In 1966, Jim Foote led a hard-to-protect crack on the right side of Cyclops Rock. Initially rated 5.7, Leaders Fright (5.8 R; Foote, Stark, and Webster) was one of the boldest new leads of this era. This fine route’s reputation for seriousness remains intact even to this day. According to Stark, “Jim fell a short ways after doing the crux, stopping himself on a small ledge. That is why we called it Leaders Fright.”

Without a doubt some of the most notable ascents of this time were the 1967 first “known” free ascents of both Dogleg (5.9;Webster, Stark, and Briggs) and Double Cross (5.7/5.8; Stark, Webster, and Briggs). Though apparently free climbed during the 1950s, Dogleg had been “first” climbed on aid in 1965 by John Wolfe and his brother Rich. Webster remembers that a “friendly rivalry” with the Desert Rats was part of the motivation for trying to climb it free. “And,” says Webster, “it looked like it should go free.” Stark recalls, “We spent several weekends working on it, getting higher with each effort.” Several falls were taken and the team traded leads a number of times before Webster finally led Dogleg free to the top. “We rated it 5.7 initially because we couldn’t do 5.8s,” says Stark.
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Matt Cox on the first ascent of Touch and Go (5.9).
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Tony Sartin on Left Ski Track (5.11a).
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In contrast, Double Cross was “pretty straight forward. It was a great route,” states Webster. Even so, in recent years Double Cross has seen more than its share of accidents, as inexperienced climbers are lured into this hand-to-fist crack by its moderate rating.

Yet the most significant first free ascent of the 1960s went all but unnoticed by the locals. In 1968 Tom Higgins on-sighted Left Ski Track and established Joshua Tree’s first 5.11; a Josh free ascent well ahead of its time. Higgins had not climbed much in Joshua Tree at the time, but he thought the line looked enticing. Higgins was not even sure if Left Ski Track had been climbed before. “I was climbing really well at the time. It looked like it had a lot of holds, things I could get my hands and feet in. But it ended up being much harder than it looked. It was very strenuous placing pins for pro.”

Sometime around 1967 or 1968 several climbers, including Stark, Briggs, and John Wolfe, had decided to produce a guidebook. They agreed to collaborate on the project. (Wolfe eventually moved forward on his own, completing it in 1970.) The prospect of a new guide spurred some new route efforts. In 1969, Wolfe and Dick James made the first free ascent of The Flue (5.8), a fine route on Chimney Rock’s east face.

As before, a few adventuresome climbers saw potential for routes outside Hidden Valley Campground. Saddle Rocks saw further exploration at the end of this pre-guide era, with the 1969 ascent of Orange Flake (5.8; Roy Naasz and Ron Osborn) followed closely by the 1970 ascent of the popular 2-pitch face climb Walk on the Wild Side (5.8-; Naasz and Chris Wegener). With Walk on the Wild Side (the title of a Lou Reed tune and one of the first climbing routes named after a rock song), climbers became more imaginative in naming routes.

Powell, Kamps, and Higgins had pioneered bolted face routes at Tahquitz in the 1960s, and by 1969 more bolt-protected face climbs were put up on Suicide Rock. As a consequence, climbers began to look at the many unclimbed faces at Joshua Tree for new route potential, and the large expanse of Saddle Rocks was an obvious objective.

Naasz and Wegener were the first to tackle the large west face of the Sentinel in Real Hidden Valley, climbing a 2-pitch aid line named Scared Bare (5.8, A3; 1970). The excellent first pitch was later freed (5.10d) and is now considered part of Desert Song.

In 1970 O’Kelley and Davis ventured into the North Wonderland and discovered the Grey Giant formation. Over the next two days they aided the obvious arching crack line of Hyperion. This was before designation of the area as federal wilderness, and the pair was able to drive the Old Wonderland Trail for much of the approach. Due to considerable bird feathers and droppings emanating from the crack, their route was named after the Hyperion sewage treatment plant in Redondo Beach.

During the 1970/1971 climbing season, Mark Powell returned to The Can Opener (aka Headstone Rock) and climbed its steep and plated southeast arête. Powell recalls placing only a single bolt on Cryptic (5.8), using a piton or two for additional protection. In later years, others have added two more bolts to this route.

