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BOOK REVIEW

Seneca, The Climber's Guide
by Bill Webster
Earthbound, 1990, 156 pp.
Reviewd by Tom Isaacson

You've asked for it, you've
asked about it, you've wished
you had it, you've long since for-
gotten about it and yet, when
you least expected it, it's here!

di The new Seneca guidebook is
available. After years of specula-
tion that someone connected
with the Gendarme would pub-
lish a new guidebook, the task
finally fell to Bill Webster to
revise his earlier work.

The new guidebook achieves its
primary purpose--to collect
in one place all the old routes
together with those that have
been added since the previous
guidebook was published in
1980.

There are several significant
improvements over the previous
book. The action photos, includ-
ing the color shots on the front
and back cover, are larger and
generally more striking. The
photos of the cliffs also are larger
and much more distinct. Also,

lp Webster has included some shots
of female climbers and some his-

torically significant photos as
well.

The ratings depart from the old
Seneca sandbag ratings and,
in my opinion, conform more or
less to generally accepted East
Coast standards. Eddie Begoon
complained that the new guide-
book overrated his climbs,
which probably means the new
ratings are about right (Begoon
routes are notorious sandbags).

Although the new book is far
superior to its predecessor,
there are a few areas in which it
falls short of current guidebook
standards.

First, the cover is made of low-
grade paper that won't survive
very long in your pack. If this
was done to keep costs down,
you couldn't tell it from the
price. At $16.95, the book is at
the high end of the price range
for comparably sized guides.

Second, several of the photos
depict "unknown" climbers.
Even a modicum of local inquiry
would have revealed the names
of at least some of those anony-
mous figures.

Third, the description of the
rockfall situation at Seneca

would lead the newcomer to
believe that Seneca rock is about
as solid as that found at most
climbing areas. In my experience
Seneca presents the most serious
rockfall danger of any crag I've
ever visited. There is no excuse
for downplaying the severity of
this problem.

Fourth, while I do not intend to
nitpick over literary styles (lest
someone review Up-Rope), there
are a few transgressions that
should not go unmentioned. I
challenge the statement that
"Paul Bradt, Herb and Jan Conn,
Charlie Daniels, Don Hubbard,
Andy Kauffman, Sam Moore and
Chris Scordoes...were average
men with an odd passion." They
deserve better. And I would not,
as did the author, put the fall of
the gendarme on a par with the
flood of 1985 as one of the "great
tragedies" of the 1980s.

Furthermore, I found the observa-
tion that "the end of the decade
saw a decrease in the number of
new routes as well as the pres-
ence of well-honed hardmen"
somewhat beneath even the
modest standards of climbing lit-
erature. "Totally rad, dude."

Back on a more positive note, I
first used the guidebook to get
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Tom Halicki and myself to the
lower slabs. The directions were
very good and we found the
place without any wrong turns.
Any guidebook that gets you to
the routes, gives you reliable
ratings, shows where the routes
go and how to get down is worth
owning. The historical perspec-
tive offered by Bill Webster is a
bonus. The guidebook has its
shortcomings, but I bought one
and you probably should too.

HERMITAGE RESCUE AND
FIRST AID TRAINING TRIP
by Elizabeth Lee and Jeanette
Helfrich

They're the kind of stories that
can keep you up at night and off
the rock for months--stories
about severed limbs and broken
bones, about heroism and fear.

About 25 MS members were
treated to just such tales of guts
and gore the weekend of August
8-9 when they attended a
rudimentary rescue and first aid
course at the Hermitage in
Pennsylvania. Taught by Dusty
Wissmath, Secretary of the
PATC/MS, the course was a
sobering run-down of accidents
that can befall a climber and
how to treat accompanying inju-
ries and illnesses-- whether
they're your own or someone
else's--before professional
rescuers arrive at the scene.

Dusty, who has served on the
search-and-rescue team in the
Tetons in Wyoming, drew the
rapt attention of the crowd as he
presented his extensive knowl-
edge of rescue and first aid
procedure. Seated (somewhat
uncomfortably) on the rustic
front porch of the PATC cabin
about 20 feet below the rocks,

the assorted MS members
watched Dusty demonstrate such
skills as tourniquet technique,
splint manufacturing and con-
struction of a makeshift litter
from a climbing rope.

Also discussed were simple,
compound and compound com-
plex fractures, the latter of which
John Yanson witnessed on his
recent climbing trip to Colorado
and described to the group. His
story left some pale faces.

Jeanette Helfrich then told a first-
person account of being ava-
lanched on Langtang Lirung in
Nepal, and described how her
party of eight checked each
other for external injuries as well
as for signs of internal injuries
and shock.

After the morning-long session,
the group broke for lunch and in
the afternoon concentrated on
the business of climbing. In
between routes various people
practiced self-rescue techniques
by ascending a top-rope via
jumar and prusik knots--with var-
ying rates of progress.

Everyone who attended the day-
long workshop appreciated the
opportunity to learn such vital
skills from a knowledgable and
accessible source. The exercise
just scratched the surface of
the body of knowledge and
experience held by collective
MS members, and prompted talk
of holding similar--though per-
haps more in-depth--sessions in
the near future.

The Hermitage Cabin provided
the setting for our training
session and for an enjoyable
overnight stay on Saturday. The
cabin is part of the Appalachian
Trail system and is administered
by PATC and a local volunteer

PATC overseer who keeps it in
tip-top condition. We found it
fully equipped for housekeeping/k
with a wood stove, wood, axes,W
cooking utensils, dishes, grill,
picnic table, inside dining table
and benches, storage racks for
packs and clothes, furniture,
working windows with screens,
sleeping loft and thick uphol-
stered (and clean) mattresses for
sleeping.

