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 size     weight  impact force  falls
9.4mm  57g/M     8.1kN        5

JEAN-PIERRE
OUELLET

The Sterling Fusion Ion2 is my favorite
rope. It's easy to clip, handles well and is
very lightweight. Sterling = Performance
without sacrifice on durability.
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OR BUY ONE BY CLICKING HERE!

GRAB THEM WHILE THEY’RE HOT! GET 5 
FRIENDS TO SUBSCRIBE AND GET A FREE  
CLIMBERISM SHIRT!
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CONTRIBUTORS //

Erik has no interest being scared, uncomfort-
able or on 40-degree snow, but he still hasn’t 
figured out how to give up climbing. He 
works as a reporter in northern New Hamp-
shire, where he’s an ice climbing guide and 
regional coordinator for the Access Fund.

Erik	Eisele

Christian Fracchia started climbing 27 years 
ago on the outlying crags of the Southern Ad-
irondacks and hasn’t stopped since. His love of 
climbing him has taken him around the world 
in search of snow, rock, and ice, but it’s the 
Gunks he now calls home.  Chris teaches high 
school physics and lives in Gardiner, NY with 
his wife Jen and Old English Sheepdog.

Christian	Fracchia

Currently on the road trip of a life time, Fage 
and his girlfriend (who climbers harder than 
he) has settled into the dirtsquirrel lifestyle 
nicely. Fage is seeking sponsorship for just 
about anything... Can you help? (http://spon-
sormeow.wordpress.com)

Roger	Fage

WORDS	FROM	
THE	LOCALS...
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EDITOR’S NOTE //

The first time I went ice climbing was in North Con-
way; I was at the Frankenstein Cliffs. I don’t remem-
ber what route we climbed, but what I do remember 

is that it was bitter cold, my hands felt like they were going 
to fall off and a chunk of ice detached from above, slugging 
me right in the eye. Once the bleeding was under control, I 
got back on the ice and went for another round.
My first thoughts of ice climbing were pretty similar to a lot 
people; sharp objects, gear that, most likely, will not hold if 
you fall on it and broken bones are pretty much certain in 
any sort of accident. Yup, in ice climbing all negatives pretty 
much lead to guaranteed injury. The simple remedy to this 
is: take it easy out there, climb within your limits and don’t 
fall! Though we all know these guidelines doesn’t always 
work. 
Last year my good friend Olof Dallner took a spill while 
climbing at Lake Willoughby in Vermont, take a look at 
Climberism issue #4, where he personally described his 
accident. He was certainly climbing well within his ability, 
but shit happens; you just can’t stop them. That being said, 

it shouldn’t stop anyone from going out there and giving ice 
climbing a go. Take it from personal experience, you don’t 
want to be an outsider looking in. This time of year, there 
are numerous ice festivals in the region that offer novices 
the opportunity to stick their picks quick. Most ice climbing 
festivals offer free demo gear as well highly discounted clin-
ics to get your feet wet. Here is a short list of ice climbing 
events this year in the region. Give it a shot!

January 13-14 The Adirondack Mountaineering Festival
Info: http://www.mountaineer.com

January 20-23 The Catskills Rock and Snow Ice Festival
Info: http://www.rockandsnow.com

January 27-29 The Smugglers Notch Ice Bash
Info: http://www.sunriseadventuresports.com

February 3-5 The Mount Washington Valley Ice Festival
Info: http://www.ime-usa.com

Army snowcats in action during the 2011 Smugglers Notch Ice Bash  //   Photo by: David Crothers

COMING SOON
COMING SOON

sniping out the best 
brands at the best prices

BOULDERINGWERX .c
omBOULDERINGWERX .c
om
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Easily recognized by her small size, large laugh, and 
notably dirty pink jacket, Thea Marie Blodgett-
Gallahan is a North East rock climber with a frenetic 

personality and unbridled enthusiasm for hard trad. Once 
Thea steps onto the rock her nervous energy subsides and 
one gets the sense that climbing is an effortless and peace-
ful endeavor. Born and raised in Ithaca New York, Thea at 
age 25 is quickly becoming recognized as one of the leading 
trad climbers in the Northeast. Her impressive quick repeats 
of classic hard lines in the Gunks and Adirondacks have 
solidified her reputation as a climber with both the mental 
stamina and creativity to climb and protect lines that have 
been thought of more as top-ropes than leads since the era 
of their first ascent.
 On a recent trip to the Gunks I had the opportunity 
to ask Thea a few questions about her thoughts on climb-
ing, life, and her future goals. During an oatmeal breakfast 
I managed to get in a few questions, but Thea’s impatience 
to climb would not allow her to sit still for an interview so I 
scribbled down her responses as I tried to keep up with her 
on the hike out to Millbrook. The next time I caught up 
with Thea she was anchored at the Survival Block belay-
ing Jamie Hamilton and I managed to finish the interview 
thanks to Jamie’s ability to run multiple laps on 5.12.

HAPPINESS IS A 110 DEGREE WALL 5.12B) //
MILLBROOK, GUNKS, NEW YORK
PHOTS AND WORDS // CHRISTIAN FRACCHIA

WHAT WAS YOUR FIRST OUTDOOR 
CLIMBING EXPERIENCE?
Christine Chin took me up High Exposure. 
She was a graduate student at Cornell who 
I knew from the climbing wall in Ithaca.

WOW, THAT’S QUITE THE 
INTRODUCTION! HOW DID IT GO? WERE 
YOU SCARED?
Yes, very scared, the whole experience 
was overshadowed by fear. I was especially 
scared whenever being left behind on the 
ground or a ledge. I thought I‘d like better 
to go first.

