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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 author 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 first-hand 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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Ian Green laybacks steep granite on Tiger Snap on The Pinnacle in North Cheyenne Cañon.




INTRODUCTION


Colorado—it’s a magnificent landscape of stunning primeval beauty. Soaring mountain peaks lift snowcapped summits into the azure sky. Deep gorges, carved by roaring rivers, slice downward through ancient bedrock. Wide-open prairies floor the limitless sky. Dark evergreen forests and gilded aspen groves spread across ridges and valleys. And cliffs of every rock type and size adorn Colorado’s peaks and plateaus, offering the rock climber a spectacular arena to pursue the vertical craft.


Colorado, along with California, gives the climber a greater variety of rock and routes than any other state. Colorado, with its pioneering ascents on the Flatirons outside Boulder and Albert Ellingwood’s early roped routes up Crestone Needle, Lizard Head, and in the Garden of the Gods, can be called the birthplace of American rock climbing. It was here that climbers first ventured into the mountains, exploring the possibilities offered by glacier-scraped alpine faces and steep ice-filled couloirs. The desire for the high peaks in turn led early Colorado climbers to low-elevation crags where rope and piton techniques and hand and foot work could be practiced and perfected. It was on these practice crags that climbing developed as a sport. It was here that a quiet revolution in climbing standards and techniques took place. Hardmen pursued bold ascents on the vertical cliffs like those at Eldorado Canyon. Here they found grace, beauty, and purity in the climbing itself. They discovered that the style of ascent was perhaps a more worthy goal than merely reaching the top. The upward movements themselves became more important than the summit—a case of the means becoming themselves the end.


Colorado offers rock climbers a savage arena to challenge their abilities and test their nerves. The big cliffs, including The Diamond on Longs Peak and North Chasm View Wall in the Black Canyon of the Gunnison, are remote places filled with solitude and wild nature. Here the adventure climber must be competent to handle every situation that arises and filled with the fortitude necessary to overcome the inertia of everyday living. Smaller crags like the limestone escarpments at Rifle and Shelf Road or the granite outcrops in Boulder and Elevenmile Canyons offer different tests. Climbers at these areas chase the elusive hard numbers, finding joy and satisfaction in rock gymnastics unimagined forty years ago, as well as gear and sport routes for every ability. Colorado, with thousands of crags and cliffs scattered across its 104,091-square-mile rectangle, offers every type of climbing experience from big-wall aid routes and long, multi-pitch free climbs to short, limestone testpieces and difficult boulder problems.


Rock Climbing Colorado locates and describes the best of Colorado’s climbing areas. Hundreds of routes are found on the described crags and areas, sampling the state’s immense diversity of rock. Climbers can discover and explore both popular and off-the-beaten-track places, finding routes and rocks that appeal to their sensibilities and abilities. They’re all out there waiting to be discovered, waiting for the human touch.


Head down the open road and find the hidden granite heart of a secret canyon or watch the morning’s rosy alpenglow spread across a mountain wall beyond a chilly bivouac ledge. Climbers live on the edge with an awareness of the fragility and tenderness of both life and the world itself. The rock teaches that life itself is a cup that must be fully drunk from to understand, appreciate, and love its essential joys and sorrows. Climb Colorado’s rocks then—learn their hard lessons, love their simple grace, and above all, take care of them.


Geology


Colorado, like other Rocky Mountain states, offers a complicated geology that is beyond the scope of this book. To begin to understand the geography, consider Colorado’s three provinces: the Great Plains spreading east to Kansas; the Rocky Mountains’ twisting spine straddling the midsection; and the eastern edge of the Colorado Plateau on the western slope. Geology clearly defines each province.


The Great Plains, a vast sweep of horizontal and gently tilted sedimentary rock layers, covers the eastern third of the state. Two major rivers—the Arkansas and South Platte—traverse this tawny rolling landscape. The prairie exposes few cliffs, except scrubby bands of Dakota sandstone rimming shallow canyons in southeast Colorado and short conglomerate cliffs at Castlewood Canyon State Park, the state’s easternmost developed climbing area located southeast of Denver.


Colorado’s Rocky Mountains, part of the world’s longest mountain chain, dominates the state’s geography. This massive sierra further divides into over fifty separate ranges, including the Front, Sawatch, Sangre de Cristo, Elk, and San Juan Ranges. Colorado’s Rockies are topped by fifty-four summits over 14,000 feet, including Mount Elbert, the state’s 14,435-foot high point. Over 830 peaks top 11,000 feet in elevation. The Continental Divide, the state’s twisting alpine spine, separates the Atlantic from the Pacific watershed. Ancient Precambrian igneous and metamorphic bedrock comprise most of the Rockies’ core. More recent rock formations from the Paleozoic and Mesozoic ages drape across older rock formations. Some ranges, like the Spanish Peaks and the San Juans, were formed by fiery volcanism while others, like the Sangre de Cristos, are composed of sedimentary rock deposited in long-vanished terrestrial and aquatic environments.


Many of Colorado’s cragging areas, including the Flatirons and Eldorado Canyon near Boulder, the Garden of the Gods in Colorado Springs, and Shelf Road outside Canon City, are formed from tilted and uplifted sedimentary formations that lie along the mountain edge in the interstice between prairie and peak. Other areas were sculpted by water and ice from giant granite batholiths or vast underground reservoirs of molten rock that slowly cooled. These areas include Elevenmile Canyon, the domes above the South Platte River, and the granite outdrops at Lumpy Ridge. Most rock found in the high mountains is unsuitable for climbing, being loose and rotten. Exceptions are the high granite and metamorphic peaks in Rocky Mountain National Park and the hard conglomerate of Crestone Needle in the Sangre de Cristo Range. The volcanic San Juan Mountains, covering some 10,000 square miles of the state’s southwestern corner, are composed of layers of volcanic sand, basalt, and ash. Most of this rock is loose and almost unclimbable, including Lizard Head, the neck of an ancient volcano.


The Colorado Plateau region encompasses the state’s western quarter. This is an austere region of horizontal sedimentary layers deeply incised by rivers and streams. Folding, faulting, and uplifting created high tablelands like Mesa Verde and the basalt-capped White River Plateau. Deep canyons slice through the layered rocks, exposing millions of years of geologic history at a glance. The sandstone canyon rims form most of western Colorado’s climbing areas, including the pinnacles at Colorado National Monument and the short cliffs at Naturita and Durango.


Climbing Dangers and Safety


Let’s face it—climbing is a dangerous activity. Remember that every time you rope up, put on your climbing shoes and harness, and step onto the rock, you or your partner can be killed. Rock climbing is serious business—no matter how much fun you’re having. My friend Jim Dunn, a guy who did the first solo ascent of a new route on El Capitan and put up numerous desperate Black Canyon and desert free climbs, says that every climber, no matter what their level of experience, will make stupid, unthinking mistakes. Everyone who has climbed for any length of time has had a friend killed while rock climbing or mountaineering.


It’s up to you to minimize the risks of climbing. Always be safety conscious. This book is not a substitute for experience or sound judgment. Do not depend or totally rely on information in this book to get you safely to the top of a crag and back down. Guidebook writing is by necessity a compilation of information obtained by the author and other climbers. Errors will creep into route descriptions, topos, gear lists, fixed gear notes, and descent routes. You must rely only on your own experience and judgment to ensure your own personal safety and that of your partners.


Climbing experience is obtained by getting out and doing lots of routes. If you do not have the experience, it is prudent not to attempt serious routes in places like the Black Canyon or Rocky Mountain National Park. Many climbing areas are serviced by local guide services and personal climbing instructors. Their invaluable services will help you develop the techniques and wise judgment required to successfully ascend many rock climbs. Guide services and schools are listed for each area in the book. Before committing to a guide service, ask about the experience of their guides, their accidents, safety procedures, and class or group sizes. If you have any question about a particular route, take the time to seek out local climbers and ask their advice. Most climbers are happy to give updated ratings, gear lists, and topos to their routes.


When using this book you may find possible misleading information or errors in route descriptions. Use your judgment to decide what is the safest way to go and what is the best thing to do to safeguard both yourself and your partners. Every effort has been made to ensure complete accuracy, but things change in the real world. The fixed protection or rappel anchors noted may not be there anymore. Ratings are subjective. Use them with a grain of salt. Many climbing moves are subject to the climber’s experience and technique, body type, and strength. Some climbs may be harder for you than indicated in this book. Again, use your judgment and don’t let the rating fool you into thinking a route is easier than it really is. Every effort has been made to designate climbs with protection ratings. If there is no rating, then that route should be safe for anyone with experience in properly finding and placing gear. Both R and X ratings indicate more serious routes with possible serious injury, ground-fall, or death as the result of a fall. Remember that every route can have the X rating due to improperly used equipment, the failure of fixed protection including bolts and pitons, and your own failure to place safe gear.


If you have learned your techniques in climbing gyms, take special notice of your limitations. Climbing inside a rock gym is not a substitute for real rock climbing experience. Climbing in a gym is safe. Climbing outside is not safe. Climbing outside requires rope handling, placing protection, setting up equalized belay anchors, properly rigging rappel anchors and lines, and doing all the other little things that keep you and your partner safe on the rock. Beginning climbers and gym climbers, take note of ratings. Rated gym climbs do not accurately reflect real outdoor ratings. Just because you can climb 5.12 in the gym doesn’t mean you can climb 5.9 outside. Every climbing route is serious, no matter what the grade is. Every experienced climber can relate a horror story from a seemingly innocuous moderate or easy route.


Keep safe by using common sense. Most accidents happen due to bad judgment and improper decisions, rather than an act of God. Use the following reminders to avoid accidents.




	Do not climb beneath other parties.


	Do not solo routes.


	Do not climb beyond your skill level without appropriate safety and protection devices.


	Wear a helmet to protect your head from rockfall.


	Place protection wherever possible to protect yourself.


	Rope up on wet, snowy, or dark descent routes.


	Tie a knot in the end of your ropes to avoid rappelling off the end.


	Tie in after completing a sport pitch and double-check your knot before climbing or lowering.


	Remember that belaying is an important part of the safety link. Belayers need to be anchored, competent, and alert.


	Tie a knot in the end of the rope to avoid being dropped by inattentive belayers when they’re lowering you.





Objective Dangers


Something bad can happen every time you go climbing. Always keep that thought in mind. Numerous objective dangers are found walking to the crag, ascending your chosen line, and on the descent. It’s wise to remember that you are not off a climb until you’re safely back at your car. Many accidents happen on descent routes due to carelessness, loose rock, bad weather conditions, and darkness. Always rope up on a descent if you have any uneasiness about the situation.


Use all fixed protection with caution. Bolts, especially older ¼-inch bolts, can shear off from the force of a fall. Fixed pitons often become loose due to rock weathering and expansion caused by freezing and thawing. Pay particular attention to unsafe fixed pitons in high-altitude or cold weather areas. Metal fatigue and the age of the gear also affects its useful life. It might appear perfectly safe, but is, in fact, a sitting time bomb. Always back up fixed pro whenever possible, but always back them up at a belay stance or rappel station. Never rely for your safety or your partner’s safety on a single piece of gear. Always build redundancy into the system so the failure of one part will not affect the overall safety of the system. Never rappel or toprope off a single anchor. Don’t be so cheap that you’re unwilling to leave gear to safeguard your life.


