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			Foreword

			When Laura and Guy Waterman completed the first edition of Yankee Rock and Ice in 1993, they closed the book with a chapter titled “Climbing at a Crossroads: Ethics and Style Considerations for the 1990s.” The chapter delves into the controversies that churned in the wake of the sport-climbing revolution, still just emerging in 1993, and considers the possibility of a fractured climbing future: the “gymnasts” developing their skills on indoor walls and specialized climbing areas while the “traditionalists” enjoy “old values” out in the mountain world, each quite separate and undisturbed from the other.

			I started climbing five years after Laura and Guy published that chapter, a time when the lines between climbing’s subdisciplines were still being drawn. I remember taking bouldering trips to the Gunks and snickering with my friends at the fuddy-duddy trad climbers who walked down the Trapps Road laden with nests of nylon slings and metal gadgets. And then when I became one of those fuddy-duddy trad climbers, I remember my first trip to Yosemite and seeing a truck parked in the Camp 4 parking lot with the phrase “sport climbing is neither” written in duct tape across the tailgate.

			Yet despite the apparent divisions, the climbing world I entered was one in which sport climbing and indoor gyms were givens, not debates. New attitudes and arenas have pushed and grown climbing, leading to a splintering off of pursuits Laura and Guy likely never imagined—World Cup–style indoor competitions, mixed climbing, even dry-tool sport climbing. But it hasn’t taken long for a new generation of climbers to shed the labels and constraints of specialization. Sport climbers are also alpine climbers; big wall climbers are boulderers. The future is here and it’s increasingly integrated, not fractured. Every year, it seems, climbers are mixing skills from different disciplines in thrilling new ways. 

			North Conway–area climber Steve Larson told me recently that he wondered if these latest progressions are signaling a return, in a way, to the origins of our sport. Climbers like Hassler Whitney, Robert Underhill, and Ken Henderson were as comfortable pushing their limits on the roadside crags in Connecticut and Massachusetts as they were establishing early ascents in the Alps.

			Another aspect of Laura and Guy’s vision I find worth examining is the idea of specialized climbing areas—that some crags are the domain of trad climbing, and others sport climbing, and others winter mixed climbing and dry tooling. Of course with all things climbing, exceptions and gray areas abound. There are trad routes at Rumney and sport routes at Cathedral and ice climbs at both. But the notion that every climbing area has its own certain character, its own defining style, to me is an essential piece of the northeastern climbing experience and one of the reasons I love living here so much. Laura and Guy, in the first edition of Yankee Rock and Ice, and now Michael Wejchert, in this newly updated edition, masterfully capture this individualistic spirit of the climbing hotspots in the Northeast, along with the motley characters who have coevolved, it seems, with each crag.

			As in the chapters that came before, Wejchert’s keen summary of the more recent themes and progressions driving northeastern climbing invites us to consider the ethical implications of our decisions, as individual climbers and as members of a broader climbing community. Wejchert points out the example of the Gunks, where an earlier decision to ban new fixed hardware preserved the opportunity for a new generation of climbers to push difficult, bold lines. To me, this story gets to the heart of why Yankee Rock and Ice is such an essential book, perhaps now more than ever. 

			As climbing continues to explode with popularity, the square footage of terrain we have to climb remains the same. The stories in Yankee Rock and Ice remind us that the stone we climb—the characteristics of the rock, the style of each line—is almost always the result of decisions made by climbers before us. Whether or not something was bolted, top-roped, or intentionally ignored, charted in a guidebook topo or just whispered about at the bar, we owe our experiences to the decisions of those who came before. What experiences will we leave for the next generation of climbers? What characteristics and styles of terrain will they encounter?

			In early October 2003, a public meeting at a pub in North Conway drew about 150 climbers to discuss the slow creep of new bolts being added to existing routes in the area. Bolts had been added for various reasons: sometimes to replace pieces of fixed gear that were no longer viable, sometimes to make a move safer or a climb more convenient. The pub gathering was the culmination of many hours of behind-the-scenes dialogue among a smaller group of guides and climbers who had been meeting all summer to try to hammer out a path forward for preserving local climbing resources. With a voice vote at the end of the public meeting, the assembled climbers agreed on a simple but powerful shared ethic that “an established route’s original character and integrity be maintained.”*

			In other areas, the experiences left for future generations are determined less by the internal ethics of the climbing community and more by the decisions of land managers, who may or may not understand the nuances of climbing practices and traditions. As rising climber populations increase strain on everything from parking to human waste in the backcountry, the relationships we build with land managers are more important now than ever before. Groups like the Western Massachusetts Climbers Coalition, the Gunks Climbers Coalition, Crag Vermont, Clifton Climbers Alliance, and the Friends of the Ledges are leading this frontier. 

			As we learn in Yankee Rock and Ice, ethical quandaries are part of the core strands of climbing, from the days of shoulder-stand assists in the Underhill and Weissner era to today’s debates about mixed climbing and perma-draws. One of the wondrous things about this book you hold in your hands is that it serves as an unbroken chain across these ages of our sport and culture. When Laura and Guy began writing in 1979, the forebears of northeastern climbing were still alive. As meticulous historians, Laura and Guy interviewed everyone they could find. And now, with Wejchert’s additions, Yankee Rock and Ice gives us an uninterrupted trace of our lineage, from Fritz Weissner, Robert Underhill, and Miriam O’Brien to Ward Smith, Whitney Boland, and Ray Rice.

			The Northeast is a special place to be a climber. We don’t have the tallest cliffs or the highest mountains or even the greatest weather, but we have the best variety of high-quality terrain anywhere, I’d wager, and a thoughtful, passionate, and deeply caring community that makes living here a joy. I hope you treasure this book as much as I do, dear reader, and that you share in my gratitude to the authors for keeping these stories alive.

