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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


The Globe Pequot Press


Reader Response/Editorial Department


P.O. Box 480


Guilford, CT 06437


Or you may e-mail us at:


editorial@GlobePequot.com


Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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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 firsthand information about a route chosen from this book.

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

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



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



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

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

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



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

Welcome to New Mexico, the “Land of Enchantment.” New Mexico, the nation’s fifth-largest state with 121,599 square miles, offers excellent rock climbing areas on a variety of rocks including basalt, granite, sandstone, and limestone. Visiting climbers from around the world discover what local climbers have always known—New Mexico has great rock climbing. The state’s stunning natural beauty, quality, and quantity of rock, lack of crowds, and friendly scene make for a rich climbing experience.


Those unfamiliar with New Mexico usually envision a hot desert landscape with cacti and shimmering heat. Although the state has a dry, warm climate, this myth is simply not true. Visiting climbers are treated to pristine scenery in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains in northern New Mexico and to arid basins and ranges in the state’s southern half. New Mexico’s average July temperature is 74 degrees while the average January temperature is 34 degrees. The state’s southern areas are much warmer in both summer and winter, although the mountain ranges that tower over the desert basins offer relief from summer heat. With thoughtful pre-planning, it’s possible to climb year-round in New Mexico.


New Mexico’s climbing scene is alive and flourishing. A lot of new areas were developed in New Mexico since the release of Rock Climbing New Mexico & Texas in 1996. This new guide covers thirty-four separate climbing areas including more than eighty crags. This book offers 780 new routes in 18 new areas and expanded coverage of crags covered in Rock Climbing New Mexico & Texas. Climbers of all abilities will enjoy these additions to the New Mexico climbing scene. New areas include Bat Cave, Cimarron Canyon State Park, Diablo Canyon, El Rito Crags, Gallow’s Edge, Gilman Tunnels, Comales Canyon, Percha Creek Crag, Rough and Ready Hills, Wild and Scenic Wall, Sugarite Canyon State Park, Mentmore Crags, and The Tunnel.


There have also been closures since the 1996 book came out. Heart of Stone Rock near Taos and portions of the Doña Ana Mountains near Las Cruces have been closed to climbing. Fortunately these closures are not the result of climber misbehavior, and the areas may reopen if access issues are resolved. Tres Piedras Rocks, once vulnerable to closure, remains open as a testament that climbers can do it right.


Please continue to exercise good judgment whenever you visit Tres Piedras and other New Mexico areas. Chipping, gluing, hold manufacturing, and other rock-defacing tactics are also less of a problem now. The problem, however, has not disappeared. A “tool kit” with a chisel and glue that belonged to someone “creating” boulder problems was found below Questa Dome in 2003. The U.S. Forest Service removed the trail on maps to Questa Dome and is actively “discouraging visitation” to the area. We can only hope it is not because of an unthinking climber’s actions.


Grassroots stewardship of crags has significantly improved relations between climbers and land managers. The Access Fund and New Mexico CRAG lead this effort. Mentmore Crags near Gallup demonstrates what happens when climbers and local citizens join together to solve access problems. The area, once a private dump, was purchased by the city and cleaned up for use as a park and a terrific climbing venue.



[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]
A climber cranks the finishing moves of Apple Cobbler (5.10a) at El Rito. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN





NEW MEXICO’S CRAGS

The state has historically offered lots of traditional climbing adventures on its many basalt crags and high mountain cliffs. Now, however, bolted sport climbing is the focus at most of the state’s climbing areas.


North-central New Mexico offers a wealth of climbing in a variety of settings. The granite cliffs at Tres Piedras and Questa Dome yield brilliant face and crack routes. Numerous basalt crags, many above the Rio Grande, have superb traditional crack climbs as well as bolted face routes. They include Dead Cholla Wall, John’s Wall, Sugarite Canyon, Diablo Canyon, and the many superb cliffs at White Rock. Conglomerate is the climber’s medium at El Rito, one of the best new areas. Cimarron Canyon and Comales Canyon both yield fine cragging on compact sandstone, while Cochiti Mesa, Las Conchas, and The Dungeon are composed of soft rhyolite.


Central New Mexico’s climbing venues near Albuquerque include the big granite walls on the Sandia Mountains, granite crags at Gilman Tunnels along the Rio




[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]
Brett Green laybacks up Hageemoto (5.11d) at Dead Cholla Wall. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN
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Javier Manrique on Melanoma (5.12d) at Sunny Side Wall, The Tunnel. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN




Guadalupe, and excellent limestone at Palomas Peak. Farther south are the popular Socorro Crags and excellent pocket-pulling at Enchanted Tower.


Western New Mexico offers Mentmore Crags, a good climbing area just west of Gallup. This small island of climbing is one of the few legal climbing areas on New Mexico’s Colorado Plateau. Other western New Mexico rock is either on Navajo Nation land, Pueblo lands, or is privately owned. South of Grants is the superb Crack of Heraclitus in El Malpais National Monument. Shiprock, in New Mexico’s far northwestern corner, remains officially closed to climbers, so detailed information on it is omitted from this book.


Southern New Mexico offers great winter climbing areas. Grand climbing adventures are found in the rugged Organ Mountains above Las Cruces, including some outstanding long new routes on Organ Needle and Minerva’s Temple. Percha Creek Crag offers crack climbing on a quiet andesite cliff. The Rough and Ready Hills, northwest of Las Cruces, is a sunny arena for sport climbing. The Tunnel, just east of Alamogordo, is a perfect area for hard winter cranking on steep limestone cliffs.





OTHER NEW MEXICO CLIFFS

This guide covers almost every developed crag in New Mexico but does not include any routes or cliffs on Indian lands or on private property that prohibits climbing. Climbers wishing to climb on Indian reservation land should request permission from the different tribal councils. This is a time-consuming and frustrating process, so plan accordingly. Be advised that Navajo tribal law prohibits rock climbing on their reservation. Climbing Shiprock or any other formation without permission is a serious mistake. Both Cochiti Pueblo and Zuni Pueblo have excellent climbing areas, but both ban climbing. Unauthorized climbing does occur, but neither pueblo currently welcomes climbers.


The Brazos Cliffs, with some of New Mexico’s most beautiful and largest cliffs, is privately owned and closed to climbing. The Los Alamos Mountaineers have a historic but unofficial presence here. They are a good resource to contact about access issues and route information.


Philmont Scout Ranch, a 144,000-acre private preserve in northeastern New Mexico, has been mentioned in other guidebooks as having climbing opportunities. This is definitely not true. The Tooth of Time, a miniature El Capitan, is the focal point of the ranch. It begs to be climbed, but don’t even ask. The answer will be no.





EQUIPMENT

Many of New Mexico’s classic routes were put up in the pre-Friends era, so almost any piece of protection works on most routes. Camming units, referred to in the route descriptions as TCUs, Friends, and camming units, are carried on most traditional routes.




[image: chpt_fig_004.jpg]
Ian Spencer-Green crimps pockets on Double Jeopardy (5.12b/c R) at Cochiti Mesa. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN




A double set of Friends or equivalent-size cams, a set of Stoppers, RPs or similar small wired nuts, extra slings, quickdraws, and a 165-foot rope is sufficient for most routes. Refer to area and route descriptions for more specific gear information. Whenever you are in doubt about the possible protection, be sure to carry extra gear to ensure your safety.


A windshirt, rain gear, wool cap, and descent shoes are optional but desirable on mountain routes in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, Sandias, or Organs. Wearing a helmet is always recommended, especially on mountain cliffs and when belaying below the shorter crags. New Mexico’s cliffs are particularly vulnerable to rock fall from climbers setting up topropes or walking along the cliff top. Carrying water can be a hassle when climbing but is recommended on all long routes. Camel up, that is, drink a lot, before you leave the ground. Also carry plenty of water on your route, and have extra water waiting in your pack and car. This is particularly important in summer and at the remote cliffs in southern New Mexico.


