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Praise for Climb:


“A great anthology that captures the humor, epics, and magic of the game we play.”


—Sir Chris Bonington, acclaimed British mountaineer and author


“Climbers usually have more on their minds than putting pen to paper, such as getting to the next route alive. This lack of time or concentration leads to many dull accounts for those who lazily rise to the occasion. But here, in Climb, the editors have gone to the trouble of scouring the vast body of climbing literature and pulling forth some of the most varied and lyrical pieces of our strange pastime. It’s unusual and wonderful to see an account of an ancient French adventure coupled with an eloquent book review-and, of course, all sorts of other fascinating material. Well done!”


—Steve Roper, noted climber, author, and historian of the Sierra Nevada and founding editor of Ascent


“This collection of mountain tales brings together some of the finest and most important stories in climbing history. I am delighted to rediscover many of my favorite treasures, and surprised that I’d overlooked a few that were equally good. Here is mountaineering distilled to its essence.”


—John Harlin, climber, author, and editor of American Alpine Journal


“Kerry and Cameron Burns have compiled an eclectic mix of articles and short stories that span the rich history of our sport, from playful humor to the distinctly serious. For me, one gem is a previously unpublished account of the first British ascent of the Bonatti Pillar, which provides new insight of both events and the (now legendary) players of this simply epic tale.”


—Lindsay Griffin, acclaimed British mountaineer


“If you want to learn why the best climbing narratives transcend the adventure genre and speak through the ages, read Climb.”


—John Long, legendary climber and adventure writer


“Glistening narratives from climbing’s best story tellers.”


—John Middendorf, American big wall climber and developer of climbing equipment


“The Burnses have done a magnificent job of distilling the climbing experience in their selection of writings for this anthology. These accounts by various authors from the 14th century to the present recount every kind of tale from early traditional alpine ascents (to reach summits) to the more varied forms of climbing we now see in the 21st century.


This book is more than just a collection of stories about climbing. These epics recount triumph and tragedy as well as the foibles of humankind itself, exploring the depths of the human psyche. Add this one to your book collection!”


—Ed Cooper, American climbing author and mountain photographer
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INTRODUCTION






The selection of stories you hold in your hands started out in an altogether different form—Classic Climbing Stories—that we pulled together for Lyons Press in 2005. While those stories were and remain fascinating, in late 2010 Globe Pequot Press suggested we take another look at the stories gathered therein. So we started looking around, primarily at more modern stories.


One of the remarkable things about climbing literature is its evolution, which has always reflected the evolution of the sport itself. Until about the early twentieth century, most climbing stories, for example, followed a fairly routine path: a description of the objective, the events of the ascent, then a bit of a summation—and maybe a brief mention of the wonder of nature and some Divine force.


By the early twentieth century, however, things had changed dramatically. Climbers (still mostly men) were not only talking about conquering features of the Earth’s crust, they were also writing about everything from the mundane to the surreal to, wonderfully, the imagined (which has by far the biggest presence in climbing). We began to read about how fingers can hurt, how motivation can wane, and how uncertainty can play on psyches.


David Brower’s 1939 retelling of his climb of the Yosemite Point Couloir with Morgan Harris and Torcom Bedayan is a great example. Certainly, there’s a lot of the traditional climbing-story stuff going on, but Brower actually admits to “cheating” while climbing. Brower’s account is no lynchpin in the art of climbing storytelling, but it points the way.


If you discount the 1940s because of World War II, what started in the 1930s continued in the 1950s and 1960s, and certainly in the 1970s and 1980s. Climbers weren’t just writing about fear and uncertainty. They were writing about how companions can stink (in both ways), how bodily functions can become urgent, and what the person on the other end of the rope might be thinking and/or saying, to the point of quoting his lines for him. We also got to hear about death and all its long-lasting consequences for the living.


Two important changes to the storytelling repertoire in the late twentieth century were dark and/or sarcastic humor and the increasing presence of female climbers. Stories also reflected the division of climbing into its various sub-activities: bouldering, sport climbing, traditional rock climbing, big wall climbing (in its various phases), ice climbing, mixed climbing, alpinism, etc.