Joshua Tree of 1970 was still a place that attracted few visitors, least of all climbers. Campsites were never full. To a novice climber like Richard Harrison, the entire monument “seemed like the most remote spot in the world.”

In 1970 Wolfe published the first real guidebook to the monument. This guide contained seventy-eight routes, most located in Hidden Valley Campground. No routes listed were more difficult than 5.9; most routes were 5.7 or under; and many climbs still employed aid. Though this guide may have been mistaken about who did what when, it constituted a huge step forward in giving legitimacy to climbing in the monument.

The first printing quickly sold out. A revised printing in 1973 corrected a notoriously incorrect rating of The Damper (5.9) on Chimney Rock. It was rated originally 5.6, causing more than one aspiring leader to be turned away in disgust. But even as the guide was being reprinted so much new route activity had occurred that it was already hopelessly out-of-date.

In addition to finding a ready audience, the effect of this guidebook on Joshua Tree’s popularity was immediate. It focused the attention of a large number of climbers on the area. Climbing standards and route development quickly experienced a major boom. Hundreds of new routes were established and many aid routes were freed. The publication of this guide coincided with an increase in the popularity of rock climbing and a revolution in clean climbing equipment. The change in attitude about Joshua Tree was noticeable. “You could tell the difference,” says Higgins.




THE NEW GENERATION

In the summer of 1971, John Long was introduced to climbing through a National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) course. A natural athlete, Long was immediately hooked, but he needed to find climbing partners. When he returned that fall for his senior year at Upland High School, he started a climbing course. A junior, Rick Accomazzo, was one of the “students” who signed up. Accomazzo recalls Long professing to years of climbing experience. By the time Accomazzo wised up, he was hooked too.

In a few months, Long and Accomazzo met fellow Upland High student Richard Harrison, who had already been climbing for about year and was psyched to climb as much as possible. The three began to climb together regularly.

“We arranged our school schedules so we would have Wednesday off,” recalls Accomazzo. “We would drive to Josh for the day on Wednesday, then climb all weekend too. There was something magical about the desert air.”

After a few months on this concentrated diet of climbing, Long, Accomazzo, and Harrison improved dramatically. They had soon climbed most of the hardest established routes in the monument. By spring of 1972, Long began establishing new routes and even freeing old aid climbs, including Judas (5.10b) and Candelabra (5.10a R).

After an intense nine-month apprenticeship, Accomazzo accompanied Long on the first known free ascent of North Overhang (5.9) on Intersection Rock. “We were real excited to free such an obvious line. It was a pretty heady thing for a high school student to do something no one had done before,” says Accomazzo.

In November 1972, Long pulled out all the stops by leading the first ascent of Jumping Jack Crack (5.11a) in Steve Canyon. Gear was still quite primitive by today’s standards, with nuts just being introduced. Use of pitons, particularly by older climbers, was still quite common.

Both Accomazzo and Harrison are unequivocal in attributing the drive behind these ascents to Long. “John had endless energy, he always wanted to do something,” says Accomazzo. Similarly, Harrison states, “John always had a plan and was the motivating force behind most of the climbs we did. He was hyperactive.” Over the next eight years, Long freed or established approximately ninety routes in the monument. The quest for first ascents was often ruthless.

In the fall of 1972, Long made the first lead of an easy but classic face route, and in the process ignited a lingering controversy. The day before, Ken Stichter and John Wolfe had bolted an obvious line up a dark intrusion dike on the west face of Echo Rock. Stichter “ran out of light after placing all the protection bolts.” Harrison and Long witnessed the retreat. Long says they knew Stichter wouldn’t return to finish the line until later.“[E]arly the next morning, Richard Harrison and I went ahead and led it through,” Long says.

The story quickly became campfire fodder and the route became known as Stichter Quits. Unaware of the intervening ascent, the next weekend Stichter and Wolfe climbed the route, naming it Black Tide. In his later guides, Wolfe listed the route as Black Tide,
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John Long dynos Saturday Night Live circa 1982.
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Richard Harrison on the Aiguille de Joshua Tree.

PHOTO: RICK ACCOMAZZO COLLECTION



crediting Stichter and himself with the first ascent. When corrected in more recent guides, considerable confusion and irritation resulted.