			—Sarah Garlick, North Conway, New Hampshire

			February 18, 2018

			

			
				
					*Hospers, Al. “White Mountain Report,” October 9, 2003. http://www.neclimbs.com/index.php?PageName=report&ReportDate=20031009. Accessed February 18, 2018.

				

			

		

	
		
			Preface

			Ernest thompson seton tells a fable about a peddler who sold his wares all day in a village where the villagers paid him with lies instead of money. So the peddler collected all the lies in a large black bag. At the end of the day the bag was full and bulging with all the lies inside. The peddler gave the bag a hearty shake, whereupon it seemed to have less inside. Repeatedly the peddler shook the bag until it had less and less in it and finally appeared to be almost empty. Then the peddler reached inside and removed all that was left: a small bar of pure gold. The astonished villagers cried: “Are you a magician?” The peddler replied: “No, I’m a historian.”

			We thought this a fine fable, and we told it to William B. Willcox, who was Yale’s best ice climber in 1930 and by 1982 was a distinguished retired historian and editor of the Benjamin Franklin Papers. Willcox sent us a note later: “I’m still cherishing your fable about the historian (but the gold is never pure).” We wrote back: “If the gold is never pure, is that not then but one more lie?” He responded:

			Impure gold isn’t a lie; it’s just not 100 percent the real thing. The old idea that we can know the past in all its fullness as it actually was, wie es eigentlich gewesen, is pretty well discarded; all we can get is an approximation of the truth, which is what I meant by impure.

			Still later, we recounted this exchange to Robert E. Spiller, then in his late eighties and revered dean of American literary historians. Spiller’s old eyes lit up and he told us that, no, the gold is not pure truth, but it is far more important than truth. It is the creative act of the historian to assemble what remains of the past and to impose on it his or her own creative imagination, so as to produce generalization and conclusion, which is what distinguishes history from mere chronology. Done well, mused Spiller, doubtless recalling the golden years of his own achievements, the results are indeed pure gold.

			Still another font of wisdom for us—for thirty-five years for one of us—has been the distinguished Southern literary critic Louis D. Rubin; and he once put it this way:

			Neither in memory, nor in the interpretation of its meaning for the present, does the truth of our experience lie. It is in the shaping of the lineaments of memory into patterns that will reveal their own meaning that experience becomes real. The way to possess it is to make it into a story that will be authentic because so much did not happen that way at all.

			The gold is never pure . . . nonetheless, it is gold.

			We have been collecting—lies? well, let’s call them recollections and reminiscences—of northeastern climbers for more than ten years. We have shaken our black bag of notes many, many times and out have fallen not one but two bars of . . . substance far less pure than gold. These gems of impurity we humbly lay at the feet of our readers.

			Our research began in 1979 as an effort to assemble, in one book, a comprehensive history of hiking, climbing, and the whole story of emerging northeastern mountain recreation since the Pilgrims first bouldered on Plymouth Rock. Near the end of this project, we had to concede that rock and ice climbers tend to be a breed apart from other mountain recreationists. So we separated out the nontechnical climbing, or hikers’ history, and published that separately (Forest and Crag: A History of Hiking, Trail Blazing and Adventure in the Northeast Mountains, Boston, AMC Books, 1989).

			For the climbers’ history presented here, we were exceptionally fortunate that we started just in time. That is, the founding fathers of the 1920s were still around during the early 1980s. We had opportunity to talk at length with them all, and many have since died—Robert Underhill, John Case, Hassler Whitney, and Fritz Wiessner, to mention a quartet of giants among the elders of the tribe. They were a hardy bunch, having lived vigorously into their eighties and nineties, all of them gracious and generous about sharing their memories and their perspectives on the development of the sport.

			For more recent years, we attempted to talk with everyone who we were told might have useful perspective. We talked with 156 climbers by our count and had useful correspondence with another 29. Again, almost everyone was extremely helpful, although among this diverse population we encountered some who were surly or even declined to help. Their view of our effort may perhaps be correct: that no one can write objectively about so recent a past. Historians should have at least twenty-five years, if not fifty, to form a balanced view of events. Our observations and generalizations about the years since 1960 (half the book!) should therefore be regarded as tentative and exploratory. Future historians will modify and correct our generalizations—and current readers will doubtless be eager to begin that process.

			Besides talking and corresponding with many climbers, we also tried to gain firsthand acquaintance with climbing areas and routes of historical significance. We are greatly indebted to a number of climbers who, like Dave and Debbie Duncanson, introduced us to areas we had never climbed before, such as Maine’s Mount Desert and many of the Boston-area crags; and others who, like Jack Taylor and Hassler Whitney, steered us up early routes that few can find today, such as the original lines on the Pinnacle and Willard in New Hampshire and Whitney’s own routes on Connecticut’s Sleeping Giant; and others who, like John Dunn or Molly Burns, helped us find long-forgotten variants such as the 1929 ascent of Damnation Gully (fourteen years before its recorded “first” ascent) or the seventeen-pitch version of the Whitney-Gilman, reconstructed from a copy of Underhill’s notes made in 1930. Our ability to experience firsthand the more recent routes ran up against a barrier we regret: our own limitations in that rapidly expanding world beyond 5.9, what today’s Washington pundits might call double-digit fifth-class climbing. On ice, we got up some of the dead-vertical stuff they climb these days at Lake Willoughby but only because of the strong rope and stronger arms of Mike Young, who kindly led (pulled) us up. But we tried to keep our historical research from being purely theoretical.