In this collection we have gathered stories representative of all the most significant eras and most important genres (the climbing-book review, as Royal Robbins’s piece shows, is indeed a major genre in and of itself), and we’ve also included several stories from other parts of the world, because although climbing can be an activity insulated from the rest of society, within the climbing community knowledge and stories are shared on a global basis.


Hopefully you won’t regard the selections within as an oddball collection without rhyme or reason—our goal was to show off the richness that exists in climbing literature across the ages and around the globe. Happy reading.


—Kerry L. Burns and Cameron M. Burns




MIND GAMES (1984)


David Pagel






We had spent years laboring on the small bluffs of eastern Minnesota under the incredulous eyes of Lake Superior vacationers and St. Croix River valley tourists. “Crazy” they called us, as we clung to ropes the size of their pinkies and disappeared over precipices that loomed all of fifty feet over the spongy ground below. We liked to think of it as training. Two months of our summer dragged once more through this routine until at last, Jim and I decided it was time to pack up the aging Datsun and follow the setting sun. Go west, young man, to the legendary land of multi-pitch climbs.


First stop, the fabled canyon of Eldorado: valley of endless sandstone, stomping grounds of Layton Kor, home of the Naked Edge. Our first night there, we walked the entire length of the road in gray drizzle, looking for the climbs. Nothing looked even remotely big enough to fit the visions of this place that our imaginations had conjured. We stood perplexed beneath a large outcrop that offered some shelter from the rain.


“Boy, Jim, this has got to be the place. The sign said ELDORADO SPRNGS. You don’t suppose there might be more than one, do you?”


“No,” he replied. “this must be it. We probably just didn’t walk far enough up the canyon.”
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Suddenly, a lone figure toting a chalk bag materialized out of the mists.


“Hey, buddy,” we called. “where would we find the Bastille?”
 

He stared. “You’re leaning against it.”


Jim and I looked at each other and then slowly raised our heads to the rock wall above. “My God,” Jim sighed, “it can’t be more than two rope-lengths to the top.” We stumbled back to camp feeling cheated.


Foreshortening is a nasty phenomenon, and we soon found out how wrong first impressions made on ignorant flatlanders in the pouring rain can be. A week later (most of which was spent backing off routes that were way over our heads) two enlightened, exhausted, and effectively humbled Minnesota climbers crept out of Colorado.


We coaxed our roadster north into the bleak and smooth, yet warmly familiar landscape of eastern Wyoming. We were headed for Devils Tower, and this time we would start right out giving the place the respect it deserved. We agreed to begin climbing 5.7 and then, if we were climbing well, maybe take a shot at some easier 5.8.


Soon the Tower loomed on the horizon, juxtaposed with the surrounding gentle hills like some great corrugated stump. Pulling into the cozy campground near its base, we noticed quite a few sites with mounds of ropes and climbing hardware heaped on the picnic tables. There were even some familiar “Land of 10,000 Lakes” license plates on the bumpers of the vehicles. A merry evening ensued in the company of a large group of fellow climbers. By and by the conversation wandered toward plans for tomorrow’s climbing. The party atmosphere had loosened my tongue and apparently a few mental screws as well.


“Oh, I don’t know,” I drawled, “we were kind of thinking about doing something easy; 5.8-ish.”


Jim’s eyebrows shot up. “I wouldn’t waste my time,” someone offered. “Anything under 5.9 is usually pretty wide or dirty; 5.9 and above, though, now that’s usually some pretty fine climbing. Say, didn’t you fellows mention you were just in Eldorado?”


If I had, I sure hadn’t meant to. That was the last thing I wanted to bring up. I resolved to stick to the subject, even though I really didn’t like where that seemed to be leading either.


“5.9 and above huh? Well, ah, we’ve got to get used to the rock and stuff first.” It sounded like the biggest dodge in the world, which, of course, it was.


