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Ed Webster and Buck Norden on the summit of Moses in Canyonlands National Park.
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  Dedicated to Layton KorKor and Eric Bjørnstad—two of the greatest desert climbing pioneers. Layton and Eric established many of the best tower climbs around Moab, including Castleton Tower, Moses, Standing Rock, Echo Tower, and The Titan. Thanks for all the great climbs, conversations, and for our enduring friendships. Rest in peace and see you on the other side of the mountain.
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  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 ensure 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.




  your safety depends on your own good judgment, based on experience and a realistic assessment of your climbing ability
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Introduction





  Moab—there’s a lot of magic in that name. It conjures up bare-bones landscapes of startling beauty, deep canyons excavated by the Colorado River, distant vistas of peak and plain, long cliff bands of multicolored sandstone, and soaring towers that scrape against the blue sky.




  The Moab region, encompassing Arches and Canyonlands National Parks, the Colorado River canyons, and vast uninhabited tracts of slickrock sandstone, is an outdoor paradise for climbers.




  It’s a savage, remote arena filled with vertical adventures, from easy scrambling routes up Looking Glass Rock and Elephant Butte to hard crack climbs that end on the small summits of frail towers at Castle Valley, Fisher Towers, and the Island in the Sky. Out there, in the sun-baked Moab desert, are bolted sport routes and testy crack climbs at Wall Street, the Ice Cream Parlor, Sunshine Wall, and Maverick Buttress.




  Moab’s sunny red-rock country offers literally thousands of great routes to climbers of all abilities. Best Climbs Moab leads you to the area’s very best routes—classic old-school routes on desert towers to bolted climbs up sunny slabs to fun topropes for novice climbers. Out there on the gritty sandstone escarpments, you’ll quickly discover the joy of vertical movement, the importance of wild untrammeled places, and the extraordinary sensation of being present in the moment that climbers seek when standing among the rock gods.




  Climbing Seasons




  While climbing is possible year-round in the desert around Moab, spring and autumn are the best seasons. Spring brings warm days and cool nights, as well as strong winds that can make climbing difficult. Occasional rainstorms occur in spring, sometimes bringing several days of unsettled weather. Summer begins in May with daily highs creeping upward into the 90s. Summer days are generally hot. Moab’s average July high temperature is 99 degrees and the average low is 64 degrees. It often climbs above 100 degrees, making climbing impossible except in the early morning. Look for shady cliffs and bring lots of water. May and June are dry, with little rain falling. Thunderstorms often build up on July and August afternoons, but precipitation is localized. Watch out, however, for torrential rain that floods dry washes and cascades off cliffs, as well as lightning, which, like climbers, seeks high places.




  Autumn, occurring from mid-September to mid-November, offers ideal climbing weather. Expect clear sunny days with temperatures between 60 and 85 degrees. October is the wettest month at Moab. The winter months can be cold and snowy, with an average of 12 inches of snow falling in the average Moab winter. It can also be warm and sunny with daily highs in the 50s and 60s. Plenty of sunny cliffs out of the wind are found, offering pleasant winter climbing.
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Brittany Griffith jamming Boothill at Maverick Buttress. PHOTO ANDREW BURR




  
Climbing Regulations and Etiquette





  The Moab climbing areas are all on public lands administered by either the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) or the National Park Service (NPS). While there are few climbing regulations on BLM lands, there are many for Arches and Canyonlands National Parks.




  All regulations are intended to protect the unique geological, ecological, and archaeological resources of each national park. These NPS rules include no power drills; no installation of fixed hardware without prior approval except for emergency self-rescue; no dogs in the backcountry; no fires or firewood collecting; no backcountry camping or bivouacking without a permit; no climbing on any named arch or natural bridge labeled on USGS maps; no alteration of the rock including chipping, drilling, or gluing holds; no white chalk; no fixed ropes left in place for more than twenty-four hours; no damage to vegetation or lichen; and no slacklining. All climbing must be hammerless.




  When you’re climbing Moab’s best routes, remember that the canyon country is a fragile environment. Practice a leave-no-trace ethic to protect these wonderful climbing areas and ensure our continued unencumbered access to them.




  Follow commonsense rules when climbing in the desert. These include picking up all trash from crags and trails; not altering the rock surface by chipping handholds or removing vegetation from cracks; not driving off-road to reach cliffs; and only camping at existing sites, using existing fire rings and properly disposing of human waste. Some primitive camping areas around Moab, such as the Onion Creek area on BLM land, require all campers to possess and use portable toilets.




  It’s important to follow existing trails whenever possible to reach climbing areas to avoid damaging cryptobiotic soil, a crunchy black layer that stabilizes the soil and keeps it from eroding. Desert soils are very sensitive to human impact and take years to recover from damage caused by feet, bicycles, and ATVs. Follow drainages or hike on durable surfaces whenever possible.