[image: image]


Bob Beers smears up the stellar last pitch of Topographic Oceans on The Dome, South Platte.


Loose rock is found on all of Colorado’s crags. It’s a fact of life. Get used to testing blocks and wedged chockstones to make sure they’re safe and secure. Use extreme caution on belay ledges where rubble is precariously piled and on the top of cliffs where loose blocks perch on the edge. Warn your belayer if you feel a block or flake is unstable so they can be prepared for it to possibly fall by or on them. Winter’s freezing and thawing cycles loosen blocks and boulders on rock walls. Watch for loose rock when climbing in the springtime. The movement of the climbing rope can also dislodge loose rock. Use care when pulling rappel ropes not to pull loose rock down. Wear a helmet while climbing and belaying to greatly reduce the risk of serious injury and death due to rockfall or falling. It may not be fashionable, but it will definitely save your life.


Poison ivy, ticks, bee and wasp nests, and rattlesnakes are found at many of Colorado’s climbing areas. Poison ivy can cause a severe itching rash that takes weeks to heal. Look for three shiny leaves and white berries on a short stalk. It is usually found in dense thickets along cliff bases in lower-elevation areas like Eldorado Canyon, Shelf Road, the Black Canyon, Rifle, Castlewood Canyon, and Penitente Canyon. Bees and wasps live on many cliffs. Take note of possible beehives and avoid climbing in those areas. Ticks are nasty little blood-sucking arachnids that are fairly common in lower-elevation areas with lots of brush and woods. They’re generally active in late spring and early summer. All can carry tick fever, the more serious Rocky Mountain spotted fever, or Lyme disease, a bacterial infection. Avoid tick-infested areas if possible. Otherwise use generous amounts of bug spray, wear clothing that is tight-fitting around the ankles, waist, wrists, and neck, and always check your clothing and yourself either at the crag or before getting into your vehicle. Ticks explore around on you, the potential host, before settling down for a feast, so they can usually be found before the party begins. Ways to remove an imbedded tick include poking its rear-end with a hot match tip or coating it with fingernail polish. Do not pull it out with tweezers; its head will break off under the skin and infect you. Ticks are extremely common at several Colorado areas including Rifle Mountain Park and the Black Canyon.


Rattlesnakes are common in many climbing areas below 7,000 feet. Snakes live in warm habitats that include dense tree thickets, underbrush, and boulder fields. They can usually be seen between May and October. The western and prairie rattler will most likely be encountered. Identify them by their broad, triangular heads, vertically elliptical pupils like a cat’s eyes, and a pit beneath each eye. They have two fangs that fold back when their mouth is closed. Watch for them along access paths. Rattlesnakes will sun themselves on trails and open ledges on cliffs, or escape the day’s heat by crawling under boulders or climbing into bushes. They usually blend in very well with grass, leaves, and cobbles. Watch where you put your hands and feet when scrambling. If you do encounter a rattlesnake, don’t kill it. They don’t see you as prey, but only as a large oaf that has stumbled onto their territory. They will usually strike only when they’re cornered. Most bites occur when they’re picked up. If you are bitten, get to a hospital as soon as possible. A snakebite is a major medical emergency. In about 25 percent of bites no venom is injected, and in another 25 percent so little venom is injected that no antivenom is needed. Of the 8,000 or so bites each year in the United States, only eight to fifteen result in death. Do not attempt any first aid to a bite. Do not apply a tourniquet or ice, and do not use a snakebite kit. The wrong treatment could result in the loss of a limb or life. The sole treatment is an antivenom derived from horse serum.


Keep an eye on the weather when climbing. Severe summer thunderstorms can build up and move in very rapidly. Many of Colorado’s climbing areas lie in mountainous regions subject to fickle, unpredictable weather. Torrential rain and hail storms can quickly drop temperatures. Be prepared for wet weather by packing appropriate rain gear and dressing in layers. Stay dry to avoid hypothermia, the lowering of the body’s core temperature, and possible death. Temperatures do not need to be at the freezing point for hypothermia to occur; rather most cases happen at temperatures between 40 and 50 degrees Fahrenheit. Hypothermia can cause disorientation and loss of judgment.


Exposure to hot temperatures in summer can cause heat stroke and heat exhaustion. Carry lots of water and drink it to stay properly hydrated. A hat will keep your head cool in summer heat. Sit in the shade and have a drink if you’re feeling too hot. Carry at least two quarts of water per person, per day in summer. Use sunscreen to avoid severe sunburns. The sun quickly burns exposed skin at Colorado’s high altitudes.


Lightning, which causes over 300 deaths in the United States annually, is a serious and common hazard on Colorado’s crags. The state, along with Florida and Arizona, is a national leader in lightning strikes. Climbers and lightning are usually drawn to the same high points. Be constantly vigilant for lightning, especially on exposed mountain peaks and cliffs. Avoid becoming a lightning target by keeping a wary eye on the weather. Retreat if possible at the first sign of possible lightning. Lightning usually accompanies afternoon thunderstorms. Look for dark, towering clouds with high winds. Lightning can also occur before the onset of the storm. Avoid sitting under tall trees or under overhangs and caves. Lightning often travels down crack systems. If you’re caught on a cliff face in a storm, tie yourself off away from your metal gear and nearby cracks. Avoid being on exposed ridges or summits. A sure sign of an impending lightning strike is St. Elmo’s fire and the buzzing of static electricity in your hair. If you are trapped, flatten yourself as much as possible. Avoid rappelling during lightning storms. The electricity can travel down your rope. Most lightning strikes can be avoided by using common sense and prudence. Don’t hesitate to sound retreat in the face of a severe storm.


Access and Environmental Considerations


Climbers today have a growing ethical obligation and responsibility to minimize their impact on the crags and the lands surrounding the crags. The natural world is a fragile place that is impacted by the exploitive use of miners, loggers, and ranchers as well as mountain bikers, horseback riders, rafters, and, yes, rock climbers. We need to focus more on preserving and protecting the natural resources of our precious climbing areas than we do on putting up new routes or debating old ethical concerns. The increasing number of rock climbers and other recreational users in the United States has begun to seriously impact numerous climbing areas.Environmental organizations like The Wilderness Society and Sierra Club and land management agencies including the Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, and National Park Service are currently evaluating the numerous recreational uses on public lands. Many rock climbing practices such as bolting and aid climbing are viewed by most of these groups as high-impact activities. Land managers are required by law to protect the areas that they manage; accordingly they are designing management plans for climbing and other outdoor uses to minimize human impact as well as preserve the resource.
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Bana McMaster belays Brian Shelton on the airy last pitch of Otto’s Route on Independence Monument in Colorado National Monument.


Rock climbers have traditionally been a maverick bunch, going their own separate ways and doing their own separate things. That will change in the future. Various local groups, clubs, and national organizations, including the American Mountain Foundation and the Access Fund, are working with government agencies to ensure continued access to our cherished areas and the least amount of red-tape regulations. To keep our climbing freedom, climbers need to adopt a new environmental ethic that shows concern for the crags. We need to be more sensitive to our impact on the rock environment as well as to the greater ecosystem. We need to establish a partnership with land managers and agencies to actively preserve our rock resources. We need to serve as active stewards of the areas where we climb by investing in what Mark Hesse of the Rocky Mountain Field Institute calls “sweat equity.” Devote some of your climbing time to restoration and mitigation efforts by working on access paths, picking up trash, and removing unsightly colored slings. Educate yourself about the areas where you climb. Many parklands are set aside to preserve specific geological, biological, or cultural resources. Preservation of these values often takes precedence over recreational uses, and continued access depends on our sensitivity to them. We need to make the important decisions regarding our sport, rather than allow the politicians and political appointees in Washington to decide our future freedoms.


We can start the process by doing the little things that can make a difference. Notice the impacts climbers have on a crag and change your habits and style to begin to mitigate those impacts. Some suggestions include:




	Pick up your trash, including cigarette butts, tape, soda cans, and candy wrappers. If you carry it in, carry it back out.


	Bury human waste away from the cliff base where it will rapidly deteriorate. Carry out your toilet paper in a plastic baggie wherever possible. Don’t leave human feces on access trails or at belay stances below routes. Use park or forest service facilities if they are nearby.


	Stay on approach and descent paths. Avoid shortcutting and causing extra erosion. Stay off loose scree and talus slopes. Soil erosion destroys plants and ground cover, leading to more resource degradation. Try to belay off a boulder instead of the lush grass ledge at the wall base. Do not chop down trees or tear off limbs that might interfere with the first few feet of a route. Use a longer approach or descent route to protect sensitive ecological areas.


	Do not leave cheater slings on routes or brightly colored rappel slings. Instead, use colors that match the rock’s hue. Camouflage bolt hangers with matching paint.


	Respect wildlife and wildlife closures. Many Colorado cliffs host nesting eagles, falcons, and hawks. Respect their right to live and propagate. Climbing near active nests can cause the raptor to abandon the site. If you are unsure of a closure area and dates, contact the Colorado Division of Wildlife for complete details.


	Practice a clean camping ethic when staying overnight. Camp in designated or existing sites if possible. Use only sites that exhibit previous use. Use existing tent pads. Don’t tear down local trees for firewood; bring your own. Put out your fire before leaving. Disperse stones from fire rings. Use a stove for cooking. Pick up all your trash.


	Join and contribute money and time to worthwhile organizations like the Access Fund and the Rocky Mountain Field Institute. Volunteers for trail building and other on-site work are needed as much as money. These groups work hard to preserve our climbing areas and keep them open for vertical recreation. The Access Fund has purchased climbing land in Colorado including parcels in Unaweep Canyon and Shelf Road, as well as funded trails, parking areas, and facilities at other areas. The Rocky Mountain Field Institute works closely with state and federal agencies at areas like Penitente Canyon, Shelf Road, and Eldorado Canyon to protect and preserve natural resources as well as restore climber-impacted sites.





Ethics


As John Sherman so aptly points out in his Hueco Tanks guidebook, “Topping out on a climb means nothing. How you get to the top means everything.” These statements lie at the heart of the ethical debate. Climbers have long promoted their individual and area ethics. But we need to agree to disagree only to the point where the rock itself does not become an unwilling and innocent victim to our own callous egos. Bolt wars have damaged numerous Colorado crags. Neither side won the war; only the rock lost. This growing trend of us versus them, of sport climbers against trad climbers, is inane. There are only rock climbers. Best to enjoy all the types of climbing and leave petty grievances behind.


The style in which a climb is accomplished is a personal choice. There is purity and beauty in the ground-up tradition, of accepting on-sight what the rock offers for both protection and technique. Most of Colorado’s classic lines were established in this fashion. Keep in mind that before the clean climbing ethic of the 1970s, climbers used whatever means necessary to accomplish an ascent. It didn’t matter if gear was pulled on or sections were aided. Modern gymnastic climbs require hangdogging or toprope rehearsal. Each strenuous sequence of moves must be worked out and memorized for the climber to eventually succeed on the redpoint ascent. Toproping is a legitimate ascent of many hard routes and boulder problems. It not only saves the climber from serious falls, but also saves the rock from unnecessary fixed protection.


