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1.

Wheeler Gorge

Wheeler Gorge, just a short drive from the center of Ojai, is a great location for a short day of climbing. A quick walk from the car, Wheeler Gorge sits along a beautiful twisted canyon of the North Fork of Matilija Creek (ma-TILL-a-ha), where water has carved sheer cliffs into the mountains of Los Padres National Forest. A beautiful campground lies just past the climbing area and offers shady sites on a reservation basis. The creek runs right through the camp and has occasionally been stocked, making the trout fishing quite good. Wheeler essentially is a year-round crag: In the summer months you can escape the heat because the canyon is so narrow the sun doesn’t heat it up as quickly as other locations; the fall and spring are perfect; and in the winter the temps can drop to the low 30s and 40s at certain parts of the day, perfect temps for sending that last project.
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Development began in 1992 with Stuart Ruckman’s ascent of the now popular greenschist route Stu Boy (5.9). In 1994 Mike Gould and Tony Agulara put up a handful of classic routes that were soon followed by major development in 1995 by Steve Edwards and Arvind Gupta. Development continues to this day. There are numerous well-protected beginner climbs that lead to softer climbs in the 5.10 range, making this area an ideal spot for a new leader to work his or her way up the grade scale with confidence.

[image: Liza Butler laces up at the start of the climber’s trail into the gorge.]

After rainy days the rock can take some time to dry out, so be cautious and don’t climb for a few days after rain. In addition, the creek can sometimes rise and make it difficult to access the start of a handful of routes.

Getting there: From US 101 drive north on CA 33 for 13.5 miles to the junction of CA 150 and CA 33 near the town of Ojai. Continue north on CA 33. You will drive through a tunnel after 7 miles (mile marker 18.23); two more tunnels follow another 0.5 mile down the road (mile marker 18.77). Just past the last tunnel is a pullout for gorge parking on the left-hand side of the road (mile marker 18.98).

Finding the crag: From the pullout on the left, walk back toward the last tunnel. If you plan on climbing at the “Stu Boy” wall, you can hop over the guardrail on the left, just before the entrance to the tunnel, and hike down to the creek to access these routes. If you plan on climbing anywhere else, it is best to hike through the tunnel and hop over the guardrail on the right just as you exit the tunnel.
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DANGER BOY AREA

This is a great wall on some superb rock; the metamorphic greenschist lends to blockier edges on this tall wall.

Finding the crag: Depending on when you plan on climbing at this wall, you can access it two ways: by hopping over the guardrail on the left just before hiking through the first tunnel from the parking area, or by hopping over the guardrail on the right just after exiting the tunnel, then hiking alongside the creek past the Silent Mind area and Trout Farm wall. The wall is well equipped, and the routes are about 70 to 80 feet long with anchors, shuts, and chains.

Stuart’s Rig (aka Stu Boy) (5.9/5.11a) This route climbs up the right side of the arête to a large ledge you can rest on. From here the original line went up the dirty left gully, and this is the 5.9 escape variation—be warned, it is very dirty. If you continue straight up toward a small roof, there is a great 5.11a crux involving a small, right-handed crimp over the roof. Another great variation from the ledge is to climb up the right-leaning crack (bring a small piece of gear for protection) to the anchors of Danger Boy and Velocity Boy; the climbing is only 5.9 through the crack. 7 bolts to chain anchors.

Danger Boy (5.11a) Danger Boy is the middle of the three routes and shares the same anchors as Velocity Boy. The rock on this route is amazing and should not be missed. After clipping the first bolt, you will encounter a reachy crux boulder problem, which is followed by easier 5.10 climbing up to and past a good ledge to rest. At the sixth bolt make a funky clip and then finish up one more bolt to the anchors. 7 bolts to 2 shared cold shuts.

Velocity Boy (5.11c) On the right side of the wall next to the concrete pillar is an arête that is technical and tricky to start, but once established on the wall, enjoyable climbing ensues up the arête to the large ledge, where you join up with Danger Boy and clip its final bolts. 7 bolts to 2 shared cold shuts.

TROUT FARM

The Trout Farm is a great wall to escape the crowds on busy days, and is an excellent place for a first-time leader—nice blocky edges follow a well-protected line up the wall.

Finding the crag: You can access this wall by following the creek to the left of the Danger Boy wall and walking around the bend; it is on the same side of the cliff as the previous wall. Or hike down at the end of the first tunnel from the parking area and follow the creek around the bend to the left.