			We were fortunate in having a rich fund of written accounts to draw from. Northeastern climbing history is blessed by Robert Underhill’s having been editor of Appalachia beginning in 1926, in time to record rock climbing news during the next eventful years. Other published sources of great value are the early guidebooks that noted first ascent data. For these, history is indebted to Art Gran and Dick Williams, Sam Streibert and John Reppy, Willy Crowther, Trudy Healy, and Joe Cote. Their modern successors have carried forth admirably. Other major contributions have been the historical essays in recent guidebooks, among which the work of Al Rubin is especially distinguished.

			For the benefit of interested readers and future researchers, we have deposited all our notes and source material with the Special Collections of Dartmouth College Library, Hanover, New Hampshire. In this book, we list the chief sources of information in a “Reference Note” at the end of each chapter. Specific sources for each quotation and detailed piece of information are recorded in a sixty-six-page paper on file with all our other notes at Dartmouth. We did not wish to encumber the general reader with an imposing array of footnotes, but we hope the interested researcher will find all the references he or she could desire at Dartmouth.

			In our opinion, this history is greatly enriched by the photography and illustrations, all of which were gathered and prepared for this book by S. Peter Lewis of Fryeburg, Maine, who is clearly the best climbing photographer operating in the Northeast over the past ten years. We are also grateful to many climbers, past and present, who generously permitted inclusion of some of their treasured shots. Especially helpful were Henry Barber, Gerry Bloch, Ken and Betty Henderson, Don Mellor, Ken Nichols, Dick Williams, Rick Wilcox, and Joe Muir of The Black and White Image. We are particularly fortunate in having had the run of Walter Howe’s magnificent photo collection, which is now deposited at Dartmouth along with all our material. We are greatly indebted to the Mountaineering Committee of the Boston Chapter of the Appalachian Mountain Club for their making this material available to us and to future students of climbing history.

			As these notes suggest, we have much help to acknowledge. Besides all of the foregoing, and the specific acknowledgments for each chapter, we’d like especially to thank Bradley J. Snyder, who edited the first draft of everything we wrote; Jonathan Waterman, who read the entire manuscript and commented perceptively; Dick Williams, who reviewed the chapters on the Shawangunks and made many useful suggestions; S. Peter Lewis, whose work on the photography was both indispensable and admirable; and Judith Schnell of Stackpole Books, whose editorial direction, professional expertise, and heartening encouragement were gratefully appreciated.

			A note on style may be helpful. We have generally italicized route names. But in some cases where a mountain feature becomes a route, it’s not always easy to say when it is one and when it’s the other. For example, the Pinnacle is a topographical feature on Mount Washington that became a rock route only after it was climbed in 1928. The Black Dike is a geological phenomenon found on Cannon Mountain, but it became one of the Northeast’s more significant ice routes in 1971. We have tried to apply italics only when we were clearly talking about a climber’s route, not a mountain feature, but we may not have been as consistent as we should have. Indeed, for all the generous help that we have acknowledged here, errors that remain should be regarded as strictly the responsibility of the authors. 
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			Introduction

			Each story-telling grandparent or great-uncle had his own details and his own kind of moralizing to add. What I tell you is what is left in my memory of what all these people told and of what they all thought it meant. . . . What else does the “study of history” give us, I wonder.

			—Dorothy Canfield FisherSomething Old, Something New

			Foolish History (ever, more or less, the written epitomized synopsis of Rumor) . . .

			—Thomas CarlyleHistory of the French Revolution

			When the subtitle identifies this book as a history of climbing in the northeastern United States, that sounds like a clear-cut description. But like most clear-cuts, a lot of confusing slash remains underfoot to stumble over. May we clarify at least three words?

			Northeastern? When we began work ten years ago, one friend of ours said northeastern must include West Virginia and Ohio. He evidently envisioned the map of the United States quartered, and everything in the upper right quadrant was “northeastern.” Another friend (from Maine) allowed as how “northeastern” would certainly not cover anything as far south as Boston. Our definition lies between these views: New England plus eastern New York (Adirondacks, Catskills, Shawangunks, Hudson Highlands).

			History? Most short “histories” that accompany guidebooks tend, understandably, to focus on when the hardest climbs were first done. This is a proper preoccupation in its place. But for a great many climbers, what’s going on at the leading edge of difficulty is not relevant to how they view the sport. For many, the most difficult climb they’re interested in is the climb they’re on at the moment. The breakthroughs at the leading edge are important, and we’ll describe them. But it is a skewed perspective, to which we are all prone to one degree or another, to see this sector of climbing as more important than any of the other parts of this great game. We have tried to give the social history for the climbing population as a whole, as well as for those few who are pushing the standards of difficulty to new extremes.

			Another point about the word “history.” We have been intimidated by the prospect of trying to gain a valid historical perspective on very recent climbing trends. Time and distance are needed to understand what’s happening under our noses. So we have not attempted to carry this history into the 1990s. We wind down somewhere in the late 1980s, leaving to later historians to coolly judge—or current climbers to hotly debate—the exciting things that have been going on in the sport during the past couple of years. It’s still a dynamic, fast-paced story, but not yet history.

			Climbing? In general, we mean roped rock and ice climbing. People will say, “I climbed Mount Washington last weekend,” and that’s a perfectly valid use of the word “climbed,” but that kind of climbing (or hiking) is not part of this book. We’d refer to our subject as technical climbing, except that’s a bit stuffy and suggests too precise a meaning. For the most part we’re describing climbing where the difficulty and/or danger are such that the climbers use a rope and other specialized gear. But even this rule is not always accurate, as we’ll include steep scrambling where the rope wasn’t used and solo climbing with or without rope.

			Perhaps the real distinction is not so mechanical as whether a rope is used or not but has more to do with the spirit of the undertaking. Defining this spirit is exceptionally hazardous.

