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ROCK CLIMBING UTAH




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, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


We welcome your comments 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:


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 climbing!
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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 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.




To my old friend Eric Bjørnstad, one of Utah’s most remarkable and historical climbing figures. A longtime Moab local, Eric has well earned the sobering title of “Desert Rat” with his early pioneering climbs in the canyon country of southeastern Utah and northern Arizona, along with his explorations of the land of standing rocks. Beginning in the 1980s, Eric undertook the daunting task of writing a guidebook to rock climbs in the Utah canyon country. The result was Desert Rock, a classic volume of desert climbing published by Chockstone Press in 1988. After Desert Rock went out of print, Eric divided the book into several new comprehensive volumes—Desert Rock II, Desert Rock III, and Desert Rock IV (all published by FalconGuides)—that detail many of the desert’s climbing areas and routes. I’ve had the privilege and honor of knowing Eric since 1972 when he hauled four of us in his panel van back to Moses for its second ascent. One of my fondest memories from that year was belaying Jimmie Dunn on Anasazi Wall along River Road while Eric, owner of Tamarisk Tea House in Moab, whipped up a selection of gourmet coffees and teas on a couple of stoves at the cliff base. All climbers owe Eric a debt of gratitude for his untiring efforts to document desert climbing as well as his sensitive and informative writing about the wonders of Utah’s canyon country. Thanks Eric, for your friendship over the years.
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INTRODUCTION


Utah is a magnificent landscape of startling diversity and beauty, filled with extreme contrasts, immense views, and a marvelous natural and geologic diversity that is unmatched anywhere else in the world. It is a land full of hidden places and undiscovered wonders. Dominated by the red-rock Colorado Plateau, roofed by the lofty Wasatch and Uinta mountain ranges, and edged by broad sagebrush-covered basins the size of Rhode Island, Utah is a land that always amazes and astounds. Every turn of the highway, every bend in the trail, every cliff-top view offers a secret glimpse into the hidden heart of Utah’s natural soul.


Numerous cliffs, crags, buttresses, and towers, composed of sandstone, limestone, granite, basalt, and metamorphic rock, scatter across the state’s vastness. If all of Utah’s cliff miles were added up, it could boast more exposed rock than any other state. Although much of Utah’s rock is too soft and chossy to climb, only one step up from hard brown sugar, an abundant variety of high-quality stone offers world-class routes to challenge and tantalize climbers’ skills and sensibilities.


This variety is part of what makes Utah a popular destination. The slickrock canyon country, with its soaring sandstone towers and endless tiers of Wingate sandstone cliffs, is a remote and inaccessible land of little rain and much beauty. It’s a savage arena filled with big spaces and few people. Climbers can sample the world’s best crack climbs at Indian Creek Canyon, push the envelope of security on looming sandstone walls in Zion National Park, inch up a mud-coated spire at Fisher Towers, or stand atop a pristine summit the size of a tabletop and gaze across the muddy Colorado River. Near Salt Lake City, deep canyons walled by granite slabs and colorful layers of overhanging limestone—Little Cottonwood, American Fork, and Logan Canyons—provide both classic time-tested crack and face routes for the recreational climber and pumpy testpieces for the aspiring rock-jock.


Rock Climbing Utah describes twenty-eight of Utah’s best and most popular climbing areas, guiding the traveling climber to quality climbing areas and routes. Hundreds of routes lace the many crags and towers in these areas, and climbers from beginner to expert will find a superb sampling of routes. This guide helps you discover cliffs off the beaten track, long traditional-style gear routes, nervy friction slabs, or steep, bolted crimpfests and jug hauls.


Venture into the desert backcountry to climb a reclusive tower, hike up steep talus slopes under a hot summer sun to a shadowed crag, or watch the evening sunset from a lofty bivouac ledge. It’s these extraordinary moments of exploration that all climbers seek. They separate us from hikers, the recreational vehicle users, and bicyclists. The stone teaches us hard lessons about our own frailness and the fragility of human life. We learn to exult in the physical, in the sheer joy of movement, in the understanding that the rock was there before us. So climb Utah’s rock walls and rejoice in their beauty, appreciate their endurance, and realize that it’s a rare and precious gift to stand among these towering rock gods.


CLIMBING HISTORY


Utah has long attracted climbers who come to sample the beauty and diversity of vertical adventures. The first known climbers were, of course, the Ancestral Puebloans, also called the Anasazi, and the Fremont people who built small dwellings and granaries in cliff-side aeries reached only by stone axe–chopped steps and sandy friction moves.


The intimidating nature of Utah’s vertical cliffs, particularly those in the canyon country, prevented many of the first American rock climbers from attempting new routes. The first real technical climbers were alpinists from the Salt Lake City area; they ventured onto the higher peaks of the Uinta and Wasatch Ranges. They later brought their skills to lower-elevation practice cliffs in Big and Little Cottonwood Canyons. Goodro’s Wall, one of America’s first 5.10 leads, was put up in Big Cottonwood by early pioneer Harold Goodro in the late 1940s.


It wasn’t until the 1960s that climbers began regularly venturing into the wild canyon country of southern Utah. These early pioneers, including the prolific Layton Kor, had this stunning sandstone arena to themselves, and the best towers were ripe for plucking. Kor, along with various companions including Huntley Ingalls and Harvey T. Carter, was able to snag the first ascents of most of today’s classic spires, including Castleton Tower, The Titan, Standing Rock, and Monster Tower. Other desert climbers of note during the succeeding decades included Jimmie Dunn, Ed Webster, Earl Wiggins, Charlie Fowler, Steve Hong, and many others.


Momentous changes in Utah rock climbing began with the sport climbing revolution in the 1980s. A change in ethics regarding the placement of protection bolts and how routes were established opened numerous new cliffs to Utah rock climbers—including those at Logan Canyon, Big Cottonwood Canyon, American Fork Canyon, and Maple Canyon, along with limestone crags around St. George. These climbers, including Boone Speed, Jeff Pederson, and Bill Boyle, pushed Utah’s climbing standards with gymnastic, technical routes and difficult boulder problems. In the 1990s and 2000s, many new climbing areas and cliffs, such as those in the Uinta Mountains and the vast and remote western third of Utah, have been opened for climbing, along with lots of new routes at existing areas.


GEOLOGY AND GEOGRAPHY


Utah, like other western states, is a complicated geologic puzzle. To explain Utah’s geology is a task that extends far beyond the scope of a climbing guidebook. This uncompromising land of cliff, canyon, mesa, and mountain has long dictated the state’s settlement patterns, placed its towns and cities in well-watered valleys, and set its highway courses. To understand this complex landscape, you must begin with its unique geology and the main geographic provinces that comprise the state.


Geographers divide Utah, the country’s eleventh largest state, into three distinct regions: The Colorado Plateau is a sandstone wonderland dissected by the Colorado and Green Rivers that spreads across Utah’s eastern half; the Rocky Mountains and other affiliated ranges, like the Uinta Mountains, twist down the state’s spine from Idaho to Arizona; and the lonely Basin and Range region which stretches across Utah’s western third.


The Colorado Plateau is a spectacular landscape of bare-bones sandstone. The mighty Colorado and Green Rivers, along with their tributaries, have excavated sharp canyons into a thick layer-cake of horizontal, sedimentary sandstone strata, creating an architectural maze of canyons, cliffs, buttes, mesas, spires, fins, castles, and basins. High volcanic mountain ranges, like the laccolithic Henry and La Sal Mountains, tower above the hot desert and offer cool summer relief. The plateau’s thick horizontal layers of sandstone yield some of Utah’s most famous rock climbing areas, including the Fisher Towers, Castleton Tower, Wall Street, and Indian Creek Canyon.