South of the Trout Farm (5.9) This hidden gem features what almost seems like a fourth type of rock in this little canyon, as the sandstone here is very tightly packed and resembles granite. The first bolt is a bit high to start, but the climbing to get to it is the easiest on the route. The crux comes near the top, around the fourth bolt, and may feel more like 5.10a to some. 5 bolts to 2 cold shuts.
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SILENT MIND AREA

This area hosts a good mix of climbing from easy to hard on lots of cobbles. The left side of the cliff base stays dry most of the year, but Silent Mind (5.11b) and Aha! (5.11a) may be difficult to start in the wet season. Recent development has occurred here with the multi-pitch route Riparian Daydream (5.10-). The routes here range from 45 to 65 feet long with shuts at the top for anchors, with the exception of Riparian Daydream, which can be climbed just for the first pitch or the full three pitches.

Finding the crag: Access these routes by hiking to the left after hiking down from the bridge after the tunnel. The routes lie across the creek; you can cross where possible, depending on the water level.

Stolen from Mike (5.9+) This route is one of the newer additions to Wheeler Gorge, making this side of the wall a great place to set up topropes—and for beginners climbing their first outdoor routes. This is the second line of bolts in from the left side of the cobbled wall, starting below the overhang. Climb up into the overhang, which is much easier than it looks, and onto the low-angled section of the route, which proves to be the trickier part of this line. 5 bolts to 2 chain anchors.
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Cobble Climb (5.8) If you are excited about climbing on actual cobbles, then this route is for you—it’s a great toprope climb for beginners as well. The climbing begins at the large boulder at the base of the wall; climb up just below the overlap in the wall. Be cautious up to the second bolt—a fall from there won’t be a painless one. Continue up the polished, low-angle wall to the top. 5 bolts to chain anchors.

Cruiser (5.9) Another great route to sample some cobblestones. Some say this route is easier than Cobble Climb, but that might be because the crux comes early on this route (at the first little bulge) and it is well protected, something to consider if one of these routes is your first lead climb. The line starts just to the right of Cobble Climb, and the crux comes right off the bat with a long reach over the bulge. After this the climbing eases to 5.8 to join Cobble Climb’s anchors. 5 bolts to chain anchors.

Riparian Daydream (5.10-) Another testament to vision and hard work for Wheeler Gorge, in autumn 2014 Alex Bury redpointed this masterpiece, rating it with a flexible 5.10- grade. If you don’t have enough time to sample all three pitches, the first pitch features a 5.10- crux down low, with easier climbing through a short but steep 60 feet with five bolts protecting it to two ring anchors. Pitch 2 clocks in at 5.9+, with lots of ledges and blocky holds leading to a crux move at a roof below the exposed slab climbing above. Pitch 2 is 95 feet long with eight bolts and two ring anchors. It is safest to use a 70-meter rope for this pitch; if you only have a 60-meter line, be sure to knot the ends of the rope on the rappel, as you will reach the end of your line. The final pitch adds a rare opportunity to plug some gear at Wheeler Gorge—a short and steep section gets you to the base of a widening crack. Going from fingers to hands, this crack will take three to four pieces up to the next crux at a small roof that is well protected with bolts. This pitch is 65 feet long with five bolts and cams ranging from 0.4 to 3 inches. As with any multi-pitch route, wearing a helmet will prevent injury from loose rocks.

Aha! (5.11a) Aha! is notoriously the hardest 5.11a in the gorge, but it is well worth the effort because the movement on this route is so much fun. There is a “starter rock” in the stream next to the wall, but depending on the season this rock may be well exposed or completely underwater. Climb up to the large horizontal crack at about 6 feet and traverse left to clip the first bolt. After clipping the second bolt, you will face the tricky crux move involving some thin crimps. After this crux the route joins Silent Mind for another four bolts, continuing up the face; there is a final crux to battle just below the anchors. Look for a thank-god jug just past the anchors from which to clip them. 6 bolts to 2 cold shuts.

Silent Mind (aka Steve’s Rig) (5.11b) This is the direct start to Aha! From another set of “starter rocks” just to the right of Aha!, climb straight up to the overlap and use an undercling to gain the main headwall and cobbles. Climbing slightly to the left will get you to where this route and Aha! join up for the final four bolts and the last crux below the anchors. 6 bolts to 2 cold shuts.