			Climbing is often called a sport, but it may also be a ballet, or a gymnastic exercise, or a way to wilderness, or an exploration of the inner self, or a romp of the spirit, or a way of life that beats working. The striving, the obstacles, the achievements we all experience in climbing are surely a metaphor for something much more important than the vertical rock or ice, which is all the nonclimber sees. It is that metaphor which gives standing to what Lionel Terray called conquering the useless and Warren Harding called a fine kind of madness.

			We won’t attempt to go further but will fall back on Louis Armstrong’s well-known comment, when asked to define jazz: if you have to ask what it is, you’ll never know. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Prehistory of Northeastern Climbing: Before 1916

			When did people first climb in the northeastern United States? One answer would depend on when you first want to call the evolving species “people”—i.e., some individuals among the ancient aboriginal inhabitants of this part of the continent must have been a bit more adventurous than others in scaling difficult rocky ledges, in pursuit of food or escape from beasts or maybe at some point for the sheer pleasure of physical challenge and display. Among the Native Americans who inhabited this region before the coming of Europeans and their better-documented history, there must have been individuals who climbed rock faces or enlarged boulder problems with flair. However, history has no record of any of these escapades.

			When European immigrants first settled these shores, they had little interest in mountains. Their first priority was to tame some corner of the wilderness in which to survive. Mountains were hostile, cliffs dangerous. Interest in recreational mountain climbing of a nontechnical nature—hiking or tramping to summits—began in the first half of the nineteenth century. Until about 1900 remote and less accessible corners of the northeastern ranges—the White Mountains of New Hampshire, Green Mountains of Vermont, Adirondacks and Catskills in New York, and the scattered mountains of Maine—provided sufficient challenge to the adventurous in the form of exploration. Thus, during the 1880s, George Witherle of Castine, Maine, found excitement in pushing into remote peaks and passes north and northwest of Katahdin. Had he lived fifty or one hundred years later, a man like Witherle might perhaps have pushed into 5.8 (1930s) or 5.13 (1980s). But before 1900 there was plenty of adventure in exploration of previously unknown terrain. It was only after northeastern mountains were fully explored that those seeking further challenge turned to the vertical world of rock and ice climbing. That was in the beginning of the twentieth century.

			Still, the occasional scramble of early years had the spice of adventure not unlike what modern climbers seek. Only a few early instances were recorded in print. Hundreds of others must have gone undocumented; nameless in dark oblivion let them dwell. Here are but twenty that we know about.
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					Moses’ cliff Nearly 200 years ago this modest slab in Shelburne, New Hampshire, was the locale for one of the earliest rock climbs on record. Moses Ingalls scaled it “as easily as a cat,” thereby winning local acclaim and title to a piece of land.

					S. Peter Lewis

				

			

			One. In the 1770s Ethan and Ira Allen were swashbuckling soldiers of fortune along the northwoods frontier of northern Vermont. The former has become the state legend, but his younger brother seems to have had a true climber’s spirit. Once when running a survey over mountainous terrain, Ira Allen scaled a tall spruce at the edge of a cliff which he estimated was at least 300 feet perpendicular. He chopped off the top of this tree to get a better view.

			While thus amusing myself, the day being some windy, a sudden gust of wind caused the top of the tree to wave over the ledge aforesaid. At this unlucky moment for the first time, I chanced to cast my eyes down the tree, waved by the wind over, it had the appearance that I was going to the bottom. This gave me sensations not easily expressed.

			Another time, Ira Allen found himself at the top of a rock face that angled steeply down for 60 feet, then dropped vertically for 100. A large boulder lay partway down the sloping section. Motivated by the dark passion for boulder-trundling not unknown to later climbers, Allen took off his shoes and climbed down to the boulder, using narrow cracks for foot and handholds. When he was dislodging the boulder, a projecting corner of it brushed him and nearly knocked him off the cliff, after which, he says, “I moved carefully to the top of the hill.” This may qualify as the first recorded instance of genuine rock climbing in the northeastern United States.

			Two. Back around 1800, one Moses Ingalls won renown and title to a desirable piece of land in the town of Shelburne, New Hampshire, as reward for scaling a 150-foot slab on what is now known as Mount Winthrop. It was said “he ran up in his stocking feet as easily as a cat and thus, by a single exhibition of skill and daring, gained a remembrance and a monument that martyrs and heroes might envy.” Looking at that rock slab today, one may speculate that by the time Ingalls had walked up the first low-angle 50 feet, he had made a few moves that he preferred not to reverse, so he kept going up the moderate but pure friction until within a few yards of the top. There the angle definitely turns up. History does not disclose how Ingalls exited, but subsequent climbers have been glad for the protection of a rope.

			Three. In the realm of pure legend, be it noted that while the great New Hampshire cliff on Cannon Mountain (largest in the East) had no confirmed ascent until 1928 (chapter 3), one Penacook brave had been up much earlier. This fellow found a large hollow branch shaped by nature into an oversized peace pipe. Seizing this rare opportunity to strike a blow for international relations, the Indian lopped off the branch and ascended the Cannon cliff with it so as to thrust it into the jaws of the Old Man of the Mountain, that great stone profile of Franconia Notch. This would be about the second-to-last pitch of Fritz Wiessner’s 1933 route (chapter 7). The story goes that great puffs of smoke instantly enveloped Old Man and Indian, and when the cloud lifted, the latter was gone. This report of the first pipe pitch on Cannon, however, remains unconfirmed.