  Lastly, remember that sandstone, the medium we climb on in the Moab desert, is susceptible to damage, especially after rain and snow. Sandstone is porous, and it weakens when it soaks up water. Wet sandstone erodes quickly; flakes become loose and brittle and often break; and holds dissolve into sand. Keep off the sandstone and let it dry completely, usually at least twenty-four hours. Decide if the stone is too wet for climbing by noting if the ground is still damp from rain, the rock still has wet spots, and sand in rock pockets is still moist. If it passes any of these tests, don’t climb. Instead go hiking, biking, or hang at a Moab coffee shop and surf the Internet.




  

    Moab, settled in 1878, was named by Mormon settlers in 1880 for a mountainous biblical region east of the Dead Sea. The town became the “Uranium Capital of the World” after Charlie Steen discovered a rich deposit south of town in 1952, setting off a twenty-year mining boom. Now tourist dollars sustain Moab, with visitors flocking to Canyonlands and Arches National Parks and recreating in the surrounding red-rock desert.





  Desert Climbing Skills




  Moab’s best climbs are on different kinds of sandstone. Most towers are composed of Wingate sandstone, a hard compact rock usually split by vertical crack systems. The Arches National Park climbs are on two types of Entrada sandstone, which tends to be soft and rounded. Cutler sandstone, which forms the Fisher Towers, is a coarse conglomerate with few cracks and hanging mud curtains. Wall Street is formed by Navajo sandstone, a thick wind-deposited layer.




  Many desert climbs are difficult, especially the Wingate sandstone crack routes on towers. These cracks usually ascend steep faces, have few face edges, and require good crack climbing skills. To climb the big towers like Moses or Castleton, you have to be able to securely jam strenuous cracks and place solid protection from poor stances. Try to place gear at least every body length, since cams can rip out of the soft stone in a leader fall. Protect your hands by taping them with athletic tape.




  If you’re new to desert sandstone climbing, head to Wall Street. It’s easily accessible and has a wide variety of routes including delicate slab and face climbs as well as steep splitter cracks. The Street is a great place to practice and hone your desert climbing skills in a gorgeous riverside setting.




  Desert Climbing Rack and Extras




  While gear suggestions are included in many route descriptions, what you carry on your climbing rack is up to you. Look at your proposed route and decide what you need to safely protect yourself when you climb. Many tower climbs are complicated, with lots of different-size cracks; make sure you bring enough gear—remember, the sin is never carrying too much gear, but not enough.




  For traditional desert routes, you need a full rack of gear. A basic rack should include two to three sets of TCUs and cams to fist-size, one to two sets of wired nuts like Stoppers, ten to twelve slings with extra carabiners, and at least a dozen quickdraws. Some climbs require multiple same-size cams as well as off-width pieces like extra-large cams and Big Bros. Bring two 200-foot (60-meter) ropes for climbing and rappelling, although 165-foot (50-meter) ropes often work fine. Also bring and wear a helmet. Loose rock abounds on the sandstone cliffs and a helmet saves your head.




  If you’re climbing towers, bring extra webbing and a knife to cut it for replacing old slings on rappel anchors. Webbing wears out quickly in the harsh sun and heat. Bring plenty of water, either in bottles or a hydration pack. Gatorade or other liquids that replace electrolytes are essential for hydration in the heat. Long pants with reinforced knees are great for climbing cracks. Wear sturdy boots or approach shoes for hiking across the spiny desert to your route. Bring a headlamp so you can see if you’re benighted on a climb or on the hike out. A small GPS unit can keep you found in the desert, and a cell phone, if you can get service, could be a lifesaver in an emergency.




  Climbing Dangers and Safety




  Rock climbing is dangerous. That’s a fact. The perils of climbing, however, are usually overstated. The risks we take are the ones we choose to take. Everything we do as climbers, including placing gear, setting anchors, tying into the rope, and belaying, is to mitigate the dire effects of gravity and to minimize the danger of climbing. It’s up to you to be safe when you’re climbing. Be safety conscious and use the buddy system to double-check your partner and yourself.




  

    Are there rattlesnakes in the desert? Yes. The midget-faded rattlesnake (Crotalus viridus concolor), a small subspecies of the western rattlesnake, is the only indigenous rattlesnake in the Moab area. They’re small, typically 20 to 24 inches long, and a yellowish-cream color with brown blotched patterns. They’re also shy, retiring, and rarely seen, living in burrows and rock crevices and being active mostly at night. The snakes produce a neurotoxic venom but rarely bite humans.
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