The Rocky Mountains split Utah in half, winding down its midsection like a twisted backbone. The Wasatch Range, seamed with sheer glacier- and river-carved canyons, forms a skyscraping backdrop to Salt Lake City and Provo. The range offers not only pristine alpine scenery, but also some of America’s finest champagne powder snow for downhill skiers. The Uinta Range, one of the few east–west trending ranges in the United States, is topped by 13,528-foot Kings Peak, Utah’s highest point. The rock climbing in the state’s mountain ranges is found primarily in the deep canyons, including Logan, Ogden, Big Cottonwood, Little Cottonwood, American Fork, and Maple Canyons. Few climbing areas lie among the higher peaks, with the exception of the superb granite walls on the western flank of Lone Peak, southeast of Salt Lake City, and lots of small but excellent crags scattered along the Mirror Lake Scenic Byway in the Uintas.


The Basin and Range Province is exactly that—rugged fault-block mountain ranges separated by wide basins filled with alluvial deposits washed out of the mountains. Its main features include the brilliant white flats of the Great Salt Lake Desert and the Great Salt Lake, an inland sea almost 100 miles long and 50 miles wide. The lake is a small remnant of Pleistocene-age Lake Bonneville, a great lake that once inundated parts of Utah, Nevada, Idaho, and Arizona. Lots of good cragging areas in Utah’s Great Basin region have been developed since the first edition of this book. Consult James Garrett’s comprehensive guidebook, Utah’s West Desert, for the beta to western Utah climbing areas including Ibex, the abrupt western face of Notch Peak, and the granite domes and limestone cliffs west of Salt Lake City.


CLIMBING DANGERS AND SAFETY


Rock climbing is a dangerous activity. Every climber from beginner to ace needs to recognize this fact. Every time you slip on your rock shoes and tie into your harness, you or your climbing partner might die as a direct result of your own actions or by an act of God. Rock climbing, despite all its fun and popularity, is serious business, and you need to treat it with respect. The fun quickly drains out of the vertical game when you see your buddy hauled off in a body bag or an ambulance. And almost everyone who has climbed for at least ten years has had a friend or an acquaintance die in a climbing or mountaineering-related accident.


It is up to you to minimize the risks of rock climbing. Experience and physical conditioning are essential for safety and success on your climbs. If you are inexperienced or out of shape, get help. Don’t jump on the sharp end and lead some horrendous runout route because you’re afraid of losing face with your pals. The worst scenario sees you in that body bag, or at least in the hospital with a broken back. Safe rock climbing takes experience and lots of it. At one time, novices served an apprenticeship under the watchful eye and hand of a more experienced climber, but today with the burgeoning growth of rock gyms, everyone with basic climbing know-how and a handful of hard gym routes under their harness, a rope, and a dozen quickdraws thinks they’re a rock-jock. It’s just not true.


Many climbers are mistakenly led to believe they will be successful on any kind of natural rock. Climbers who have learned their techniques in climbing gyms should recognize their limitations. Climbing at an indoor gym is not a substitute for real-life rock climbing experience outside at the crag. Climbing in a gym is a controlled and safe activity. Climbing outside is not safe. Climbing outside requires good judgment and skills you cannot learn inside—including rope handling, placing and removing protection, setting up equalized belay anchors, rigging rappel lines and anchors, and doing all the other little things that keep both you and your partner safe on the rocks.


You can only obtain climbing experience by getting outside on the rock and doing lots of routes. If you do not have the necessary experience, it is prudent not to attempt serious or long routes, especially in places like Canyonlands or Zion. Local guides and climbing schools operate in many of Utah’s popular climbing areas. Their invaluable services allow you to develop the techniques and wise judgment to safely ascend many routes. Guide services and schools are listed for each area in this book (see Appendix C for a complete list of addresses and phone numbers). Before committing to a guide service, ask about their experience, their accident rates, safety procedures, and class or group sizes. If you have any question about a particular route or cliff, take the time to seek out a local and ask for his or her advice. Most local climbers and guides are happy to give updated ratings, gear lists, and topos to their area’s routes.


Guidebooks: This guidebook, along with any other climbing guide or instruction book, is not a substitute for your own experience and your own sound judgment. Do not depend or rely only on the information in this book to get you safely to the top of the crag and then back down to your car. Guidebook writing is by necessity a compilation of information obtained by the author through his experience at a given crag as well as information gleaned from other experienced climbers. Errors will and do creep into route descriptions, topos, gear lists, anchor placements, fixed gear notes, and descent routes and rappels. Things change in the real world, out there on the rocks. A rockfall might obliterate that crucial set of rappel anchors, or that fixed piton at the route’s 5.11 crux move might have pulled after the last leader fall. You must rely solely on your own experience and judgment to ensure your own personal safety and that of your partners.


Ratings: Rating climbing routes is a subjective process, usually arrived at by a consensus opinion. Use them with caution. Many climbing movements are subject to an individual climber’s experience, technique, body type and size, and strength. Some routes may be harder for you than the grade indicated in this book. Again, use your judgment and don’t let the rating fool you into thinking a route is easier than it really is. Every effort has been made to designate routes with protection ratings. If no rating is listed, then that route should be safe for anyone with experience in finding and placing protection gear. Both R and X ratings indicate more serious routes with possible serious injury, groundfall, or even death as the result of a fall. Remember that every route, no matter what the grade, has an X rating if climbing equipment is improperly used or placed in an unsafe manner, or if fixed protection, including bolts and anchors, fails.


Beginning climbers and gym climbers should take special note of route ratings. Gym routes rated with the Yosemite Decimal System (YDS) do not accurately reflect real outdoor ratings. The fact that you are a 5.12 gym climber does not mean you can properly jam and safely protect a 5.8 hand crack. Consider every route seriously, no matter what the grade. Every experienced climber can relate a horror story from an “easy” route.


Climbing Safely: Keep safe on the rocks by using common sense. Most accidents and fatalities occur because of bad judgment and improper decisions. Use the following reminders to avoid accidents:




	Never hit the ground if you fall. Always protect yourself near the start of a route by placing lots of gear or stick-clipping a high bolt to avoid groundfalls and broken legs.


	Always double-check your tie-in knot (usually a figure-8 follow-through knot) and harness before climbing. Also, always check your harness and rappel device with the rope threaded through it before rappelling.


	Do not climb beneath other parties. Rockfall can be fatal. Wear a helmet to protect your head.


	Do not solo routes without a rope. Even a 30-foot fall can be deadly.


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


	Place protection whenever possible to safeguard yourself and your partner.


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


	Tie stopper knots in the end of your ropes to avoid rappelling off the end of the rope.


	Tie in after completing a sport pitch and double-check your knot and the rope before downclimbing or lowering back to the ground.


	Remember that the belay is a crucial part of the safety link. Belayers need to be alert, competent, and anchored. Expect and remind belayers to pay attention while you climb and to not visit with the neighbors or fix lunch while they belay.


	Tie a stopper knot in the end of the rope to avoid being dropped by inattentive belayers while they are lowering you.


	Most accidents are preventable. Rely on your own good judgment to evaluate changing conditions. Your safety depends entirely on you.





OBJECTIVE DANGERS


Accidents can happen every time you go rock climbing. Always keep that thought in mind when venturing out to the crag. Objective dangers are those that you have no control over. You will find them while walking to the cliff, climbing your route, descending, and returning back to the car. Never consider your climbing day over until you are safely back at your car. Many accidents happen on descents due to rockfall, carelessness, loose rock, inclement weather like rain or snow, and darkness. Always rope up on any descent you have the least bit of uneasiness about—pay attention to your intuition; it keeps you alive.