Sport routes require only quickdraws to clip bolts for protection. Some routes, usually sparsely bolted, are protected with both bolts and gear. This is especially true at Cochiti Mesa and Socorro Crags. For these climbs, bring a small rack that includes TCUs, Stoppers, and a range of Friends for extra protection between bolts. A single 165-foot rope is sufficient for most sport routes, although a 200-foot rope is needed on a few.





CLIMBING DANGERS AND SAFETY

Have you lost a friend in a climbing accident? Many of us know someone who was killed while climbing. Climbing is dangerous. Don’t ever think of it as a safe and sanitized experience. Once you leave the ground and enter the vertical world, all sorts of errors can occur.


Newer climbers, nurtured in a friendly climbing gym, are especially vulnerable to making mistakes. Experience gained in a gym falls short of equipping a climber for the real world of outside rock. It’s best to learn outdoors under the supervision of experienced climbers. Newcomers should avail themselves of all the instruction and mentoring they can find. Experienced climbers will make each outing a learning experience so you can continue to climb safely.


The following are some suggestions to make your New Mexico climbing days more fun and safe.



	Make it a rule to never hit the deck (fall to the ground). This is always important near the start of a climb. Ask yourself: Is the first protection placed so I will not hit the ground when I climb above it? Always climb within your ability. Be bold but not foolish.

	Before you weight the rope at any rappel or lowering situation, check your entire system. This relates to above—never fall to the ground. Are the anchors good? Is the rope through the anchors? Am I tied in? Is my harness doubled back? Is my belayer ready? Put full weight on the system while still clipped into your daisy chain before unclipping it from the anchors.

	Before you leave the ground, check through your system and your partner’s system. Are both harnesses doubled back? Are you both tied in? Does the belayer need an anchor? Do you have what you need to lead and belay? Do you have descent information? Can you get off the route if you need to retreat?

	Avoid climbing beneath other parties. If someone chooses to climb below you, be aware and extra careful not to drop anything on them. Always wear a helmet to protect your head in case of rock fall caused by careless climbers above.

	Place lots of protection, particularly near the bottom of routes and in soft rock where gear can pull out. This relates back to the first rule—don’t hit the ground.

	Always tie a secure knot at the loose end of each rope before you rappel, especially if you are unsure if the ropes reach the ground or are making multiple rappels. Climbers die every year after rappelling off the end of the rope. These fatalities are easily prevented by tying knots in the rope ends.

	Insist that your belayer tie off the loose end of your rope when you are lowering from a sport climb’s anchors, or insist that he is tied into that end. This keeps the rope from passing through the belay device if your rope is not long enough. Again, folks die every year after the rope slips through the belay device.

	Always insist that your belayer is attentive to you while you are climbing and that he never takes you off belay until you are safely on the ground. Many fatal accidents happen when the belayer takes the lead climber off belay while he is threading the anchor. The leader assumes he is still on belay, leans back, and plunges to the ground. Be responsible for both your own safety and that of your partner.






OBJECTIVE DANGERS

Stuff happens at the cliff that you have no control over. These objective dangers occur despite all your precautions. It’s best to recognize and prepare for dangerous situations. Be vigilant about your safety on the way to the cliff, on the climb, and on the descent. Consider yourself vulnerable to injury or death until you safely return to your car.


Use all fixed protection with caution. Always be suspect about bolts and other fixed gear found on routes. Older ¼-inch bolts are particularly suspect. Weathering and rusting, repeated falls, and poor placements all contribute to their danger. Visual inspection cannot always tell you how good these bolts are. Back them up whenever possible and do not fall on them. Never rappel, lower, or toprope from a single piece of gear. Build redundancy into your life support system so that the failure of one part is not catastrophic to the whole system.




[image: chpt_fig_005.jpg]
Martha Morris belays Dennis Jackson on Miami Vice (5.10b) at Sugarite Canyon State Park. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN
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Ian Spencer-Green on Bad Moon Rising (5.10c) at Sugarite Canyon State Park. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN




Rocks falling from above represent one of the biggest climbing dangers. These are dislodged by weather conditions, yourself, your partner, other climbers, and animals. Stay out of the fall-line at the bottom of cliffs when you’re belaying, and make sure others are safe under overhangs or away from the cliff base. Make it a practice at the cliff top to not dislodge rocks, even if you think no one is below. When climbing, test any suspect-looking holds and warn your belayer before you climb past loose rock. Set up belays to the side of the line of ascent whenever possible.


Learn to identify and avoid poison oak and poison ivy. These are common plants at many New Mexico crags. Wasps, bees, ticks, and rattlesnakes are also common at many areas. Look for wasp and bees’ nests on routes. If you see one, select another route. Ticks, active in late spring and early summer, are usually found in brushy areas or dense woods. Check your clothing and body for these bloodsuckers and remove them immediately.


Two types of rattlesnakes, prairie rattlesnakes and western diamondbacks, inhabit New Mexico. You have a good chance of encountering these pit vipers, the only poisonous ones in the state, at most New Mexico crags. Watch where you walk and sit. Use caution crossing talus fields and hiking along the cliff base or in brushy country. Do not kill the snakes. If you encounter a rattlesnake, step back and leave it alone. They know you are too big for prey and usually will only bite if surprised or handled. After the rare rattlesnake bite, venom is injected in about half the bites. If someone is bitten, treat the area as a broken bone by splinting and immobilizing it, evacuate him quickly, and seek medical attention at a hospital.


Weather and climate present objective dangers for climbers. New Mexico’s weather is controlled by its complex terrain and large land area. The state ranges in elevation from 13,161 feet atop Wheeler Peak in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains to 2,817 feet where the Pecos River empties into Texas. Expect hot summer temperatures up to 100 degrees throughout the state, with cooler temperatures in the mountains. Drink lots of water to stay hydrated. This helps you avoid heat exhaustion and heatstroke. Seek shade whenever possible in hot weather, particularly during midday. Wear a hat, use sunscreen, and limit your climbing to mornings, evenings, and shaded crags. The threat of heavy thunderstorms with dangerous lightning strikes and flash floods is as dangerous as heat exhaustion and sunstroke. Watch for storms from June through August.


Climbing activity slows in winter except at southern areas. It is possible, however, to climb at most crags in this guide except Questa Dome and the Sandia Mountains on warm winter days. Winter normally brings snowstorms and cold temperatures to central and northern New Mexico. The southern part of the state is mild and often warm with cold nights. It almost never snows there except on the higher elevations.





ACCESS AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS

New Mexico’s climbing crags, like elsewhere in the United States, have many environmental problems and access concerns. How climbers act at the cliffs dictates the future of climbing at some New Mexico areas. Climbers need to work to preserve and protect these important climbing areas.


Beginning in the 1990s, climbing has undergone a paradigm shift. The old-time maverick mentality of doing whatever you want wherever you want was long part of climbing lore and legend. Now, however, climbers simply cannot do whatever they want. Everyone’s actions at the crags have the potential of negatively affecting all climbers.


Climbers need to realize that land managers treat them like every other user group. They have to jump through the same bureaucratic hoops and comply with the same regulations as mountain bikers, hikers, ATV riders, and river rafters. Governmental land managers are willing to work with climbers to develop access trails and management plans for rock climbing on public lands. They are, however, disturbed by the cavalier attitude of some climbers who take it upon themselves to develop new climbing areas by placing bolts and permanent anchors, and by creating social trails to the cliffs, without prior consultation with land managers and with no regard for existing management plans and current regulations. Many areas like Sugarite Canyon State Park were unprepared to deal with a sudden increase in climbing.


Climbers should not see regulations and management plans as an impediment to cliff and route development, but rather as an opportunity to work with governmental land stewards to both protect and utilize public lands. We can ensure continued access to climb on public lands everywhere in New Mexico by cooperating with land managers.


