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Seneca: Paying Homage
by Todd Post

On the cover of Bill Webster’s guide to Seneca,
there’s a picture of a climber on one of the
classic routes, Streptococcus. What makes the
picture memorable, and worth using as a cover
shot to advertise Seneca is the background. The
picture was taken in the fall. It must have been
about the third week of October, if the weather
that season was consistent with what it was like
this year, when autumn colors blend together and
make a masterpiece of the surrounding vistas.

As photographs go, especially ones paying hom-
age to mother nature, | realize all it takes is a trip
to a good newsstand to find better. | get the
climbing magazines. |'ve seen the pictures of
Everest, El Cap, the Alps, not to mention a hun-
dred other places that make the Seneca shot
seem like pretty small potatoes. The difference is
places like the Alps, El Cap, and Everest have
never really existed for me. | mean | know that |
can go there if | want, and if | can afford it; | can
put my hand on the rock and feel the heat, take
home a snowball as a souvenir; except | haven’t.
The way | think of places, | have to experience
them physically before they really exist for me.

Seneca exists for me both in reality and in my
imagination. | get excited every time | think of
Seneca on these cold winter days. | take walks
through my Takoma Park neighborhood and it’s
the leaves, or lack of them which bring back
Seneca the fastest. The trees are bare, all the
leaves have scattered to the winds. Now is the
time | use my imagination to keep alive the good
times | had there in the fall.

This past fall my climbing partner and | went to
Seneca every Sunday when the weather permit-
ted. Our lives were both so busy we didn’t have
any other time to climb but on Sundays. In Jim’s
case I’'m not sure, but | probably didn’t even have
Sundays. | took them anyway.

We'd leave our homes in northern Virginia at five
a.m., drive like maniacs to get there in the early
light, climb all day until we ran out of sun, and
then do the ride home splitting a six pack and a
bag of chips. It was the job of whoever was in
the passenger seat to keep the driver awake with
anything that would pass for conversation.
Invariably that consisted of what we climbed,
what we didn’t climb, and what we still meant to
climb.

Jim and | are moderate rock climbers. Our range
is 5.7 through 5.9. We’d be better if we put
more time into it, but as | said we can’t. Commit-
ments to the people we love, to the work we do
that we also love means we have priorities ahead
of climbing.

Fortunately, Seneca is a friendly crag for moder-
ate climbers. We worked within our range of
ability and selected only those climbs in the guide
which had the “must-do” asterisk beside them.
We started on the South Peak, the West face
and went through them one at a time. Ye Gods
and Little Fishes, SUM, Ecstasy, Triple S..., we
knocked them off as they came up. I’'m hardly
this organized in the way | conduct my life the
other six days of the week. Something about
climbing seems to bring out the organization in
me. Something about Seneca itself, maybe.
Beauty is magical; it puts you under a spell and
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brings out all sorts of persons you never knew
you were.

Fellow climbers this fall were never anything but
accommodating. We rarely had to wait long to
get on a route, and on those few occasions when
the climb we wanted was tied up and we had to
be climbing something right at the moment, we
could always move over to the next route on our
agenda. Except for the most picturesque week-
ends of the season, when there were as many
photographers as there were climbers, the
crowds were negligible.

Our first real cold day out there, in early October,
we had Pleasant Overhangs and West Pole to do.
Both of these are on the west side; of course
that means they don’t get any sun until late in
the day. We started with West Pole, and it was
Jim’s lead. The climb can be done in one pitch,
and Jim decided to do just that. Meanwhile | was
down at the bottom of the pitch, freezing my
extremities off, wondering isn’t there some place
I'd rather be, like in my bed. There was a time in
my life, | remembered on that belay, remembered
fondly, when | used to love to sleep late on
Sundays. Now here | was sacrificing my only day
of the week off to get up earlier than | did the
other six.

I'm whining. Better stop before | blow my ethos.

As temperatures continued to drop each week,
we remained stubbornly intent on making the
trip. We shifted our priorities to the East face,
soaking up the sun in the morning as it rises over
the valley. One Sunday morning we arrived and
there was frost on the ground. We'd woken up at
four o’clock in the morning and driven three
hours to climb, we weren’t turning tail. In the
parking lot as we sorted through the gear there
was a strange silence. Neither of us had to say a
thing. We both knew what the other was think-
ing. One word, shit.

That morning | found myself regressing into an
attitude | used to adopt when | was a kid. Permit
me a slight digression, if you will. When | was a
kid and | wanted something special like a bicycle
for Christmas or my birthday, good grades on
exams, even some warm weather to play outside
in on a gloomy winter day, | used to wish for
exactly the opposite. That way | wouldn’t be
disappointed if the inevitable occurred. Make

sense? It doesn’t to me either now that I’'m an
adult, but this was a long time ago, before |
started liking vegetables or girls. When things
change so much you can’t fathom the anteced-
ents anymore, you give it up and get on with
your life.