Bolting offers a serious ethical dilemma. Permanently placed bolts have opened numerous new climbing areas and crags in Colorado, places with no prior tradition of rock climbing. Bolts have expanded the range and difficulty of modern climbing, allowing for unprecedented safety. But bolts have also been misused. Some modern crags have become a gridwork of bolted lines. The visual impact of bolts is a cause for concern to land managers and other users. Traditional crags have been subject to bolt wars, with the opposing factions either placing desired or chopping offending bolts. Both placing and chopping bolts, in the end, only affects the rock—forever. A little common sense and a civilized decorum could go a long way to solving this conflict. Check with area managers before placing any bolts to learn about any land use issues and concerns. For instance, bolting is prohibited in any Colorado state park that does not have a specific climbing management plan.


Do not add bolts to existing routes. Respect the style the first ascent party used. If you’re too scared to do the line as is, then perhaps you should leave it until you’re ready for the challenge.


Chipping and manufacturing holds and routes has been an ongoing problem in American rock climbing. As climbers push standards higher, they desire harder routes to satisfy their quest for higher numbers. As gym climbers, who are usually newcomers to rock climbing, expand outward from their insular indoor plywood worlds, they see the natural rock as a malleable form ready for sculpting. They bring the gym ethic—that every hold and route is removable—to the outside world. Do not chip or chisel holds on any route or boulder problem. If you cannot do it with what’s there, then you’re not good enough to climb it yet or maybe that piece of rock was never meant to be climbed.


Chipping destroys the future of climbing. It takes hard routes away from upcoming young climbers. If you can’t do it as is, then leave it for a better climber and a better style. Remember, in the end, that neither the rock nor the route belongs to you. You are only a traveler across the vertical terrain. Don’t let egotism, ignorance, and arrogance dictate your ascent style and climbing ethic. Rather be sensitive to the rock and the environment, and consider each route a gift for everyone.




USING THIS GUIDE


Rock Climbing Colorado is, by necessity, a select guide to technical climbing routes at select crags and areas. Over 1,800 routes are described with words, photographs, and topos. Each area is described in a general overview section that has some information about climbing history, geology, and local ethics. Unfortunately, most of the climbing history had to be cut out due to space concerns with a guide this size. Pick up copies of the local guidebooks for each area if you’re interested in learning more about the climbing history.


A trip planning section gives specific information on locating the area, camping, climbing seasons and weather, restrictions, access issues, local guidebooks, and emergency services. Route descriptions, numerically listed, discuss each route with ratings, number and length of pitches, equipment recommendations, helpful bits of beta, and descent or rappel information. Overview maps show the roads to each area, and photo topos of the cliffs illustrate route locations.


A book of this magnitude requires a wide selection of routes of all difficulties and lengths. Errors will creep into route descriptions due simply to the sheer diversity and number of routes detailed. The area and crag descriptions have been carefully checked and doublechecked by a range of active climbers to maximize the book’s accuracy. Be forewarned, however, that things on paper aren’t always as they are in reality. Take every route description with a grain of salt. This book is not intended to get you up any rock route. It will get you to the cliff base and point you in the right direction, but the rest is up to you and your sound decisions. This book is not a substitute for your own experience and judgment.


Almost all the routes included in this guide are worth climbing. No quality or star ratings are included here. Some climbers will be unhappy about not having a “tick list” of starred routes to chase; some just want to rely on someone else’s definition of quality, rather than finding their own happy climbs. Make up your own mind about a route’s possible value. Look at a line. If it looks good—go for it. Quality ratings tend to cause overuse of certain routes, usually classics, leaving crowded queues at the route base, polished holds, trampled vegetation, and a degenerated experience for everyone.


This book uses the Yosemite Decimal System (YDs), the usual American grading scale, to identify the technical difficulty of the routes. Remember that ratings are totally subjective and vary from area to area. This book has tried to bring a consensus to the grades, but a Table Mountain 5.10 is still easier than a Turkey Rock 5.10. Most climbers give a fair estimation of a route’s grade, but there are still lots of variables. Some routes are height-dependent, with short climbers finding the moves harder than their taller brothers. Most routes are graded here for an on-sight attempt with little prior knowledge or beta of particular moves or protection. Toproping or yoyoing a route will lessen the grade as moves become familiar.


When you get out on the sharp end of the rope, ratings, says the late Colorado climber Charlie Fowler, “don’t mean crap.” Don’t be lulled into thinking that an “easy” route is actually easy. A lot of good climbers have killed themselves on “easy” routes. The Standard Route up the east face of the Third Flatiron above Boulder is a prime example. While technically rated 5.4, it’s a long and serious route that is potentially dangerous and has claimed many lives. Many routes listed also have protection or danger ratings. These routes generally have little or no protection, and a climber who falls could sustain serious injuries or death. R-rated climbs have serious injury potential. X-rated climbs have groundfall and death potential. Remember, however, that every route is a possible R- or X-rated climb.


No standard equipment rack exists for the broad variety of Colorado rock climbing. Almost every area offers its own protection nuances. If a standard Colorado free-climbing rack does exists, it should include a set of RPs, a set of wired nuts, a few Hexentric nuts or Tricams, a selection of TCUs, a set of camming devices, an off-width piece or two like a large Camalot, ten or so quickdraws, a few free carabiners, four to six runners of various lengths, and a 200-foot (60-meter) rope. An extra rope is necessary on many long routes for two-rope rappels, while some routes are more easily climbed using double-rope technique.


Suggestions are occasionally given for a rack, but it’s ultimately up to you to scope out the line and decide what to bring. It’s always best to carry a few extra pieces of gear. Sport climbers should also eye their prospective route and count the number of bolts. Bolt counts are given for many routes, but things change on the real rock. Bolts get added or subtracted. Rockfall obliterates fixed protection. Again, it’s up to you to decide what gear is needed. All that said—let’s go climbing!
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NORTHERN FRONT RANGE




GREYROCK



■ OVERVIEW


Greyrock, a granite 7,613-foot-high peak, rises above the low Front Range mountains northwest of Fort Collins. This remote slabby dome, reached only after a stiff hour’s walk uphill on a popular hiking trail, yields a surprising number of excellent climbing routes from one to four pitches in length. Over 125 routes ascend Greyrock and its surrounding satellite crags, scaling crystals and edges up slabs and incipient cracks, and jamming excellent cracks that range from finger-size to off-width. The best parts of the Greyrock climbing experience are the numerous beginner and moderate routes that lace the crag and the spirit of adventure that still pervades this quiet, off-the-beaten-track area.


Greyrock is a traditional climbing area, with many crack routes that offer excellent protection. The bolted slab routes, put up on lead, tend to be sparsely protected with bolts at the crux sections and creative pro placements in incipient cracks and thin flakes. Beware of long runouts on the slabs, especially on easier climbing, which tends to be toward the tops of the pitches. Some of the routes have serious fall and injury potential, some with groundfall possibilities. Use your best judgment when climbing, and don’t be afraid to back off a serious pitch if you feel at all unsure of your abilities. Remember that climbing at any grade is serious business.


Beefy ⅜-inch bolts protect most of the sport routes. Some of the older routes, however, are still protected by ¼-inch bolts that may or may not hold a serious fall. Bring a rack for most routes with lots of small pro like RPs, Stoppers, Tri-cams, Lowe Balls, TCUs, and small flexible Friends. A set of cams is needed for multi-pitch lines.


Trip Planning Information


Area description: A slabby granite peak perched above Poudre Canyon with excellent climbs on slabs, steep faces, and cracks.


Location: North-central Colorado, about 20 miles northwest of Fort Collins.


Camping: Public camping is found along Highway 14 a few miles west of the trail-head in Roosevelt National Forest, including Ansel Watrous, Stove Prairie Landing, Narrows, Mountain Park, and Kelly Flats Campgrounds. All are fee areas located along the river and popular in summer. Camping is also found at Horsetooth Reservoir west of Fort Collins. Backpackers can camp in the forest around Greyrock.


Climbing season: Year-round. Summer days can be hot on the south-facing slab. Bring lots of water. Afternoons are often cloudy with severe thunderstorms. Avoid the top of the rock during lightning storms. Fall and spring offer good climbing weather. The crag’s southern exposure also gives a surprising number of good climbing days in winter, although the access trail can be icy and snowbound.
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Restrictions and access issues: Greyrock is in Roosevelt National Forest. There are no current climbing restrictions or access problems.


Guidebooks: Greyrock by Craig Luebben.


Nearby mountain shops, guide services, and gyms: Adventure Outfitters, The Mountain Shop, Inner Strength Rock Gym, Desert Ice Mountain Guides.


Services: All services in Fort Collins.


Emergency services: Call 911. See Appendix B: Poudre Valley Hospital.


Finding the cliff: From Interstate 25, take exit 269 and drive west into Fort Collins on Highway 14. Turn north on U.S. Highway 287 (North College Avenue) and drive northwest about 10 miles to a junction with Highway 14. Turn west (left) onto Highway 14 and drive 8.5 miles to the parking area for Greyrock National Recreation Trail (Trail 947) on the south side of the highway. Cross the river on a footbridge and follow the steep trail up a dry, rocky canyon, keeping right at a fork. Continue up the steep trail in a sharp canyon to a flat area south of the Greyrock cliffs. Allow an hour of hiking to the cliff.


The South Slabs lie directly ahead; the Southeast Face is to the right; and the Northwest Slabs sit on the opposite side of the rock. The South Slabs and Southeast Face are easily accessed from the Greyrock trail, which swings under the faces and works around the rock’s northeast flank to its summit. The Northwest Slabs, not included in this guide, are reached by walking around the left (west) side of the rock from the trail. A few small crags and walls lie northeast of Greyrock, including Granite Breakers and The Granite Sea. Numerous fine cracks and most of Greyrock’s harder routes ascend these cliffs.


South Slabs


The South Slabs are a broad, south-facing wall broken by ledges and ramps into three cliff tiers. The easily accessible slabs offer many excellent routes up to three pitches long. Most are done as single pitches, although link-ups on the different tiers are possible. Many routes are bolt protected and some have rappel or lowering anchors.


Finding the cliffs: Approach the slabs by continuing north on Greyrock Trail from an obvious trail junction until you’re under the face. Look for a large trailside boulder with a small pine in it. A climber access path winds faintly up the hillside above the boulder. Routes are described from left to right on the lower and middle tiers.


Descent: From the upper tier, follow a system of third-class ramps and ledges that lead southwest between the middle and upper tiers. Fixed rappel anchors—a bolt and a slung chockstone—are atop Cornercopia. Bring two ropes for a 150-foot rappel and an extra sling in case it’s missing. A large ledge/ramp, dividing the lower and middle tiers, is easily accessed from the base of the slabs.


1. Fun Flake (5.6) Superb moderate line up the left side of the lower slab. Begin behind a tree. Work left and then layback and face climb straight up an excellent flake crack for 60 feet. Finish up an easy slab to a belay on the ramp above. Descent: Scramble west. Rack: Small gear to 1 inch.