EZRA AREA

This is one of the first walls you will notice when approaching the main area of the gorge. The beautiful line of cobbles draws the attention of all climbers as they arrive.

Finding the crag: This is one of the first climbs you will notice when hiking down after exiting the first tunnel from the parking area. Ezra sits right across the creek to the right of the bridge; you’ll need to ford the creek where possible.

Ezra (5.9) A great route for beginners. Well-protected climbing leads up this cobbled wall for 45 feet. If you have never climbed on cobbles and you are curious to see what all the rage is about, this may be a good route to start with. Only four bolts long and closely bolted, the route draws lots of newbies to its base. Many cobbles have fallen out of their cavities over the years, so the route is a mixture of smooth cobbles and deep, round holes. Enjoy the ride up this short cruise. 4 bolts to 2 bolt anchors.
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EXODUS AREA

This wall boasts some excellent slab climbing on great hardpacked, gray coastal sandstone. Of all the Wheeler Gorge walls, Exodus gets the most sun throughout the day, and it is easily accessible.

Finding the crag: After hiking through the first tunnel from the parking area, hop over the guardrail on the right, hike down to the creek, and follow it to the right; soon you can access the lower slabs and climb up to the base of the routes on your right. You can also stay at road level after hopping the guardrail and follow the cliff band to the right to access the routes. The routes here are 60 to 80 feet long.
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Gridlock (5.10a) The easiest route on this finely compacted gray wall was one of the more recent additions by Erik and Crystal Anderson in the summer of 2012. Start below the large triangular roof and climb 20 feet of slab to the first bolt at the overhang. After clipping the first bolt, climb to the left toward a large knob. From here the climb trends to the left a little more while following a black water streak to the anchors. The first bolt is a little runout; adding a 1-inch and a 3-inch cam will protect the start better. 5 bolts to 2 ring anchors.

Exodus (5.11a) Exodus shares the same start as Gridlock but splits right after the first bolt. After clipping the second bolt, continue climbing slightly to the right for two more bolts until you reach a thin seam, then climb up and left for four more bolts to the anchors. The last bit is slightly easier if you climb straight to the anchor through a small corner after the seventh bolt. The first bolt is a little runout; adding a 1-inch and a 3-inch cam will protect the start better. 8 bolts to chain anchors.

Lil’ Buckaroo (5.11a) The next line of bolts to the right of Exodus offers some technical and sustained slab climbing up to a large, left-curving roof. Start up the slab where you quickly encounter small crimps getting past the second bolt. From here follow seven more bolts up to the left as you stay under the arching roof. 9 bolts to cold shuts.

Blush (5.10d) This route is the next line of bolts a few feet to the right of Lil’ Buckaroo. Climb up the initial slab for two bolts, then trend to the left a little to the crux at the fourth bolt. Moving to the large holds on the left of the bolt is slightly easier than the small crimps on the right. Follow two more bolts to the anchors. 6 bolts to 2 bolt anchors.

GOULARA AREA

This area rests in the westernmost end of the canyon where the creek makes a sharp left turn. A handful of excellent climbs are in this corner, and the climbing is on well-established cobbles. The area is best known for Goulara (5.10c/5.11+), a stunning face or arête route put up in 1995 by Mike Gould and Tony Agulara.

Finding the crag: After hiking through the first tunnel from the parking area and hopping over the guardrail on the right, hike down to the creek and follow it to the right to where the creek takes a sharp bend to the left. Goulara and Economique (5.10a) are located on the right side of the creek. It Is It sits at the bend on the left side of the creek. Goulara and Economique are 70 to 80 feet tall.
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It Is It (5.12b) This is a great route for boulderers—short, sweet, and to the point. As you’re walking toward Goulara, the creek takes a sharp left; at this bend, on the opposite side of the creek, is the start to this route. Begin on a stone that is sometimes submerged at the base of the route and climb straight up on slick rock to the first bolt, then make some bouldery moves right, to the second bolt located inside a large black xeno. Continue with sustained climbing to the anchors. 4 bolts to cold shuts.


Points of Interest and History

Wheeler Gorge is blessed with three types of rock, varying from water-worn conglomerate to coastal sandstone to metamorphic greenschist. You can see each one represented, respectively, on the Goulara wall, Exodus wall, and Stu Boy wall.