Fixed Gear: Use all fixed gear with caution. Bolts can shear or break from the force of a fall. Fixed pitons will loosen due to rock weathering and expansion caused by repeated freezing and thawing. Metal fatigue and age also affect the useful life of gear.


Always back up fixed protection whenever possible, but always back up belay anchors and rappel stations. Never rely on a single piece of gear for your personal safety. Always build redundancy into the system so the failure of one part will not affect the overall safety of the system. Never rappel or lower from a single anchor, especially in canyon country, and don’t lean straight out on a bolt. The pullout strength of bolts in sandstone is very low. Fatalities have occurred when a sandstone anchor bolt has pulled on a climber. Do not trust your life to questionable anchors or desiccated rappel slings. It’s more important to leave gear to safeguard your life than to worry about the cost of the gear.


Loose Rock: The main objective danger at most Utah climbing areas, particularly in canyon country, is loose rock. You will find loose blocks and flakes on many routes, sitting on ledges or wedged in cracks and chimneys. Use extreme caution around any suspect rock. Falling rock is deadly to your belayer and friends at the cliff base; it can even chop your rope. Warn your partners if you feel a block is unstable so they can be prepared for possible rockfall. Thawing and freezing cycles can loosen flakes and boulders on rock walls. The movements of your climbing rope can also dislodge loose rock. Use care when pulling rappel ropes so that you don’t also pull a stone missile down as well. Wear a helmet while climbing and belaying to reduce the risk of serious head injury or death from rockfall or falling. This is especially true in the canyon country. Helmets may not be fashionable, but they’re definitely in style if you want to preserve your life!


Noxious Plants and Bugs: Poison ivy and sumac, bees and wasps, and ticks inhabit many of Utah’s climbing areas. Poisonous plants cause a severe itching rash that can take weeks to heal. Learn to identify their leaves. Poisonous plants grow in thickets along cliff bases. Bees and wasps live on many crags. Take note of possible hives and avoid them. Ticks are tiny blood-sucking arachnids that live in brushy and wooded areas on lower mountain slopes. They’re usually active in spring and early summer. All can carry tick fever, the more serious Rocky Mountain spotted fever, and Lyme disease. Avoid tick-infested areas if possible and wear clothing that fits tightly around the ankles, wrists, waist, and neck; use lots of bug juice; and always check your clothes and pack before getting into your car. Ticks usually crawl around on you for a few hours before finally settling down for a blood-sucking party. You can usually find them before they do real damage.


Snakes: Rattlesnakes are a serious hazard in the lower-elevation climbing areas during the warmer months. They have broad, triangular heads with a depression or pit in front of each eye, hence the name pit vipers. The buzz from their tail is unmistakable, and once you have heard the sound, you will never forget it. Rattlesnakes inhabit almost all of Utah’s climbing areas except for the high-elevation cliffs. Take particular care in the St. George area in southwestern Utah; several species of rattlesnakes live here, including the dangerous and aggressive Mojave rattlesnake. This snake, Crotalus scutulatus, has a potent venom that makes its bite potentially more serious than the western diamondback, a species with which it is often confused. It grows to 4 feet long and is usually a greenish-gray color.


Watch for snakes along sunny access paths or hiding under boulders and dead brush on approach routes or when scrambling on easy terrain. They often climb into bushes to get off the hot ground during the day. Remember that rattlesnakes do not always warn before striking.


If you do encounter a rattlesnake, don’t kill it. This is their home and you are an intruder. They are simply protecting themselves. Most bites occur when people attempt to pick the snake up.


A snakebite is considered a major medical emergency. If you are bitten, get to a hospital as quickly as possible. In 25 percent of bites no venom is injected, and in another 25 percent so little venom is injected that no antivenin is needed for recovery. Do not attempt first aid to a snakebite. Do not apply a tourniquet or ice, and do not use a snakebite kit unless absolutely necessary. The wrong treatment can result in the loss of limb or life. Get the victim to the nearest medical help and treat for shock as needed. Keep a watchful eye on young children in rattlesnake country. A bite is much more serious for a small child than an adult.


Weather: Keep a close eye on the weather when climbing. Summer thunderstorms can build up very rapidly, creating unpredictable weather. Torrential rain and cool temperatures can lead to potentially deadly hypothermia, the lowering of the body’s core temperature. Be prepared for wet weather by carrying extra clothes and a raincoat. Heavy rain can also cause severe flash floods. When hiking through narrow canyons in the desert, keep an eye on the weather, even if the rain appears to be miles away, so you can avoid flood danger.


Watch and listen for lightning. Climbers and lightning are usually drawn to high points—like the summits of desert towers. Be vigilant for possible lightning strikes whenever a storm is moving your way, and retreat at the first sign of lightning. Avoid being on an exposed ridge or summit during a lightning storm. Climbers have been struck on top of Castleton Tower. A sign of an impending strike is St. Elmo’s fire, a buzzing of static electricity and your hair standing on end.


If you are trapped during a storm, squat as low as possible and move away from any metal gear. Avoid rappelling during a lightning storm. The electricity can travel down the rope and zap you. The best way to avoid lightning is to use common sense—get off the rock before the storm reaches you.


ACCESS AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS


Rock climbers have long been a maverick bunch, doing their own thing at the crags like it was their God-given right. Now, however, climbers have an ethical responsibility to minimize their impact on the rock and the surrounding lands, and realize that rock climbing is not a right, but a privilege. The world is a fragile place that is rapidly being damaged by insensitive users including loggers, miners, ranchers, mountain bikers, horseback riders, rafters, hikers, and rock climbers. Climbers should focus on preserving and protecting their unique climbing resources rather than putting up more new routes at tired crags or debating old ethical battles.


The increasing number of climbers at crags in the United States is adding pressure that never existed thirty years ago. Many common rock climbing practices such as bolting and aid climbing are viewed as high-impact activities by management agencies such as the National Park Service and Bureau of Land Management. Land managers are often required by federal law to protect and preserve the areas that they manage. Consequently they design comprehensive management plans that regulate recreational land uses such as rock climbing in order to minimize human impact and preserve natural resources.


Fortunately, several excellent organizations, including The Access Fund, Rocky Mountain Field Institute, and Friends of Indian Creek, are working with governmental agencies and private landowners to ensure that our precious crags are kept open and generally free from bureaucratic red-tape regulations.


To ensure climbing freedom, we need to adopt an environmental ethic that reflects our concern and love for the rock. We need to be sensitive and caring toward the nation’s limited rock climbing resources, and minimize our impact at the crag. Climbers need to establish positive partnerships with landowners and management agencies as well as climbing organizations to actively preserve the rock resources. They need to be active stewards and caretakers of local areas—think globally, act locally—by investing in “sweat equity.” Devote time to building proper trails, restoring trampled cliff-base ecosystems, picking up trash at the crag, and replacing colored slings with muted colors that match the rock’s hues.


Climbers must educate themselves. Many parklands are set aside to protect specific geological, ecological, or cultural resources. Preservation of these resources takes precedence over recreational uses like climbing. Our continued access to these areas depends on our sensitivity to these unique features. Climbers need to be the ones making the important decisions regarding rock climbing—not the politicians and political appointees in Washington, DC.


We can begin the process by doing all the little things that add up to making a big difference. Follow a Leave No Trace ethic. Look at the impacts that climbers have at the crags and begin mitigating them by changing your own habits. Here are a few suggestions on how you can help:




	Pick up all your trash at the crag, including cigarette butts, burned matches, tape, soda and beer cans and bottles, and candy wrappers.