2. 2 Minds Meet (5.7) Follow an angling crack up left to a long, easy groove.


3. Between Nothingness and Eternity (5.12a) Begin just left of the large trees at the base of the lower wall. Climb up right on paper-thin edges and dicey smears past five bolts to a runout easy slab. Belay from boulders on the ramp above.


4. Bad Boys Bolt (5.11b/c) Start in the shade behind the trees. Climb up left past two bolts and join Between Nothingness and Eternity at its fourth bolt. Continue upward on easier climbing.


4a. Black Market (5.11b) is immediately right. No topo. Work up a thin slab past two bolts and angle up left (5.7 X) to the fifth bolt of Between Nothingness and Eternity.
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5. Birdland (5.9 R) A brilliant runout route up the slab’s right side. Begin just right of the trees. Edge straight up to a bolt and work left into a crystal-studded water groove. Climb the groove and work left to a crack that takes large Stoppers and small Friends. Run it out to the belay ramp.


6. Jazzman (5.10a) More good face climbing reminiscent of the South Platte domes. Climb to the first bolt of Birdland and then up left of a blunt edge. Rack: Large Stoppers and small cams.


The following routes are on the upper tier of the South Slabs. Access these by scrambling up from the left (west) side of the slabs to a ramp beneath the face.


7. Testicle Traverse (5.11a or 5.9) Excellent climbing up the bulbous testicle on the left side of the middle slab. Face climb up to the right side of the large roof and hand tra-verse/undercling left under some small roofs to a steep slab. Climb straight up past a bolt (5.11a) or swing right. Either way, work up left to a stance at a horizontal crack. Rap from here (fixed anchors) or continue up the slab (5.6) above. Rack: Small to medium Friends and long runners for the traverse.


8. Dirty Love (5.10d) Begin under the Testicle Traverse roof. Climb under the roof to a fixed piton and undercling right (5.10c) into an obvious right-facing corner. Jam, chimney, and stem up the corner. Continue right up an easy slab from the top of the corner to a sloping belay ledge.


9. Flirty Dove (5.9) Begin Testicle Traverse, only work up right from the roof onto a steep slab. Edge to a bolt and climb incipient cracks (5.9) to the right side of a small overhang. Traverse up left above the roof to the Dirty Love dihedral and finish up it.


10. Roofus Dickus (5.11c) Begin just left of a large right-facing dihedral on the left side of the middle slab. Climb a shallow corner up right to an obvious finger crack over a roof. Strenuous jams lead over the roof (5.11c) to a headwall. Continue straight up (5.8) past a diagonal crack to an easier unprotected slab.


11. Cornercopia (5.7) A fun moderate route up the right-facing dihedral. Belay and rappel with two ropes from anchors atop the corner.


12. Slab Happy (5.7) Superb edge climbing on the leftmost bolted route on the slabs. Smear and edge up right on perfect granite to a final tricky traverse (medium Tri-cam useful) that arcs up and right. 70 feet. 5 bolts to 2-bolt anchor. Descent: Lower or rappel.


13. Slip (5.6 R) Follow a thin ramp and seam arching right to anchors on a ledge below the huge roof. Protection is scant.


14. Climb on My Face (5.10a) Great long pitch. Thin edging (5.10a) leads to bolt 1. Continue up left on fun face moves past two more bolts to Slab Happy’s anchors. Rap here or continue straight up past two more bolts (5.10a) and angle right to a leaning headwall. Jam a crack (5.9) up the wall to a good belay ledge. Descent: Downclimb southwest along ramps.


15. Wigs on Fire (5.10b) Enjoyable but runout. Begin right of Slab Happy directly below the big roof. Bouldery moves lead to the first bolt. Angle up right with hard climbing to a final 30-foot runout. 70 feet. 3 bolts to 2-bolt anchor. Rack: Thin gear.


16. Wildstreak (5.10d R) Thin face climbing (5.10d) to a bolt right of a pronounced black streak. Head up runout rock (5.6) with groundfall potential. End at a 2-bolt anchor on a ledge. Descent: Rappel 70 feet.


17. Beer for Breakfast (5.8 R) Climb an unprotected groove to a narrow, pointed roof. Step over the roof and end at anchors. You can do a bottom pitch (5.9) starting at the bottom right side of the lower tier right ofJazzman. Follow a right-facing corner to the slab right ofJazzman.


18. Grey Rat Rocksicle (5.8 R) Begin on the upper right side of the ramp. Work up left (5.8) into a flared crack, exit right, and climb devious corners and discontinuous cracks to the right side of the huge roof. End on a ledge above the roof. Descent: Scramble southwest down ramps. Rack: Small pro.


19. Sugar Mountain (5.5 R) A great beginner route. Begin at the top of the lower ramp. Pitch 1: Climb grooves, cracks, and slabs right of a water streak (not a lot of pro). Belay on a ledge at a horizontal break. Pitch 2: Tackle a left-facing corner to a roof, traverse right around the roof, and follow cracks up left to a good ledge. Descent: Downclimb southwest.


Southeast Face


This 500-foot-high slabby wall offers excellent multi-pitch lines. A good problem for off-width masters is on a boulder between the South Slabs and the Southeast Face. Craig Luebben’s Go Spuds Go (5.12a) is a 15-foot problem that jams an overhanging roof crack.


Finding the cliff: Approach the face by hiking up the Greyrock Trail past the South Slabs until you’re directly below the Southeast Face. Scramble through the trees to the cliff base.
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Descent: Downclimb north from the top of the routes to the summit trail, which leads back to the cliff base. Some routes have rappel anchors. Bring two ropes to rappel.


20. Toolin’ Woody (5.10a) The route ascends a steep buttress that ends below some large ledges on the left side of the face. Climb thin cracks and slabs to anchors on a ledge by a small tree. 100 feet.


21. The Woody Tool (5.10a) Follow a left-angling seam up a steep slab to anchors. Descent: Rappel 150 feet with double ropes. Rack: Thin pro for incipient cracks.


22. Prints of Darkness (5.8) Pull over the left side of a narrow roof and climb a black streak past two bolts to a good belay ledge. Descent: Traverse down right to The Woody Tool’s anchors and rappel with double ropes. Rack: Standard rack with extra small gear.


23. Pretty Face (5.8) A pretty face climb with three bolts. Descent: Rap 150 feet from anchors.


24. Theodore (5.6) A fun moderate climb that is ideal for learning to lead trad pitches. Look for lots of good gear placements and belay anchors. Start below a crack right of a short right-leaning, right-facing corner. The crack is the middle of three distinct cracks (Alvin [5.6] is the left crack and is a good alternate start). Pitch 1: Jam a good hand and fist crack (5.6) to a belay ledge. Pitch 2: Diagonal left up a lower-angle crack to a stance under a large jutting roof. Pitch 3: Jam easy cracks left of the roof to good ledges. Pitch 4: Fun, well-protected climbing up a slab. Pitch 5: Scramble up left to the summit via easy cracks and corners. The last two pitches can be combined with a long rope. Rack: Sets of Stoppers and cams to #3.5 Camalot.


25. Simon (5.8+) A companion route to Theodore and the hardest of the three “Chipmunk” routes. Start just right of Theodore below an arching crack. Pitch 1: Jam the hand crack (5.7) to a good belay ledge. 70 feet. Pitch 2: Scale an easy, grassy crack (5.4) to a stance at a horizontal dike under and right of a big roof. 125 feet. Pitch 3: Crux lead. Climb a steep, angling hand and fist crack right of the roof. Follow the crack until it ends or, at a shelf, traverse right a few feet and climb a good lightning-bolt crack and rejoin the angling crack. Do the steep crux (5.8+) and pull overhangs to a large ledge shared with Theodore. 100 feet. Pitch 4: Work up right along an easy crack to a ledge with bushes. 100 feet. Pitch 5: Angle up right on mostly fourth-class rock with an occasional technical move to the summit. Rack: Standard rack up to #3 Camalot. A #4 Camalot is sometimes used but not necessary.


26. Mr. Gone (5.10a R) Begin below the center of the wall beneath a prominent prow. Pitch 1: Follow thin face moves (5.10a) past three bolts to a superb finger crack up a steep slab. Belay from anchors at an angling break. 150 feet. Pitch 2: Short lead up a moderate, unprotected slab to a stance under the prow. Pitch 3: Edge straight up the prow (5.10a) to a bolt. Go right to easier cracks or continue straight up (5.10a R) to a bolted stance left of a stepped roof band. Pitch 4: Stem up an easy, large, left-facing dihedral to the summit. 200 feet. Descent: It’s possible to rappel from the top of pitch 3 and avoid the easier upper section. Make two double-rope rappels from bolt anchors. Rappel 1: 100 feet to the pitch 1 anchors. Rappel 2: 150 feet to the ground. Rack: Set of Stoppers and cams to 3 inches.


27. The Greatest Route at Greyrock (5.8) Excellent and recommended with good pro and fun cracks up the right side of the Southeast Face. Use slings to avoid rope drag on the long upper pitches. Communication is also a problem. To find the start, hike the summit trail until you reach some aspens near the face. Go left along the cliff base to a crack that heads up right and is just right of a short left-facing corner topped by a small roof. Pitch 1: Do the route crux up a tricky crack (5.8) to a crack in a slab or climb the left-facing corner and pull the roof’s right side after 12 feet. Above, climb incipient cracks up clean rock (5.7ish) to a traverse left to a belay ledge. 85 feet. Pitch 2: Step back right and work up a long, narrow left-facing corner to an obvious roof overlap. Pull over on jugs (5.8) and belay above on a small ledge. Pitch 3: Climb a crack left of the belay (5.6) to an easy, prominent, left-facing dihedral. Belay on a ledge on the right. 165 feet. Pitch 4: Stem and jam up an easy dihedral (5.5) and finish up fourth-class rock to the summit. 160 feet. Descent: Walk off by hiking northeast past cairns to the summit trail, which leads back to the base. Rack: Standard rack with Stoppers and cams to #3 Camalot. Tri-cams work well in horizontal cracks.


28. Barfy’s Favorite (5.7) 4 pitches. Another good line. Begin right of The Greatest Route at Greyrock atop a boulder just right of a large left-facing dihedral. Pitch 1: Face climb a bulge to a good hand crack (5.7). Belay at a tree. Pitch 2: Step left and jam a crack to another tree. Climb a good corner above to a belay stance at a horizontal dike. Pitch 3: Follow cracks and corners to a stance left of a small roof. Pitch 4: Ascend to a short right-facing corner at the left end of a long roof. Pull left above the corner and roof and run up the slab above. Descent: Walk off. Rack: Selection of nuts and cams.


[image: image]


Climbing high on Spearhead in Rocky Mountain National Park. BOB D’ANTONIO




ROCKY MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK: THE HIGH PEAKS



■ OVERVIEW


Rocky Mountain National Park, an immense 414-square-mile national park, straddles the winding Continental Divide in northern Colorado. The divide, twisting down the backbone of the Americas, separates the Atlantic and Pacific watersheds. The park preserves and protects a pristine swath of the divide’s high country. It’s a rugged and diverse landscape characterized by abrupt canyons and wide U-shaped glacier-carved valleys, dark evergreen forests and sunny aspen groves, broad meadows and upland tundra, meandering rivers and rushing creeks, and herds of bighorn sheep, elk, and deer. But mountains, first and foremost, define Rocky Mountain National Park.