November of 1972 also saw Mark Powell’s first ascent of Papa Woolsey (5.10b). Up until then, most climbs at Josh followed crack lines. Papa Woolsey was a sharp deviation from this precedent. Though Powell’s Headstone Rock routes (Southwest Corner and Cryptic) and Naasz’s Walk on the Wild Side were bolted face climbs, Papa Woolsey was located right in Hidden Valley Campground, where everyone could see it.

“I had done some things at Tahquitz, like Chingadera, which were bolted face routes. By then, most routes [at Tahquitz] that used cracks had been done. Faces were the next step,” says Powell. Not sure if the line of Papa Woolsey would go, Powell first toproped it. About a week later he led it, placing the bolts from the ground up.

Papa Woolsey was far harder and less featured than previous face routes. Though it is perhaps too short to be considered a classic, Papa Woolsey was a seminal development in Josh climbing. It caused other climbers to look at otherwise blank-appearing faces, once thought to be unclimbable or too loose. By today’s standards, this short slab is essentially “sport” bolted.

Later in the 1970s, the use of bolts as protection on face climbs came into common use. And most of the progeny of Papa Woolsey were sparingly bolted. The quarter-inch split shaft Rawl bolt (1 to 1.5 inches long), placed on the lead in a hand-drilled hole, characterized the common “ethic” at Josh until at least the late 1980s.

In December 1972, Chris Wegener made the mistake of commenting to Harrison, Long, Don Watson, and Accomazzo that he had just checked out a good-looking crack line on the formation across the valley. It was, as he naively pointed out, clearly visible from the campground. “As soon as he turned the corner we got racked up and were out there,” remembers Harrison. The line, Comic Book (5.10a), was quickly sent by the crew, much to the chagrin of Wegener. Another climb that garnered a lot of attention was Long’s and Harrison’s 1973 first ascent of Bearded Cabbage (5.10c) on the Old Woman.

During the early and mid 1970s, John Long had become arguably the single most influential climber in Southern California. It was common to see him making the rounds of the many difficult boulder problems he had pioneered, an entourage of a dozen or so in tow. John’s success was born of supreme confidence and the goods to back it up. John had a lot of charisma, and was always spurring others to have fun and try new things.

Long was also well known for helping “direct” the efforts of younger climbers, often suggesting climbs and climbing partners. In 1974 John Bachar remembers Long telling him to lead the as-yet-unrepeated Bearded Cabbage. To the astonishment of all, the young Bachar on-sighted the route, in the process becoming the first climber to lieback the crux crack section. “I didn’t know how to jam. After that they started calling me ‘Laybachar’.”

In the early 1970s, it was this new generation of local climbers, including Long, Harrison, Accomazzo, Tobin Sorenson, and Jim Wilson, who applied and honed their talents at Josh. And within a few short years, these self-proclaimed “Stonemasters” had changed Joshua Tree’s climbing landscape. Difficult routes (5.10 and 5.11) were no longer mere anomalies, but became common fare. Development began to intensify outside Hidden Valley Campground, and areas like Echo Rock, Rusty Wall, North Wonderland, Saddle Rocks, Hall of Horrors, Conan’s Corridor, and Split Rocks saw a rash of new routes.

Illustrative of this rapid change was the 1974 first free ascent of Hyperion (5.11) on the Grey Giant (Long, Kevin Worral, Sorenson, and Accomazzo). Located deep in the North Wonderland, Hyperion had been discovered and first aid-climbed only few years previously (1970).

Aside from the “big name” climbers, other active climbers in the early 1970s included John Bald, Matt Cox, Spencer Lennard, David Evans, Dean Fidelman (aka “Bullwinkle”), and Gary Ayres. I began climbing in the monument about this time and, along with Matt Cox, began keeping an informal new route guide. Tim Powell (no relation to Mark) says this handwritten guide was copied and “traded around among us. The information about who did a new route also really mattered as some people, like
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Tobin Sorenson on the first free ascent of Hyperion (5.11d).
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Sorenson or Cox, were notorious for sandbagging or doing runout routes.”

John Bachar made his first trip to Josh in 1972 with fellow high school classmate Mike Ransom. Armed with a firm grasp of climbing gained from reading British climbing books and a rack of homemade hexes and machine nuts, Bachar remembers being lured into climbing The Damper because of the 5.6 rating in the Wolfe guide (it is actually a 5.9 fist-to-offwidth crack). “It was horrendous and took us forever, going up and down. We were thoroughly depressed. Afterward, we thought:‘If this is 5.6, we’re screwed.’”

