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Meyers, Yosemite Climbs,
A Rock Climbing Guide to
Yosemite Valley, p. 145
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National Geographic Magazine,
Vol. 145, No. 6, pp. 782-791, June 1974,
Climbing Half Dome the Hard Way,
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Climbing Half Dome

nosthwest (sor Ras never before been “climbed clrin™ —<ibal @, wit
shew] pliomi isle the pock For anchers asel ill-sis
wendgpry amd Suts, iles called chocke Thess o B
it ot gy aial ki B AP (e FER T RS
sine e Lasprd Pl 6 Bkl Diereson et ot laks sar o Bm war bavpers, sl oo Bve (1]

the Hard Way
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Straight helovw ws—1 5600 foet of empty @r Ahove ws--A400 ferl of perpemlbicular

Thia b isar thard oday on Vosemwie's (amedl Hall Dene, whong sleedr
wirt dtving

™ W wee ool alumisum
ppeed fate ancd out of crarks
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HATED TD LEAVE the security of a
good foothedd. A rope ram slack from my
waiat diagonally down the clff, ending In
the hands of Dennis Hennel, wha stood
securely anchored on & two-Tool-wide ledie,
Between us o secies of carabiners gleamed
like oversize safety pins, attaching the mpe to
variois anchors in the rock. The neareal was
ten feet below me. From there if was an-
other fifty feet to Dennis, snd then & thousand
feet straight down 1o the bottom of the north-
wiest fnce of Hall Thoene, the massive rock wall
in Yosrmite that John Muir called =sublime =
Viewed from its bhase, this sheer chifl hang
from clowds to carth, Bke & vast granis
tapesiry spread over 160 vertical seves. No
one can (il to marvel st the colosal foroes
that carved 1 through the agr—masve
uplift, stream cuting. and glaoal baildorng
along a frarture sone To cveryone the war
img, I,000-foot wall s beastiful To s reck
climber it i Fresstible We were ints ihe
setond day of our ascent
The northwest face of Half Dome was first
climbed in 1957 and bad often been scaled

TR

dince, bl never ax we were doing it noew.

I looled In frooi of me at & crack o the
rock: am eighth of an inch wide and deeper
than [ could see. From the equipment hang-
ing from my shoulder 1 picked out & uny
abumbiaim wedge, smaller than a thumbnail,
|il.l'l"|}' an elghth of an inch thick, From i
lning a stoel loap thinner than & shoelace,

Giently 1 thieaded the wedge into & narrow
sl the crack and tugged hand on that
cable boop. It would have to bold my full
welght, oven if | should (&l

Where & Walk Becomes an Act of Faith

I clipped my rope into the cable loop and
wrlled to Denmis, “Lower me!™

The rgee tightened. 1 et my foothaold and
walked diagenally dows the wall to a oy
bedipr, higher than Dennes bt [ar to his mighl
I breathed & sigh of rebiefl The Gt part of
the Hobbims Travere, madway up the cheer
face of Hall Dume, was over

The traverse name bonon Royal Robbina,
leader of a three-man party that made the
Ersl mscent of the face 16 years befoce our

Natwral Geographic, Jane 1974

Consblered umlimbable for
yoars, Flall Dvrme's noviliwest
nce wis sl pealed in 1957 by
Wow'al Bobslils and 1we come
pambons. Many have fodlowed

w0 many, i fsct, thai Flall
Dhome's erocks bear the wn
sghily white seary of comntless
pitans. We hope others will
tollow our example of wsing
vomly wos b -pmviang « ks

Hrw Dennin Mennek irdghty
s the waid Doug Robinson
el 1 Bolkrw, semening ¢ hocks
plaied by Dhenss ge wr po 2wl
leaving the wall snmarred—as
W omwabieg mure than asether
acheud  ihailew  had e
v # abowed lace

aitempl. Al that thine it was the lomgest,
mat ibiffieull pock climb ever socomplishes]
i Narth America. OF the five days and foar
ilghts on the wall, Robbins said, “We were
really scared because we hadn’t dore amy
thkng like it belope™