“Nothing to get used to,” the fellow persisted. “You can jam, can’t you?”


“Oh, well . . . um . . . of course we can jam, but . . .”


“Well then, go for it!” He grinned. “You’ll never find cleaner jamming than a Tower 5.10.”


Jim’s eyebrows had now disappeared above his hairline someplace. I needed a 

way out of this badly.


“What would you suggest for our first climb?” I asked, and cautiously added, “keeping in mind that we’re still pretty wiped out from the long drive and would just as soon have sort of a rest day anyway.”


“Do Soler. It’s beautiful. Only two pitches and real easy. It’s a great warm-up route.”


Easy . . . warm-up . . . I liked the sound of that.


“Good protection?”


“The best. You can really lace it up.”


My kind of climb.


“Well,” I said. “Soler, huh? I think that sounds pretty good. Yup, that’s what we’ll do. Soler.” Now that we were publicly committed, I asked, just as an afterthought, “So what’s Soler rated anyway?”


“5.9 minus.”


I had no idea where Jim’s eyebrows were now, because his hand was over his face.


I’m not quite sure exactly how we got up Soler, whether it was luck, biorhythms, karma, or whatever. All I do know is that somehow, astonished but overjoyed, we found ourselves on top. By the time we reached the campground again, we had gotten a little cocky. I perused the guidebook.


“Okay, we’ve got four days left here . . . let’s try this tomorrow (another 5.9 minus). If we get up that, we’ll do this the next day (a solid 5.9), and if we can do that, we’ll take a rest day and then do this: Tulgey Wood, 5.9 plus.” Jim agreed. After all, it seemed quite a safe proposal because neither of us believed for a moment that we would ever get past day two of this scenario. And 5.9 plus? That was pure fantasy. We didn’t think anymore about it as we concentrated on celebrating our newest conquest, and initiation into the world fringing on 5.9.


Thus, it was a bit disturbing when, two days later, we were still going strong. Our attempts on Gooseberry Jam and Walt Bailey Memorial ended with the same unlikely success as on Soler. Something was not right here and I attempted to reason it out. These climbs had been hard, but not at the absolute limit of our abilities like they should have been. Surely one of us should have fallen, at least once. I began to sense the hand of something or someone far greater than Jim or I in all of this. Somehow we were being led into a fateful rendezvous with the fourth day of our game plan. Then again, perhaps we had just been lucking out. I slept uneasily that night because now that I had to take it seriously, I had begun to fear Tulgey Wood.


We spent the first part of our rest day engaged in one of our favorite Devils Tower pastimes, “tourist baiting.” We first discovered this game while hiking down the trail that circles the Tower, after climbing Soler. Fully clad in ropes and hardware, we were obviously quite a novelty to the countless tourists who also wander this path. Enthusiastically they questioned us about our climb, our gear, and the inevitable, “What’s it like on top?” We laboriously answered their questions and then graciously offered to pose for photographs with their daughters.


It soon became apparent, however, that no matter how carefully and meticulously we described our activities, these people had absolutely no grasp of how rock climbing worked. We had run into this problem before, but Devils Tower vacationers seemed a breed apart. They had mastered the formidable skills necessary for piloting vehicles that were size, mass, and fuel consumption equivalents of the space shuttle, yet they were incapable of understanding even the most fundamental principles of roped climbing.


We soon tired of repeating our tedious and apparently fruitless explanations and began to make things up. The game quickly evolved. Whichever of us could tell the most outrageous lie about climbing the Tower and still be believed was considered the winner, and thus earned the prestigious and envied title of “Master-baiter.” I currently held this honor for convincing an elderly couple from Ohio that the summit was littered with ruins and had, in fact, been the site of a Druid temple and observatory to which access had once been gained via an intricate network of cedar scaffolds and ladders.


This particular morning the game was not much fun, however. It was hard to have a light heart while standing in the shadow of Tulgey Wood.