			Four. A colorful Adirondack innkeeper of the late nineteenth century, Henry Van Hoevenberg, was given to imaginative flights of fireside fancy for the diversion of his paying guests. One of Mr. Van’s epic assays told of an early ascent of the 1,000-foot cliff of Wallface. The motive for this early big-wall climb consisted of secret Indian treasure buried in a cave hundreds of feet up the side of the cliff. A solitary woodsman made the ascent, barefoot, by moonlight, using extensive vegetable holds and one death-defying lunge move across a blank slab, thus displaying poor form by the present century’s standards. The quality of his climbing, and of Mr. Van’s poetic talents, may be evaluated from the following excerpt:

			Upward-still upward; advantage I took 

			Of every crevice and angular nook.

			I crawl’d, climb’d, and squirm’d around the rough rocks;

			Sometimes I lovingly hugged the huge blocks.

			Upon reaching the cave our hero found the treasure but was driven out by the ghost of the first ascent party, and in the ensuing thousand-foot fall, he survived only by wiping out a branchy hemlock tree that had represented an indispensable hold for the ascent, thereby rendering a third ascent of the mythical route unjustifiable.

			Five. Another less fanciful cliffside cave is “Devil’s Den,” a prominent dark hole high on the side of Mount Willard. This evil, rotten orifice is visible to motorists driving north on Route 302 through New Hampshire’s Crawford Notch today, almost at the top of the great south face of Willard. Early Crawford family legends tell of Old Abel Crawford visiting this cave around 1800; if he did, he must have been exceptionally daring indeed, as access to it without a rope can be had only by technically advanced and wildly exposed moves over some of the most undependable loose and crumbling rock in New England. Early White Mountain historian Benjamin Willey recounts a “venturous young gentleman, some years since” (placing the date before 1850) who persuaded his friends to lower him from the top so he could look into the Devil’s Den. On seeing “bones and skulls” therein, he had himself hauled up in a hurry. Samuel Eastman’s White Mountain guidebook of 1858 relates that the eccentric physician Dr. Benjamin Ball had himself lowered by ropes to this cave, carrying candles and a knife to defend himself from the bears that he thought guarded the entrance; he found only “two hawk’s feathers.” Franklin Leavitt’s early maps showed the cave’s location and carried a marginal sketch with the caption, “They are lowering Leavitt down the side of Mt. Willard to go into the Devil’s Den.” In 1927 some mischievous railroad workers in the notch let themselves down by rope and set an American flag, supported on a framework of poles, across the entrance of the cave, visible from the highway and train track far below. In the 1980s the authors found that one of the poles from that framework was still in the cave, along with the remains of the wire with which the flag had been attached. Skull and bones do not survive.
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					Wallface. A nineteenth-century mock-epic tells of a treasure-seeking ascent—and rapid descent—on this 1,000-foot Adirondack wilderness cliff.

					Don Mellor

				

			

			Six. Another instance of being lowered on a rope involves the ingenious Catskill lad who was sent down to rescue a hunter’s prized hound that had slipped into a cavern initially estimated to be 40 feet deep. As told by the artist Charles Lanman, the hunter’s son was lowered 40 feet, then sat there out of sight and pulled down another 200 feet of rope before tying the hound on, thereby deluding the villagers into thinking he had coolly descended more than 200 feet. When he clambered out on his own, his reputation as a climber of a 240-foot solo earned wide local repute. This boy takes his place with many subsequent climbers—to identify recent examples would be hazardous—as among the great con artists of northeastern climbing history.
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					Francis Parkman. America’s celebrated historian of the frontier, Parkman made an adventurous ascent of a slide in New Hampshire’s Crawford Notch in 1841.

					From A Life of Francis Parkman

				

			

			Seven. The Catskills were also the scene of an early exercise of that disreputable if tradition-hallowed branch of the art of rock climbing: boulder-trundling. In 1820 a party of young men from Cairo and Catskill, New York, decided on a new way to celebrate the Fourth of July. They ascended to the top of Kaaterskill Falls where a boulder measuring 175 feet across rested insecurely poised at the top. They succeeded in undermining its precarious supports, whereupon the boulder started down. The concept of grandeur and the sublime, so central to that romantic era’s perceptions of mountain scenery, took on enriched meaning in the next few seconds:

			The effect was awful and sublime, the crash tremendous, exceeding the loudest thunder—the tremulous motion of the earth and the long murmuring echo rolling from point to point through the ravine gave to the scene an indescribable degree of grandeur. The rock was shattered in a thousand pieces. Toasts were then drunk and vollies of musketry fired.

			Other nineteenth-century illustrations of the dark science of trundling can be found on Maine’s Katahdin as early as 1855 and such White Mountain bowling alleys as Huntington Ravine, the Great Gulf, the Webster cliffs, and Cannon cliff.

			Eight. Back in the realm of more serious climbing, one noteworthy incident involved no less a figure than Francis Parkman, later to become the brilliant historian of the American frontier. In 1841, a young man on the eve of his western travels, Parkman took a brief sojourn in the White Mountains to expose himself to some sample “wilderness” in preparation for the great West. During this trip, while staying at the Crawford House, Parkman wandered off by himself one day to have a close look at the scene of the infamous slide on Mount Willey that had engulfed a whole family, tragically shaking the notch just fifteen years earlier. This slide had exposed a long, bare scar of rock, an “inaccessible precipice” as a previous traveler had described it. Parkman elected to scramble up. After surmounting not one but two precipices “with considerable difficulty and danger,” he had one final move over a decaying wall of loose stones. After nearly coming off once, he resorted to a jackknife both to dig footholds and to sink into the rotten cliff as a handhold. He said he climbed 50 feet in this manner before reaching safe ground, calling it “the most serious adventure it was ever my lot to encounter.” A fellow traveler at the Crawford House relates that on Parkman’s return:

			The condition which he presented betokened the perilous adventure of the day. His clothing was badly torn, his fingers were lacerated, and his legs showed injuries which had been caused in almost super-human exertions in the preservation of his life.
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					The Colden Trap Dike. This dramatic cleft in the Adirondacks’ Avalanche Pass was first climbed partially in 1837 and completely in 1850, two of the earliest documented rock climbs of note.