	Bury human waste away from the cliff base or leave it in the open where it will rapidly deteriorate. Burn or carry out your toilet paper. Don’t leave human feces on access trails or below routes (as unbelievable as it sounds, it does happen!). Use established toilets whenever possible.


	Use existing approach and descent trails. Avoid shortcutting corners and causing additional erosion. Stay off loose scree and talus slopes that easily erode. Soil erosion destroys plants and ground cover. Belay off boulders rather than the lush grass at the cliff base. Don’t chop down trees or tear off branches that might interfere with the first few feet of a route. Use a longer approach or descent route to protect sensitive ecological areas.


	Do not leave cheater slings on bolts or brightly colored slings on rappel anchors. Instead use colored slings that match the rock’s color. Camouflage bolt hangers with matching paint.


	Respect wildlife closures. Many cliffs in places like Zion National Park are closed for nesting raptors. Climbing near active nests can cause the birds to abandon the site.


	Practice clean camping ethics, especially when primitive camping. Don’t rip up trees for firewood, particularly old desert junipers. Put your fire out cold before leaving or going to sleep. Use a stove for cooking. Use only sites that show signs of previous use, and use only existing fire rings if you must have a fire.


	Follow established trails to access the cliffs. Follow the trails when descending to avoid damaging fragile plants and creating new social paths. Many trails have been constructed in canyon country to lessen climbers’ impacts; these include trails at Indian Creek Canyon and Castleton Tower.


	When accessing canyon country routes, look carefully for existing climber paths or follow dry creek beds to avoid damaging vegetation and fragile cryptobiotic soil. This unique soil, a symbiosis of algae and fungi, forms a black crust on the sandy surface. It allows for the absorption of precious moisture, stabilizes the soil surface, and provides important plant nutrients. Walking on this crust severely impacts the desert ecosystem, which can take as long as 100 years to recover.


	Avoid biking to reach more distant climbing sites, as mountain bikes have a greater ecological impact than hiking boots. An exception to this would be biking on an existing roadway.


	Do not climb near or above any Indian rock art or ruined dwellings. It’s against both federal and state law to damage rock art panels or ruins. Unfortunately, climbers have damaged some sites by careless and thoughtless actions.


	Join and contribute money and time to worthwhile climbing organizations like The Access Fund, Friends of Indian Creek, and Rocky Mountain Field Institute. They work to keep our climbing areas open and free from restrictions.





Ethics: Every climber and every climbing area has a unique and individual ethic regarding the styles that routes are put up, ascended, and rated. Ethics are at the very heart of our sport. The style we use to climb a route means everything. But we need to remember to disagree about ethics only to the point where the rock itself doesn’t become an innocent victim of ethical wars and callous egos gone awry. There have been too many bolt wars; they solved nothing but left irreparable damage to the crag. A schism has existed in American climbing for the last few decades between traditional climbers and sport climbers. This “us-versus-them” mentality benefits no one. It’s best to remember that there are only rock climbers. Enjoy the challenges of both schools and leave petty ethical grievances behind.


The style you employ on a route is your personal choice. There is purity, beauty, and adventure in climbing a route from the ground up—placing gear, route-finding, leaving the guidebook topo behind, and accepting what the rock offers for both protection and technique. Many of Utah’s classic routes were established in this traditional fashion. Modern gymnastic routes often require working, memorizing, and hang-dogging the movements before the coveted redpoint ascent from the ground to the anchors is achieved. Toproping is a legitimate tactic on some hard routes as well as highball boulder problems. It not only saves the climber from a serious fall, but also saves the rock from extra bolts.


Bolting is modern climbing’s most controversial ethical dilemma. Permanent bolts on cliffs have created and developed many of Utah’s popular and newer climbing areas, like Maple Canyon and American Fork Canyon, that previously had no rock climbing tradition. Bolts have also allowed difficult routes to be climbed in a relatively safe manner. But bolts are also misused. Some modern crags, the work of power drill owners gone crazy, are a gridwork of bolts. These eyesores anger land managers as well as other recreational users. Other crags have been subjected to bolt wars, with the offended faction either chopping or placing bolts. The placement or removal of bolts, however, doesn’t solve the problem; it only damages the rock and encourages more climbing restrictions. Common sense, dialogue between climbers, and civil decorum goes a long way toward resolving the bolting issue. Many Utah climbing areas have strict limitations on the placement of new bolts, particularly Canyonlands and Arches National Parks, both of which ban any new bolts. Other areas have bolting moratoriums that allow for only the replacement of existing, unsafe anchors and bolts. Always check with land managers to learn about bolting restrictions and concerns.


The Access Fund has worked with land management agencies to resolve the use of fixed anchors, especially bolts, on public lands. Climbers should support the work they do to establish a national policy for fixed anchors on our crags. The Access Fund works to allow fixed anchors at climbing areas and urges that their use be determined on an area-by-area basis by climbers who rely on anchors for their personal safety. Climbers, not the government, should bear the responsibility for the placement and upkeep of fixed pro. The Access Fund also works to permit the use of fixed anchors in designated wilderness areas to safeguard climbers and to minimize the impact of climbing on soils, vegetation, fragile cliff-top environments, and wildlife on public lands.


New Routes: Climbers who place new bolts and create new routes need to think long and hard about the impacts and consequences of their actions. Toprope your proposed route and see if it is indeed worthy of being a new route. If it is, place bolts with sensitivity to minimize rock damage. Do not place bolts next to cracks that accept gear placements. Use the natural line up the rock. Don’t force a line up the contrived, hardest way because everyone else will undoubtedly follow the natural weakness and line of least resistance. End the route or pitch at natural stances or ledges whenever possible.


In the end, it really doesn’t matter if a route is put in from the ground up or on a rappel rope. The important thing is the safety and proper placement of the fixed pro and the aesthetic qualities of the route. Don’t let the ease of rap-bolting lead to overprotecting the route, and don’t add new bolts to existing lines—respect the style of the first ascensionists. If you don’t have the skills or courage to do the route as it is, then leave it as a future challenge that you or someone else will someday meet with proper respect.


Defacement: Chipping and manufacturing holds is a problem at some American climbing areas. As climbers push the standards higher, they desire harder routes to test their abilities. As indoor gym climbers, usually newcomers to the climbing world, spread outward from their insulated plywood crags, they see the real rock as a malleable medium ready for their sculpting. They bring a gym ethic—viewing every hold and move as changeable—to the outside rock world. The bottom line is: Do not chip or chisel or glue any hold onto a route or boulder problem. If you can’t do the route with what’s already there, maybe you’re just not good enough to climb it, or maybe that piece of rock was never meant to be climbed. Save it for the day when you are good enough, when you’ve worked hard enough, when you’ve finally earned the ascent. Chipped routes destroy the future of climbing, especially for up-and-coming rock stars. Chipped routes reflect egotism, selfishness, and mediocrity.


In the quest for your own personal ethic, remember that neither the rock nor the route belongs to you. You’re only a transient traveler across the vertical terrain. Do not allow egotism, ignorance, or arrogance to dictate your ascent style and personal climbing ethic. Be sensitive to both the cliff and the landscape, and consider each route a precious gift for everyone to open and share.




USING THIS GUIDE


A locator map at the front of the book shows the general locations of the main climbing areas.


Each area write-up includes an overview, which may include a brief summary of the area’s climbing history and local ethics; trip planning information, including condensed summaries of specific information on each area; directions and maps to find the areas; and specific climbing route descriptions, which in many cases are accompanied by photos with overlays and topos identifying routes and showing the locations.