Around noon we flopped down in the talus to watch a party from Montana who were engaged on the route. This was their second try. Their attempts on the previous day had climaxed with a nasty twenty-foot peel out of the crux on the first pitch. Now they had just reached the stance on top of the column that forms the short second pitch. We watched for over half an hour, and they didn’t move. It was clear that they were both exhausted. We decided to leave for a while and run some errands. After driving the thirty miles to town and back, we returned to the talus. The two climbers were still on the ledge.


Later than evening, we ambled over to the Montana campsite with the intention of pumping them for some information. I was a little apprehensive and not at all sure that it was in the best of taste to bring up Tulgey Wood in light of the way that these guys had spent the past couple of days. It seemed a little like asking Mrs. Lincoln what she thought of the play. As it turned out, we should have stayed at home. For over an hour the “Big Sky” boys cussed and cursed and expounded on the terrors of Tulgey Wood. They had reached a point only about twenty feet above the spot where we had observed them before being once again, and this time conclusively, defeated. Psyched out, fed up, and all in, they backed down.


“I have absolutely nothing good to say about that route,” one of them warned. “It’s scary and sustained and a hell of a lot harder than any 5.9 that I’ve ever done.”


His partner, though not much of a talker, seemed to agree. “It sucks,” he muttered.


Jim and I had just about made up our minds to chicken out when a group of the local hard-men showed up. Before we could slip away, our more talkative host introduced us as “the Minnesota guys who are gonna have a crack at Tulgey Wood tomorrow . . . they gotta either be pretty good or pretty bold trying that bastard after watching us die on it.”


“Balls,” his partner grunted, “real balls.” One of the locals gave us a crocodile smile. “Tulgey Wood, huh?” He grinned. “That’s a real nice climb. Unique, that’s for sure! Good luck, guys.”


Something about the smirk on his face reminded me of the way Sitting Bull might have smiled at Custer the night before the massacre. Somehow, we had just gotten roped into doing another route that was way over our heads and that neither of us really wanted to do.


Back in our tent, we discussed our options. As I saw it, we had three choices: Quit climbing forever, change our names, or try the route. Jim liked climbing, and his name, but didn’t want to do the route. Thus, he came up with another solution.


“You can lead the first two pitches,” he said. “That’s where the toughest stuff is, and it’s your turn to lead the crux pitch anyway.”


“Shouldn’t we flip a coin or something?” I protested weakly.


“Now look,” he continued, “it was your off-width mouth that got us into this mess in the first place. Besides, if we get an early start, we can probably back off in time to pack up and get a good head start on the drive home.”


There is usually a clear boundary separating optimism from pessimism, but this skillful blending of the two left me somewhat confused in regard to his true disposition. My own bordered on despair.


And so shortly after sunrise on a beautiful August morning, when I could have been climbing any one of a dozen easier routes and really enjoying myself, I found myself tied to the front end of the rope, trussed up in enough clinking hardware to anchor a battleship, staring up at a climb that I knew would probably maim me for life. I turned to Jim. He was anchored securely to a little bush and was grinning, probably in anticipation of the bloodbath that was sure to follow. At that moment, he would have bet an orphan’s crutch that he was never going to have to leave the ground.


“You know,” I snapped, “if I crater, it’s going to be on your conscience.”


“No,” he smiled, eyeing his position relative to the crack above, “I believe it’ll be on my shoes.”


I hoped that the shrub he was tied to was poison ivy.


The crack started out real nice. Fingers in, twist, toes on nubbins. The protection also seemed pretty reasonable.


Voices drifted across the talus from the visitors center. “Look, Martha! There’s a man going up right there . . . no, lower . . . down near the bottom . . . climbing up that red rope.” I winced.


The crack got smaller and entered a dihedral. “Boy, would this be a great spot for my #7 Taperlock (my favorite piece because of its pretty yellow cord), but it’s still a long way to the top. I better save it till I really need it.” I made do with a wired Stopper cammed sideways. Slowly I inched upward. Before long the crack became almost too thin to work my fingers into. Another little pocket appeared, perfect for the #7. The yellow cord tempted me, swinging back and forth on my rack like a hypnotist’s watch, begging to be wedged into the bombproof groove. “No, my friend, I better save you for when it gets really desperate up above.” I rigged another imaginative wired placement and continued on.