Land managers feel that climbers are no different from the rest of the population when it comes to tending the natural environment. A large influx of new climbers
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Superb bouldering is found on volcanic blocks at City of Rocks State Park in southern New Mexico. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN




without a strict environmental consciousness has led to an astonishing disregard for some of New Mexico’s cliffs. Climbers have left much behind, including trash, cigarette butts, used tape, and Mylar wrappers at the base of popular routes. Other areas are dotted with chalked holds, laced with unnecessary trails, and have chipped, filled, drilled, and manufactured handholds.


Every climber needs to become a better steward of our crags to ensure continued access and to be able to continue climbing without excessive restrictions. Climbers need to use lots of common sense, have acceptable outdoor behavior, and realize a spiritual connection to the natural world.


Always walk with small footprints wherever you go, whether hiking to the cliff base or climbing a route. Respect the climbing area and its natural environment so everyone who visits after you will also have an enjoyable experience. Try to leave the crags better and cleaner than when you came. The following are some general suggestions that can help.



	Carry out everything you carry in. Pick up any trash you find and pack it out.

	Use existing approach and descent trails. Avoid shortcutting trails, which causes extra erosion. Soil erosion destroys plants and groundcover, leading to degradation of the area. Try to belay from a boulder instead of a grass ledge at the crag 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 if necessary to protect sensitive ecological areas.

	Be prepared to deal with crapping in the outdoors. Shit happens, but yours doesn’t have to happen for everybody else. Carry toilet paper, matches, and a small trowel. If you do not have a trowel, use a stick. Select an area away from where other humans visit, dig a “cat-hole” into the humus layer of soil, do your business, and pack your toilet paper out in a ziplock baggie. Some still advocate burning tissue, but there is always the possibility of starting a forest fire. It’s best to always pack it out and dispose of it properly back in civilization.

	Practice low-impact camping techniques. Use campsites that show signs of previous use. If you have a fire, use existing fire rings. Don’t tear down local trees for fire-wood; anticipate your needs and bring your own. Let the fire burn down to white ashes and cover with a thin layer of dirt before leaving. If there are more fire rings than needed, dismantle the unnecessary ones. Cook with a stove. Crumbs and other food particles attract ants; take care in preparation, when eating, and cleaning up. Construct a small sump hole and screen out particles of food when washing dishes. Be considerate of other campers by limiting noise and other distractions.

	Respect wildlife and all other special closures.

	Teach dogs how to behave at climbing areas, keep them under control, and clean up after them.





[image: chpt_fig_008.jpg]
Timmy Fairfield pulls through the crux of White Queen (5.13b/c) at The Frog Prince in The Enchanted Tower climbing area. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN





	
7. Join and contribute your energies and financial support to national organizations such as the Access Fund and local organizations such as New Mexico CRAG and Rocky Mountain Field Institute. Become involved in any way you can to protect and preserve the natural environment.






CLIMBING ETHICS

Climbers debate ethics, which usually is a debate about style—the manner a route is established and how it is climbed. Traditional climbers who climb from the ground up using natural protection and placed gear to protect routes are sometimes at odds with sport climbers who preplace permanent bolts for protection and use European climbing methods and styles to establish and climb routes.


These two seemingly opposite climbing styles have led to some ugly and highly charged debates between the opposing factions, resulting in bolt wars, character assassination, and punches being thrown. Climbers, whatever their style, need to be civil and remember that the rock is an innocent victim in wars over style. Chopping bolts is harmful to the rock and can lead to land managers closing areas. The existence of climbing at some areas can be threatened by the actions of thoughtless individuals in both camps. Climbers need to leave petty grievances behind and try to find a common ground. It doesn’t matter if you are a sport climber or a trad climber; we are all climbers. We need to unite to make sure our wonderful climbing areas are around for future generations of climbers to enjoy.


The style in which a climb is accomplished is a personal choice. There is purity and beauty in the ground-up tradition, of accepting only what the rock offers for protection and technique. The strength, power, and training required to crank difficult gymnastic moves on a sport climb is an equally valid way to climb. Both are different expressions of the same game. Climbing is only enriched by its diversity. Sport climbing techniques have led to the creation of harder traditional climbs, while some sport climbers have adopted trad protection for new hard lines.


At the heart of climbing style are the issues of bolting, rock alteration, and environmental impact to the crags. Cliffs should only be bolted at areas where this is allowed and in accord with local traditions. Climbers who place bolts should seriously consider each and every placement. This should only be done after consulting with land managers. This avoids possible area closures and acrimony. Choose a natural line that ends at a natural stance, then toprope the line to assess its quality and to locate bolt placements. Placing bolts next to a protectable crack is never acceptable. Important considerations are the worthiness of the route and the reliability and safety of fixed protection. Don’t let the easy rappel-down style lead to overbolting a route or for additional bolts to be added to existing lines.


It is simply unacceptable behavior for climbers to alter the rock in any way, including chipping and manufacturing holds or gear placements. Placing permanent bolts is considered alteration by land managers and is cited as a reason to close areas or establish stringent restrictions. If more crags come under scrutiny by land managers, they will discover glued flakes, chipped handholds, drilled pockets, and other rock alterations. This could lead to area closures. Remember that it is a punishable crime to alter any rock on public land. Don’t destroy hard climbs for future climbers. This guide omits any route that is obviously altered or has known manufactured holds. Some routes with chipped holds may unknowingly have been included here, but their inclusion doesn’t validate this style.


Both visiting and resident climbers need to be on their best behavior at New Mexico’s cliffs. It would be tragic if climber misbehavior led to any crag closures. Honor each area’s specific rules and regulations, especially those with delicate access issues including Tres Piedras and Questa Dome. Please read and follow information found in the Restrictions and access issues section for all the crags.


A guidebook is a tacit invitation to visit an area. Come on down and climb in New Mexico. Enjoy yourself but please bring your manners, leave your chisels, and while you are here, respect our crags.





USING THIS GUIDE

Rock Climbing New Mexico is a complete guide to New Mexico’s crags. More than 1,500 routes are described with text, maps, photographs, and topos. A locator map at the front of the book shows the general locations of the main climbing areas.


Each area’s chapter includes an Overview, which includes a written description of the area, a brief summary of the area’s climbing history, and recommendations for equipment and descent.


Next is Trip planning information, which includes condensed summaries of specific information on each area in most of the following categories:


Area description: A brief summary of the area.


Location: A description of the area’s location relative to the nearest town or geographical feature.


Camping: Information on developed federal, state, and local campgrounds and suggestions for camping at undeveloped areas.


Climbing season: Description of when is the best time of year to visit an area.


Restrictions and access issues: Important issues to be aware of, such as private land, parking, safety, and land use.


Guidebooks: Published sources of information for the area.


Services: A brief description of where to find local food, gas, and lodging.


Emergency services: Contact information for nearby medical or rescue services in case of emergency.


Nearby climbing areas and Nearby attractions: Lists to direct you to other climbing and recreational opportunities in the vicinity.


Finding the crags: A brief but complete set of driving and hiking directions to the crag or crags.


The route descriptions in each chapter identify each route numerically and list the routes in either left-to-right or right-to-left order, whichever sequence is appropriate for clarity. Generally the routes are listed in the order in which they would be encountered along the normal approach trail. Each description gives the route name and rating followed by a brief discussion of the location and nature of the climb, special equipment recommendations, length, and descent information. An overview map of each climbing area and photos—showing cliffs and route locations—accompany the descriptions.


Appendices offer historical information about Heart of Stone Rock (Appendix A), further reading (Appendix B), a rating system comparison chart (Appendix C), and a listing of government agencies and climbing associations (Appendix D).


There is a routes by rating index at the back of the book, as well as a general index that provides page references for all routes, formations, and climbing areas, listed alphabetically.