Overview: The overview describes the setting, the type of rock, and type of climbing. Also included are recommendations for climbing equipment as well as some discussions of local climbing history and ethics.


Trip planning information: This section offers a brief synopsis of the following categories:




	
Area description: A brief summary of the area.


	
Location: Reference to largest nearby towns, major roads, or natural landmarks.


	
Camping: Information on nearby developed campgrounds and suggestions for camping in undeveloped sites. When available, addresses or phone numbers are given.


	
Climbing season: 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.


	
Nearby climbing shops, gyms, and guide services: The names of the nearest towns with these services is given here. For a full listing of addresses and phone numbers, by town, see Appendix C.


	
Finding the crag: Description and how-to-get-there map with directions starting at the nearest major road and town.


	
The cliff name: Detailed discussion of location and special information pertaining to equipment, approaches, and descents.


	
Route descriptions: Routes are listed numerically, with the 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—accompanies the descriptions. The map legend and key to topo map symbols are located at the front of the book.


	
Appendices: These offer further reading (Appendix A); rating comparison charts (Appendix B); a list of climbing equipment shops, guide services, and gyms (Appendix C); and a list of hospitals and medical services in Utah (Appendix D).


	
Index: An alphabetical listing of all proper names, including people, climbs, and climbing areas.




A book of this magnitude requires a wide selection of routes of all difficulties and lengths. Errors will creep into route descriptions due simply to the sheer diversity and number of routes detailed here. A wide range of active climbers has carefully checked and double-checked the area and crag descriptions to maximize the book’s accuracy. Be forewarned, however, that things on paper aren’t always as they are in reality. Take every route description with a grain of salt. This book is not intended to carry 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 his or her 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 SYSTEM


This book uses the Yosemite Decimal System, the usual American grading scale, to identify the technical difficulty of the routes. Remember that ratings are subjective and vary from area to area. This book has tried to bring a consensus to the grades, but we have relied on previously listed grades for routes in most cases. You will find small rating variances in each area. Some climbs may seem to be more conservatively rated (read harder) than in other areas. Easier sport climbs (5.8 to 5.11) seem to be harder to translate to the YDS system, although the standard of difficulty on the higher end of the scale is comparable to European grading. Older traditional routes conform to early Colorado and California ratings established at the same time. The present sticky rubber and better pro might make them slightly easier, but climbers will still find them solidly rated.


Some of the older bolted climbs have been retro-bolted, which on some level makes them seem slightly easier (5.9 can start feeling like 5.10 when you’re 40 feet out as opposed to 10 feet out!). Use all ratings as a starting point in any area and expect a one-to two-letter grade, or even a full grade variation, from what you are accustomed to at your home area.


Many routes listed also have protection or danger ratings. These routes generally have little or no protection, and a climber who falls could sustain serious injuries or death. R-rated climbs have serious injury potential; X-rated climbs have groundfall and death potential. Remember, however, that every route is a possible R- or X-rated climb.


Mountain travel is typically 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 now 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 originally developed, 5.9 was the theoretic 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, 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, is height dependent, or is subject to some other qualifier.


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 are described as “sustained” or “pumpy” to give an indication of the continuous nature of the climbing. Differences in strength, differences in reach, and 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.


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. A capital letter C indicates that the aid placements are “clean aid,” and pitons or hammered aid should not be used.




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 even a short fall.


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


A5—A series of A4 placements that could result in a fall 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; this means that the free climbing difficulties are up to 5.9 with an aid section of A4 difficulty. On the route “topo” drawings or marked photos in this guide, the crux (most difficult section) is often marked with the difficulty rating. Not all crux ratings are marked on routes in photo overlays or topos.


An additional grade denoted by Roman numerals I through VI is given to some longer routes. This generally refers to the climb’s commitment in terms of length and time requirements. Climbers should also 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 a bivouac, and Grade VI two or more days.


An additional “danger” rating may be tacked on to some climbs. Where the protection may not hold and a fall could result in injury or death, an R or X may be added. A route rated 5.9 R may mean that the protection is sparse or “runout” or that some 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 B for a table comparing the American rating system (Yosemite Decimal System) to the British, French, and Australian systems.


DESERT CLIMBING RACK


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.


Be advised that all rack info is the bare minimum required to safely ascend a route. It’s up to you to decide if you need more or less gear than is described in the text to safely and properly climb the route. The standard desert rack mentioned in some descriptions is considered to be a couple sets of Friends or similar-size camming units, a set of TCUs, a selection of wired Stoppers and Tri-cams, and some quickdraws. Ultimately, safety and the level of risk assumed are the responsibility of the climber. There’s really no such thing as being “too careful.”


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. Always carry extra quickdraws in case the count is wrong or you drop a quickdraw. Remember to also consider what you need for the anchors and for lowering. Again, it’s always up to you to provide for your own safety. Climb safe, climb smart, and have fun!
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Ian Spencer-Green jamming the classic splitter crack Scarface at Indian Creek Canyon.
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MOAB AREA


ARCHES NATIONAL PARK



■ OVERVIEW


Arches National Park is a 73,234-acre wonderland of eroded sandstone fins, towers, ribs, gargoyles, hoodoos, balanced rocks, and arches northwest of Moab. The park protects an amazing landscape that includes the largest proliferation of arches in the world. Over 2,000 arches (with an arch considered an opening with one side at least 3 feet wide) have been catalogued. Landscape Arch, measuring 306 fragile feet, is the second-longest span in the world.


Most visitors come to view the park’s stunning scenery and improbable arches. Fewer come to sample its climbing adventures. The Entrada sandstone that forms the park’s cliffs tends to be sandy, rounded, and hard to protect. Still, the park offers some superb crack lines on decent rock as well as lots of towers, like Owl Rock and The Three Gossips, with unique, airy summits. Over twenty towers up to 300 feet high are within a 10-minute walk of the park road.


Arches Geology and Natural History


Entrada sandstone, layered atop Navajo sandstone, forms all of Arches National Park’s major formations including the Courthouse Towers, The Windows, Devils Garden, Delicate Arch, as well as the arches. The Entrada Formation, ranging in thickness from 150 to 500 feet, was deposited in arid mid-Jurassic times some 160 million years ago when large sand dunes covered southern Utah. Over a mile of sediment was later deposited on the Entrada dunes, compressing and forming today’s sandstone. Erosion, primarily by water and ice, shaped the stone over the last two million years, forming today’s fins, towers, buttes, headlands, and arches. This colorful Utah region illustrates Henry David Thoreau’s observation that “The finest workers in stone are not copper or steel tools, but the gentle touches of air and water working at their leisure with a liberal allowance of time.”


Geologists divide the Entrada into three separate layers with distinctive characteristics: Dewey Bridge Member, Slickrock Member, and the Moab Tongue. The Dewey Bridge, the lower level, is mud-stone with crinkled, contorted bedding. It forms The Windows section, including Owl Rock, Tonka Tower, and Turret Arch. The Slickrock Member is composed of smooth, vertical walls, and included the Courthouse Towers and Devils Garden sectors. The Moab Longue forms a white caprock on top of the Slickrock Member.