The crack had all but sealed up by the time I reached an awkward rest stance right below the crux. I looked up and saw ten feet of bulging dihedral with no crack. I slipped a #2 wired Stopper into the seam and recalled that my last two pieces had also been pretty marginal. I despaired at my frugality with my precious #7 and vowed that if I lived through this, I would mercilessly hammer that damned Taperlock into tinfoil. I thought once more of Jim, grinning and safe and laced to that plant. I yanked hard on the #2, sealing it deep inside the seam. With any luck, he’d have one hell of a time trying to get it out.


I hooked my fingertips up and onto some very obscure holds on the right wall, planted my feet on the left, and began to lieback. With the intense effort the surrounding world faded out of my perception and was replaced with a universe consisting of the two feet of rock surrounding my face and the magnified tom-toms of my racing heartbeat. My skull became a vacuous container rocking with the echoes of fragmented voices and imaginary noises:


“Cigarette or a blindfold?”


(a siren began to wail)


“Our Father, who art in heaven . . .”


(warning buzzers)


“Impact force equals mass times the acceleration of gravity.”


(Pop! And the second stopper below spun lazily earthward)


“Next, 

please.”


(bells tolling)


“. . . Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done . . .”


(weeping)


“Ashes to ashes . . .”


(bugle Taps)


“So young . . .”


(snapping perlon)


“so much to live for.”


(twisting aluminum)


Suddenly my hand was on a jug. My feet were on a small ledge. I was confused. I looked down, and the hellish dihedral bulged out below. I looked up, and a ladder of cracks and knobs led ten feet to a belay stance. Slowly it dawned on me. “I did it. My God, I did it!” And yet something was wrong. I felt dizzy and began to see spots. Only as my head began to spin did I fully realize what the problem was. I wasn’t breathing! Judging by the ringing in my ears, I had probably been holding my breath through the entire crux.


I rapidly reinflated my lungs with gluttonous gasps. Fully conscious again, I hastily reconciled with my #7 and popped it into a slot; my first good piece in miles. A quick scramble and I was at the belay, where I let out a whoop so unique in tone and intensity that the tourists below fled eagerly to the telescopes in the hopes of spotting either a spectacular injury or a dangling corpse. After making myself secure, I sat back against the wall and relished the level ledge. I closed my eyes and smiled.


An impatient tug on the rope reminded me that Jim had yet to undergo the ordeal. As I took in the slack, I yelled words of advice and encouragement. Secretly, of course, I hoped he would find it a bitch. I leaned out of my perch to watch him make his preparations to follow. I chuckled with uncontrollable delight when at last he removed the sling between himself and the bush, thus severing his last tenuous connection with the horizontal. I slumped back onto the ledge when at last he began to climb, as I much preferred imagining him pawing and thrashing to watching him dance up in a style that would rob me of my hard-earned feelings of superhuman ability. By the time he reached the crux, however, the rope was coming in unusually slow, and I began to hear vague curses amidst remarkably labored breathing. By God, old Jim really was having trouble!


It never crossed my mind that he was a good foot shorter than myself, and that the crux holds had been just within my reach. I had also temporarily forgotten about the wired stopper that I had bitterly jammed deep within the hairline crack. And it didn’t occur to me that Jim’s ravaged hands were stiffly bound with more tape than Tutankhamun’s. Consequently, I interpreted each grunt and gasp as a genuine compliment of my fine lead.


When he finally heaved himself onto the stance, I quickly stripped him of the gear he had cleaned and announced that I was ready to tackle the second pitch.


Actually, it wasn’t much of a pitch at all. Approximately twenty feet long, it appeared to consist of four identical moves of 5.9-ish liebacking. By standing on tiptoe I could place a nut almost halfway up the pitch, and so it was also well protected.


