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The Winter of 2003

Joshua Tree
By Doug Halonen

he parched lunar landscape that is Joshua Tree.1 National Park is well worth a visit for sightseeing
alone.

But the fact that there are thousands of vertical crack and
slab routes on the massive granite monoliths and boulder
stacks that jut up from the high desert virtually everywhere
makes it a must-stop for climbers, particularly in the winter
when the weather is relatively benign.

So I was counting my blessings early in January when I
found myself in nearby Palm Springs, Calif., on assignment
for my day job.

I had Sunday free, and enough equipment to second. So I
hired Patrick Dennis, a guide from one of the four local
services that regularly work the park. to show me around.

Having done most of my climbing at the local crags in
the Washington area. I'd had little experience with vertical

cracks. So I asked Patrick for a sampler.
I got everything I'd asked for, with a mix of routes de-

manding a full range of techniques, including chimneying,
liebacking, slabbing, plenty of arm bars and a classic hand
jam-and-foot-cam sequence.

We started early in the morning at Intersection Rock,

about eight and a half miles inside the park's west entrance

5.
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from the town of Joshua Tree.
The first climb was a two-pitch 5.5 chimney to a slab

finish, Secovan to Mike's Books. The second was also 2
two-pitch 5.5, Billabong to Bat Crack.

After lunch, we climbed a couple of long singlepitch
routes on Old Woman, an adjacent outcropping, including
the 5.7 Toe Jam, and the 5.7+ Double Cross.

For me, the most strenuous pitch of the day was Bat
Crack. The basic move was an arm bar and foot jam while
stemming with a ham, all from the right side. It didn't help
that I had cams slung around my neck, and those kept clan-
gling in the way no matter how I twisted and turned as I
wormed my way up to the top.

Toe Jam seemed far easier, despite its harder rating. It
was a vertical hand-jam-toe-cam sequence. Once I got the
move down. I basically just had to repeat it again and again
to the top. It felt surprisingly natural and comfortable, con-
sidering that I'd never really done the move before.

One of JTree's pleasant features is the convenience of the
climbs. We were literally able to park at the base of the
rocks, eliminating any approach. A parking lot, with pit
toilets, separated the two outcroppings we climbed.

Another attractive feature, at least on the routes we
climbed: bomb-proof bolt rappel anchors on top. On each
outcropping. there were routes down within easy reach of a
60-meter rope.

(Continued on next page)
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Compared to the schist at Great Falls, Va., the J Tree granite is also
amazingly easy to smear on, even on a steep slab devoid of obvious holds.

Hundreds of climbers camp for the winter in Jtree. You can identify the
true veterans immediately from their dark leathery highdeseri tans. The
skin of the truly hardcore cases is almost purple.

During my visit, many of the locals were free soloing. Not sure I'll ever
feel compelled to follow their example, for the obvious safety reasons.,;_,,
Speaking of which, Patrick showed me the 5.11 route on Intersection Rock;=,,,
that climbing guru John Long nearly fell from while soloing several years
ago and then wrote about as a cautionary tale.

I'm proud to say we didn't have any close calls. Nary a slip nor a fall.
One of Patrick's giant Tri-cams popped loose. It was his first piece of pro-
tection on Toe Jam. maybe 20 feet up. It hurtled down the rope. where it
could have beaned a less attentive belayer. But by that time, Patrick had
clipped into a solid cam above.

It can get very cold in the park in winter, particularly when it clouds
over and the wind kicks up. Sometimes it even snows. But during my stay,
the day-time temperatures were ideal for climbing, reaching into the fifties
and maybe even the sixties.

A bonus for me was that Patrick and I hit it off so well.
Turned out we had a lot in common. For starters, we were both raised in

San Diego County. We were even in the same high school class, albeit at
different schools. In addition, we both grew up as surfers..

We got along well enough that by day's end Patrick said to give him a
call in April when I told him I was planning to be in Las Vegas. also on assign-
ment for work. His schedule permitting, he said he might drive across the desert
to climb at Red Rocks, just for fun.