A book of this magnitude offers 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 here. The area and crag descriptions have been carefully checked and double-checked by a wide range of active New Mexico climbers to maximize the book’s accuracy. Be forewarned, however, that things on paper aren’t always as they are in reality. This book is not intended to get you up any rock route. It will get you to the base of the cliff 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. Routes not worth climbing have usually been omitted or described as “not recommended.” If a route is especially good, words like “quality” and “excellent” may be included in the route description. Star ratings have been deliberately omitted in an effort to avoid queues and a diminished experience for everyone. These are generally subjective opinions that may or may not be true for every climber. Every climber has their own unique experience on every route. There are many fine routes in this guide to choose from. You are invited to decide for yourself what looks right and feels best on any given day.





RATING SYSTEMS

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 previously listed grades for routes usually have been carried forward. Small rating variances are found in each area. Taos and Organ Mountain climbs, for instance, seem to be more conservative (read harder) than other areas. Easier sport climbs (5.8 to 5.11) are harder to translate to the YDS scale, although the standard of difficulty on the higher end of the scale is comparable to European grades.


Older traditional routes conform to early Colorado and California ratings established at the same time. The current sticky rubber and better protection might make them slightly easier, but climbers will still find them solidly rated. Many of the older bolted climbs have been retrobolted, which can make them seem slightly easier. But 5.9 starts feeling like 5.10 if you’re 40 feet out! Use all the ratings as a starting point in each area and expect a one to two letter grade or even a full grade difference from grading at your home area.


Some listed routes 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.


Mountain travel, as defined by the Yosemite Decimal System, is classified as follows:



	
Class 1—Trail hiking.

	
Class 2—Hiking over rough ground such as scree and talus; may include the use of hands for stability.

	
Class 3—Scrambling that requires the use of hands and careful foot placement.

	
Class 4—Scrambling over steep and exposed terrain; climbing difficulty is relatively easy, but a long fall could result in injury because of exposure. The lead climber trails a rope, uses natural formations for protection if available, and is on belay.

	
Class 5—Climbing on steep and exposed terrain where a fall would definitely result in injury or death. Hands and feet only are used for upward progress; no direct or artificial aid is employed. Ropes, belays, running belays (protection), and related techniques are used.



The Yosemite Decimal System (YDS) used to rate Class 5 climbing fails to follow mathematical logic. It is an open-ended scale where the 5 denotes the class and the difficulty rating is tacked on behind the decimal point, with 5.0 being the easiest and 5.15 (read five-fifteen) being the hardest (to date). When it was developed, 5.9 was the upper end of the scale. When routes were climbed that were obviously harder than 5.9, new numbers were invented to denote the difficulty. When a route has had too few ascents for a consensus grade or the estimated difficulty rating is unclear, a plus (+) or minus (-) subgrade may be employed (5.9+ or 5.12- for example). Where there is a consensus of opinion, additional subgrades of a, b, c, and d are used on climbs rated 5.10 and above. Occasionally two letters may be used such as 5.12b/c. This is because the grade still requires consensus or is height-dependent or has some other qualifier.


As originally intended, routes are rated according to the most difficult move. Some climbs may be continuously difficult, seeming harder than other routes rated the same but with only one or two hard moves. In some instances, routes will be described as “sustained” or “pumpy” to give an indication of the continuous nature of the climbing. Also, differences in strength and reach as well as distance between protection points may be factors contributing to rating variations. Where these factors seem significant, they may be pointed out in the written descriptions.


Aid climbing—using artificial means to progress up the rock—has a different set of ratings.
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Pete Takeda jams pumpy S & M Crack (5.11a) at Sugarite Canyon State Park. PHOTO BY STEWART M. GREEN





	
Class 6—Aid climbing; climbing equipment is used for progress, balance, or rest; denoted with a capital letter A followed by numbers progressing from 0. A0—Equipment may have been placed to rest on or to pull on for upward progress.




	
A1—Solid gear placements and aid slings (etriers) are used for progress because the climbing is too difficult to be free climbed.

	
A2—Gear placements are more difficult to install and support less weight than an A1 placement.

	
A3—Progressively weaker placements, more difficult to install; may not hold a short fall.

	
A4—Placements can support body weight only; long falls can occur.

	
A5—Enough A4 placements that result in falls of 50 feet or longer.



A pitch or rope-length of technical climbing may have a combination Class 5 and Class 6 rating such as 5.9 A4, meaning the free-climbing difficulties are up to 5.9 with an aid section of A4 difficulty. On the route drawings or marked photos in this guide, the crux (most difficult section) often is marked with the difficulty rating.


An additional grade denoted by Roman numerals I through VI is given to longer routes. This refers to the commitment in terms of length and time requirements for the climb. Climbers should consider other factors such as technical difficulties, weather, logistics, and the approach and descent. Typically a Grade I takes a few hours to complete; Grade II up to half a day; Grade III most of the day; Grade IV all day; Grade V usually requires a bivouac; and Grade VI takes two or more days. One-pitch sport climbs are all Grade I routes.


An additional danger rating may be tacked on to some ratings. Where protection may not hold and a fall could result in injury or death, an R or X is added. A route rated 5.9 R may mean that the protection is sparse or runout or that some gear placements may not hold a fall. X-rated routes have a fall potential that can be fatal, unless one has the confidence and ability to solo a route safely with absolutely no protection and without falling.


See Appendix C for a table comparing the American system (Yosemite Decimal System) to the British, French, and Australian systems.


Injuries sustained from falls are always possible, even on routes that can be well protected. This guide does not give a protection rating, nor does it provide detailed information on how, when, or where to place protective hardware. Suggested standard gear racks are described in the overview for each area, and some recommendations are made on types and sizes of protection that may be useful on some climbs. But safety and the level of risk assumed are the responsibility of the climber.


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. Some bolts may be hidden, added, subtracted, or miscounted. Also note that not all bolts are shown on the topos included in this book. Always carry extra quickdraws in case the count is wrong or you drop one. Remember to consider what you need for the anchors and for lowering. Again, it’s always really up to you to provide your own safety. Climb safe, climb smart, and have fun!










NEW MEXICO GEOLOGY

The rocks in New Mexico are diverse and offer a range of climbing from multipitch traditional routes on granite domes and sandstone spires to single-pitch sport climbs up pocketed faces and cracks on volcanic lava flows. The rocks we see and climb on today are a product of both regional tectonic forces and local geologic processes that have been operating in this area since Earth’s early history, the Proterozoic era of the Precambrian approximately two billion years ago.


In New Mexico most of the climbing is represented by three different categories of rock type: granites, sedimentary rocks (predominantly limestones and sandstones), and volcanic rocks (i.e., basalts, andesites, and rhyolites).


The granitic rocks, particularly those in the Sangre de Cristo Range and Sandia Mountains, represent the oldest rocks. These crystallized deep in the crust during Earth’s early history and during previous episodes of mountain building. The sedimentary rocks, such as the limestones in the Lincoln Mountains around Alamogordo or the sandstones in western New Mexico, represent a time in Earth’s middle history when inland seas and sandy deserts moved back and forth across this area. The volcanic rocks such as the welded tuffs on Cochiti Mesa or the basalts at Sugarite Canyon State Park near Raton and White Rock are a result of recent extensional forces that thinned the crust and fragmented this region of the North America continent as well as forming large-scale topographic features such as the Rio Grande Rift and the Basin and Range region.


Although a variety of tectonic forces and geologic processes have played a role in forming the different rock types in this region, the Rio Grande Rift is the geological feature most responsible for exposing much of its climbable rock. This rift runs roughly north-south from southern Colorado to western Texas and is a result of recent crustal thinning and extension occurring in this area. This extension resulted in large-scale normal faulting that exposed a number of older plutonic and sedimentary rocks along the margins of the rift and created extensive magmatism within and just outside the rift.



GRANITIC ROCKS

Granitic rocks represent large intrusive bodies of silicic magma that crystallized deep in the earth’s crust and were subsequently exposed by uplifting and faulting typically associated with mountain building. Although the term granite refers to a very specific composition, for most climbers the classification is much broader, referring instead to almost all varieties of silicic intrusive rocks. This classification, which is both adequate and accurate, is based on the rock’s climbing texture—a coarse, granular texture often studded with large knobs or crystals of feldspar—and its color and appearance—generally pinkish to grayish-colored rocks containing quartz, feldspars (plagioclase and alkali feldspars), mica (biotite or muscovite), and other less abundant minerals (e.g., amphibole or iron-titanium oxides).