					Don Mellor

				

			

			Nine. The Colden Trap Dike was the scene of early American rock scrambles. In 1837, on an expedition of exploration during which the Adirondacks’ highest peaks were first climbed, geologist Ebenezer Emmons made a partial ascent involving some 5.0 to 5.1 moves. Around midcentury, the local Iron Works employed two of the owners’ nephews, Robert Clarke and Alexander “Sandy” Ralph, in the management of the works. In the summer of 1850, Clarke had been living in Cincinnati but came up for a holiday jaunt. In July the two men decided to go up the dike and climb Mount Colden. They set out at 5:00 a.m. with bread, pork, and tea, together with tea pot and cups, a blanket, compass and spyglass, ax, rifle, and a brandy bottle affectionately known as the “Admiral.” By 10:00 they had walked up the forest path along Calamity Brook, around the shores of Lake Colden, and reached the base of the dike. Here they left most of the baggage, probably took an affectionate leave of the Admiral, and began the climb. In the lower part of the gully they soon came to the steepest climbing they would face, a series of jumbled rock steps. The angle was sufficiently steep to make a slip inadvisable, and the towering rock walls on either side afforded an intimidating psychological setting. After about 300 feet, according to their estimate, they scrambled out of the dike onto the smooth slabs on its right. These they followed cautiously to the top, keeping to the edge of vegetation where they could and pausing to sit down and rest every few rods. The slabs are not steep by modern rock climbing standards, but their exposure is impressive and the cousins must have been truly exhilarated. The route carried them right to the very top, great sweeps of clean rock dropping beneath them to the lakes 2,000 feet below. Their time from bottom to top was one and a half hours. They spent another hour and a half up there, delighted with the view, fascinated with the vegetation at 4,700 feet, and marveling at an eagle that soared up from the peak as they approached. The account is not clear whether they descended the slabs or came around through the woods; most likely they went down a less exposed route, but they evidently circled back to the base of the dike. Here they reclaimed all their gear, doubtless toasted their achievement with the aid of the Admiral, went down and shot a deer on the shores of Lake Colden, enjoyed a comfortable night by a huge fire, caught fresh trout for breakfast, and poked on down the stream, fishing, as they returned to the Iron Works. The whole enterprise seems to have been pulled off in what a modern climber would describe as “good style”—i.e., with competence, confidence, and a certain flair (for example, bagging that deer on the very afternoon of their climb). This was the first recorded ascent of Mount Colden, at 4,713 feet ranked eleventh highest in the Adirondacks.

			Ten. A primitive roped climbing took place on the Adirondacks’ Gore Mountain on August 25, 1877. Verplanck Colvin was engaged at the time in a comprehensive topographical survey of the region. Colvin was a hardy and bold spirit. He and his guides went up the steep northwest side of the mountain, encountering vertical ledges en route. Calvin’s account testifies:

			Exploring among these ledges, we experienced some difficult climbing, having in one place to aid the ascent of some of the men (who were unpracticed as climbers) with the rope which we fortunately had with us. The slippery rock and deep abyss below were sufficient to try the nerves of a novice.

			Eleven. In the Hudson Highlands in the 1870s and 1880s occurred a few incidents that showed that rock scramblers were adventurous there too. W. Whitman Bailey wrote of climbing the “Tors” of traprock overlooking the Hudson’s Haverstraw Bay during the 1870s. Sometime in the next decade a character named Old Hager and his youthful admirer, W. T. Howell, used a rope to climb “a steep crevice” on the side of Crow’s Nest. Howell was a fearless spirit ahead of his time. He later did some unroped climbing on the Timp face long before the later generation of orthodox New York rock climbers (chapter 2). Wrote Howell in his journal for June 14, 1908:

			As a diversion, [I] attempted a climb as nearly as possible up the face of the Timp face. It was exciting work and, it must be confessed, a little dangerous.

			Twelve. College traditions of building-climbing can be found as early as the 1860s. At Wesleyan, one student, returning from vacation, climbed to his room over lattice and vines, “to the consternation and alarm of his landlady.” At Harvard, scaling the Mount Auburn cemetery fence is reported as early as 1866. Doubtless many other examples were unnoticed by contemporary college officials or, alas, history.

			Thirteen. One of the Adirondacks’ pioneer rock scramblers was Newell Martin, who had honed his climbing skills as a Yale undergraduate on that university’s hallowed ivy-covered steeples and towers. A summer resident at Saint Hubert’s in the Adirondacks, the youthful Martin frequently clambered around the cliffs and ledges of the lower parts of Sawteeth above Lower Ausable Lake. In 1875, the year of his graduation from Yale, he ascended all the way up Sawteeth, and despite his own modest protests that others must have done so before, the Keene Valley guides knew of no prior ascent. Martin of course couldn’t pass up the Colden Dike. With the guide Charlie Beede, he also was the first to climb Gothics from the Ausable side, descending the great Rainbow slide, an open rock slab of exciting angle. To silence skeptics, the pair left a large white handkerchief spread on the slab, plainly visible from the valley.

			Fourteen. Not to be outdone, guide Mel Hathaway and another summer guest went up that slide twenty years later and fastened a huge white undershirt on its face. According to report:

			Bleached by snow and rain, [it] held its place for two seasons. In the morning, it would catch the sun, and be visible, as a speck of twinkling white, to tourists on the Upper Lake and they would ask “What is that shining jewel on the dark breast of the mountain?”