If you're in the area and looking for a guide. I'd heartily recommend Patrick.
hired him through Vertical Adventures, at 800514-8745. A plus to me: Bob

Gaines. the company's owner, drove up to meet Patrick and me in the park in the
moming to make sure we got off on the right foot. Patrick told roe that's Bob's
general policy. If for some reason a guide doesn't show. then Bob steps in and
takes over.
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A PUNTER'S HOLIDAY
By Robert Graver

In the mid 80's as a young Infantryman stationed in the high desert of South-
ern California I was introduced to the wonderfully brutal game of rugby

football. Not completely sure how the idea started but believe it probably must
have been hatched some drunken evening in the WWII prisoner of war barracks
that then served as the officer's mess for our small band of Death Valley legion-
naires. 1 do remember the two chief antagonists were an Ivy League friend from
upstate New York and a new guy from Minnesota. as I recall. Anyway, some-
how we got the idea that rugby would be a good way to pass the boredom be-
tween the ten days we spent in living in the Mojave Desert every two weeks.
Never mind that we didn't even have a whole side of eleven players and of the
eight or ten of the founding members only two had ever even actually seen a
rugby ball. The game and ball, however, both closely resembled their American
football counterparts and since we all probably realized our livers could use the
diversion we were all very willing accomplices.

We had our first practice. in April, just after the windy season that
year. When the spring wind blows the sand, dust, and small rocks in the Mojave
most (rational) creatures avoid the outdoors. Right from the start the team
proved energetic and reasonably fit even if in no way skilled. We had lots of fun
learning the rudiments of the game, beating ourselves up. and, drinking beers.
Apparently, a heavy amount of beer drinking is an integral part of the collective
rugby football experience. (PUNT) So much for the hopes we'd held for recov-
ered livers!

After what was an extensive two or three weeks of practice we held
ourselves sufficiently prepared (or at least completely inebriated enough) to
begin competition following our next 10 day excursion. The only remaining
shortfall was to choose a team name so we could be properly registered with
league officials as well as the local hospitals and constabulary, I'm sure. After
some debate and a couple (?) of cold ones we took the name of one of the rep-
tiles we shared the Mohave with each month and the Chuckwalla Rugby Foot-
ball Club or CRFC was born.
Our inaugural season, our record was about 0— 30 or so but what a time we
had! We played all our games on the road since no other clubs could be enticed
into traveling an hour north of the thriving garden spot that is Barstow. Califor-
nia to play us on our home turf of sand and rock. This too, turned out to be an
unexpected blessing. You see, part of the rugby. beer dinking tradition is that
the home team buys the beer and hosts the visitors. Ah, yes this plan was defi-
nitely beginning to take shape! We visited locations from Las Vegas to Tijuana
with stops in Bishop and Long Beach as well and played (got drubbed by) teams
from as far away as New Zealand. And that brings me. albeit circuitously, to the
point of this introduction— how I learned to PUNT.

We very quickly realized that we were probably not going to score,
never mind, win very often. We could, however, run and tackle reasonably well.
In order to appear at least earnest if not adept at the game our strategy as fol-
lows: 1) Always start the match or half by kicking off if given the chance and
quickly PUNT the ball to the other team deep in their territory, 2) Whenever
forced to play offense, quickly get the ball to one of our two experienced players
and let them PUNT the ball deep into the opponent's territory. and 3) Take our
poundings with dignity, graciously accept our hosts' postmatch hospitality, and
then do our best to drink them under the table! Though this strategy never netted
us victory we were always invited back (even by the New Zealand national
juniors team— if you can imagine!) and had the TIME OF OUR LIVES. I later
managed. somehow to make and play for a more serious club (until I broke my
head — but that's another story) that actually won most of its matches but I
NEVER had as much fun as with the CRFC. Additionally, as I've recently come
to believe, perhaps I learned a valuable lesson from the experience that continues
to serve me well today as I flounder my middle-aged ass up and down snow,
rock, and ice every (not many) chance I get these days. This past spring, I real-
ized that perhaps I hadn't completely discarded the Chuckwalla strategy. Please
let me try and explain.