For those interested in pursuing more detailed classification, it is not always easy with the unaided eye to distinguish differences in the chemical compositions and relative abundances of the minerals that make up this broader category of granitic rocks. These variations are, however, quite substantial and provide earth scientists with important insight into basic issues (e.g., the formation of mountain chains, the differentiation of the earth’s crust, etc.). The most generally accepted classification scheme comes from the International Union of Geological Sciences, which divides granitic rocks into fifteen separate categories according to their relative abundances of quartz, plagioclase feldspar, and alkali feldspar. In this scheme, granite is a plutonic rock in which quartz makes up 10 to 50 percent of the silicic components and there is roughly twice as much alkali feldspar as plagioclase feldspar. A diorite is a plutonic rock in which plagioclase makes up more than 90 percent of the silicic components. A syenite contains very little quartz (less than 5 percent), almost equal amounts of plagioclase feldspar and alkali feldspar, and so forth.


The coarse, granular, and sometimes knobby texture, typically associated with climbing granites, is a result of its slow cooling rate at great depths and the different crystallization times for the minerals that make up these rocks. Slow cooling allows larger equilibrium-shaped crystals to grow into a network of interconnected crystals, giving the rock its granular texture. Because different crystals begin growing at different temperatures, there is also often a range of crystal sizes—the larger knobby crystals are generally the minerals that nucleated early in the rock’s crystallization sequence (e.g., feldspar) and thus crystallized over the longest period of time.


In New Mexico the majority of the granitic rocks occur along the mountain ranges on the eastern margin of the Rio Grande Rift. Exceptions to this are the Precambrian (1.7 billion years old) granites and quartz monzonites of Tres Piedras found along the western margin of the rift at the foot of the Tusas Mountains. The granitic rocks of the Sangre de Cristo Range and Sandia Mountains exposed along the rift’s northern section are Precambrian in age.





SEDIMENTARY ROCKS

Sedimentary rocks are a record of ancient landscapes and times. When complete, this memory can record, in explicit detail, natural events such as the transgression and regression of inland seas that inundated this area during the Pennsylvanian and Permian and left behind large limestone reefs; the large sandy deserts that swept across in the Mesozoic Era, leaving behind sandstones that later eroded into sheer cliffs, desert towers, and petrified sand dunes; or the interlayered sand and shale deposits of ancient tidal mud flats and shallow lakes that recorded the footprints of dinosaurs.


New Mexico offers a sedimentary sequence that ranges from the Cambrian Period (approximately 560 million years ago) up through the present Quaternary. Of the many sedimentary rocks exposed, only a few are climbable. Most of the climbing is on the Pennsylvanian age limestones of the Madera Formation, which caps the Sandia Mountains. This is part of the El Capitan reef system and includes the Guadalupe Mountains and the caves of Carlsbad Caverns. Western New Mexico’s numerous sandstones, including the Zuni and Entrada sandstones, are exposed as cliffs and towers within and along the margin of the Colorado Plateau. Most of these cliffs, however, are on tribal lands and therefore not accessible to climbers.





VOLCANIC ROCKS

Volcanic rocks represent magmas from deep inside the earth and, as such, are important probes into the composition of the earth’s otherwise inaccessible interior. For example, basaltic lavas are melts originating down in the earth’s mantle, whereas rhyolitic tuffs are generally believed to originate from the melting of shallower, crustal rocks. It has also been recently proposed that slow chemical differentiation of basaltic melts in large steady-state magma chambers can also generate rhyolitic melts.


Because volcanic lava flows are extrusive rocks, meaning that they were deposited and crystallized on the earth’s surface, they have cooled relatively quickly and formed a climbing texture different from that of intrusive rocks (i.e., granitic rocks). Extrusive rocks differ from intrusive rocks in several ways. Their crystal sizes are significantly smaller, giving the rock a finer-grained, less granular texture (aphanitic); crystallization at lower pressures enabled the volcanic gases to exsolve into discrete bubbles creating vesicles or pockets; and contraction of the rock during the cooling, particularly at the top and bottom of the flow, caused fracturing in polygonal patterns. When exposed in cross section, these fractures give the cliff faces of lava flows their characteristic columnar appearance and, of course, make for lots of good crack climbing.


Finally, differences in the processes by which volcanic rocks are extruded and then deposited impart a big difference in the feel of the rock and the character of the climbing. In general, volcanic eruptions occur as either lava flows or as explosively erupted deposits. Lava flows, which are typical of the basalts in New Mexico, are generally massive, compact rocks with stretched vesicles and abundant cracks. In explosively erupted deposits such as the welded flow deposits in the Bandelier Tuff on Cochiti Mesa, large volumes avalanched down the side of the volcano. With ash flow tuffs, the degree of welding is critical in determining the climbability of the rock. In general, it is the center part of the rock unit, which cooled slowly and is the most welded, that we climb on. In contrast, the less welded, softer parts of the Bandelier Tuff are the areas where the Anasazi chose to carve out homes at nearby Bandelier National Monument.


In these regions, most of the volcanic rocks are relatively recent (mid-Miocene to Quaternary) and are associated with the extensional tectonics and crustal thinning that created the Rio Grande Rift and the Basin and Range topography. The volcanic centers from which the basalts and welded tuffs were erupted lie either within the rift or along a lineation of volcanoes that run from the Mount Taylor Volcano near Grants through the Jemez Volcanic Field and out to the Raton-Clayton Volcanic Field in northeastern New Mexico. The Jemez Volcanic Field, which produced the largest volume of erupted material, is actually at the intersection of the volcanic centers, which is often referred to as the Jemez lineament. The Cerros del Rio Basalts at White Rock and the Bandelier Tuffs of Cochiti Mesa are from the Jemez Volcanic Field and are relatively recent in age. One can see from the overlying position of the welded tuffs just outside the town of White Rock that these basalts were laid down earlier (about two million years ago). The Bandelier Tuff was deposited from two distinct volcanic episodes, which left large calderas. The lower Bandelier Tuff or Otowi member (approximately 1.5 million years old) created the Toledo Caldera. The upper Bandelier Tuff or Tshirege member (approximately 1.2 million years ago) created the Valles Caldera. While most of the basalt climbing in the Jemez Volcanic Field and throughout New Mexico is consistently good, climbing on the Bandelier Tuff is restricted to the areas that are most densely welded. In many places the climbing character of the Bandelier Tuff has been improved by an iron-manganese oxide desert varnish surface. While this surface can significantly improve the climbing quality of the rock, it also deceives by making the quality of the rock appear better than it actually is. There are many other basalt flow crags such as John’s Wall and Dead Cholla Wall that come from small volcanic centers within the rift, as well as basaltic cliffs associated with the volcanics of the Jemez lineament outside the rift, including Sugarite Canyon State Park in the Raton-Clayton Volcanic Field. Other welded tuffs and volcanoclastic rocks that offer climbing in New Mexico include Socorro’s Box Canyon and the Enchanted Tower near Datil.


—Ken Sims, Ph.D.



Ken Sims is a longtime New Mexico climber and a geologist currently working at Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute in Massachusetts.









NORTHERN NEW MEXICO







QUESTA DOME



■ OVERVIEW

Questa Dome, overlooking the Rio Grande’s deep gorge and broad valley, lies on the western flank of the Sangre de Cristo Range in the Latir Peak Wilderness Area north of the village of Questa. The 500-foot-high, southwest-facing granite cliff offers excellent crack and face climbing in a pristine mountain setting. The routes on Questa Dome range from two to five pitches in length with the brilliant Question of Balance unquestionably one of the best in New Mexico.