Lofty, ragged peaks, chiseled and sculpted by ancient glaciers, tower over the lower surrounding valleys. The park includes 113 named mountain peaks above 10,000 feet, seventy-one over 12,000 feet, as well as Longs Peak, the park’s high point at 14,256 feet above sea level. The park is also a mother of rivers. Four major rivers—the Cache la Poudre, Big Thompson, and St. Vrain Rivers on the eastern slope and the Colorado River on the western slope—spring from the divide’s snowfields. The park boasts almost 500 river-miles and over 150 lakes nestled in its gorges and valleys. The park is also a chilly land above the trees, with a full third lying in the alpine zone above timberline. Snow plasters the high, windswept ridges and peaks for most of the year, and summer makes only a brief two-month visit in July and August.


Rocky Mountain National Park, besides being a superlative natural landscape, also offers some of the best alpine climbing in the United States on its glaciated peaks. This vertical sanctuary hosts myriad classic multi-pitch routes that crisscross its abrupt walls, yielding superb challenges on excellent rock in an alpine environment. Some of its renowned cliffs include The Diamond on the East Face of Longs Peak; the Northeast Face of Spearhead; the Northwest Face of Chiefshead; the spired summits of Sharkstooth, the Petit Grepon, and Zowie; the three buttresses on the North Face of Hallett Peak; and the South Face of Notchtop. These cliffs have long tantalized and attracted climbers with their sublime rock and purity of ascent.


The high peaks of Rocky Mountain National Park are easily accessed from Denver and Boulder. U.S. Highways 34 and 36 both climb from the high plains up to Estes Park, the gateway to the park. Longs Peak and The Diamond lie south of Estes Park off Highway 7, while the other peaks are reached from Bear Lake Road west of Estes Park. Walking approaches are reasonable, with the longest being 6 miles.


The climbing season runs June through September, although May and October both offer occasional spells of good weather. Winter’s heavy snowpack melts in May and June. Watch for wet cracks and chimneys, and blocks loosened by frost wedging. The park’s brief alpine summer brings a mixture of warm, dry spells punctuated by cool, wet weather. Rainy periods will sometimes last for a couple of weeks. Expect afternoon thunderstorms, sometimes with very heavy rain and corn snow. Be prepared for bad weather by always bringing rain gear and extra clothes. Storms often build west of the divide and can quickly and unexpectedly move in. Be prepared to retreat from your chosen route or to alter your plans. One good way to avoid the park’s notoriously severe weather is to start early and get off the route by noon. Lightning is a very real objective danger in the high mountains. If caught in a lightning storm, keep off high points and distance yourself from cracks and hardware. Alpine temperatures are also cold. The summit of Longs Peak is usually 30 degrees colder than that of Estes Park, and freezing temperatures and measurable snowfall occur in every summer month. Other objective dangers include loose rock. It occurs on every wall and particularly on descent routes. Wear a helmet for maximum protection.
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Don Doucette belays Art Howells on an early ascent of The Yellow Wall on The Diamond.


Standard equipment for most of the park’s alpine climbs includes a rack with complete sets of wired nuts, TCUs, and cams; a dozen or so quickdraws; and a few free carabiners. Bring a 200-foot (60-meter) rope and a thin haul line for bringing up a pack and rappelling. Extra clothes and rain gear prevents hypothermia if you are caught in a storm. Don’t drink water from area streams; they all have giardia. Rather bring your own water or chemically disinfect area water before drinking. Park rules prohibit the use of power drills. Remember that the park’s high peaks lie within a designated wilderness area. Abide by a wilderness ethic and don’t add unnecessary bolts to routes.
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Climbers must obtain a free permit to bivouac on or near their intended route. This permit system allows the park service to maintain crowd control and keep fragile ecological areas from being overused. Bivy permits can be obtained at the Longs Peak Ranger Station from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. or at the main backcountry ranger station at park headquarters from 7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. Permits are issued in summer only from June 1 to September 30. Permits are issued if the site is more than 3.5 miles from the trailhead and the climb is more than four pitches long. Bivy rules include sleeping on rock or snow (not vegetation), being 100 feet from water and clear of rockfall, limiting your party to a maximum of four climbers, and using only stoves. Camping below tree line, tents, and fires are prohibited. Restricted sites, including Broadway, Chasm View, Notchtop, and Sky Pond, are heavily used areas that have exhibited environmental damage. Human waste is a serious problem at many bivy sites. Carry out your toilet paper, bury waste beneath 4 to 6 inches of soil, and heed the call of nature well away from water sources.


Trip Planning Information


Area description: Rocky Mountain National Park offers a varied selection of alpine rock routes on The Diamond, Northeast Face of Spearhead, Petit Grepon, and Hallett Peak.


Location: North-central Colorado, northwest of Boulder.


Camping: Rocky Mountain National Park operates four campgrounds on the east side of the park. Moraine Park Campground, with 250 sites, is 3 miles west of the headquarters visitor center off Bear Lake Road. Glacier Basin Campground, with 152 sites, is 9 miles west of Estes Park off Bear Lake Road. Aspenglen Campground is 5 miles northwest of Estes Park near the park’s Fall River entrance off US 34. Longs Peak Campground, with thirty tents-only campsites, is 11 miles south of Estes Park and 1 mile west of Highway 7. Stays at Longs Peak Campground are limited to only three days from June through September. Camping in the park is limited to seven days from June through September. Aspenglen and Longs Peak Campgrounds operate on a first come, first served basis. Moraine Park and Glacier Basin Campgrounds operate on an advance reservation system in summer. Contact the park for more information. Commercial campgrounds are found in the Estes Park area. Long-term camping is in Roosevelt National Forest south of Estes Park, including Olive Ridge Campground near Allenspark.


Climbing season: June through September. The high peaks are above timberline (11,500 feet). Summers are short and brisk. June is characterized by snowmelt. The rock is often wet and seeping; approaches and descents often require crossing snowfields. July and August have sunny mornings, cloudy afternoons, and cool, clear nights. Expect heavy afternoon thunderstorms. Get an early start and bring warm clothing and rain gear to avoid hypothermia. Lightning is a daily hazard in the park. Snow falls in every summer month. September days are dry and warm, with occasional rainy periods. Climbing is possible in October, depending on weather conditions.


Restrictions and access issues: The National Park Service administers Rocky Mountain National Park. Several park regulations pertain specifically to rock climbing. The use of power drills is prohibited in the park. Any bolts must be hand-drilled, although the use of bolts and fixed protection should be minimized. It’s illegal to remove or clean vegetation from cracks or ledges and to disturb wildlife. Littering is prohibited. Dogs are not allowed in the backcountry, on trails, or cragside. They must be leashed in the parking areas and campgrounds. Permits are required for overnight bivouacs. Call the backcountry ranger station at (303) 586-1242 for information and permits. For park information contact Rocky Mountain National Park, Estes Park, CO 80517, (303) 586-2371.


Guidebooks: Rock and Ice Climbing Rocky Mountain National Park: The High Peaks by Richard Rossiter, Chockstone Press/Falcon Publishing, 1997. Rocky Mountain National Park: The Climber’s Guide: High Peaks by Bernard Gillett, Earthbound Sports, 2001.
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Nearby mountain shops, guide services, and gyms: Wilderness Sports, Komito Boots, Colorado Mountain School, Desert Ice Mountain Guides.


Services: All services are in Estes Park.


Emergency services: For rescues and emergencies call 911 or (970) 586-2371. See Appendix B: Estes Park Medical Center.


Finding the cliffs: Rocky Mountain National Park is accessed from the Front Range cities. The park and Estes Park is 30 miles west of Loveland and 34 miles west of Interstate 25 via US 34. Reach from Boulder and Denver by driving north from Boulder on US 36 to Lyons and then 19 miles west on US 36 to Estes Park. A system of park roads branch out from Estes Park to parking areas and trailheads for all the routes detailed here. Rocky Mountain National Park is a fee area. Purchase daily and long-term passes at park entrance stations.


The Diamond


The Diamond, an east-facing granite wall that lies entirely above 13,000 feet, is perhaps the most spectacular alpine wall in the United States. The steep, diamond-shaped wall perches atop the massive, glacier-excavated East Face of 14,259-foot Longs Peak. The 900-foot-high wall is a climber’s paradise, with perfect granite split by vertical crack systems and studded with crisp edges. Over forty climbing routes and variations thread across The Diamond. The wall’s left side yields several spectacular free climbs including Ariana, D7, Yellow Wall, and Casual Route, while the wet, overhanging right side hosts serious nailing routes including Diamond Star Halo, Steep is Flat, and the Dunn-Westbay Route.


Climbing The Diamond is serious business. Don’t expect a stroll up a sport climbing route, but rather a climbing adventure and a possible epic. The approach is long, circuitous, loose, and dangerous. The routes are vertical, exposed, and subject to severe weather. The descent via the North Face or the usual hike up Keyhole Route is hard to find in the dark, bordered by dangerous snowfields, and covered with loose gravel and boulders. Use your best judgment, and consider retreat an honorable option. The northeast-facing Diamond receives only morning sun, with the sunlight leaving the wall by 12:30 p.m. on the longest days of the year. The usual climbing season runs from mid-June to the end of September.


Quick parties often climb The Diamond in a day, leaving the parking lot early and reaching the wall’s base in two to three hours. They add another six to ten hours of climbing, and then another three or four hours to descend and jog back to the car. Most climbers, especially if it’s their first time up there, allow lots of extra time to suss out the approach, climb, and descent. A good option to the one-day ascent is to hike up the afternoon before and bivouac either at Chasm View or on Broadway. This allows you an early start and ensures you will get some sun and warmth while climbing. Also take the high altitude into consideration: Climbing above 13,000 feet is always difficult but more so if you’re not acclimated. Afternoons, after the sun leaves the face, are drastically colder. Severe weather usually comes from the west and is unseen until it’s on you. The weather can change quickly and dramatically. Expect afternoon thunder-storms accompanied by lightning. These are all reasons to climb as much as possible in the morning.
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All of The Diamond’s routes begin on Broadway, a large sloping ledge that slices across the East Face below the face. Use caution when traversing Broadway above North Chimney. Several fatalities and accidents have occurred to unroped climbers on this exposed traverse. There are a limited number of excellent bivouac sites on Broadway, with a limit on the number of climbers permitted to stay overnight. A free bivy permit is obtained at the Longs Peak Ranger Station. No water, other than snow-melt, is found on Broadway.


Finding the wall: Drive 7 miles south from Estes Park on Highway 7 and turn right just past mile marker 9 to the Longs Peak Ranger Station and Campground and the Longs Peak Trail, west of the highway. Drive a mile up this road and park at a designated lot for the Longs Peak trailhead. The lot is usually filled early on summer weekends. Look for the overflow parking areas if this happens. Hike west through forest on the wide and busy Longs Peak Trail to a major fork at 4 miles. The left fork continues up a valley to Chasm Lake, while the right fork swings around Mount Lady Washington to Chasm View and the Keyhole Route up Longs Peak. The Diamond can be reached via either trail.


