


Castle Rock Spire, West Face. Fred Beckey, Mort Hempel, Ben Borson, 
and I feared the rugged nine-hour approach to Castle Rock Spire deserved 
a higher rating than the beautiful plumb-like crack system we had spotted 
from the roadhead. Our fears were unfounded. Closer inspection revealed 
that the cracks started a full 250 feet above the ground. After seven hours 
of bolting, penduluming, and nailing overhangs we finally set up a belay in 
slings from a bolt a scant 100 feet up the wall. On the next pitch I was 
confronted by an overhang of downward hanging rotten flakes. A piton 
under a flake, a tied-off loose chockstone, a bolt placed in a one-inch hole 
drilled completely through one of the flakes, and a shaky piton got me 
past the crux and into the crack system. My lack of seniority gave me the 
next lead, which began in a nice easy crack, but soon led to an 
overhanging, rotten, crackless manzanita field. The field was negotiated by 
testing the brittle bushes and tying them off for direct aid. I tried to shut 
out the recurring mental image of a climber hanging in space, spinning in 
circles after a fall, with bunches of silly bushes tied to the rope at regular 
intervals above him. As the sun set I reached the top of the manzanita 
overhang and belayed Fred up. We were only a few hundred feet off the 
ground, so we rappelled and got a good night’s sleep. Fred and I prussiked 
back up the next morning. We found the upper wall to be made up of 
clean hard rock with continuous cracks all the way to the summit. The 
first pitch of the day overhung in one spot and widened out into a 
jam-crack for about twenty feet. A ledge at the end of the jam was 
welcomed with mixed emotion since its very presence on the otherwise 
vertical wall was made possible by a rather mean-looking overhang above 
it. The overhang was split by a single two-inch crack with rough edges. As I 
attempted to do the crack free, Fred nervously and repeatedly voiced the 
merits of aid climbing in situations like mine. After a brief rest on a piton, 
I finished the crack in good alpine but rather poor Yosemite style. The 
final pitch was a serene finish. After nailing a short overhang, we found a 
single crack splitting the smooth 70° headwall leading to the summit. We 
dispensed with pitons and threaded the crack with jam nuts for its entire 
length. For three days the walls of the canyon and the spire had hidden 
the view of the Sierra. We were rewarded with an exquisite view of the 
peaks of the Great Western Divide as we mantled onto the summit ridge. 
By evening we had rappelled, packed up, hiked out, and blended into the 
faceless crowd and the never ending procession of tourists. NCCS IV, 
F9, A4.
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