Questa Dome is a traditional climbing area. Bolting and power drills are banned in Latir Peak Wilderness Area and on the cliff. Visiting climbers should be aware that long runouts are encountered on many routes, some with serious fall and injury potential. Help is a long way off from this remote crag. Use your best judgment and don’t climb beyond your abilities. Climbers attempting any lines on the dome should be competent at placing gear and setting up belays, and prepared for thin face climbing, long runouts on hard climbing, and devious route-finding.

Good cragging is found on all of the dome’s routes, making Questa Dome worthy of many visits. It’s rarely crowded, with only occasional parties encountered on weekends. Climbers can expect quiet weekday visits. The boulders in the canyon below the cliff are a popular bouldering area.

If the weather turns bad or if the dome is too crowded for your taste, consider visiting the Nutcracker Rocks, aka the Legs, directly west of the Questa Dome. These granite crags, reaching heights of 200 feet, receive little attention from most climbers. The rocks offer fine one- and two-pitch crack lines. Climbing here is a satisfying experience of solitude and discovery.


Climbing History

Bold routes were established on the Questa Dome’s excellent rock in the 1970s and 1980s. Paul Horak was the first to test Questa’s steep, complicated faces. Ken Trout, Peter Prandoni, and Mike Roybal all lent their considerable talents to connect the discontinuous crack systems and intricate face moves necessary to summit this fine crag. The crag’s classic route is Question of Balance. This five-pitch line, established in 1970 by Paul Horak, Mark Dalen, Glen Banks, and Dave Balz, is a bold statement up the dome’s obvious line. Its only rival in New Mexico for quality of climbing, experience, and position is Tooth or Consequences in the Organ Mountains.

Questa Dome experienced a resurgence in popularity in the 1990s with some new route activity and the replacement of the
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original ¼-inch bolts on some enduring classic lines. Dan Parks, Doug Coleur, and others led this new development. Greg Swift, Sharon Dogruel, and Rick Smith were also active. Greg and Sharon are responsible for Questa’s newest route, Questando la via sin Arboles, completed in 2002.




Rack and Descent

Bring a full rack of Friends, wired Stoppers, RPs, a dozen quickdraws, extra runners, and a 165-foot rope. An extra rope is helpful if retreat is necessary. Many of the routes still rely on old bolts for protection. Use these with extreme caution and always back them up with gear whenever possible, especially at belay stances.

Descent from the summit is to the east or right side of the dome. Walk east from the summit, pass over the top of a gully, and follow a faint trail trending down and left through trees. Watch for another trail cutting right down a steep, tree-covered slope from this initial faint trail. Follow this trail to the base of the Dome’s east flank near the rock’s base. Allow thirty minutes for the descent.




Trip Planning Information

Area description: Questa Dome, a south-facing, 500-foot-high granite dome, offers some excellent multipitch traditional routes in a spectacular mountain setting.

Location: Northern New Mexico. In the Latir Peak Wilderness Area north of Taos.

Camping: No established campgrounds in the area. Good camping is available approximately 13 miles from Questa Dome at the BLM Wild Rivers Recreation Area on the rim of the Rio Grande Gorge. Head north from the town of Questa a few miles to Highway 378. Turn west onto Highway 378 and follow signs to the recreation area. The area offers twenty-one campsites in five campgrounds on the rim.

Climbing season: Late May to late October, depending on snow conditions. July through September are the best months. Expect afternoon thunderstorms during the summer months.

Restrictions and access issues: Questa Dome lies in Carson National Forest within the Latir Peak Wilderness Area. An endangered species has recently been identified by the Fish and Wildlife Service, prompting them to ask the U.S. Forest Service to “discourage use” of the Dome from May through September. Although no official closure order is in effect, visitors to the area should be respectful of all wildlife and generally keep a low profile. Contact the Questa Ranger District (505–758–6230) for updated information.

It is necessary to pass through private property to reach the trailhead. Please exercise good judgment when driving through. No motorized equipment, including power drills, are allowed in the wilderness area. Parking is limited at the trailhead. Lock your car because this is New Mexico—break-ins can occur. A four-wheel-drive vehicle is recommended to drive all the way to the parking area.

Guidebooks: Rock Climbing New Mexico & Texas by Dennis R. Jackson, Falcon Press, 1996. Taos Rock: Climbs and Boulders of Northern New Mexico by Jay Foley, Sharp End Publishing, 2005. Route descriptions for Questa Dome routes were included in Taos Rock III, an out-of-print, self-published guide by Cayce Weber and Ed Jaramillo. An account of the first ascent of the route appeared in Climbing Magazine #44.
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Services: The small village of Questa offers limited services including a convenience store, several restaurants, liquor store, and a gas station. Full services are found in Taos, 20 miles south on Highway 522, and in Red River, 15 miles east of Questa on Highway 38.

Emergency services: Call 911. Holy Cross Hospital, in Taos, 1397 Weimer Road (505–758–8883), is the nearest hospital. Questa Health Center (505–586–0315) is located at 2573 State Highway 522. Contact the New Mexico State Police (505–758–8878) or Taos County Sheriff (505–758–3361) for emergency assistance.

Nearby climbing areas: Wild and Scenic Wall, John’s Wall, Dead Cholla Wall, Bat Cave, Comales Canyon, and Tres Piedras are the nearest areas.

Nearby attractions: Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River, Red River, Red River Fish Hatchery, and Wild Rivers Back Country Byway are all near Questa. Taos attractions include Taos Plaza, Kit Carson Park, lots of museums and art galleries, and Taos Pueblo. Nearby is the Enchanted Circle Scenic Byway, Rio Grande Gorge Bridge, and Wheeler Peak Wilderness Area. Good boating, fishing, backpacking, and hiking are found in the BLM’s Wild Rivers Recreation Area. Reach it via the Wild Rivers Back Country Byway north of Questa via Highway 378 and Highway 522.

Finding the crag: Questa Dome is accessed from both the north and south via Highway 522 between Taos and the Colorado border. The turnoff is approximately 6 miles north of the village of Questa and about 13 miles south of the Colorado–New Mexico border.

Turn east at a sign announcing El Rito (right from the south, left from the north) onto County Road B042, a narrow paved road. Don’t confuse this El Rito with the El Rito Crags, which are about 80 miles southwest. Drive east toward the mountains. Questa Dome is the prominent, large granite buttress in view as you drive in. The trailhead is 2.1 miles from the highway and requires four-wheel drive for the last mile. The pavement turns to gravel at 0.9 mile, where it is joined by a road coming in from the left. Continue straight here. After passing a large house on the left, the road gets much rougher. When the road comes to a T junction, go right for 0.2 mile to a small parking area on the left.

The trail starts here and climbs steadily up El Rito Creek to Questa Dome. In an attempt to discourage use and to protect an endangered species, this trail is currently closed and removed from official maps. As you near the dome, the trail travels beside the creek. To reach Nutcracker Rocks, look for a faint trail forking off left in this area. For Questa Dome, continue following the creek until it is possible to easily hike left to the base of the dome. Allow thirty-five to forty minutes for the approach hike.

Routes are described from left to right.

1. Questando la via sin Arboles (5.10+) No topo. 6 pitches. Located on the far left (west) side of the Dome. Much of the route is visible from the approach trail. The start is located about 150 feet up the slope from the toe of the dome on its west side. Begin below a small left-facing dihedral about 50 feet left of a large left-facing dihedral, both about 100 feet up the cliff. Pitch 1: Climb to a piton 10 feet off the ground, cross some small rounded overhangs, and continue up a crack that leads to the smaller dihedral. Avoiding all the trees in the dihedral, go up the dihedral’s right side, following ramps and a thin crack to a 2-piton belay. 160 feet. (5.9) Pitch 2: Friction up a face, then continue up small cracks. After a wide section, go up and gradually left, passing 3 bolts, to a good belay from 2 pitons. 160 feet. (5.10) Pitch 3: Climb past a bolt, then up and slightly right to the base of a dramatic vertical crack equipped with pitons. At the top, belay from 1 bolt and a slinged horn on a small ledge. 100 feet. (5.10+) Pitch 4: Traverse left via a thin crack, then climb past 2 bolts to a short but strenuous overhang. Belay 20 feet higher on a sloping ledge with 1 bolt. 80 feet. (5.10) Pitch 5: Walk left to a tree and jam a finger crack splitting the smooth face above. Climb past 2 bolts above the crack and belay on a good ledge. You can see this crack from the approach trail. 110 feet. (5.10) Pitch 6: Follow the left arête to the top of the ridge. Descent: Scramble right (northeast) to the walk-off used by all routes reaching the summit of Questa Dome.