The usual approach is via Chasm Lake and the North Chimney. Take the left trail fork and hike west 1 mile to 11,800-foot Chasm Lake. Pass it on a climber’s trail on its north side, cross a large boulder field and part of Mills Glacier below the face, and scramble up to the base of North Chimney, a deep gully, often snow filled and wet, that is right of the Lower East Face. This 500-foot-high gully lies directly below the route D1. North Chimney (5.5) is a dangerous fourth- and fifth-class route that is often very busy since it is the main approach to The Diamond. Most parties rope up for a least one pitch. The easiest route up the chimney stays on the slabs left of the main gully. After climbing two-thirds of the way up, work up left to a short dihedral. Continue up left to Broadway. Exercise caution when climbing and watch for wet rock, loose blocks, and any parties above. Snow fills the gully in June, requiring kicked steps and even an ice axe.


Descent down North Chimney is three double-rope rappels from numerous fixed anchors and tied-off blocks or by making four rappels directly below the D1 Pillar or down the Crack of Delight route to the south of the chimney (rappels are 100 feet, 160 feet, 150 feet, and 60 feet).


Alternatively, approach The Diamond from the north. Take the right fork at 4 miles and follow it for several miles around Mount Lady Washington and across the boulder field to Chasm View, an airy overlook that perches directly north of The Diamond and above Chasm View Wall. Make three double-rope rappels from fixed anchors to Broadway. Traverse south on Broadway to your chosen route.


Descent: The routes described here, except The Yellow Wall, end on Table Ledge, a prominent horizontal crack/ledge system that slices across the upper quarter of the wall. The preferred descent route is to hike to the summit and descend the North Face because it is just as fast as the rappel route, and it’s easier to descend in bad weather.


Exit off the routes by traversing left on Table Ledge to Kiener’s Route. Scramble up third-class rock, gullies, boulders, and ledges on Kiener’s to the summit of Longs Peak. The quick descent route goes down the peak’s North Face along the old Cables Route. Following cairns, prudently descend scree slopes, boulder fields, and snowfields on the North Face above The Diamond’s north flank. Be extremely careful. People have slipped and plummeted over the wall here. At the top of the cliff band, locate large eyebolts that once anchored the cables and, using them as anchors, make either one double-rope rappel or two single-rope rappels down wet slabs to the boulder field above Chasm View. It’s best to check out the descent down the North Face in daylight before attempting it. Head north across a boulder field to the Longs Peak Trail. You can also descend the regular hiking route through the Keyhole, but it is difficult to follow, especially in bad weather and darkness, and if you’re unfamiliar with it. Its advantage is that it requires no rappels or technical climbing. Follow paint splotches down the route off the northwest side of the peak.


An alternative descent is to follow a rappel line down the left side of the wall. The rappel anchors are, however, hard to find, and the rappels can get backed up with several parties. Not a good thing in bad weather. Allow a couple of hours to rappel the face if you’re unfamiliar with the rappel line. Beginning from Table Ledge or just below Table Ledge and directly above D7, make either six or five double-rope rappels down the wall to Broadway from bolt anchors that are located on either side of the D7 crack system. From Broadway, scramble left (north) and make another four rappels down the Crack of Delight route to the base of the wall. These rappels, also from bolts and chains, begin directly below the Casual Route. Remember to knot the ends of your rope.


1. Pervertical Sanctuary (IV 5.10c) An excellent and popular climb and one of The Diamond’s easier free routes. It’s also serious, exposed, and has lots of varied crack climbing. The route follows a long crack system on the wall’s far left side. Approach the start by scrambling south across Broadway, carefully crossing a small snowfield below the wall’s left margin. Set the first belay right of the snow patch on a ledge below a broken crack system and right of the Obelisk, an immense dihedral on The Diamond’s south edge. Pitch 1: Climb the broken cracks and then move up right to the left side of a mitten-shaped formation. Continue up the left dihedral (5.9) on the Mitten to a good belay ledge on top. 185 feet. Pitch 2: Climb a blocky left-facing corner (5.9) to a stance on the right. Pitch 3: Work up a crack system to a small roof. Face climb left (5.9) past an old bolt, then move right up a flake to a ledge right of the Obelisk column. Pitches 2 and 3 can be combined with a 60-meter rope. Pitch 4: Start off the right side of the ledge. Jam a strenuous ½-inch crack (5.10c, route crux) for 50 feet. Continue up the exposed splitter for another 50 feet to a perch atop a wedged block. Pitch 5: Continue up a widening, sustained, 4-inch crack (5.10a) with hand and fist jams. Jam a corner (5.8) to a good belay atop the Obelisk pillar. Pitch 6: From the right side of the belay, jam a steep finger crack (5.9) in a corner to a belay on Table Ledge. Finish by scrambling up left on easy rock to Kiener’s Route and follow to the summit. If you rappel, scramble right on Almost Table Ledge to the first rap station. Rack: Set of Stoppers, set of Friends or Camalots to #4 with doubles from #1.5 up.
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2. Ariana (IV 5.12a) A stunning route with super position, clean rock, and sustained jamming. The Diamond’s first 5.12. Follows a crack system right of the left edge of the Obelisk, the dihedral on The Diamond’s south edge. Begin down right of the obvious snow patch on a ledge above the south end of Broadway. This is reached by a traverse (4th class) up left from the base of D7. Pitch 1: Face climb above the belay (5.11a) past three bolts, then up a narrow left-facing corner (5.10b) to the bottom right-hand side of the Mitten. Finish up a right-facing corner to the Mitten’s thumb. The next two pitches climb Pervertical Sanctuary to the belay stance opposite the Obelisk’s base. Pitch 2: Climb a blocky left-facing corner (5.9) to a stance on the right. Pitch 3: Work up a crack system to a small roof. Face climb left (5.9) past an old bolt, then move right up a flake to a ledge right of the Obelisk column. Pitch 4: Directly above the belay is a 1-inch crack that lies 5 feet from The Diamond’s left edge. Jam the well-protected, sustained finger crack (sustained and pumpy 5.12a) to a semi-hanging belay on a sloping ledge to the right. Pitch 5: Step back left and continue jamming up the steep crack (5.11b/c) in a right-facing corner to a large belay platform. Pitch 6: Finish up Pervertical Sanctuary to Table Ledge. From the right side of the ledge, jam a steep finger crack (5.9) in a corner to a belay on Table Ledge. Finish by scrambling up left on easy rock to Kiener’s Route and follow to the summit. If you rappel, scramble right on Almost Table Ledge to the first rap station. Rack: Double set of Stoppers with extra small and medium, set of cams from a #.3 Alien to a #3.5 Camalot or Friend, and two 200-foot (60-meter) ropes.


3. D7 (IV 5.11d or 5.7 C2) The easiest and busiest route on the wall for years. It’s a great clean aid climb with minimal C2 but is unmatched as an excellent, difficult free climb. The free crux is short and well protected. It is also easily climbed at 5.10 C1 with minimal aiding. Remember the more aid, the longer your day. Begin down right of Ariana on a ledge/ramp (4th class) below an obvious, thin, left-facing corner. This corner is 150 feet left (south) of the Broadway bivy cave. Scramble up to the ledge and belay. Pitch 1: Climb the left-facing corner (5.9) for 70 feet to a good ledge on the right. Continue up the crack above (5.9) to a belay ledge. 165 feet. Pitch 2: Climb a left-facing corner for 40 feet and then follow thin corners and cracks above (5.9) to a belay ledge. Pitch 3: Continue up the widening crack system (5.10a). If this crack is wet, face climb to the left (5.10a). Belay on a sloping ledge on the right (leads right to The Yellow Wall). Pay attention to the start of pitch 4 to avoid taking the wrong crack system. Don’t go straight up the obvious crack to the left. This is D Minor 7. Pitch 4: Move right from the belay and start up a shallow right-facing corner. Face climb and stem the steep corner (5.9/5.10) to a belay stance below left-leaning, thin double cracks. Pitch 5: Route crux. Sustained athletic moves work up the exposed, bulging parallel cracks (5.11d on a 15-foot section) to a stance (possible belay). Climb another thin crack crux (5.11b) to a small belay stance. 130 feet. Pitch 6: Continue up a thin crack (5.11a) above the belay. It eventually widens and leads to easier rock (5.8) and spacious Almost Table Ledge. A set of rappel anchors is just left if you’re rapping the face. Pitch 7: Climb up and left (5.8) for 40 feet to Table Ledge. Scramble left across Table Ledge to Kiener’s Route and continue on to the peak’s summit. Rack: Double set of Stoppers, double set of Camalots or Friends to #3 and one each #3.5 and #4. Expect a lot of fixed pitons. No hammer for aid.