All that was in my mind, however, was that this would be my last hard lead and that it was rated easier and was infinitely shorter than the pitch I had just finished. The crux was below us and to me, deluded by my success, this pitch looked trivial. To Jim it meant everything. It represented his last chance and hope that I might fail and he might be spared the opportunity of leading the only remaining crux of the climb: the endless third pitch.


I was determined, however, that any failure on this route would not be mine. After all, I reasoned, hadn’t I just led the crux pitch without a fall? Furthermore, hadn’t I done the hardest climbing without oxygen? (The difference between gasping above eight thousand meters on a Himalayan peak and holding your breath out of terror on a prairie rock climb did not seem significant as my ego blossomed.) And wasn’t I now embarking on my second consecutive 5.9 or harder lead in order that my second might rest himself for one paltry pitch of less or equal rating? The fact that his pitch would be longer than all of mine combined also escaped me in my slightly “touched” state of mind. I believe psychologists call this “delusions of grandeur.” It is an accurate term, for at this point I had become mentally equivalent to the greatest alpinist on earth.


I seized the crack with iron fingers, and with a lusty roar I informed a pale Jim that “this shouldn’t take long, it’s only 5.9!” I leapt catlike onto the unsuspecting dihedral, where after two feet of upward progress, attained by some impressively overdone moves exhibiting classical liebacking techniques, I slid with a thump back down onto the ledge.


The fog in my brain began to clear. I was not the world’s greatest climber, either mentally or obviously physically. I was, in fact, a mediocre toproping specialist from an area known geographically as the Great Plains. I further realized that I was damn lucky that I had gotten up what I had so far, but I optimistically reasoned that what I had done once I ought to be able to repeat.


I decided that the key to a pitch this short was momentum. I knew I would have to discard the textbook techniques for my own more comfortable and effective personal style.


My method of climbing is based on a little known principle of physics called the Sub-linear Vector Axiom. It is basically an inversion of all the known laws pertaining to the conservation of energy. Reduced to its simplest form it states, “A climber in motion tends to seek rest.” How Newton missed this one is a real mystery. In practice it involves an initial output of massive quantities of energy. As the supply is rapidly depleted, a sort of coasting effect takes over that will hopefully carry you to some kind of ledge. If not, you’re screwed. Less educated climbers, upon observing this technique, often remark that it looks suspiciously similar to uncontrolled thrashing and lunging. This is the price I pay for introducing high-powered science into the relatively Neanderthal world of athletics.


I launched myself off the belay ledge, alternately swimming and clawing my way upward. My initial surge gained me an almost instant ten feet. Inertia propelled me another five. Sure enough, a rest stance appeared just as gravity decided that this had gone on long enough. My #7 dived deeply into the bowels of the crack. You could have hung a truck on that placement, and I didn’t even flinch at using up the piece. I’d be damned if I’d make the same mistake two pitches in a row.


Looking up, I was confronted with a bulging rounded slab. It appeared to be the last obstacle before the belay, and Jim was going to get his pitch because the anticipation of success had triggered a mental relapse and I had become Reinhold Messner again. I humped my way upward and was soon confronting bolts, old runners, and a ledge you could roller-skate on.


I was exuberant and built a delirious belay. “Let’s hear it for good anchors! Three cheers for a safe and comfortable stance: Clip-clip-hooray!” Finally, lashed to enough points to moor the USS Nimitz, I sat down and reeled in my little fish. When at last he arrived, Jim was pretty bummed out and not just a little scared.


“Well, James, the ball is in your court now.” Nothing like rubbing a little salt in an open wound, I always say.


He eyed my belay setup. Unceremoniously, he began to dismantle it, mumbling something about needing chockstones. The pieces were all finger size, and his pitch was all fist and off-width, but I was still anchored to bolts and so I allowed him this small retribution. I draped him with the rack, and the baton was passed.