If we could only get PATC to run
the Nelson House??

After a pleasant, if somewhat
prolonged multi-course dinner,
we staked out sleeping places on
the roomy porch, one tent, and
the loft which was habitable
even in August. Those among the
25 people participating in the
seminar who stayed overnight
included John Yanson, Gordon
Swenson, Paul TorreIli, Doug
Dupuis, Subhash Lele, Jeanette
Helfrich, John Rayner and Hugh
Brown and daughters.

NELSON HOUSE TRIP REPORT
LE WEEKEND

Fifteen MS members held a
summer picnic and BBQ at the
Nelson House and conquered
some summits at Nelson Rocks
on August 4-5, 1990. After stand-
ing at the first gate around mid-
night Friday to debate the birth
year of the Nelsons' daughter,
we headed up the mountain
road. The surrounding hillsides
were breath-taking in the full
moonlight.

The road has been in decent con-
dition since the flood of '85, but
only careful driving through the
ruts rewards the underside of
cars. I found my upbringing in
driving farm implements through



Kansas pastures beneficial to my
new low-slung sports car. We

Alkwere able to pick out the drive-
way through the overgrown
weeds, trying not to light any
fires with our catalytic convert-
ers. We then plowed our way to
the front door through overgrown
thistles reaching six feet high.
After sniffing around the house,
we decided to bed down on the
porches as usual.

All too early on Saturday morn-
ing the next batch of arrivals,
including Michelle Meacham
and Carter Mackley on a
motorcycle, could be heard
coming up the road. With the
new arrivals, we stomped a path
around the house and intruded
on John's quiet slumber on the
east porch. He couldn't believe
such well-known herpephobes
were blithely tramping through
the grass.

•
Later we found the resident black
snake nestled among the porch
rocks. It slithered away, how-
ever, not to reappear during our
stay, likely petrified by hoards of
thistle-stompers. (Any other fans
of the Fat Broad in B.C. out
there?). Soon every thistle in the
yard lay prone. Finally, we
headed downhill to the rocks.
After climbing, we waded in the
creek and returned to Nelson
house for a BBQ and picnic. We
ate dinner after proceeding to
spill all the not-quite-hot char-
coal on the ground and then pick
it up. The menu included shish-
kebabs, turkey burgers, chicken,
kielbasa, tomatoes, watermelon,
potato salad, sesame noodles
and copious amounts of beer and
wine. As usual, MS diets were

•
amazing, ranging from Diet Coke
and donuts for breakfast all the
way to Michael's home-made
whole wheat biscuits and noo-
dles. One certainly doesn't often
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get those homemade salads and
brownies served at PATC func-
tions. (We sport climbers are
always on diets, supposedly.)

Sunday dawned rainy and
cloudy. After naps and a three-
hour breakfast of left-overs and
more junk food, we called it
quits and headed for home. We
all agreed that there's lots of
charm and good times to be
found in those West Virginia
hollows.

The rowdy crew that actually
made it to the Nelson House:
Michael Mergi, Ken Klapatch,
Amy Lueders, Elizabeth Erskine,
Subhash Lele, Carter Mackley,
Michelle Meacham, John
Rudick, Chris Chen, Gordon
Swenson, Paula and Phil Grant,
John Rayner, and Jeanette
Helfrich. Those who didn't quite
find the house but had a nice
picnic anyway in some nearby
alfalfa field included: Christina
Barros, Jeff Kramer, Don Holtzer,
Antoine Brezin and
Dan Kimes.

We plan to schedule another
Nelson Rocks weekend this fall
for climbing and some work on
the house. The foundation under
the kitchen needs some work. To
follow up our painting of the out-
side of the house last year we
need to paint the trim, and the
kitchen could use a fresh coat.
Varmints have chewed a hole
through the floor in the south-
west corner of the living room,
which needs immediate repair.
Join us next time and have some
fun in the hills.

For new readers, the Nelson
family has let MS use their old
farmhouse as a cabin since 1973
while climbing in the area in
return for keeping up the house.
The house is about 12 miles (a

3
20-minute drive) south of Seneca
up in a picturesque West Virginia
hollow. It has a large living
room, a kitchen, a fireplace and
two bedrooms upstairs. There's
also an outhouse and several
other farm buildings but no run-
ning water. We would like to fur-
nish Nelson house as a country
cabin and welcome your
donations of furniture and house-
hold items.

THE CLIMBING:
Nelson Rocks are about 1/2 to I
mile from the main road. There
are no locked gates between the
road and the rocks. We parked at
a small turnout on the south side
of the road at the gap in the
rocks with space for about six
cars besides a small stream.
What rocks! Nearly invisible
from the road, they rise majesti-
cally in four giant dinosaur fins
appearing to be 300-500 feet
high, higher than Seneca Rocks.
Each fin appeared to be about
50' wide at the bottom and 3'
wide at the top in certain places.
We walked up the talus slope on
the north side of the road
between the northeast and north-
west fins. The space between
the fins is about 100 feet wide
and rises up gradually for about
600-800 feet where it finally
joins the hillside similar to the
north end of Seneca.

We approached the rocks based
on information Ken Andrasko
had gleaned from a trip there last
Thanksgiving and the log book
in the Nelson House which was
not very helpful but entertaining
(lots of Ian, James, Martha, etc.
stories). Obviously many people
have climbed in this area but the
majority of the possible routes
are full of lichen and vegetation.
The rock appeared to be quite
solid and similar to Seneca
although, as in any area not