The sandstone defines not only the landscape but also its plants and animals. Everything living here adapts to survive in a dry, unforgiving world. The scarce precipitation—8.5 inches annually—extreme temperature ranges, and relatively high elevation, all conspire to limit life among the rocks. Elevations at Arches range from 3,960 feet along the Colorado River to 5,653-foot Elephant Butte, the park’s high point. A pygmy forest of piñon pine and juniper covers almost 50 percent of the park; scrubby steppe and bare slickrock blanket the rest.
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Climbing Seasons


Climbing is possible year-round at Arches, although autumn and spring are the best seasons. Spring brings warm days, cool nights, and strong winds. Occasional rain storms commonly occur in spring. Summer begins in May as daily high temperatures climb toward 100 degrees. Expect hot days in summer, with highs sometimes reaching 110 degrees. The park’s high elevation, however, keeps temperatures cooler than in Moab or along the Colorado River. Summer mornings can be cool and delightful at Arches. Expect afternoon thunderstorms in August and September, sometimes with torrential rain that floods dry washes and cascades off cliffs. Autumn offers brilliant days with clear skies and warm temperatures. October is the wettest month with an inch of rain. Winter can be bitterly cold and snowy; almost 11 inches of snow falls in the average winter. But the weather can also be dry and warm, with daily highs in the 50s or even 60s. Climbing can be pleasant in winter if you’re in the sun and out of the wind.


Arches Information


Arches National Park is easily accessed from Moab. The park entrance is 5 miles north of town off US 191. Arches, a fee area, has an entrance station and visitor center just off the highway. Informative displays on the park’s geology and natural history and a shop with maps, postcards, and books are in the visitor center. Water and a recycling center are available year-round at the visitor center. Water is also available at the Devils Garden trailhead and in the campground. The paved park road runs north from the visitor center for 18 miles to its dead end at Devils Garden and the park campground. All routes described in this guide are within easy hiking distance of the road and its numerous pullouts.


Climbing Regulations and Ethics


Climbing within Arches National Park shall be either free climbing or clean aid climbing. Arches National Park has numerous climbing regulations that are intended to protect the park’s geological, ecological, and prehistoric resources. Some cliffs may be closed for nesting raptors. Check at the visitor center or the park’s website http://www.nps.gov/arch/planyourvisit/climbing.htm for information on current closures. Backcountry permits are required for overnight stays outside the campground. Bivying requires a backcountry permit and adheres to the same rules and regulations set forth for backcountry camping. All backcountry users must cook with a portable stove. The collection and use of firewood is prohibited. The use of white chalk is banned in the park. Climbers should use earth-toned chalk that matches the color of sandstone; park regulations state: “Software (webbing, accessory cords, etc.) that is left in place shall match the rock surface in color.” Climbers must use only rust-colored slings at belay and rappel anchors to minimize their visual impact. The use of power drills is prohibited in Arches. No new bolts may be placed without permission. “No new permanent hardware may be installed at any fixed location. If an existing bolt or other hardware item is unsafe, it may be replaced. This will limit all climbing to existing routes or new routes not requiring placement of fixed anchors.” Fixed ropes may not be left in place for more than 24 hours. Any arch or natural bridge named on the US Geological Survey 7.5 minute topographical maps covering Arches National Park is closed to climbing year-round. Bicycles are allowed only on roads; no trail riding is allowed. Dogs must be on a leash at all times and are not allowed on trails or in the backcountry. Given the heat and restrictions, leaving your pet at home is highly encouraged.


Other common sense rules to follow: Pick up all your trash; human waste must be buried four to six inches deep in mineral soil and at least 100 feet from any water source; toilet paper must be packed out, wagbags are strongly recommended; do not alter the rock surface by chipping handholds or removing vegetation from cracks; and travel on designated trails, slickrock and dry wash trails whenever possible to the base of routes to avoid damaging the cryptobiotic soil. Desert soils are sensitive to human impact and take years to recover from footprints.


Climbing Dangers


Numerous objective dangers exist at Arches. The hot climate requires adequate water. One gallon per person per day is the recommended minimum. Hot days require more water and energy drinks to stay properly hydrated. Climbing at Arches is serious. Sandstone is not the best medium for rock climbing. You’ll often encounter bad rock, including loose blocks, sandy sections, and fragile flakes. A helmet provides important protection for your head. Pay attention to fixed belay and rappel anchors, especially on infrequently climbed lines. Erosion weakens their placement. Never rely on a single anchor for your safety. Always back up all anchors. The extreme heat and dryness weakens webbing and slings. Bring extra webbing to replace worn and brittle slings.


Arches Climbing Rack


Bring a standard desert rack that includes at least two sets of Friends or Camalots, a set of TCUs, and a set of Stoppers. Tri-cams and Hexentric nuts are also handy. Off-width cracks require large protection like Big Bros and large cams. Bring two ropes—most descents require double ropes when rappelling. A 200-foot (60-meter) rope is preferred since many small towers are less than 100 feet high.


Suggested gear for each described route is exactly that—suggested gear. It’s up to you to decide if you need more or less gear on any given route. Aid climbs require nifty gadgets so they will go clean. Bring extra sets of nuts, including offsets, and Lowe Balls, cam hooks, and hooks. Bring extra slings for rope drag and webbing to re-thread brittle rappel slings.


Trip Planning Information


General description: Sandstone routes that ascend a spectacular assortment of towers and cliffs in scenic Arches National Park.


Location: East-central Utah. North of Moab.


Camping: Devils Garden Campground is at the end of the park road 24 miles north of the park entrance. The fifty-two-site campground, open year-round, is available on a reservation basis. Fees are charged year-round. Flush toilets and water are available from mid-March through mid-October. Water is obtained from the visitor center, Devils Garden Trailhead, and at the campground. Other camping areas in the Moab area include BLM sites along River Road, Potash Road, Kane Springs Canyon, and at Dead Horse Point State Park.


Climbing season: Year-round. Summers are almost too hot for comfortable climbing. Spring and fall are best, with cool nights and warm days. Spring days are often windy. Winters are variable. Warm high pressure brings great climbing weather in the sun, but it can be cold, snowy, and windy. Don’t climb on sandstone after rain or snow to avoid damaging the cookie-crumble surface.


Restrictions and access issues: Arches National Park is administered by the National Park Service. Information can be obtained by accessing the park website or visitors center or by telephoning (435) 719-2299. A climbing permit is not necessary. A backcountry permit is required for all overnight stays outside the campground. No wood fires or wood gathering is permitted in the park. All backcountry users must cook with a portable stove. White chalk is prohibited; use a red, earth-tone chalk when climbing. Likewise, use rust or dull red webbing at rappel anchors to avoid visual impacts. The use of battery-powered drills is prohibited in Arches. The park prohibits new bolts or other fixed protection unless the existing hardware is unsafe. No bicycles are allowed off the park roads. Dogs must be on a leash at all times and are not allowed on trails or in the backcountry. Leave them at home so they don’t get baked in the car or at a Moab kennel. Do not climb on or near any archaeological sites in the park, including petroglyph panels. Arches National Park is developing a park Climbing and Canyoneering Management Plan. Be advised regulations are likely to change. It is your responsibility to have up-to-date information before entering the park.


Do not park along the shoulder of any park road because of resource damage and safety. Many RVs use the park road and have difficulty passing parked vehicles. Only park in paved and gravel pullouts. Illegally parked vehicles may be ticketed.


Guidebooks: Best Climbs Moab by Stewart M. Green, FalconGuides, 2011. Best Climbs Moab App by Stewart M. Green, FalconGuides, 2011. Desert Rock I: Rock Climbs in the National Parks by Eric Bjørnstad, FalconGuides, 1996.


Nearby climbing shops, gyms, and guide services: Gearheads Outdoor Store (gear), Pagan Mountaineering (gear), Moab Desert Adventures (guiding), Moab Cliffs and Canyons (guiding), Jackson Hole Mountain Guides (guiding), Front Range Climbing Company (guiding). Commercial rock climbing is prohibited in Arches National Park.