When God built Devils Tower, He smiled graciously upon rock climbers. When He chiseled out the third pitch of Tugley Wood, He was either in a hurry, a particularly unpleasant mood, or making a very bad joke. A single wide crack runs its entire length. Though the first pitch is the technical crux of the route, the third pitch is vastly more difficult physically. The first pitch has many reasonable rest positions, and the real difficult section is brief. The third pitch is moderately hard but incredibly sustained, almost impossible to rest on, and hard to protect. It certainly represents as great a barrier to successfully completing the route as the first pitch.


Of course, at this point we knew little or none of this. Certainly Jim was closer to guessing the truth than I was, because after eyeing it for a few minutes and tentatively feeling out the first ten feet, he suddenly sagged back onto the one and only nut that he had placed and said, “No.”


Still basking in the glory of my performance, this caught me quite off guard. “What?”


“No,” he repeated.


“What do you mean ‘no’?” I demanded.


“No,” he shouted. “N-O. It’s a short adverb used to communicate denial, refusal, or dissent, and in this particular case it means all three. Basically, what it boils down to is that I don’t think I want to do this.”


Well, if this didn’t beat all. And after I had gotten us so far! Through the crux (or so I thought), without a fall (an event as unlikely as the repayment of the French war debt), and without ever once considering the possibility of retreat (this, I believe, marks the point where I finally lost all touch with reality). What’s wrong with him anyway, the sissy! What kind of an attitude is that, saying “no” and just giving up? Who does he think he is, uttering negatives while dangling so close above the belay that if I only had a bat I could reach up and smash his spine except that he doesn’t seem to have one.


I leaped to my feet, shook my fist, and roared. “Now listen here! I upheld my half of the bargain! I climbed my ass off to get us to this point, and now that we’re almost there and past the hardest part and have one crummy 5.9 pitch left to go, nobody in this party is going to hang up here and shout ‘No!’”


“Do you want to lead it?” Jim asked.


“No!” I shouted.


We were in a fix. I knew Jim was capable of climbing this thing, but a climber in the grips of a psych-out is as hard to budge as mercury in a Duluth winter. I quickly realized that the key to resolving this crisis did not lie on physical threats. Jim, although considerably shorter, could undoubtedly mash me to a pulp at will. Nor was the answer to be found through verbal abuse, for Jim could not be menaced for the same reason. Psychology seemed a safer and more logical alternative.


I resolved to subtly prod him with guilt by reminding him of the sense of duty that partners have to each other, and of the trust and faith that we place in each other when we bond ourselves with perlon. The relationship is unique to climbers and trapeze artists, but we don’t use nets. Yes, friends are special, and climbing partners are special among friends. Jim would see this and realize that he owed me his best shot.


“Jim?”


“Yeah?”


“I’ve always been proud to call you my climbing partner. And I want you to know that, well, if you’re not feeling well we can rap off right now and, heck, it won’t change a thing . . . old buddy.”


“Stuff it, Dave, it’s not going to work.”


So much for Plan A. Plan B involved playing on his ego. I figured I could caress it to the point where his head would swell as big as a balloon and he would float right up the crack.
 

“Jim?”


“Yeah?”


“I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this, but I’ve always admired the style and fortitude you exhibit when you climb. It’s damn impressive. You are one tiger. Grrr.”


“Thanks. Dave. You want to lower me back down to the stance now?”


I was rapidly running out of cards to play. One avenue remained with which to compel him, but the result if it failed was even more unthinkable than simply backing off the route. I hesitated for long moments, but at last, a true gambler at heart, I elected to pursue it.


“Say, Jim?”


“Yeah?”


“If you’re still willing, I think maybe I would like to take a crack at this thing. Why don’t we switch places?”


He was climbing!


Once he got under way, he never even looked back. He looked like one of those machines they use to hammer in railroad spikes: chugging along at full steam and then, bam! in goes a piece of metal and then chug on again to the next one. He never even really broke stride. Every foot of rope that fed out raised my spirits one full notch. We were actually going to do it! I leaned back, relaxed, and smiled.


I was still smiling when I noticed that Jim was out of rope. The guidebook said 160 feet for this pitch, so Jim must be there. I looked up. Either the guidebook or the people who made my rope lied, because he was still below the overhang at the top of the pitch, and that meant at least ten feet left to go.