2. Que Wasted (aka Sequestered) (III 5.12-) 6 pitches. From the toe of the southwest prow of the formation, walk uphill 50 feet to a prominent dihedral that reaches the ground. At this point the dihedral is a groove. The first 2 pitches are not shown on the topo. Pitch 1: Climb easy slabs and the groove up and right until you can do a balance traverse around a bulge to the right. This puts you on the slabs right of the prominent left-facing corner. Climb to a belay below a flake roof. 150 feet. Pitch 2: Climb over the flake roof (5.10) and continue up slabs and cracks to a belay from gear in a shallow pod. 150 feet. Pitch 3: Difficult face climbing (5.11) is protected by small nuts to easier terrain above. Belay on a large sloping ledge. 100 feet. Pitch 4: Climb up left to a hand crack behind some short pillars. Jam the crack to a ledge on top of the pillars. The crux slab is next. Move up then right to a difficult mantle protected by bolts. Belay 50 feet higher from gear at the base of a water groove/crack. Pitches 5 and 6: Follow cracks and grooves up right for 2 slightly runout pitches to the top (5.8–5.9). Descent: Scramble right (northeast) to the walk-off used by all routes reaching the summit of Questa Dome.

3. Question Of Balance (III 5.11a) This excellent route, one of New Mexico’s very best, offers 5 long pitches on excellent granite. The route, wandering up disconnected crack systems on the main face, is high-quality, sustained, and very enjoyable climbing. Begin the route a little left of the rock’s center and directly below a 2-bolt chained belay stance 150 feet above. Pitch 1: Begin climbing by aiming for a short right-curving flake. Jam a 2-inch crack up the flake. At the flake top, continue up left across a slab (5.9) under a roof. Climb back right to a fixed piton under the roof. (The original route traversed left here to a mantle [5.10+] then back right on easy climbing.) Pull over the roof (5.11a crux) and continue up right in a thin crack to some difficult face moves (5.10) End at the 2-bolt belay. 150 feet. Pitch 2: Jam a right-angling finger crack past a fixed piton. Go right where the crack pinches down, passing an overlap, then left to another right-trending, fingers to small-hands crack to a 1-bolt and 1-piton belay stance. Gear placements are also available at the belay. 150 feet. Pitch 3: Drop down several feet and traverse right 12 feet across a dike. Work up right via thin cracks and face climbing (5.9 and 5.10) to a bolt where it is possible to traverse 35 feet to 40 feet left, passing a large roof with a 2-bolt anchor (the 5.11 roof used by Questa Dome Direct). Belay at a 3-bolt hanging belay near the shorter left side of the roof. This is almost directly above the second belay stance and below a notch in a roof. 140 feet. Pitch 4: Step left from the belay and face climb to the roof. Jam over the roof
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(5.10b) to easier climbing above. Run the rope out by climbing and traversing up right (sparse protection) and belay below a small grove of trees. Pitch 5: A short 4th-class pitch to a small grove of trees about 150 feet below the summit. 3rd class up easy rock to the right. Rack: Bring a standard rack with sets of Friends, TCUs, and wired Stoppers, some runners, and a 165-foot rope. Descent: Climb easy rock to the large trees near the east or right side of the summit. Angling up and right from the end of pitch 4 is the quickest way. When you reach easy rock, walk right (east) above the top of a gully and turn down a slope through the trees by following a faint trail down and contouring right or west. The trail ends at the base of the east flank of Questa Dome and near the rock base. Allow twenty minutes for the descent.

4. Aero Questa (5.12a) 3 pitches. Pitch 1: Climb the first pitch of Question of Balance. Pitch 2: Move left past 2 bolts to a belay at bottom of obvious water streak. Pitch 3: Climb a water streak to a horizontal dike and move left on the dike past natural pockets. Climb over a bulge onto another dike and belay. The direct route climbs two 5.12 cruxes directly up the water groove. Descent: Multiple rappels from the end of pitch 3 or traverse right and go to the summit via Question of Balance.

5. Another Pretty Face (5.11) This route is 2 pitches of thin face climbing to the second belay on Question of Balance. Rope up at the same place as Tostados con Questa. Pitch 1: Climb slabs to the left of a dihedral. Difficult climbing leads to better protection in cracks. Climb corners to the top of two large flakes. Belay on a ledge at the top of the second flake. Pitch 2: Difficult face climbing protected by ¼-inch bolts leads up and left to join the second pitch of Question of Balance. Continue to the anchors and belay. 120 feet. Descent: Multiple rappels to the ground.

6. Questa Dome Direct (5.11) This climb follows the 2 pitches of Another Pretty Face and the first part of pitch 3 on Question of Balance but belays at a 2-bolt belay anchor below the first and largest roof. Pitch 4 jams over the difficult (5.11) roof, then wanders up easy rock to the summit.

7. Tostados con Questa (5.10) Route follows the major right-facing dihedral on the right side of the cliff. Pitch 1: Easy climbing on the face right of the dihedral leads to a sling belay below a roof. Pitch 2: Either stay in the crack or move right (5.9 either way) for enjoyable climbing over the roof. Above jam a crack and then face climb to a 2-bolt belay. These 2 pitches can be done as one but require a 165-foot rope and some simul-climbing. Pitch 3: Crux pitch. Climb straight up past 2 bolts into the main crack system to a belay stance. Pitch 4: Moderate and then easy climbing leads straight to the top.

8. Octoberquest (5.11d A2) This former project may yet live up to its 5.12 projection. Climb Tostados con Questa to the end of the third pitch, then up and left through the huge roof system.












JOHN’S WALL AND THE RIVER WALL



■ OVERVIEW

John’s Wall, also known as Hondo Cliffs, is the original and oldest Taos climbing area. The south-facing, 70-foot-high basalt cliff tucks into a narrow side-canyon just east of the John Dunn Bridge at the bottom of the 650-foot-deep Rio Grande Gorge. A selection of fine crack and face routes ascend the roadside cliff, offering good, easily accessible climbing. The emphasis is on traditional-style crack climbing with a sprinkling of bolted faces. When attempting the trad routes, carry a substantial rack and be ready for some steep, strenuous jamming. Do not be cavalier in your attitude to any route on this relatively unimposing cliff. The area retains its original traditional values with some routes redefining “dicey” and “bold.” Whether trad or sport, nearly every route is runout near the bottom.

Two further inducements to visit are the development of a couple additional areas in the immediate area. The best of these is west-facing River Wall, a compact, bolted sport crag situated on the lower east side of the Rio Grande Gorge. The climbing is mostly up steep bolted faces in the 5.10 and 5.12 range plus a few moderate crack climbs. The other area is Old Stage Coach Road Crag, a small cliff located on the west side of the gorge. This area features short, moderate cracks with bolted anchors to facilitate descending and toproping. Find this area by walking or driving across the John Dunn Bridge and turning right into the BLM boat launch area. The cliff is above and upriver from the northern end of the launching area.

Cliff vandalism detracts from the pleasant surroundings and climbing experience. The area has been the attention of a large cleanup effort, with hideous oil splatters on the base of John’s Wall hosed off with a high-pressure hose by the local volunteer fire department. Graffiti has been removed or painted over, and although much still remains, the crag’s appearance is much improved.