Services: All services in Moab.


Emergency services: Call 911. Allen Memorial Hospital, 719 W. 400 N., Moab, UT, (801) 259-7191.


Finding the park: The main entrance to Arches National Park is 5 miles northwest of Moab on US 191. The paved 24-mile-long park road runs from the visitor center at the entrance to Devils Garden and the fifty-two-site park campground. All described climbs begin from this road. Arches National Park is a fee area.


The Pickle


The Pickle is a small, pickle-shaped tower on the rocky hillside above the road to the Arches National Park entrance station. It offers a quick fun climb—basically a bolt ladder to a sandy slab finish—up the north side of the tower opposite the road. The Pickle, however, is very visible to park visitors. When climbing the tower, be extremely low-key and respectful of other park visitors.


Finding the tower: Turn off US 191 northwest of Moab onto the Arches National Park entrance road. The Pickle is north of the road at the turn. Drive up the park road, through the entrance station, and park at the visitor center. Hike down the park road’s shoulder and then the wash next to the road until you’re below the tower. Scramble up through boulders to the base of the north face (GPS 38.613723 / -109.608388). Hiking time from car to cliff is 15 minutes.


1. The Pickle (5.7 C1) Aid up a steep bolt ladder (C1) with fifteen bolts and drilled pitons to a piton on a sloping stance above the steep face. Traverse right and finish by smearing up a 25-foot slab (5.7) protected with three drilled pitons to a 2-bolt anchor on the summit. Descent: Rappel from 2-bolt anchor. Rack: Sixteen quickdraws and extra carabiners, aiders, 200-foot (60-meter) rope. Second climber may want ascenders.
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Brett Green jams up Owl Rock, the most popular climb at Arches National Park
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The Three Penguins


The Three Penguins, resembling a trio of perched penguins, towers above the park road as it loops up Headquarters Hill; its initial incline is just beyond the visitor center. The Right Chimney route, which isn’t a chimney at all, is one of the finest free climbs in Arches National Park with good rock and superb jamming. The other two routes, both narrow squeeze chimneys, are best left for the very thin.


Finding the tower: From the Arches visitor center, drive 0.9 mile on the park road to a pullout (GPS 38.61954 / -109.615743). Park and hike up white slickrock to a climber’s trail that leads up to a horizontal ledge system that the Three Penguins sit on. Follow the ledge to the base of the east face above the road.


1. Right Chimney (5.10c) Excellent route up an obvious right-facing dihedral. Pitch 1: Jam a perfect crack that widens from hands to fists (5.10c) to a 3-bolt ledge belay. 80 feet. Pitch 2: Continue up the steep crack—hands to fists to off-width (5.10a). Above, face climb to the summit of the center Penguin. Descent: Double-rope, 140-foot rappel from a 3-bolt anchor down the route. Rack: Two sets of Friends with extra #2.5 to #4, one #4 Camalot, and large Stoppers for the start. FA: Michael Kennedy and Molly Higgins, 1976.


2. Center Chimney (5.9) This ultimate squeeze chimney gives a good dose of claustrophobia. Once you’re in it, you won’t fall out! Follow the same approach as Right Chimney and start about 10 feet left on the ledge. Pitch 1: Work up the narrowing chimney past a couple bolts. Continue inside through a very tight squeeze chimney before emerging into a notch. Face climb to the summit of the center penguin. Descent: Use Right Chimney’s descent anchors. Make a double-rope 140-foot rappel from a 3-bolt anchor to the ledge walk-off. Rack: Set of Friends or Camalots including wide stuff like #5 Camalots and Big Bros. FA: Michael Kennedy, Larry Bruce, and Molly Higgins, 1976.


3. Anorexia (5.10a) Another squeeze chimney for those who enjoy 8-inch-wide cracks. Harder and tighter than Center Chimney. Begin on the left side of the ledge. Pitch 1: Jam an overhanging fist crack (5.10a) to a tight squeeze chimney that exits onto the summit of the left penguin. Traverse over the middle penguin to the Right Chimney’s anchors. Descent: Rappel 140 feet with double ropes down Right Chimney to the ledge. Rack: Sets of TCUs, Friends, and big cams. FA: Alan Bartlett and Alan Nelson, 1989.
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Zippy Zebra Wall


The south-facing Zippy Zebra Wall is a cliff section north of the park road as it makes a big bend. The cliff has several routes on it, but the best is Zippy Zebra, up a big open dihedral on the left side of the sector. The sunny climb is great in cool weather and easily accessible, making it a quick tick. Combine it with Heart of the Desert and Chinese Eyes for an afternoon Arches jamming tour.


Finding the cliff: Drive 1.7 miles from the entrance station and visitor center and park just past the Moab Fault overlook. Follow a climber’s path to the cliff base.


1. Zippy Zebra (5.10a) Excellent climbing up a big left-facing dihedral. Start at broken rock below a right-angling crack. Climb the crack up right (5.9) to a short ramp. Layback up the dihedral (5.9 and 5.10a) past a rest; finish with hand jams (5.9) to a large terrace. Descent: Scramble left to a 2-bolt anchor on a ledge and rappel 120 feet with double ropes to the base. Rack: Medium to large Stoppers, double set of Friends from #1 to #4, two ropes.
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Climbers on the summit of Off-Balanced Rock
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The Organ


The Organ, a dramatic twin-summited butte, looms north of the park road and above the Courthouse Towers parking area. The Organ has two towers—the 475-foot North Tower and 500-foot South Tower. Five routes ascend the formation.


Finding the tower: Drive 3.5 miles north on the park road from the visitor center to the Courthouse Towers parking area on the right (north) side of the road. Park at the lot (GPS: 38.636945 / -109.60006) and hike up to the tower base. Hiking time from car to cliff is 5 to 10 minutes.


1. Death by Hands (III 5.9/5.10 C2 R) Excellent clean-aid route up a slab and pillar on the north side of The Organ’s west summit. This route has it all—scary, sandy slab climbing; clean aid up a splitter crack; and weird chimneying at the top. Start below a slab on the north side of the tower. Pitch 1: Runout dangerous friction climbing. Climb up left on a steep sandy slab, passing left of some huecos. Continue up more scary slab (5.8 R) to a corner and slab to a 2-bolt anchor at the horizontal bedding seam below the steep wall. 7 bolts. Pitch 2: Aid up right on two bolts and a fixed piton, then aid climb (C1) up a long splitter crack to the right side of a roof and a short corner. Continue up the flared crack (5.10 C2 or C2) to a good 2-bolt anchor on a ledge. 200 feet. Pitch 3: Climb up right then traverse left above the belay and work up a short chimney protected with bolts to a belay ledge. Pitch 4: Traverse left past bolts and climb another short chimney to a big ledge (5.9 C1). Continue to the top of a pillar and belay from double rappel bolts. Pitches 3 and 4 can be combined, but watch rope drag. Pitch 5: Scramble up right on a big ledge system then onto the summit (4th class). Descent: Downclimb back to the top of pitch 4. Make three double-rope rappels down the route. Rappel 1: 165 feet to the 2-bolt anchor. Rappel 2: 200 feet to the 2-bolt anchor atop pitch 1. Rappel 3: 165 feet to the base. Rack: Set of nuts including #6 to #10 offsets; double set of TCUs; double set of Camalots from #.5 to #4 including three or five each #1 to #3.5, depending on how much back-cleaning you do; one or two #5 Camalots; slings; two 200-foot (60-meter) ropes. FA: Peter Gallagher and Steve Sommers, 1986.


