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Ten Hot Tips from the Valley

Joe and | had both been yearning to get to the valley for
most of our climbing years (as | suspect most climbers
do). There was always some reason not to go though; not
climbing hard enough, don’t know our way around the
place, not enough vacation days, etc. As we got talking
about this situation sometime over the past couple of
years we came up with the scheme that we would take a
long weekend sometime and just go find something within
our abilities and (try and) climb it. We quickly agreed
that the Royal Arches (5.7, AO or 5.10b) was a likely ob-
jective and settled on a mid October date.

Almost immediately upon reaching the valley we realized
the error of our ways. HOT TIP #1: Go Now! If you’ve
ever imagined climbing in Yosemite, there’s no reason to
put it off. There are routes of all abilities, easily identi-
fied, AND almost all starts are within 10 minutes or so of
the road. Another friend of mine had warned that | might be Bob Graver and Joe Martinet
surprised at how compact the area is but | was still amazed. on. Reyal.Arches, Yosenuite

We arrived late afternoon and spent the remainder of our first day stopping and gawking at the incredible

and familiar sights en route to our campsite at the far end of the valley (we stayed in the Upper Pines camp-
ground). After registering and setting up our tent, we spent the rest of the day reconnoitering the approach to
the start of our objective (all five minutes of it) and figuring out where to eat. HOT TIP #2: There are sev-
eral places to eat but the cafeteria at the Yosemite Lodge-opens earliest (0700), closes latest (2100), has the
greatest variety, and most reasonable prices (I only spent about $10 per meal).

We went to sleep that night after deciding that, given the short approach and the success of our recon, we’d
just get going “whenever we get up”. The next morning, that wound up being about 0600 due to the time
difference and, I’'m sure, a bit of excitement. This early start would serve us well later. After a quick break-
fast at the cafeteria, we racked up in the parking lot of the Awahnee Lodge and made our way to the start of

Royal ches. continued on next page




.. | think we did rock, paper, scissors or some other finger drill
and | wound up with the honors. Pitch one is a great wake-up
pitch, a committing 5.6 off-width corner with intermittent but
bomber natural pro. After looking around a bit for the alter-
nate 5.7 crack start (no off-widths for me if at all possible)

tucked my right shoulder into the crack and began working
my feet up the steep, polished face on the left. | slung a large
chockstone, wove my way behind another (Joe thanked me for

before bringing Joe up.

We scrambled across some third class terrain and Joe made
short work of the nice left facing corner and a section of
fingers work to get us to the second belay. From there we
scrambled across a pitch or so of third and forth class terrain
before we were enticed (off-route) by a gorgeous right facing

@ corner with a difficult undercling finish. | took two falls on the

finish before reling g p end to Joe who finished the final ten feet or so in fine style. We later determined
that this probably was a 5.9 pitch of a 5.12 route called The Cobra (or something like that). Once we both got to the
top of the pitch we rapped back to the bottom and continued across the third class terrain to the right. | then noticed
that this is also probably the section marked “off route” in McNamara’s guide. HOT TIP #3: Go all the way to the END
of the third class ramp before turning up hill.

After making our way to the end of the ramp, Joe led us nicely up the gorgeous 5.7 fingers crack, pin scars, and an
enjoyable right facing corner to the next belay. Did | mention that (as luck would have it) Joe seemed to draw all

the cool pitches while mine all tended to have “off width”, “chimney”, or even “munge” in the description? | guess |
actually lost the rock, paper, scissors at the start! From there | continued up the 5.6/5.7 terrain of the next pitch and
Joe took us up pitch seven that featured a pair of parallel hand/fist cracks just about two arms length apart. This we
decided was the “bear hug” pitch described in the Fifty Classics.

Pitch 8 started with a grovel up a short 5.5 off width (of course) section

and finished up easy terrain to the next belay. From there Joe took us up to
the anchors for the pendulum pitch. Being anchored by a couple of bomber
bolts directly above me and believing that the pendulum goes free at 5.9
(the original grade), | thought to have a go freeing across this nearly verti-
cal section on the dime-sized edges. Well, it only took me a couple minutes °
to realize that thin 5.10b (the modern grade) is beyond me and | reverted

to the traditional means of spanning this gap (I guess | did have a “cool
pitch” or two after all!). After a balance across the top of the flake that is
the prize of the pendulum | built an anchor and brought Joe across.

From there we moved quickly across a couple of indistinct pitches (one of
which is the alternative to the “rotten log pitch” of the original route and
another that included “climb THROUGH the tree” in its description) to get
to the start of the last few pitches. Joe led pitch twelve that started up a
nice steep 5.7 fingers crack and finished with a squeeze behind a large pine
bough to surmount a large right facing corner that stood between us and
the routes final difficulties. | led the next pitch up easy terrain to a trough
of sorts and an enjoyable aréte finish. From there we stretched our 60m

rope a bit and Joe led us up the easy terrain of pitches fourteen and fif-
teen.

At this point, we’re within spitting distance below the valley rim and can see the grove of pine trees that has been
our goal since just after sunrise an easy traverse away to our left. On top of that | know the last pitch is only 5.4 so |
figure it’s a walk in the park. Well, apparently | didn’t read the fine print regarding the run out, blank, and exposed
nature of that final 5.4 pitch. The first half was the cruise I’d imagined but | spent what seemed like an hour on the
last fifty feet or so trembling my way across the slabbage on fingernail sized exfoliations, brushing pine needles off the
“pbomber” dime thin ledges where | could rest before making moves, sometimes as short as six inches. Needless to say
there was no way to get any gear through this section and all | could offer Joe was a weak “I’m sorry and good luck”
as he seconded the pitch and repeated the adventure.

We accomplished our objective and climbed Royal Arches on FRI. What an incredibly intricate route-and what a job
of route-finding on the part of the first ascentionists! We climbed 18 pitches in a leisurely 8 hours and pretty much 2