Climbing History

Convenient access and a pleasant setting deep in the scenic Rio Grande Gorge attracted area climbers to John’s Wall in the early 1970s. Skills developed here allowed climbers to turn their attention to other area challenges, including the granite faces of El Salto and Questa Dome and the less intimidating but bold climbs at Tres Piedras. John’s Wall, named for nearby John Dunn Bridge, has suffered vandalism dating back to 1910. Taos climber Jay Foley developed the River Wall in more recent times, adding a new dimension to this old-time area.




Rack and Descent

A standard rack here includes quickdraws, wired Stoppers, and camming units or nuts up to #4 Friend. Many older routes are protected by old ¼-inch bolts, which should be used cautiously. Back up all bolts whenever possible with gear.

Descend from John’s Wall by walking off the west end (toward the river) or east end of the cliff. Some routes have fixed lowering stations with chains. Most routes on the River Wall are equipped with bolt lowering anchors. Rock fall danger, difficulty in getting to anchors below the cliff top, and lack of anchor placements above the cliff make setting up topropes problematic and should
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be carefully considered. Use caution whenever walking along the cliff top to avoid knocking loose blocks and boulders onto belayers, climbers, and onlookers below.




Trip Planning Information

Area description: John’s Wall offers face and crack climbs on a 70-foot-high basalt cliff in the bottom of the Rio Grande Gorge.

Location: North-central New Mexico. Northwest of Taos.

Camping: Camping opportunities are limited in the immediate area. The road that veers left at the bridge over the Rio Hondo goes downstream on the river’s east side. This is a heavily used fishing area and generally occupied. Camping is not permitted at the BLM boat launch site. Primitive and established camping sites are plentiful in Carson National Forest.

Climbing season: Year-round. Spring and fall offer the best weather. Frequent cold temperatures in winter limit the number of climbable days. The south-facing wall can be uncomfortably hot during the summer.

Restrictions and access issues: The crag is administered by the Bureau of Land Management. There are no current restrictions on climbing.

Guidebooks: Rock Climbing New Mexico & Texas by Dennis R. Jackson, Falcon Press, 1996. Taos Rock: Climbs and Boulders of Northern New Mexico by Jay Foley, Sharp End Publishing, 2005. The area is partially covered in the nonbound, self-published guide Taos Rock III by Cayce Weber and Ed Jaramillo.

Services: Limited services in Arroyo Hondo. Nearby Taos is better with a full range of tourist services, including gas, food, and lodging. Taos is known for excellent cuisine, entertainment, and hospitality.

Emergency services: Call 911. The nearest phone is at Herb’s Lounge on Highway 522 at Arroyo Hondo. Ambulance service and Holy Cross Hospital, (505) 758–8883. New Mexico State Police, (505) 758–8878. Taos County Sheriff, (505) 758–3361. Taos City Police, (505) 758–2216.

Nearby climbing areas: Bat Cave, Dead Cholla Wall, Tres Piedras, Wild and Scenic Wall, Comales Canyon, and Questa Dome.

Nearby attractions: A popular natural hot spring is located downstream on the west bank of the Rio Grande. Drive across John Dunn Bridge, continue west a short distance to the first switchback, and locate a trail heading down to the river. At peak runoff, the spring is underwater. Another hot spring, Mamby Hot Spring, is located downriver on the east bank. The hot spring is a rough hike about 3 miles downriver. Other attractions include D.H. Lawrence Ranch, Taos Plaza, Kit Carson Park, Taos Pueblo, Enchanted Circle Scenic Byway, San Francisco de Assisi Church in Ranchos de Taos, Rio Grande Gorge Bridge, Picuris Pueblo, Carson National Forest, and Wheeler Peak Wilderness Area. Good boating, fishing, and swimming are found in the Rio Grande Gorge area. Mountain biking on dirt roads and hiking trails can also be found. Wild Rivers Back Country Byway is west of Questa. Check with locals shops for beta on the area’s excellent bouldering.


John’s Wall

Finding the crag: There are three options to reach John’s Wall from Highway 522. From the south, proceed north from the traffic light at the junction of U.S. Highway 64 on the north end of Taos about 7 miles to Arroyo Hondo. From the north, drive south on Highway 522 to the village of Arroyo Hondo. At Arroyo Hondo, just north of Herb’s Lounge and gas station, turn west onto Taos County Road B-002 (left turn from the south, right turn from the north) or alternately B-005, just north of the bridge over Rio Hondo. Both roads begin as pavement, then turn to dirt after crossing a short narrow bridge over Rio Hondo. John’s Wall is a little more than 2 miles from Arroyo Hondo on the right or north side of the road where it crosses a second small bridge over Rio Hondo. The John Dunn Bridge crosses the Rio Grande a short distance past the cliff.

An alternate, and perhaps preferable, route is to turn west (left from the south, right from the north) onto County Road B-007 5.2 miles north of the traffic light at US 64 and about 2 miles south of Arroyo Hondo. This route avoids driving through the small village of Arroyo Hondo. Stay on the main road, first bending left when the road reaches the Rio Hondo’s cliff top, and proceed to the small parking area under the crag just past a short bridge over Rio Hondo.

Routes are described from left to right. Descend from lowering anchors or walk off the west end (preferable) or east end.

1. Awkward Chimney (5.8) Climb through broken rock to a ledge, then up a chimney. Gear route, no bolts, no anchor.

2. Rope-a-Dope (5.7) Start at blocks on the left end of a ledge; climb the face between #1 and #3. Gear route, no bolts, no anchor.

3. Deception (5.8) Start on right side of broken rocks with bushes and a cholla cactus, then up a dihedral to the top. Gear route, no bolts, no anchor.

4. The Trapeze (5.11) A serious undertaking. Start from a large ledge 10 feet off the ground just below a dark gouged-out section with a steep, attractive crack. Gear route, no bolts, no anchor.

5. Heaven Above (5.11) Another serious undertaking. Start on the right side of the upper part of the ledge. Up an overhang to a flake and crack to the top. Difficult and poorly protected at the bottom. Gear route, no bolts. Shares anchor with Nice Guy Syndrome.

6. Nice Guy Syndrome (5.12) Difficult and sustained. Seldom led, usually toproped. Start at ground level, then up an attractive face to Heaven Above anchors. 3 bolts, fixed pins. Shares anchor with Heaven Above.

7. The Bulges (5.10+) Classic. Same start as Nice Guy Syndrome, then right to an attractive curving crack system, over bulges, and up a steep, thin crack to the cliff top. Strenuous near top, difficult for its grade. Gear route, no bolts, 2-bolt anchor.

8. The Nose (5.10d) One of the crag’s most popular lines. Difficult climbing to a large ledge atop a bulbous nose formation. Face climb up the quality blunt arête above to chain anchors. The grade eases a bit when traversing in from The Bulges at the top of the nose. 6 bolts to 2-bolt anchor.

9. Memory Lane (5.8) Same start as The Nose. The large dihedral right of The Nose. Named in memory of Lane McMurry. Somewhat loose. Gear route, no bolts, shares anchors with The Nose.

10. Alberta (5.10+) Very popular. Same start as The Nose, then climb up right onto a steep face right of arête. 6 bolts to 2-bolt anchor.
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11. Route 66 (5.8) Start right of The Nose. Up tricky runout face climbing, then up the obvious left-facing dihedral. Gear route, no bolts, shares anchors with #10.

12. Houston “5” (5.9+) The first bolt has been removed so the start is runout. Most parties start on Amazon. Climb up left at Amazon’s first (and only) bolt onto a slabby face between arêtes. Waltz upward on great holds and pockets to a 2-bolt lowering anchor. 5 bolts to 2-bolt anchor.
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13. Amazon (5.9) Begin on the far right side of cliff. Pick the easiest way through choss rock to a bolt and pull into a classic right-facing corner. Jam and stem the corner (5.8) to a blocky roof. Turn the crux roof (5.9) on the left. Belay from gear and bolts on the cliff top.
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