That frosty morning at Seneca | was hoping it
would snow on us. Because then if it did—50/50
chances it seemed to me—| wouldn’t be disap-
pointed! The way things turned out, | was de-
lightfully disappointed. We scrambled over the
Broadway Ledge and the difference in tempera-
ture on the sunny Easy side compared to the
shaded West was a whole other latitude.

As it turned out, we had one of our best days of
the season. We did the first two pitches of
Conn’s East, Alcoa Presents, Rox Salt, and, my
favorite route in all of Seneca, Lichen or Leave It.
What a terrific route! Lichen or Leave It is a crack
that eats up pro, and the smears are like sandpa-
per. | would hitchhike all the way to Seneca to
climb Lichen or Leave It. | might even walk if |
couldn’t get a ride with my thumb.

To come back to the main point, though, the best
thing about climbing at Seneca this fall was not
any one particular climb, or all the climbs put
together, but rather those spectacular views from
the summit. In September the colors arrived in
dribbles and drabs, and | was saying to Jim
imagine this in a few weeks. On the third Sunday
of October my prophecy was born out. Reds,
yellows and oranges flowed like lava. Few times
in my life have | felt as much ecstasy as topping
out on Ecstasy and savoring the gorgeous view
of the valley as | belayed Jim through the last
pitch.

Like you, | climb because it’s a good time, but
also | find it a powerful means of affirming the
majesty of nature. There may be places lovelier
than Seneca in the fall, but | wonder once you’ve
reached those heights does the distinction really
matter.

Hot Flashes

As the year wound down, many club members
took advantage of the crisp autumn weather to
finish up their major projects.
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Tom Isaacson finally redpointed Apollo Reed
(13a) after dozens of tries spread out over 14
months. This appears to be the first time a club
member has led a 5.13. [It should be noted that
Apollo is a fairly “soft” 13al. There are other
local climbers who've climbed 5.13s — though
not very many — they just aren’t club members.]
He also did a number of other climbs in the 12b
range, including: Jesus & Tequila, Harlequin, Gift
of Grace, Fern Creek Falls and New World Order.

Jeanette Helfrich cruised into the higher grades
with a very quick ascent of Double Feature (11d),
on her first redpoint try, after one top-rope as-
cent.

Stuart Pregnall flashed Maximum Overdrive (11d/
12a?), Gonad the Bavarian (11d) and Satisfaction
Guaranteed (11c). He redpointed three routes
rated 12a: Grow Hole, Is It Safe and Flirting with
E.

Tom Halicki flashed an unnamed 5.11 at Bubba
City and redpointed Satisfaction Guaranteed
(11c). He led a host of trad routes at the New
and the Gunks, including Celibate Mallard (10c-
onsight), Rapscallion’s Blues, and Brain Teasers.

Elizabeth Erskine led numerous trad routes,
including: Four Sheets to the Wind, Roy’s La-
ment, Jekyll & Hyde, Oyster Cracker, Three
Doves and Supercrack. She also led a 5.10 sport
route on the Excellent Buttress.

Peter Hsi, possible next PATC-MS president,
performed an impressive flash ascent of Coordi-
nation Street (10- on the Seneca scale) at Cres-
cent Rocks.

Dan Hague wrapped up his year with redpoints of
Thunderstruck (12b), Bicycle Club (12a) and
Bullet the New Sky (12a).

With each passing Up Rope issue, we have
published a hot flashes section in which a small,
insular group of club members claims to have
visited the New and succeeded on routes of a
difficulty level previously unimagined within the
club. Given the lack of photographic confirma-
tion of any of these claims, and the failure of any
other club members to infiltrate this group and
offer eyewitness corroboration, a rumor has
started circulating regarding the authenticity of
these lofty claims. The rumor posits that, in

fact, this group decided to rent an apartment at
the New where they could sleep late, hang out,
watch television, show slides, drink beer and
cook exotic, fattening meals. As time passed,
this gluttony took its toll on their already limited
climbing skills. As a result, this group drew even
tighter and adopted a mutual defense pact
whereby each member would confirm the lies of
another member in exchange for similar consider-
ation. “I'll agree that you did Freaky Stylee if
you'll agree that | flashed Satisfaction Guaran-
teed,” and so forth. This system worked fairly
well, although the gradual escalation in the
difficulty levels of the alleged ascents created
some concern for the credibility of the whole
arrangement. After all, this motley assemblage
of aged top-ropers and mountaineers couldn’t
really climb 5.11 or 5.12, could they? There was
even talk of pretending to open a climbing gym
so the group could pretend to hold fictitious
competitions in which members of the group
would do incredibly well.