4. The Yellow Wall (V 5.11a) The Diamond’s classic route with fine, sustained climbing, solid holds, and plentiful exposure. Begin about 60 feet south of the bivouac cave on Broadway. Scramble up a ramp (3rd class) below a narrow left-facing corner. The original start aided this corner (A3 or 5.11a). Pitch 1: Face climb up good flakes (5.7) for 70 feet right of the corner, then work left to a ledge atop the corner. Continue up a thin finger crack (5.9) for another 60 feet to a belay stance on the left. 130 feet. Pitch 2: Climb up along a thin crack (5.9+) to a small ledge. 130 feet. Pitch 3: Climb a thin crack (5.10a) to a hard corner (5.10a) that is often wet. At the top, make tricky face moves (5.10c) left to another crack system and belay on a narrow, 1-foot-wide ledge shared with D7. 130 feet. Pitch 4: Layback a shallow left-facing corner above the right side of the ledge. Continue up right (5.8) under the obvious Black Dagger off-width crack system, past the Forrest Finish system and a possible belay stance, and into a thin, right-facing red dihedral (5.9). Set a hanging belay below an off-width crack. Pitch 5: The free and aid crux with sustained climbing and lots of exposure. An airy, hard-to-protect face traverse (5.11a R) leads up right on flakes to a thin corner (5.10). Climb the corner to its intersection with the Casual Route’s large dihedral. Belay here or continue 40 feet up the dihedral (5.6) to the spacious 4-foot-wide Yellow Wall Bivy Ledge. Protection requires the creative use of RPs and small Stoppers. To avoid this pitch, climb two obvious pitches up the Forrest Finish (the route’s natural line) to the bivy ledge. First is an off-width crack (5.10a), second is more off-width (5.10) to a steep hand crack. At Table Ledge, scoot off left instead of doing the upper pitches. Pitch 6: Shared with Casual Route. Stem between two opposing corners (5.9+) above the right side of the ledge and enter a chimney (5.8). Climb up and left past a fixed piton in a thin crack, over a bulge (5.10a), and belay at Table Ledge crack. Exit left here to avoid the upper two pitches. Pitch 7: Traverse right on Table Ledge crack for 15 feet. Climb exposed cracks (5.10c) to the foot of a large, obvious right-facing dihedral. Belay on a small ledge on the right side of a large blocky overhang. Adequate protection but airy and scary climbing. Pitch 8: Climb a chimney (5.9) up the dihedral to a good belay. Scramble up easy rock to the top of the wall just below the summit. Rack: Sets of RPs, Stoppers, TCUs, and Camalots or Friends to #3.5.
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5. Casual Route (IV 5.10a) This route, sharing parts of three other lines, is the easiest and most traveled route up The Diamond. It sees so many ascents that locals call it the “Cattle Route.” Expect excellent moderate climbing with good protection (except for the traverse) and exposure. Pitches 4 and 5 are usually wet early in the season. Watch for loose rock knocked off by parties above on busy days. Begin on Broadway below a corner just south of the upper rappel anchors for North Chimney. Pitch 1: Climb a left-facing corner (5.5) in the middle of the D1 Pillar, a large finger-like pillar below D1’s obvious crack system. Continue up cracks on the buttress face. A belay alcove is reached after 140 feet on the left side of the pillar. Pitch 2: Short lead. Climb up left to a belay stance below a crack just left of the pillar’s top. Pitch 3: The flakes traverse is a troublesome lead. Although not hard, it offers routefinding problems. Numerous parties begin the infamous traverse too low and find themselves on 5.10 face climbing with no protection and serious fall potential. Jam the finger to hand crack (5.9) above the belay to a small stance. Climb up left on a long, rising traverse using flakes and edges (5.6 and 5.7) and several fixed pitons to a semi-hanging belay beneath a huge right-facing dihedral. Use caution and enough gear—dangerous fall potential. 100 feet. Pitch 4: Climb a chimney (5.8) and jam cracks past a sloping ledge (holds snow early in the season). More cracks lead up the dihedral’s left wall (5.6/5.7) to a small belay ledge. Pitch 5: Great climbing. Continue a hand crack up the steep dihedral (5.8+) to a belay niche near the top of the dihedral. Pitch 6: Finish up the dihedral (5.7/5.8) to a belay on the Yellow Wall Bivy Ledge on the left. Pitch 7: From the right side of the ledge, stem up exposed, opposing corners above the right side of the ledge (5.9+). Squeeze up a chimney (5.8), jam a thin crack, and reach over a bulge (5.10a). End at an airy belay at Table Ledge crack. This pitch is shared with The Yellow Wall. Pitch 8: Hand traverse left (5.7/5.8) along the horizontal crack. After 30 feet the crack begins to widen. Jam it and continue traversing up left along Table Ledge to Kiener’s Route. Rack: Double set of Stoppers, set of TCUs, double set of Camalots from #.5 to #3, six runners, and six quickdraws. Many fixed pitons are found; use with caution—the severe climate loosens them. A 200-foot (60-meter) rope is useful and shortens the climbing time by combining pitches 1 and 2, then 5 and 6.


Spearhead


Spearhead perches above Glacier Gorge, a long glacier-excavated basin flanked by soaring ridges, broken cliffs, and talus slopes, carpeted with wildflower-strewn meadows and dark evergreen forests, and dotted with crystalline alpine lakes. The Spearhead, named on the U.S. Geological Survey topographical map, lifts its pointed 12,575-foot-high summit above a burnished 800-foot-high northeast face. This immaculate granite wall, one of the best in Rocky Mountain National Park, is dwarfed by surrounding peaks including 13,327-foot McHenrys Peak to the west, 13,326-foot Storm Peak to the east, and the immense bulk of 13,579-foot Chiefshead Peak to the south. This climber-friendly face is seamed with cracks and dihedrals and studded with incut handholds and flakes. Numerous three-star routes up to nine pitches long ascend the concave wall, offering brilliant climbing in a pristine, remote setting.


Spearhead is the ending high point of a long alpine ridge that juts north from Chiefshead and the Continental Divide. The Northeast Face is a sweeping, pyramid-shaped wall broken by several obvious features. A horizontal grassy ledge—Middle Earth—splits the lower wall. The Eye of Mordor is the tilted, shadowy north-facing dihedral just above Middle Earth, while Syke’s Sickle is a prominent crescent corner just below the summit block. A huge snowfield drapes the wall’s base early in the season.


Every route on Spearhead is worth doing; the following descriptions are some of the best lines on this great wall. Topos and descriptions of these routes are found in Bernard Gillett’s excellent Rocky Mountain National Park: The Climber’s Guide: High Peaks book.


Spearhead’s climbing season generally runs from June through September. The wall receives a fair amount of summer sun, melting any snow on the face and drying the rock. Most routes are done as day climbs, but a limited number of bivouac permits are available for overnight stays at the wall base. The free permits are available at the backcountry ranger station at park headquarters. Objective dangers include quick and heavy afternoon thunderstorms, snow and sleet showers, lightning, loose rock, and lots of parties on the classic lines. To avoid the crowds, try to avoid the weekends.


Finding the wall: Approach Spearhead by driving west from Estes Park on US 36 into Rocky Mountain National Park. Turn south on Bear Lake Road just past the Beaver Meadows Entrance Station and follow the road to a small parking lot at the 9,240-foot-high Glacier Gorge Junction trailhead, 1 mile before road’s end at Bear Lake. The lot is small. Get there early for a spot or walk the 0.4-mile trail down from the larger Bear Lake parking lot. Hike south on the Glacier Gorge Trail. It’s about 6 miles and two hours to the base of Spearhead. The trail intersects the North Longs Peak Trail at 1.4 miles. Keep right and in 0.5 mile turn south toward Mills Lake. The trail climbs steeply 0.6 mile to the lake and continues south along the east shore another 0.4 mile to Jewel Lake. The trail follows the forested floor of Glacier Gorge for another 1.8 miles to 10,620-foot Black Lake. Hike up steep slopes below a cliff band east of the lake and enter the upper basin below Spearhead. Follow a climber’s trail through alpine meadows and across glacier-polished bedrock to the base of the wall.


Descent: From Spearhead’s summit, drop down long scree slopes on the northwest flank or work south along the ridge toward Chiefshead and then scramble down ramps and ledges to the basin below. Watch for cliff bands, steep couloirs, snow patches, and loose rock.


1. Stone Monkey (III 5.12a R) Classic with excellent climbing and superb position on the wall’s left side. Jeff Achey calls its fingertip crux crack “one of the hardest and prettiest leads in the high peaks.” The crux pitch often seeps until July; don’t bother until it’s dry. The route is on the upper wall above the Middle Earth ledge. To reach Stone Monkey, climb the first three pitches of Unbelievers. Begin on the far left side of the face below the right of two obvious dihedrals, or climb easier rock to the left to Middle Earth. Begin by scrambling up an easy ramp in the right dihedral and belay at a flake. Pitch 1: Climb a flake crack up the right-facing dihedral (5.9) to a dicey rightward traverse (5.10b R) to a semi-hanging belay stance. Pitch 2: Climb a flake system up right and belay on the Middle Earth ledge. Pitch 3: Work up a thin right-facing flake and corner by laybacking (5.9). Near the top of the corner, make an exciting traverse right along a thin seam (5.10b R) to a semihanging belay. Pitch 4: Face climb up right from the belay on thin flakes (5.8) to a grassy ledge. Continue straight up on easier stone (5.6) to a belay on a ledge below a right-leaning corner/crack system. Pitch 5: The long crux lead. Undercling up left (5.9) into the corner. Follow the corner to its end and continue up an extremely thin, sustained fingertip crack (5.12a) to a flake. Finish above on a great belay ledge. Pitch 6: Move right from the belay and jam a long crack (5.8) to fractured rock below the summit. Stretch out the rope to the belay stance of your choice. Pitch 7: Work up right through broken rock to the right side of the summit block. Rack: Double sets of RPs, Stoppers, TCUs, and Camalots or Friends to #3.
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2. Spear Me the Details (IV 5.11d) This excellent rappel-bolted classic is a direct line with some of the park’s best face climbing and some hard jamming. The route combines eight pitches above Middle Earth with the first two easy leads of Obviously Four Believers for a grand tour of Spearhead. Ed Webster and Joe Frank initially climbed to the top of pitch 6 but bailed after rockfall almost killed them. The route climbs the center of the face just right of the tilted Eye of Mordor. Begin near the left (south) side of the face left of a series of black-streaked overlaps. Pitch 1: Follow an easy right-leaning ramp for a long pitch to a belay ledge. Pitch 2: Continue up right on easy rock to the Middle Earth ledge below the dark Eye of Mordor. Pitch 3: Start of Spear Me. Begin on a terrace down right of the Eye just above Middle Earth. Face climb up and right (5.7) to a series of easy flake cracks. Belay on a ledge. Pitch 4: Climb up left (some 5.7) to a corner system on the left side of a pillar. Work up the crack in the leaning corner (5.9), which slowly widens to 12 inches. Finish with laybacking to a belay stance straight up to another belay stance level with the top of the Eye. This pitch requires a 200-foot (60-meter) rope. Pitch 5: Climb up left to a hole, work left up a ramp (5.8), and climb up to a flake (5.10a). Work past the flake and face climb up right (5.8) to a shelf, then up a right-facing corner (5.10a) to a belay stance. Pitch 6: Climb the right-facing corner (5.8), pass a small roof, and swing over a thin roof at its narrowest part (5.10d) with a mantle at a bolt. Hand traverse and mantle left (5.10c) to another short corner and set up a semi-hanging belay near its top below a roof. Pitch 7: Long tricky crux lead. Crank the roof over the belay and face climb (5.11b) on knobs up right past three bolts. Climb left up a thin flake and then launch up more dicey face climbing (5.11d then 5.11b) past four bolts. The hard bit is exiting the flake and establishing yourself on the face. Belay at a cramped stance below a left-facing corner. Pitch 8: Crank the corner (5.10d), then bust up right on more thin face moves (5.11b) protected by two bolts. Work up a shallow left-facing corner (5.11a/b) with a piton to a belay stance on the right. Pitch 9: Climb a left-facing dihedral (5.7) to a ledge. Continue above up another left-facing dihedral (5.8) to a good belay ledge. Pitch 10: Traverse left and slightly downward (5.9+ R) on thin face climbing into a right-facing corner, which leads to the summit ridge. Alternatively, climb above the belay past a couple bolts, traverse left, and climb a thin crack to a right-facing corner (5.10b) and the ridge. Rack: Sets of Stoppers, TCUs, and Friends or Camalots to #3, lots of runners and quickdraws, and a 200-foot (60-meter) rope.