I knew how he el Fear is normal for
anyong attempting the unknswn, and we oo
weie irying someihing mever attempled be-
fore: o clhimb of such length and dirastion,
CHFTYIng ni gdiloas

A piton iy @ siee] support 1o be haummered
et @ ornck wnikil it rimgs like @ radiroad spike.
Big climbs had leen conddesed impossible
whilwoul weh ambe as phions st evpansion
Bodts. At ther lraot, @ climber would take them
along just in caw, an Austrias meuniaiteer
Ian i @ cHimborr wrbe takies thar sert of
prrcastion “lle carries hin cournge in his
L T8

Instead, we relied for protection on Bk
i af alamingn alloy that can be inscrod
Inin marrow places bn cracks and Bifted ot
again with one's fingers

Culiwd chocks or nuts, these remarkabile

Chimbing Wl Dome the Hard Wiy

hetle aluminum devices come in the farm af
nartew wedges (page T26) and in mualtifaceted
shapes. The use of nuts developed more than
w decade ago in the English Lake District amd
In Wales. Some of the frst nuts were packed
up along the Snowidon rallway by limbers
on their way 1o scabe Welsh crnge. With a
smmall e looped theough ba bode, § regular
machine nut could be jammed ot o crack
1o sevve &8 & salety anchos

Today nuts are manulsctured specifically
Tor climbers, in various slses 1o B cracks up
1o wix inches whide. In an ideal suot 8 nat may
have even moee halding power than a piton
Bait pitons §it lnda (ar mose places than suts

Minos Shock Frecreases fhe Swsprnse

| was enaware of cur tstal depersience on
euats undil the fral aftctmoos of our @lemb
when Denmsis yelled up o me “We've loslied
im all the bagy ared cam seeen s Aned 1he
pitoms. They must have been beft behind =

Denimbs Hennek was mot & comvincing fib-
ber A vrteran of dosens of multiday «limibs,
from the Arctic b the Andes, be was far too

TAS
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Wall-walkers” tools inchide such Endispenaable kinds of chotks ms stoppers (lefi), alu
minum wedges made to sbop you if you fall These amd similar devices sre dropped or
pushed into cracks and secured with downward jerks of iheir steel or pyvhon cables. Up-
ward yanks wsually suffice to remave them Ome such ntl-and-sling has been st fnno s
orack [eenter) & few knches from & nesty pltos Jeft by carlier climbers. A safety-pin-
like carabines (Mgt cligs he anchor 16 15e climber’s rope. Doug (opposite) makes
& wavers wilh B armory of canefully racked hardwire dangling and clanging

experiendced and careful to have left pitons
behing—unless be did it parposely. He and
our other companion, [oug Robinson, had
sorted the climbing equipment together.

I realized what Dennis meant: This time
we were not curying sur courage in our ruck-
sacks We were committed to an adventure

Now, well ima our second day, it was
Doug’s turn 10 [cad. From my ledee in the
middle of Robbins Traverse | watched him
struggle. He tried vaknly to place a mut ten
fect ahove me in a karrow crack with flaring
sides. Whis this as {or as we could go#

Dioug's raght leg began (o shake like an old-
fashioned sewing machine He came down
il rested. This section 5 usually climbed by
pouidhing in pitons anad using direct aid
altaching a nylon ladder 10 a piton and
moving Bpward to place another

Doug enubd find no nut that the faring
erack would accept, 3o he tried a different
way. As Dennis fed out rope, he traversed
downwaard bo a crack only a few inches wide

Dhar spirits lifted as we watched Doug “free
climb™—uzsing footholds and fingerholdsonly,

Th

without direct support fiom rope or anchors
Soon be reached a perfect slot where sl last
bee placed o nat that not even the weight of &
car could have budged

This nut guve Doug the confidence 1o con-
tinoe free cllmbing. Soon be had his hands
of a ledge & Bundeed feel lomg and hall as
wide as & eity sidewalk. The dificulties of the
Raobbins Traverse were behind us

Doug’s ldeak: the Mouniaks Gost

g Axed several nuts for anchors, and
on an extra rope he hauled up our two sacks
holding sleeping gear, food, and four gallons
of water in plastic hatthes. Dennis and 1
joareid bimy, lifting om the nats Daog hind
placed for protection on bis lesd