[image: It Is It It Is It]

Goulara (5.10c/5.11+) This route has seen a lot of controversy in recent years due to extra bolts being added to the original line; luckily local developers have kept an eye on things and are trying to keep the original route in place. The first bolt is a runout 5.10a move, so bring a stick clip or a 2-inch cam to protect the opening crack. Continue up four more bolts to the arête. From here the climbing is 5.10c if you use the arête and make the long reaches to the right to clip the last three bolts to the anchor. If you climb onto the face away from the arête to clip the last three bolts, it is a very technical and thought-provoking 5.11+ face climb. 8 bolts to a 3-bolt anchor.

Economique (5.10a) This is known as one of the best 5.10a routes around, with great arête climbing and exposure adding to the pleasurable route. Start the same as for Goulara, using a stick clip for the first bolt or protecting the opening crack with a 2-inch cam, then climb the next three bolts and arrive at the arête. Climb around to the left side of the arête onto the face and clip four more bolts on your way to the anchors. Enjoy the view! 7 bolts to bolt anchors.
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Appendix

Gear Shops

Great Pacific Iron Works: Patagonia

235 West Santa Clara St.

Ventura, CA 93001

(805) 643-6074

Mountain Air Sports

14 State St.

Santa Barbara, CA 93101

(805) 962-0049

Real Cheap Sports

36 West Santa Clara St.

Ventura, CA 93001

(805) 648-3803

REI

2700 Seaglass Way

Oxnard, CA 93036

(805) 981-1938

REI

321 Anacapa St.

Santa Barbara, CA 93101

(805) 560-1938

Gyms

Boulderdash

880 Hampshire Rd., Ste. A

Thousand Oaks, CA 91361

(805) 557-1300

Crux Climbing Center

1160 Laurel Ln.

San Luis Obispo, CA

93401 (805) 544-2789

Goleta Valley Athletic Club

170 Los Carneros Way

Goleta, CA 93117

(805) 968-1023

Santa Barbara Rock Gym

322 State St.

Santa Barbara, CA 93101

(805) 770-3225

SLO-Op Climbing

289 Prado Rd.

San Luis Obispo, CA 93401

(805) 720-1245

Vertical Heaven

5600 Everglades St.

Ventura, CA 93003

(805) 339-9022

Guide Services (Southern California Area)

ATS Adventureworks, (626) 434-3636

Earthworks, (805) 320-2739

On Rope Consulting, (310) 804-7303

Sierra Mountaineering International, (760) 872-4929

Sierra Rock Climbing School, (760) 937-6762

Southern California Mountaineers Association, www.rockclimbing.org

Vertical Adventures, (800) 514-8785

Wilderness Outings, (877) 494-5368

Hospitals

Community Memorial Hospital

147 North Brent St.

Ventura, CA 93003

(805) 652-5011

Goleta Valley Cottage Hospital

351 South Patterson Ave.

Santa Barbara, CA 93111

(805) 681-6473

MedCenter Inc.

319 North Milpas St.

Santa Barbara, CA 93103

(805) 965-3011

Santa Barbara Cottage Hospital

400 West Pueblo St.

Santa Barbara, CA 93105

(805) 682-7111

St. John’s Regional Medical Center

1600 North Rose Ave.

Oxnard, CA 93030

(805) 988-2500

Ventura County Medical Center

3291 Loma Vista Rd.

Ventura, CA 93003

(805) 652-6000

Ventura Urgent Care Center

5725 Ralston St., #101

Ventura, CA 93003

(805) 658-2273

West Ventura Urgent Care

133 West Santa Clara St.

Ventura, CA 93001

(805) 641-5620


About the Author

Damon Corso, a freelance photographer, writer, and videographer, has been photographing and filming rock climbing professionals for the past twelve years across the United States and Europe. His work can be found on the covers and in feature articles of a multitude of major magazines, such as Climbing, Rock & Ice, Deadpoint, Urban Climber, Los Angeles Magazine, Time Magazine, National Geographic Adventure, and Exercise & Health Magazine. His work is also on display at the Museum of Photography in Bad Ischl, Austria. Damon and his wife, Crystalyn, currently live in Southern California, where he dreams of spending a majority of his time searching the High Sierra for untouched granite boulders.


[image: image]

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg
Danger Boy Area






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_012.jpg
Itisit






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_010.jpg
©
[
4
<
»
3
°
]
X
w





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg
Liza Butler laces up at the start of
the climber’s trail into the gorge.
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Jonathan Siegrist, Third Millenium (14a), the Monastery, CO. Photo by: Keith Ladzinski
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