2. Thelma and Louise (III 5.11+) The far left side of the right South Tower is not visible from the parking area. Pitch 1: Friction up slick slabs (5.9) with no protection to a belay below the tower’s vertical wall. 180 feet. Pitch 2: Climb a crack system to an off-width section (crux 5.11+). Belay at a good stance. Pitch 3: Jam a crack up a right-facing corner to a poor belay atop a pillar. Find good cam placements down left from the belay. Pitch 4: Climb the crack system above, pass a broken block on the right, and belay at bolts. Pitch 5: Climb (4th class) up right to the summit. An alternate summit pitch climbs a friable groove (5.9) directly above pitch 5. Descent: Rappel Death by Hands, the crack system on the far left side of the north face. Make three rappels with double ropes from bolt anchors to the base. Rack: Friends: two #1, #1.5, #2, one #2.5, two #3, #3.5, #4; set of Stoppers; RPs; quickdraws; two 200-foot (60-meter) ropes. FA: Stevie Haston and Gouault Lawrence, 1994.
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Tower of Babel


The 500-foot-high Tower of Babel is a tall butte that rises abruptly north of the park road in the Courthouse Towers. This long formation is actually a fin with a gargoyle summit perched on its high point and a long ridge that stretches northward before petering out above Courthouse Wash.


Zenyatta Entrada, the most prominent climbing route at Arches National Park, ascends the steep, narrow south face of the Tower of Babel. This excellent aid route was first climbed solo by Charlie Fowler with help from Eric Bjørnstad and Lin Ottinger over three days in mid-October 1986.


Finding the tower: Drive 3.5 miles north on the park road from the visitor center to the Courthouse Towers parking area on the right (north) side of the road (GPS: 38.636945 / -109.60006). From the parking area, hike west along the shoulder of the road and then scramble up to the tower base (GPS: 38.639637 / -109.602978). Hiking time from car to tower is 10 minutes.


1. Zenyatta Entrada (III/IV 5.4 C2+) Arches aid classic. Expect lots of exposure, top-step aid moves, and occasional thoughtful aid placements. Don’t bring a hammer or pitons. You don’t need them—and hammer aid is against park rules. Start on the left side of a large block. The first pitch can be done in two different cracks. Pitch 1: Climb onto blocks, then aid up a crack past the right side of a roof. Continue up the crack (C2) to a 3-bolt anchor on a belay ledge. Variation pitch: Climb onto the large block on the right. Follow the crack, which widens from fingers to fists, above the right side of the block (5.4 C1 or 5.10) to the belay ledge. Pitch 2: Step left from the bolts and aid up a left-facing corner to a horizontal crack. Aid up a thin seam (C1+), which widens below a 3-bolt belay stance. Pitch 3: From the right side of the stance, aid up a seam (C2) to an optional 2-bolt belay. Aid up left to a bolt, then aid left to another bolt. Pendulum left from here to a right-facing corner, or traverse left along a wide horizontal crack protected by big cams to the corner. Plug good cams up the crack (C1) to a 3-bolt belay. 100 feet. Pitch 4: Crux pitch. Aid tricky rock with bolts, a hook, and Aliens to the steep left-facing corner above the belay. Aid up the corner with cams and nuts to a roof that caps the corner, then exit right past bolts and a drilled piton to a horizontal ladder of drilled pitons. End at an exposed 3-bolt anchor. 100 feet. Pitch 5: Aid up bolts to a seam and aid climb (C2) to a prominent horizontal crack. Climb a bolt ladder up right and finish with mandatory free climbing (5.5) to a 2-bolt anchor. 80 feet. Pitch 6: Traverse right on easy slabs below the caprock and aid past two drilled pitons. Finish with easy scrambling to the summit. Descent: Rappel route with double 200-foot (60-meter) ropes. Rack: Two sets of nuts including offsets, two or three sets of TCUs including C3s and Aliens, two sets of Friends or Camalots to 4 inches, large hook, two 200-foot (60-meter) ropes, aiders.
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Park Avenue


Park Avenue, a desert wash flanked by soaring sandstone skyscrapers, begins at a roadside pullout 2.2 miles from the visitor center. A mile-long trail traverses the slick-rock canyon, ending at a second parking area to the north. Some very good routes are found in and around Park Avenue, including Tilting at Windmills (5.8 A3), The Carrot Cannibal (5.12a), the first pitch of Soft Parade (5.10+) on Jello Tower, and routes on The Candelabrum. The best route, however, is Heart of the Desert on the east side of the canyon near its north entrance.


Finding the cliff: Drive 3.5 miles from the visitor center to the Courthouse Towers parking area on the right (north) side of the park road. Park here, cross the road, and hike south on the Park Avenue Trail up a slickrock wash. The route ascends an obvious left-facing dihedral on the left (east) wall of Park Avenue about 0.3 mile south of the road.


1. Heart of the Desert (5.10c) No topo. Excellent route up a large left-facing dihedral on the east wall of Park Avenue south of The Organ’s parking area. Jam a great hand crack to a 2-bolt anchor. 80 feet. Descent: Rappel 80 feet. Rack: Friends including one #2, two #2.5, four #3, two #3.5, one #4. FA: Jeff Widen, 1985.


The Three Gossips


The Three Gossips, one of the most impressive and beautiful formations in the Courthouse Towers section of the park, is a spectacular trio of blocky summits towering almost 300 feet over a rounded slickrock base above Park Avenue. The formation was first climbed by Californians Steve Roper and Allen Steck in 1970 via a mixed aid and free route up on the west face. The line was free climbed by Jeff Achey and Glenn Randall in 1982.


Finding the tower: Reach the Three Gossips by driving 3.5 miles from the park entrance to the Courthouse Towers/Park Avenue parking area west of The Organ on the north side of the road (GPS 38.38214 /109.36006). Park and walk 0.25 mile west on the road shoulder to a dry wash on the left. Follow the wash south to sandy slopes below the formation. Continue up a climber’s path to the slickrock slabs below the west face. Avoid walking on and damaging the fragile cryptobiotic soil by staying in the wash and following existing trails.


1. West Face (II 5.11c or 5.9 C1) Excellent and continuous route up a crack system on the left side of the face to the shoulder right of the North Gossip. The hard parts are easily clean-aided. Pitch 1: Do an awkward mantle (5.9) onto a shelf. Jam a thin hand and hand crack (5.9+) up a flared dihedral until it widens. Continue up the off-width crack (5.10+) over a roof to a good belay ledge with three bolts. Pitch 2: Jam a thin hand crack (5.10-) past a block on the right. Continue up an off-width crack (5.10) for another 50 feet. Stem left to a parallel crack system and begin the route’s crux. Jam and stem up the thin finger crack and seam into a tight corner (5.11b/c). Finish up a squeeze chimney (5.7). Belay from a 3-bolt anchor on a ledge below the summit block. Pitch 3: Climb a sandy slab (5.7) up right to a hidden 4-foot-wide chimney (5.5) that splits the summit block. Climb the unprotected chimney (5.5) to the summit. Descent: Three rappels down the route. Rappel 1: Summit to anchors on the saddle atop pitch 2 (50 feet). Rappel 2: 110-foot rappel (two ropes) to pitch 1’s anchors. Rappel 3: 120-foot rappel to the base. Be careful pulling ropes—they can jam. Rack: Sets of Stoppers and TCUs, two sets of cams, a couple larger pieces, two ropes. If you aid, bring extra 2- to 3-inch pieces. FA: Steve Roper and Allen Steck, 1970. FFA: Glenn Randall and Jeff Achey, 1982.
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