Happy about that morning's progress, we
lunched on sausage, cheese, and bard candies
1 thought back to the day I'd asked Doug if he
would be Interested in ¢limbing Half Dome

He had palitely refused, because of kis feel-
inge about pitons and “divect-add climbing.™
Instensd of standing in a nylon ladder while
driving & row of phlons ever higher, he

Nittonal Geographic, fune U074
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Climbing Half Dome the Hard W

There are always strings atlached
clmbing ropes, haul fines, slings. 1i
you s such Ifelmes to saipport vour
weight, it's called “direct-aid climbing ™
If you use them only to catch you in
case you fnll—as an acrobat wses his
net=—it's called “free climbing™

That's me (far left) using disect aid
an & dheer granite face. What's hald-
ing me up? Ned the climbing rope, bat
an dirier—a nylon loop supporied by a
nut I've just anchored, into which my
right foot fts stirrup-lashion

Free climbing up a crack system,
Detpis (middle lefty jams fats and
Feel into the fssure (o a technigque
called “jamming."

After a dav’s muncle-numbing lnhar,
we "tie in" 1o @ high-tise ledge (above)
and enjoy some food, rest, and the
laxury of taking off our choes.

In this vertical world you have to be
prepared for sudden sops and downa
Trying a too-risky shortout near the
sumenit, I “peel,” or fall, but only abéu
ten feet (near left). The rope, anchared
fram above, pulls tt and stops me
jiast above o Gitle bedpe. Aneen!

TEQ
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proferred 1o chimb like & mountnin goat, on
skill alone, using the rope only as & backup

Doug moved 1o the mountains after college
to muke his living by guiding and writing
Simplicity kevnotes his lfe. He and & friend
e set oul on skis from the south end of the
John Muir Trail, near Mount Whitney, and
arrived in Yosemnite Valley msore than a
manth lster. They went in winter, without
stove, thermomeler, walch, of oompass, b
experience the mountain on thelr own lerms,
nol just on man's way of measuring them

1 knew that Doug was in superb condition
and had the skill to climb Half Dome. 1 tobd
him that same recent ascents had been mose
than B0 percent free cimbing; by using nuts,
we would not need many pitons

After much theught, Doug replied, “T' go
if wee climb it clean.” Meaning so pitons at all.

I said, “Let's try it clean, but we'll carry
some pitons just in case” Doug agreed, we
shook hands, and met & week Later in Yosemite

The idea of wusing nuts instead of pitons
implics much more than o wish for simplicity
The last man in & climbing party usually re-
moves the pitons, 5o they can be used apain

By the late 1960%, thousands of climbers
had placed and removed tens of thauands af
pitons in Yosemite alome, wearing naturnd
cracks into ughy white scars. Wikl and once-
remode clffs were a8 becoming worn peg-
boands in an open-air gymnasiam.

e could, af course, avold crack damage
ey beaving the pitons in place. But that would
roh & climb af much of s adventure. Chmb
ing & essenlially a wilderness activity, and a
row of pitons snaking up a rock wall detracts
greatly from the experience of belng partial a
natiral scene untouched by man

Clinging 1o Cracks and Chimneys

With lunch fOnished, we tomed our af-
tention back to cracks and climbing.

Crack syifems are Hie rivers in the rock,
pubding trafic over vertical terrain, making
climbing possiile on otherwise blank cliffs.

Above Robhins Traverse we followed a
Inrge crack system for &00 feel, mostly in
chimneys—eracks wide encugh to craw] in-
shde amd nscesn] by pressing agaknat the sldes
with shoulders, hack, arms, or legs By the
secondl evening we reached a series of ledges
onky 400 feel bebow the summil

In the setting sum we found simple jov in
walking back and forth, dragging our bare
toes through the sand deposited on the oy,

790

twa-loot-wide ledges by centuries of enosion

Much of a climb is quizt and reflective. 5o
it was naw, 1,600 feel above the base of the
clifl and 4,500 fecl above the dim, hasy
valley flooe. We spoke litle during & supper
of samlimes, ralzing, and water. As we had
idone the previous evening an o nammow ledge
a thousand f{eet below, we bedded dawn for
the might, roping ourselves (o the wall so a5
sob to rall off in our sleep (page 789