[image: Spearhead hands to summit easy .10b .9 undercling SB .10b face .9 .9 bulge ramp .7 .5 .7 Eye of Mordor]


3. Syke’s Sickle (III 5.9+) Spearhead’s alltime classic with mostly moderate climbing, adequate protection, and an exciting climax. Syke’s Sickle was the first route on the Northeast Face. It’s very popular, particularly on summer weekends when parties queue up at the base. An early start is essential to avoid getting caught by afternoon thunderstorms on the summit slabs. Pitches can be combined or lengthened to speed your ascent. The route follows the obvious sickle-shaped arch on the upper wall. Begin at the wall’s base below two parallel crack systems and in a line directly below the Sickle and just right of some water-streaked overlaps. Pitch 1: Climb the left of two parallel cracks (5.7) for 80 feet to a belay. Pitch 2: Continue up corners (5.4) to a terraced ledge just above Middle Earth. The first two pitches can be combined with a long rope. Pitch 3: Climb up left on easy terrain to a belay ledge. Pitch 4: Face climb (5.6) up right on flakes and occasional cracks to a belay ledge at the base of an obvious left-leaning dihedral system. Pitch 5: Jam cracks (5.7) up the dihedral to a belay just below the Sickle. Alternatively, climb flakes on the face left of the dihedral (5.7) to the belay. Pitch 6: Squeeze up a flared chimney (5.7) on the left side of the Sickle and traverse up right to an exposed ledge directly below a notch in the large roof above. The chimney is often wet. Pitch 7: The technical crux. Climb a crack to the notched roof. Stem and pull over (5.9+) past fixed pitons with lots of exposure. This section can be wet, especially in early summer. Step left into a crack and follow it up left to a belay stance. The hard roof move, out of character with the rest of the line, is easily aided. Pitch 8: The psychological crux. Sees its share of epics. Traverse delicately right 35 feet across a polished slab (5.7) to a fixed pin and bolt. Head up right on easier rock to a short corner and the summit ridge. Rack: Set of Stoppers, TCUs, and Friends or Camalots to #3.5 or #4, and a 200-foot (60-meter) rope.


4. North Ridge (III 5.6) An outstanding classic route that is one of the park’s best multi-pitch moderates. The upper pitches are excellent with fun climbing and lots of exposure. Expect plenty of variety and routefinding decisions. Use your own judgment for the exact line to follow. The lower pitches are easily simul-climbed or can be strung together with a long cord. Most pitches as described are 130 to 150 feet long. Begin by scrambling up and around the Northeast Face to a dark chimney/cleft below the left side of the broad North Ridge. Also look for an obvious groove/slot above a lower slab. Pitch 1: Climb up left, passing beneath the chimney, and edge up left across the slab. Climb back right to the groove/slot and belay. Pitch 2: Stem up the groove and chimney (5.5) and belay below a tight dihedral. Pitch 3: Fun climbing leads up the V-shaped dihedral (5.4) to a right-facing dihedral. Belay on a ledge to the right (one of several). Pitch 4: Easy climbing heads up left in corners and grooves (4th class) to a big ledge. Pitch 5: Climb easy cracks and then a nice clean slab (5.5) to a small belay ledge. Pitch 6: Cruise a long right-facing corner and step left near its top to a good belay stance even with the top of The Barb to the left. Pitch 7: Best pitch. Climb a shallow left-facing corner (5.6) up the airy edge of the Northeast Face. At its top, move right and jam another nice crack (5.5) just left of a left-facing corner to a small belay stance right on the exposed wall edge. Pitch 8: Step right and wrestle up a slot (5.6), then climb a crack (5.4) in the back of a chimney. End on a big belay ledge on the ridge. Pitch 9: Easy scrambling (3rd and 4th class) leads 200 feet to a ledge system on the west side of the spired summit. Squeeze up through a slot (5.6) in a large block to emerge onto the spectacular summit. Rack: A light rack with sets of Stoppers and cams to #3; a 200-foot (60-meter) rope is best.


Petit Grepon


Loch Vale, a broad U-shaped valley carved by glaciers, is one of Rocky Mountain National Park’s most scenic spots. The deep valley descends northeast from Taylor Peak and the Continental Divide, dropping past picturesque alpine tarns and dense forests of subalpine fir, spruce, and lodgepole pine. Icy Brook, originating from the permanent snows of Taylor Glacier, traverses the valley floor, tumbling over cliffs and boulders and meandering through meadows. The upper above-timberline gorge is lined on the north by the Cathedral Spires—a startling collection of splendid summits and abrupt rock faces. The Cathedral Wall, looming west of The Loch, is an 800-foot-high pillar at the end of a long ridge. Farther up Loch Vale soar the rest of the spires—Sharkstooth, Petit Grepon, The Saber, and The Foil.


The Petit Grepon is the best known and most beautiful of the Cathedral Spires. This amazing semidetached pinnacle, flanked by bulky Sharkstooth and The Saber, sweeps its 800-foot-high triangular south face upward like a huge Eiffel Tower to an airy summit platform. This sky summit, a flat rectangle 10 feet wide and 25 feet long, looks like a postage stamp pasted atop a precipitous envelope.


The Petit Grepon’s concave South Face offers two superb routes that wander up ever-steepening cracks, chimneys, slabs, and headwalls to their final two pitches up the dramatic and exposed summit blade. The South Face route, included in Fifty Classic Climbs of North America, is one of Colorado’s best known rock climbs. Its inclusion in that book ensured the route’s continuing popularity and led occasionally to overcrowded conditions. The climb, however, is well worth waiting in line for. The rock is excellent with numerous incut holds and cracks of all widths, and the climbing is varied and fun with plenty of protection. The tremendous exposure, particularly on the upper pitches and belay stances, gives flashes of vertigo to even jaded rock jocks. The route is now one of the most popular alpine climbs in the United States, so unless you want to climb below other parties, risking rockfall and slowness on both the ascent and descent, avoid the Petit on weekends.


Who made the first ascent of the Petit’s South Face remains unknown, although Bill Buckingham and Art Davidson made the wall’s first ascent in 1961 via a series of moderate pitches up the face’s left edge. A pair of Bobs, Culp and Beal, pioneered the first ascent of the Southwest Corner route in 1970.


The season on the Petit runs from June through September. Snow generally melts off the south-facing wall by early June. Snowfields may be found on the approach hike, particularly on the steep trail section below Glass Lake and on the scree slope below the Petit Grepon. Be extremely careful early in the season on the descent into The Gash on the backside. Slippery snow remains in the steep couloir well into summer.


All the routes are done as day climbs. A limited number of bivouac sites are available for overnight stays. The free bivy permit is obtained at the park’s backcountry ranger station at park headquarters. Watch for various dangers while climbing that include rockfall from parties above, wet rock sections, loose blocks, afternoon thunderstorms, lightning strikes, and overcrowded conditions. Weekends in July and August are usually the busiest. Try to schedule your climb on a weekday or in September to avoid the rush or alter your plans and climb one of the excellent routes on Sharkstooth or The Saber. An early start is mandatory to make the approach and do the route before the customary bad weather sets in.


Finding the spire: Approach the Petit Grepon by parking at the small Glacier Gorge Junction trailhead on Bear Lake Road, 1 mile from road’s end at Bear Lake. The small lot fills up early, so no parking spaces may be available. Alternatively, park at the larger Bear Lake lot and hike 0.4 mile down to the Glacier Gorge trailhead. It’s 4.6 miles from here to Sky Pond below the Petit Grepon, and another 0.25 mile up to the wall base. Hike south on Glacier Gorge Trail for 1.4 miles to its junction with North Longs Peak Trail. Keep right and continue another 0.5 mile to the junction of the Glacier Gorge and Loch Vale Trails. Keep right on the Loch Vale Trail. The trail follows the valley for another 2.7 miles to Sky Pond at 10,900 feet, passing The Loch, a large lake. Just before reaching Sky Pond, look for a climber’s trail cutting off toward the talus slopes below The Saber and Petit Grepon. Scramble up loose talus to the face. Allow about two hours to walk in to the spire.


Descent: Although straightforward, a wrong turn off the Petit Grepon can easily turn it into an unexpected adventure. Make one long double-rope rappel or three shorter single-rope rappels into the steep gully on the northeast side of the tower from fixed anchors. From the base of the rappels, scramble up the gully and locate an easy fifth-class chimney. Climb the chimney and scramble up the rest of the gully to the East Col, a notched saddle behind the Petit Grepon and between Sharkstooth and The Saber. Descend north down more gullies and slabs into The Gash, a steep valley that angles northeast. Follow this downward to the Andrews Glacier Trail, which leads down to Loch Vale.


Alternatively, you can make six rappels down the South Face with double 200-foot (60-meter) ropes. All rappels are from bolted stations. Rappel 1: 165 feet from the summit to a 2-bolt anchor. Rappel 2: 135 feet to a 2-bolt anchor. Rappel 3: 100 feet to a ledge. Scramble left and locate slings on a block below the ledge. Downclimb a chimney to the slings. Rappel 4: 165 feet to the second terrace. Rappel 5: Locate another set of bolts and rappel 200 feet to the first terrace. The next anchors are 50 feet to the right. Rappel 6: Rappel 165 feet from a 2-bolt anchor on a boulder to the base of the face. Allow at least an hour to rappel. Be careful not to dislodge loose rock.


If you bivouac at the base of the wall, it’s best to carry all your gear up the climb. If anything is left at the base, the best descent is to scramble up to the notch above The Gash, third class east across the north side of The Saber to another notch, and descend south down a steep but easy gully to Sky Pond. A short rappel over a step from bolts is necessary partway down the gully. Avoid attempting to rappel and downclimb the steep gullies on either side of the Petit Grepon. While they look relatively benign, most parties that do this descent end up with a major epic on their hands because of extremely loose rubble and stuck or cut rappel ropes.


1. South Face (III 5.8) One of Colorado’s best alpine routes in a breathtaking mountain setting. The route generally follows an obvious crack/chimney system up the middle of the face to the right ridge, which leads to the summit. If the route is crowded, an easy alternative follows cracks, corners, and slabs just outside of and on the southeast ridge to the Pizza Pan Belay six pitches up. The South Face route begins left of the main chimney. Scramble up and right onto a ledge 70 feet above the base. Pitches 1 and 2: Ascend easy, low-angle slabs left of the chimney for 200 feet to a 30-foot-wide ledge called First Terrace. Pitch 3: Climb the dark chimney to a large chockstone. Climb around it on the left and belay atop the boulder. Pitch 4: Continue up the easy left wall of the chimney to a roof that caps it. Step out of the chimney into an awkward, wide left-leaning crack (5.7) and follow it to the spacious Second Terrace. Pitch 5: Bridge up the obvious chimney (5.5) above the ledge. Exit left atop the chimney, then work back right on face climbing (5.6) to a belay stance with a fixed piton. Pitch 6: The crux. Begin by working up right on a steep slab (5.7) to a good ledge. Stem, jam, and face climb the thin crack in a right-facing dihedral above (5.8) to a good ledge poised on the right-hand ridge. This long pitch is technical, exposed, and fairly sustained. Pitch 7: Wander up the steep face 30 to 40 feet right of the southeast ridge (around the corner from the South Face). This long, sustained pitch (5.7) is scantily protected. Work left up high to Pizza Pan Belay, a tiny, exposed stance perched on the southeast corner below the jutting summit prow. Pitch 8: Head up right along a thin crack that leads back onto the spire’s east face. Continue up the steep wall to a decent ledge below the top. This pitch (5.7) is long, sustained, underprotected, and requires careful routefinding. Pitch 9: Climb straight up the headwall above to the narrow ridge and on to the summit. It’s initially 5.6 but the grade rapidly eases. Rack: Sets of Stoppers, TCUs, and Friends or Camalots to #3, extra 2-foot runners, and two 200-foot (60-meter) ropes for climbing and rappelling.
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