The whole affair seemed innocent enough until
one member of the cabal asked to be given credit
for a 5.13. The audacity! The group was reluc-
tant, lest the entire scheme become the subject
of immediate derision and be revealed for the
obvious fraud that it was, or so the rumor goes.
The price to be paid to the members-of the group
in exchange for their participation in the 5.13
conspiracy was rumored to be extremely high.
That member allegedly did not take the group’s
obstinance very well. So, this 5.13 pretender
enlisted another member of the group to sneak
down with him to the New on a Thursday. As
agreed, our pretender immediately phoned back
to DC, claiming his 5.13 ascent. [He also re-
moved most of his quickdraws from the route so
that he wouldn’t have to prove his ascent on
subsequent weekends.] The price for participat-
ing in this ruse? His partner in this sordid cha-
rade insisted on being credited with a much
coveted ascent of Mercy Seat, which checks in
at 5.13b/c. Curiously, this partner has not been
heard from since. Perhaps an ugly blackmail
scheme ensued and someone had to be silenced.

Well, it’s just a rumor. Did we really do those
climbs or did we sit around and have a good
time? Maybe both. The truth? I'll never tell.
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A Quick Look Back
by Tom Isaacson

| dare not attempt a repeat of last year’s Review
of the New, lest | once again be taken sharply to
task for a factual error here or an ill-chosen
phrase there. While last year’s detractors
seemed to shy away from the New this year, no
doubt a newer, more vocal strain of critic would
surface should I, even in casual passing, com-
ment on who did this or failed at that. Though
shackled in self-censorship, | will, nonetheless,
commit to this club’s esteemed chronicles a few
short notes regarding 1993 at the New River
Gorge so that posterity will at least know that
we tried. While my mind has been dulled by the
hundreds of hours spend en route between the
New and home, | can still dimly recall a few
items that might be worth committing to paper.
If others should judge that |, once again, would
have been better counseled to remain silent, | will
beg only for forgiveness.

Very few new routes were established this year
at the New. Doug Reed, appearing in his best
form ever, put up a fair number of 5.13s, but
showed little interest in developing routes in the
easier grades. Probably no more than a few
dozen other new routes appeared here and there
— notably Doug Cosby’s White Lightning at
Kaymoor, which has yet, to my knowledge, to
receive a second ascent, and a popular 5.10b
arete near Baptism by Fire (though it has received
mixed reviews). Several new sport routes ap-
peared at the already well-developed Butcher’s
Branch; some are pretty good, some pretty bad.
But the principal drillers of years past simply
don’t go to the New any more. Of course, unless
you go to the New extremely often, you hardly
need more routes.

Most things did not change much from prior
years. The ladders at Central Endless seemed to
get even worse. Some thieves stole some hang-
ers and cold-shuts, but the most popular routes
remain intact. The expansion of Route 19 made
Summersville access a tricky proposition.

A new campground opened at Kaymoor, raising
hopes for a quieter climbers’ alternative to camp-
grounds infested by drunken rafters. Alas, the
tranquillity was said to be spoiled by some New
Jersey climbers who routinely arrive at 4:00 a.m.

Apart from the mob scenes on the holiday week-
ends (during which Butchers Branch starts to
resemble Woodstock), the New saw very rela-
tively traffic. Some of the paths along the cliffs
became overgrown through disuse. If not for
Bob Rentka’s heroic efforts in pruning the
Kaymoor trail, access there might have been lost
to the encroaching jungle. The increasing popu-
larity of the Fern Buttress (downstream Endless)
area and an inexplicable resurgence at Beauty
helped divert climbers from the most popular
areas.

Handholds continued to break here and there.
The hamburger broke off of Harlequin, though it
hardly seems to matter. By contrast, the demise
of a key hold on Final Exit has radically increased
the difficulty of the final crux — or so I'm told.
The potato chip broke off of Discombobulated,
but that variation was probably just a bad distrac-
tion anyhow. Other holds seem destined to
disappear very soon, including the knee bar half
way up Apollo Reed, the horrendous micro edge
over the roof on Concertina, and the big white
tooth on Thunderstruck. The “reinforcement”
(gluing) of marginal holds seems to be ethically
acceptable at the New.

After a few years of sport climbing at the New, |
have noticed that the quality of bolted routes
varies a lot depending on who did the first as-
cent. By and large, you can count Doug Reed to
have well thought-out bolt placements. One
could quibble here and there [the top of Fearful
Symmetry does not really need a 20-foot runout
and lots of people complain about the fifth bolt
on Lactic Acid Bath, for example] about a few of
his routes. But, on the whole, they are very well
done. Since he developed so many of the routes
at the New, this is a good thing. The Doug
Cosby and Porter Jarrard routes also tend to be
well-bolted [except for Freaky Stylee whose bolts
are both too few and misplaced]. In the holiday
spirit, | won’t mention the names of some of
those who are less careful or logical in their bolt
placements. It doesn’t hurt to ask about the

bolts before you venture onto a route that’s at or
above your normal limit.

A few safety notes from the New. First, be wary
of fixed quickdraws. Through repeated use, the
soft carabiners can slowly be sawn through by
the bolt hanger. A biner at the crux of the Lactic
Acid Bath was nearly cut in two and some of my