When All Else Fadls, Tey a " Skylook™

In the clear air of the third marning we
looked down into the valley almost a mile
below, watching antlike people, soring them
clearly, fecling chose to them, and yet so far,

I began the first lead toward the Visor, nn
overhang of the summit that juls 50 fect into
space (dingram, page TE4) The steep rock
soon became so difficult that I eould na lenger
free climb. Wosking my way upward with
nyvion ladders aftached fo muats, I came to o
spot I coulidn't pass. Nome of the nuts would
hold in the slightly overhanging crack

Deenmis yelled up, "Can you gel a hook in#™

1 spotted a nubbin of rock pet misch larger
than my thumb. It had a fint top on which 1
marmged to hang a “shyhonk"—a stecl ook
yvau ase when vou'd like to use your finger-
nails bot know they anen't strong encugh. On
o oyton ladder attached to the hook, 1 moved
up to where I coubd place ansther nut

Dennis ard Dowg each beed for a section
until we reached the beginning of Thank God
Ledge, 3o mamed by the Robbins party be-
cause it enabled them io avoid the Visor
Severnl climbers have taken the mame to
mean a shell big enough for bivonac. The
tiny Jedpe was p severe disappointment to
them. [t & only 15 inches ot its widest

Doug led neross the bedge, crawlihg past
the narrowest part. From ils end, he placed a
nut for safely as high as he could resch,
before free climbing a very difficult crack

We were now only 150 feet belaw the sum
mit, Friemds who had walked up the cable
secured pathway on the hack of the dome
{page 7779 waved from the top, But pur climb
was mol over. The eracks were narrow amd
parallelsided. archenemies of mul placing.

Dennis led off delicately, placing tiny
wired wedgrs Fartunately the rock face was
rough, allowing o combination of free and
ald climbing. He supported part of his weight
on the ruck, the rest on the meager wedges.

Soon he came to o place that would prove

to b the key to the success or failure of the
climb. [nstead of pursulng one crack at a tme,
he now had 1o deal with discontinuous cracks
—climbing a foot or two up one crack, and
then reaching to o completely different one,
two or three feel to the shde. His goal was a
ledze that looked deceplively close but was in
fact 30 feet above him

Time seemed to stand il as Dennds placed
a skyhook, Then a very special nut—ibe
smmallesi of all, made of chromemolvbdenum
#teel and only a sixteenth of an inch thick

|'1I'|'.1§|I_t'il'm!l'|r!rll||r_\' wedpe, his Mol secure
anchor In 20 feet All three of us were 5o
engrossed that 1o us those momenis expanded
to contain all reaity. The crux of the climb
was in [ennis's hands

Finally he velled down, “OfF belay™

He bad tied his rope 1o solid anchors on
thee shell above. Now only two moderate

leads separafed us from our waiting friends
I led onie, Dennis the next, and soon we were
hauling the lnst bag onto the Bal summit

At dusk we walked down along the cables
an the back of the dome and set up camp in
the forest mear a spring. We had not had hot
Tood or drink for three days, and the tea with
its flavor of the aluminam pot seemed the
linesl Boguid we could kave tasied Our beds
af pine needies were more comiortable than
mEY malresses we could IBagoe

In the morning we waiched the sunrtse
under brewing storm chbouds az we liked the
remaining seven miles 10 the valley Boor, At
the end of the trail we boarded the public
shutthe bus with our heavy packs, dust, and
odors. We feli satisfied and ye1 strangely de-
preszed-—because gur ndventure was finished

That feeling will disappezr only when the
nexl adiveniure beging 0

“There is w0 upness comparsble Lo the mointabng,™ wrobe Sierra-loving John Mulr. His
words mérrar our feelings as we stanid—Deug, Dennis, and I—on Hall Dome's summit
We are proad right down to the masrew of oot aching Bbones 1Bad we not only achieved this
upness oa our own, but that we did It nathout marrisg the way of (hose who follow,

i
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