			Fifteen. Over in the White Mountains, Appalachian Mountain Club scramblers of the same vintage mention occasional rock climbing feats. A deaf-mute named William B. Swett, employed as carpenter by the Profile House in 1865, crawled around the cliffs of Cannon and Eagle crags in Franconia Notch, reaching places described as “extremely hazardous” and “where no man had ever been known to go there before,” including one spot “directly under the chin [of the Old Man’s profile], about twenty feet below it,” which might be the exposed ledge currently used as the second-to-last belay by climbers doing today’s Lakeview route.

			Sixteen. During the 1890s several instances involving climbing are reported. A. L. Goodrich mentions a place near Greeley Ponds as “the most troublesome cliff I ever scaled.” An 1896 chronicler tells of descending the Webster cliffs by a direct line. An 1899 ascent of Raymond’s Cataract on Mount Washington involved the use of a rope for difficult sections. When Frank Carpenter crossed the seldom-visited Benton Range, he learned that a local man had ascended the steep west side of Sugar Loaf, driving “iron pins sunk in the rock” for direct aid.

			Seventeen. The 1907 guidebook of the Appalachian Mountain Club recommended “interesting bits of climbing even to veteran rock climbers” in Huntington Ravine. At least one instance is documented, and several others rumored, of a party ascending the great “Pinnacle” in Huntington Ravine via its steep rock face: in 1910 four men led by George Flagg traced a route not far to the left of the current rock climbers’ route, negotiating some moves of impressive difficulty and exposure, as testified by a series of drawings made by the talented Mr. Flagg.

			Eighteen. Some early White Mountain slide climbing technique employed style that never caught on. J. Rayner Edmands, on the Flume slide in 1885, described the use of interchanging-heel technique:

			It was necessary to lie on the back and dig one heel into the gravel, to keep one’s position while digging a similar socket for the other heel. Interchanging heels then freed the foot on the advancing side to make another socket. Thus, crab-fashion, the edge of the bank was reached and the ascent resumed.

			A similar form is described by Hudson Highlands tramper Albert Stürcke, who dealt with the Timp face by lying on his back and using hands and heels “in a sort of crawling, pushing, paddling fashion, not omitting at the same time to cling to the precipitous rock for dear life.” The Reverend Doctor J. M. Buckley, ascending the fresh-fallen North Tripyramid slide, also encountered loose ledges and employed the little-known abdominal press:

			There was but one thing to do. . . . It was to clutch my fingers and toes into the slide mass, and to bear heavily with my abdomen upon what was beneath, in the hope of accumulating weight enough with my body . . . to stop the mass long enough to get what mechanics call a purchase for a hurried scramble to the top. I had barely strength enough to do it. In three minutes I was out of danger.

			An 1892 adventurer scaling the then new rock slide on the steep side of East Osceola overcame difficulty by alternating the abdominal press with the dynamic onslaught:

			Now and then I came to a pitch so sharp and smooth that I could not cling, even though I lay flat and pressed hard with both feet and hands. The only possibility of advance was by dropping back a few yards upon the less steep portions and getting momentum sufficient to carry me to another foothold.

			Nineteen. Oliver Perry-Smith, Philadelphia-born in 1884, was one of America’s most remarkable rock climbers, and it is our history’s loss that he almost never applied his extraordinary talents to native rock. Taken to Dresden, Germany, to live in 1901, Perry-Smith walked into the most progressive and technically advanced pure rock climbing center in Europe. A gifted natural athlete, a huge man with bearlike strength and prodigious appetite for competitive feats of speed and daring, Perry-Smith soon excelled in Dresden’s atmosphere of friendly competition. Routes that he and the top German climbers of that day did between 1901 and the First World War were more difficult than anything done in this country till about fifty years later. Yet when Perry-Smith returned to this country he had lost interest in climbing. As a result, his sole climbing exploit in the northeastern United States was on the sea cliffs of Maine when he was but a boy, when he and a visiting South American friend descended the cliff face of Champlain Mountain. “It was not difficult,” wrote Perry-Smith with uncharacteristic laconic understatement, “but we had no rope.”

			Twenty. The first ascent of Joe English Hill in southern New Hampshire is perhaps the first time in the Northeast that a party set out directly to climb a cliff of several pitches for its own sake, treating it in the spirit of a real rock climb, with rope (fifty feet of one-inch hemp) and appropriate shoes (“our feet were shod with rubber soles”). This was in 1916. The tactics of the two first ascensionists, H. L. Emerson and a friend referred to simply as H. B., were anything but conventional by modern rock climbing standards. But it was a pioneering ascent of the first order. The two scrambled up over the fan of broken rock at the base until they came out at the bottom of the middle of the cliff. What developed from then on was a recurring pattern of the daring (or foolhardy) Emerson taking the boldest lines, which frequently left him hung up unable to go up or down unaided, while the prudent H. B. picked his way up easier gullies and cracks to places where he could rescue Emerson from his various cul-de-sacs. Much of the time this climbing was simultaneous and unroped, though there seems to have been much tying and untying. There was no belaying until the end when H. B. had reached the top, and of course no pitons, carabiners, or slings. Emerson, who wrote up the climb, was scaring himself silly but enjoying every minute of it (at least in retrospect), though he wrote of his relief at receiving the top rope that was to help him out of his final predicament: “I am free to confess that a check in hand for a cool thousand could never have given the thrill of satisfaction I felt as I grasped that rope.” What followed summed up the slapstick routine of this glorious ascent:

			With the rope around one hand and gripping the rock with the other, I gained a position where my knees partly held me. At this moment disaster threatened again, in the guise of a small dead tree that came slipping down, branches first. It knocked my cap off, entangled itself in the rope, slipping under my arms and behaved disgracefully in general. I called to H. B. to work himself down and disengage it. This did not work out, so after a time I managed to free myself from the octopus and consign it to perdition, down below.