Whether Tobin Sorenson, one of the mythic climbers of the 1970s, was incredibly bold or totally reckless is subject to debate. But stunts such as climbing with a noose around his neck tend to tilt final judgment toward foolhardy. Still, the handful of routes he established at Josh were big influences on other climbers. Sorenson’s lead of Grit Roof (5.11a, 1973; Sorenson, Accomazzo, and Wilson) exemplified “typical Tobin style,” says Accomazzo. “He was moaning, uncertain, but absolutely going for it.”A still-inexperienced John Bachar witnessed Sorenson’s lead of this roof to an offwidth crack and came away hugely impressed with Tobin’s perseverance and all-out commitment. “It was a huge moment for me.”

The following year, Tobin scored a double coup with his first free ascent of the perfect hand-to-fist fissure of O’Kelley’s Crack (5.10c; FFA: Sorenson, Wilson, Fidelman, and Ayres) and with the first ascent of the adjacent and much more technical thin-hands crack, Wanger Banger (5.11c). Exorcist (5.10a, 1974; Sorenson, Dick Shockley, Jim Wilson, and Fidelman) is another classic Sorenson route established the same year. Tobin’s tenure at Joshua Tree was short; he later excelled at bold alpine climbing, a pursuit that eventually claimed his life.

John Bald, another SoCal climber, was one of the first to explore the Pinto Basin area of the park and is credited with “discovering” Conan’s Corridor, Isles in the Sky, and Rubicon (which he aided in 1976) in Split Rocks. Bald shared some of these discoveries with Long and between the two, a number of unclimbed gems were quickly “plucked.”These included fine crack climbs in Conan’s Corridor: Spiderman (5.10b, 1975; Long and Bachar); Colorado Crack (5.9, 1975; Billy Westbay, Long, and Hugh Burton); True Dice (5.10a R/X, 1974; Bald); and Gem (5.8, 1974; Bald, Hugh Burton, and Long).

High school student Matt Cox may have climbed at Joshua Tree for only a few years, but he did so with such intensity and boldness that he established many classic routes and left an enduring reputation in his wake. Spencer Lennard recalls that, “Matt’s life was fueled by Mountain Magazine,” a British publication that was, in the 1970s, the world’s premier English-language climbing journal. Cox’s resulting approach to climbing was very traditional. “He was one of the best slab climbers of his era,” according to Lennard.

In 1973, the fifteen-year-old Cox showed Lennard and Gary Ayers a likely looking crack in Real Hidden Valley, then just headed up. “Gary and I were quivering; Matt was climbing so far beyond what we thought was possible. We were happy to be able to follow it cleanly,” remembers Lennard. Located on the west face of the Sentinel, the route was named Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby (5.10a/b). The following year, Sorenson and Wilson climbed the route, thinking it a first ascent and placing a bolt halfway up the pitch (long since removed). They called their new climb Illusion Dweller. Even though the first-ascent credit got straightened out a few years later, the second name stuck.

More than any other route, Cox’s 1975 first ascent with Lennard of Trespassers Will Be Violated (5.10c) typified his “gonzo” style. Cox had spied the new line and with bolt kit in hand started up this rising dike system. But Cox soon came upon a bolt, and two more bolts could be seen higher on the dike. Assuming the route had already been climbed, Cox simply continued on to the top, despite a rather nasty runout at the crux. Only later was it learned that the bolts had been placed on rappel by other climbers planning to add several more before climbing it. Cox’s other routes include Effigy Too (5.10a, 1975; Cox and Evans); Touch & Go (5.9, 1976; Cox, Bobby Kessinger, and Dan Ahlborn), and Frontal Lobotomy (5.10a/b, 1975; Cox, Evans, Spencer Lennard, and Alan Lennard).

Although the Desert Rats continued to be active during the early 1970s, their efforts were overshadowed by the large influx of a new generation of young, talented, and ambitious climbers. As Joshua Tree gained more respect, it attracted a wider audience of climbers and standards were soon on par with other major climbing areas.

(The climbing history of Joshua Tree National Park will continue in a subsequent volume of this guide. Stay tuned.)
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