The rope was now taut between us, and from high above came a faint stream of seemingly meaningless babble: “More . . . wrote . . . you . . . trick!” I deduced from this that Jim was near his wits’ end and firmly gripped in the iron hand of panic. But then I considered that that didn’t seem like Jim at all . . . which led me to a simpler truth: The wind and distance were making all of his p’s sound like t’s.


Thus it was that in less than ten seconds time, I left the world of supine bliss and total relaxation and was returned to the vertical struggle unwilling, unprepared, and relatively unbelayed. Daydreaming one minute, nightmare the next. I thrashed up ten feet, but the alarming loop of rope that dangled below cautioned me to slow down and let Jim catch up. In order to at least create the illusion of a good belay, I was going to have to match his pace. Why wasn’t he moving? I glanced up. Miles above, Jim was coming to grips with the final overhang. Slowly the loop of rope below me inched up. I tried to preoccupy myself with prying loose the big hex he had hung on. At last the rope drew tight again and I moved on.


The crack was getting wider, and in order to jam, my arm was crammed in up to the shoulder. Soon the good jams receded even deeper, and just as I gave them up and slipped out and into a much more strenuous and infinitely less secure lieback, I received a long-distance call from Jim: “Off belay.”


Now, rationally I should have realized that he was the one who was now “off belay,” but rational isn’t exactly the word I would choose to best describe my state of mind at that particular  moment. After all, if you were right in the middle of some pretty desperate moves, and the guy at the other end of the rope suddenly yelled “off belay,” whose neck would you assume was on the chopping block?


Pulling up and in again, I managed to stuff both feet into the crack. Side by side they just spanned its width, but I knew that it was one of those situations where taking too much weight off my arms might cause my feet to pop through, and this dark crack would drop me like a gallows. The difference would be that here, there might not be a sudden tightening of the rope before I slapped the pavement. I was just aiming my jump for the belay ledge when Jim called back: “Belay on.” I realized then that the only danger in my falling was the possibility of jerking Jim off his stance before he got any anchors in. As it turned out, this would have been unlikely because his belay ledge was so huge that you could have played golf on it.


The really awkward off-width only lasted thirty feet or so, and then the crack closed back up a little. This was fine for the moment, but there was still at least 120 feet of fist jams capped by an overhang left to go. Very few details of the rest of the pitch stick in my memory, for indeed, each ten feet seemed a carbon copy of the ten feet before. Also, I can’t be 100 percent sure that I was conscious the whole time.


A general impression does remain, however. Physically it was a lot like running a marathon with a pillow tied around my face. Mentally, it was incredibly dulling—like staring at checkered wallpaper. I remember almost falling a lot, but I do that on every climb. I was particularly impressed by the quantity and quality of Jim’s protection. There was very little and it was very poor—just a few big hexentrics seeming to defy gravity in the parallel-sided crack and some large Titons cammed into place only under the weight of their own slings.


When at last I found myself plastered under the final overhang, my needle was on empty. I was grateful to be free of the fist-crack treadmill but was unsure if I could cope with this last obstacle. My brain was a sponge in an ocean of adrenaline, and it was clear that this chemical was the only fuel that remained with which to propel me in the direction I needed to go. With every muscle fiber and neuron firing sparks of protest, I reached up, jammed, pulled, and kicked. And then again, and again, until I flopped like some great beached tuna onto Jim and the eighteenth green.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
FALCONGUIDES®





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
A great anthology that captures the humor,
s, and magic of the game we play.’
i Chris Bonington, acclamed British

‘mountaineer and author

Tales of Man Versus

[ ] Boulder, Crag,
Wall, and Peak

Edite diby,
KERRY L. BURNS &,
CAMERON M. BURNS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png
Tobuy baoks in quanttyforcorporate use.
or incentives, cal(800) 962-0973
or email premiums@GlobePegquot. com.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
FALCON GUIDES