			The climb was accomplished safely at last, causing Emerson to comment gratefully that “I . . . was not so much elated over the ascent as thankful for the finish.” So ended the first continuous roped climbing on New Hampshire rock, beginning a grand dynasty of “epics” of larger or smaller proportions that continue even to this day to contribute to history and legend.

			Reference Note

			Because the sources for this chapter are so numerous and diverse, we’ll mention only a few particularly interesting accounts of early climbs. The complete list of sources is on file at Dartmouth. An early report of Moses Ingalls’s daring dash is in J. H. Spaulding, Historical Relics of the White Mountains (Boston: Nathaniel Noyes, 1855), p. 64. The Clarke-Ralph ascent of the Colden Dike is described in detail in a letter from Clarke to his mother dated August 17, 1850, which was reproduced with informative commentary by Warder H. Cadbury in “The First Ascent of Mt. Colden,” Adirondac, January–February 1957, pp. 4–7, 20–21. George Flagg’s 1910 ascent of the Pinnacle is drawn in detail in his “Sketchbook” for 1910, now in the possession of Shirley A. Hargraves, his granddaughter, who generously allowed us to see and copy these marvelous drawings. A short sketch of Oliver Perry-Smith is J. Monroe Thorington, “Oliver Perry-Smith: Profile of a Mountaineer,” American Alpine Journal, 1964, pp. 99–120. For the 1916 escapade on Joe English, see H. L. Emerson, “A Rock Climb in Southern New Hampshire,” Appalachia, June 1917, pp. 154–157. We are indebted to Bonnie Christie, Mark Dindorf, and John Dunn for helping us re-create and evaluate the Ingalls climb; to Kendall Query, Louis Cornell, Mary Jane Cross, and Robert Hall for helping to trace the 1910 Pinnacle ascent route; and to Peter Crane for a friendly belay while we descended to the Devil’s Den.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			A New Form of Exploration: 1916–1927

			Until 1916 the only serious roped climbing by northeastern Americans was on vacations in the Alps under the tutelage of European guides. Charles Evans Hughes, Governor of New York and later presidential candidate and Supreme Court Chief Justice, for example, “goes to Switzerland every year and climbs mountains for six weeks,” according to a 1906 news clipping; “he has done that every year for thirteen years” (to which the gleeful Hudson Highland rock scrambler W. T. Howell commented: “He is indeed one of us!”). This practice was not unusual among the gentry of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. Some also undertook mountaineering in the American West and the Canadian Rockies. But the Northeast’s own abundant cliffs were ignored.
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					John Case. The first classically trained alpinist to attempt significant roped climbs in the United States, Case made first ascents on the Adirondacks’ Indian Head and Wallface, the former as early as 1916.

					Courtesy Sally Case Park

				

			

			1916 merits immortality as the year when true rock climbing began in the Northeast. That is the date for two entirely separate events, each of which traces a direct descent to modern rock climbing in the Adirondacks and New England respectively.

			In the Adirondacks the key figure was John Case, a summer vacationer at the Ausable Club who, since boyhood, had gazed at the same rugged lakeside terrain that had stirred Newell Martin to adventure on Sawteeth and Gothics. Case, however, had experienced real mountaineering in the Alps. As a young Technical Institute student in Zurich, Case had been exposed to some of the good European climbers and had joined George Finch (of early Everest fame) on an ascent of the east face of Monte Rosa in 1911. In 1916, back in the Adirondacks, Case took his rope out on the cliffs of Indian Head. Over the waters of the Lower Ausable Lake, he explored route possibilities with anyone he could find to tie into the other end of the rope, including his apprehensive fiancée. Though he never systematically exploited the rock climbing potential of the Adirondacks, Case continued to climb off and on there for the next sixty years. More importantly, he was a highly competent and classically trained climber and, as we shall see, extended his influence by teaching several younger climbers during the 1920s and 1930s, who carried on the tradition he started on the Indian Head cliffs in 1916. 

			Meanwhile, back in Boston, an active hiker in the Appalachian Mountain Club named Frank Mason had been avidly reading the Badminton Library of Sports and Pastimes, a quaint turn-of-the-century British series, in which a treatise on rock climbing by C. T. Dent especially attracted his attention. To give the exotic sport (pastime?) a try, Mason procured rope and went looking for something to climb in the suburbs of Boston. Rock outcrops in West Roxbury and a few outsized boulders in South Peabody caught his eye, areas perhaps less romantic than the storied heights of Chamonix or the east face of Monte Rosa, but good enough for a start. By 1916, according to early AMC sources, Mason had established a small group of friends who joined him regularly on Boston’s suburban rock piles. Included were two of Mason’s daughters, Margaret and Dorothy. Both married rock climbers of later consequence, and Margaret especially became a talented climber in her own right.

			The next figure to contribute to the development of the sport was a big, self-confident young businessman named Willard Helburn. Robert Underhill, dean of American climbers in the 1920s, credited Helburn as “the man who got things started here.” A veteran of guided mountain holidays in the Alps, Helburn became a regular in the Mason circle and married Margaret. Together the young couple became enthusiastic climbers and special devotees of Katahdin. In 1919 the Helburns climbed Katahdin’s Chimney, Willard leading and using the rope to protect the party on the bottom chockstone. This was not the first ascent of the route, but no sure record of prior ascents survives, and Helburn’s lead may have been the first competent use of the rope on a northern New England climb. Earlier ascents of the Chimney are implied in a Boston newspaper account of 1916 written by the hiker/journalist Allen Chamberlain:

			And as for stunts to satisfy the nerviest of cliff climbers there are enough and to spare on the walls of the Chimney Pond basin itself, including the ascent of the Pamola chimney, in the climbing of which one may readily imperil
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