10 May: Mark called today. Said something about his cardiologist
and can't go to Rainier next week. Shit, shit, shit! I'm torn. On one hand I'm
bummed that Mark can't go. We've been humping loads up and down Old Rag

J.

and the surrounding hillsides every weekend for the last month and a half and
were starting to feel pretty hard (or at least as hard as two middleaged, weekend
climbers can feel). On the other hand, I know it's a blessing that we found this
out now rather than somewhere high up in the Cascades. As much as I love my
buddy, the idea of throwing a CPR liplock on him and having to drag him
across a glacier or two is not appealing in the least. And then on the third hand,
I'm now partner less for the trip— NEXT WEEK!

17 May: After quickly completing and submitting the NPS solo
request and climbing resume, the last seven days have been a blur of faxes,
phone calls, and e-mails to and from Ranger Steve at Rainier. My permit to
travel above ten thousand feet on my own finally came through today. I leave
out of Baltimore tomorrow.

19 May: Hangin' out at about 9500' just below Camp Muir and just
west of Anvil Rock. Just passing time watching the spongy white cumulus
clouds roll up from the valley below and join with their high cirrus brethren as
they pass in front of the half moon hung in an absolutely perfect blue sky. The
sun shines brightly as it prepares to set behind the crevassed glaciers and horri-
bly broken and menacing ice cliffs that make up the Nisqually and Wilson Gla-
ciers. My cloud friends seem to be generally following the path 1 intend on this
springtime adventure to the south side of Mount Rainier. Up they creep from the
Paradise Visitor Center to Panorama Point. then up the east side of the Muir
snow fields, past Camp Muir and Gibraltar Rock at 10.600 and about 12 thou-
sand feet respectively, and onto the 14,411 foot summit of this dormant volcano.
From there my bulbous, slow-moving companions continue east to tease the sun
baked desert that is the eastern slope of the Cascades with whatever moisture
may have survived the journey across Columbia and Liberty Caps.

It is at Columbia Cap that our journey will diverge. As my vaporous
friends continue relentlessly east across the rain shadow of the Rainier,1 hope to
perhaps linger for a day on the afore mentioned high points before either turning
north to make my way down to Camp Shurman and Glacier Point via the
Emmons. Winthrop. and Inter glaciers or simply return the way I came. That
decision will be predicated upon whether or not the NPS has been able to open
the road into the White River campground for the season or not. The prospect of
a tacking a ten-mile road march onto the tail end of this adventure is in no way
appealing to me. I have gotten mixed opinions about the possibility of the near
record snowfall being removed in time for the traditional Memorial Day opening
next Friday. My buddy Mike, who accompanied me to about Moon Rocks be-
fore skiing back down to Paradise and on to his lovely wife, church, and prepara-
tions for the pending work week will keep checking the status of the road. We
have a pre-planned cellular communication in a couple of evenings.

Mike and his bride Angela are great! He and I haven't seen each
other for nearly four years since we were both Army officers stationed in upstate
New York and climbing together on the too few weekends that we could escape
to the Daks, Gunks. or the occasional longer trips into the Green Mountains of
Vermont or the Whites of New Hampshire. I had never met Angela. Mike's
wife of two and a half years. Even with this gap in our activities together and
compounded by neglected communications on my part. Mike was eager to try
and juggle his, now civilian, vacation time in order to join me when I announced
my intentions ten or twelve weeks earlier. Although he believed his chances of
getting away were slim he immediately offered logistical support for the adven-
ture. That support wound up being a ride from SEATAC airport to his house
just outside Seattle. a wonderful pre-climb meal (that Angela prepared on short
notice), transportation to Mount Rainier National Park some three and a half
hours away. and finally sharing my load most of the way up the snowfields to
Camp Muir. What a friend! It was so good to see him again and to finally meet
Angela. They are both obviously happy together and seeing that was a wonder-
ful way to kick off this adventure.

(continued on next page)