WHAT WERE YOUR EXPERIENCES LIKE 
AFTER THAT?
Over the next few years I climbed a lot of 
Gunks moderates with my Dad. He bought 
the gas and drove; I led. My parents are 
both amazingly supportive of me, and 
consequently my climbing habit.

DID YOU KNOW AT THAT TIME THAT 
CLIMBING WOULD BECOME SUCH A 
PASSION INYOUR LIFE?
Yes, but not to the extent that it is. I 
spent 6 months in California, mostly 
Joshua Tree and the Valley in 2005. I 
love crack climbing, ever since climbing 
the cement cracks at the climbing wall 
in Ithaca. I took to western climbing 
quickly and on that trip started leading 
at my ability level; I guess that trip 
really sealed the deal.

SO DO YOU STILL GET SCARED?
Yeah! Climbing is incredibly scary, it 
takes so much energy and focus to stay 
physically engaged when my mind tells 
me not too, when there is a potential 
to whip. That is a constant challenge 
for me. It helps to climb and whip 
frequently so that I stay confident in my 
climbing and comfortable with flying. 
The energy that I spend hemming and 

hawing on hard routes can be a deal 
breaker, sabotaging success. Luckily 
I am not especially success oriented. 
When I can embody the balance of 
being rational, cognizant of my rope 
system, and climb intuitively it is really 
exhilarating.  
 
HOW HAS CLIMBING AFFECTED THE 
REST OF YOUR LIFE?
Climbing has cemented my love of 
physical activity. When I was a kid and 
walking small town errands with my 
mom I was a constant advocate for riding 
the bus and beggar for piggyback rides. 
Climbing dragged me out of that state 
of laziness, to the extent that I have 
grown to really love a physical challenge 
whenever it arises. Most recently as a 
new nurse I have found this challenge in 
the dexterity and coordination required 
for phlebotomy training.

LOCAL LEGEND // THEA MARIE BLODGETT-GALLAHAN
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WORD OF MOUTH 5.12B // TROUBLE GUNKS, NEW YORK

FORBIDDEN ZONE 5.11C // LOST CITY, GUNKS, NEW YORK

WHAT DO YOU LIKE ABOUT CLIMBING IN THE NORTH-
EAST?
Foremost I live here. It’s exceptionally beautiful and the 
rock quality is indisputably good. The climbing community 
here is like a village without a traffic light, small but stacked 
with spirit and enthusiasm. I am inspired by the exceptional 
history and ethic of traditional climbing in the North East.  
 
WHAT ABOUT THE WEST, HAVE YOU DONE ANY LONG 
ROUTES?
I adore the western rock. Yes this past Summer I got to do 
a route on Mt. Evans and a bunch of routes at the Devil’s 
Tower. Last summer I climbed D7 on the Diamond & 
onsighted the Naked Edge in Eldorado Canyon. I have 
climbed some longer trad routes in Yosemite, and Cochise 
stronghold AZ.   
 
HOW DID YOU DO ON THE WASP (A 5.13A TRAD ROUTE 
IN ROCKY MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK)? IS IT AS 
BEAUTIFUL AS PEOPLE SAY IT IS?
Yes, it is absolutely fabulous. I was on it once last year and 
fell off. This year I got it first try of my second day on it; I was 
super psyched because Sean (Nelb) got it that day too.

SO WHY DO YOU FOCUS ON TRAD MORE THAN SPORT?
There’s just more to it, gymnastic strength is only one of the 
many components of trad climbing. The mental involvement 
required to know yourself, your gear, read routes and figure 
out how to climb them safely makes for more memorable and 
fulfilling days climbing. I generally find traditional routes 
aesthetic, following natural lines and less prone to feeling 
contrived. I don’t need to top out every climb, but trad routes 
generally feel more complete and fulfilling to me when they 
do top out. 

WHAT’S IN STORE FOR THE FUTURE:
Oh man, there’s so much for me to do! I want to do Zabba at 
the Web and these amazing 12’s out at Millbrook, especially 
Happiness and Nectar Vector. Requiem*  Gravity’s if it 
will ever dry out. I haven’t done much climbing in New 
Hampshire so I am excited to do some climbing there too. 
I am just itching to climb all over the place.  (*Note: Thea 
sent Requiem 12d/13a PG-R two weeks after the interview)

WHAT WOULD YOU ASK YOURSELF IF YOU WERE 
INTERVIEWING YOURSELF?
I would ask what the *** do you do in Ithaca all of the time, 
how do you stay motivated? Then I would answer that besides 
work, which takes up most of my energy. The Finger Lakes 
region is really beautiful, I like to bike, hike and run in the 
crumbly gorges. I do have some long-term non-climbing 
goals, such as building a picnic table, and that helps me live 
in an area without climbing. 
 
SO WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO THIS WINTER? I 
THINK YOU SHOULD GET SOME ICE TOOLS AND START 
PUTTING UP ROUTES IN THE CATSKILLS.
How come I feel that your question is somewhat biased?
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YOU’VE NEVER SEEN 
THE AAC LIKE THIS

SUPPORTING CLIMBERS LIKE NEVER BEFORE

Advocacy: Fighting for Climbers' Rights

Conservation: Protecting the Places We Climb

$10,000 Rescue Benefits

Free Guidebook Checkout: 20,000 Volumes

American Alpine Journal & Accidents in North American 

Mountaineering 

Grand Teton Climbers' Ranch and Lodging around the World

And heaps more...

americanalpineclub.org/join

Andrew Burr
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GEAR TALKTHE ACCESS PAGE //

Ragged Mountain Foundation

C3PA
Climbing Conservency of 
Central Pennsylvania
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THE 
LAKE

STORY BY ERIK EISELE
PHOTOS BY JOSH HURST

it’s intimidating and it’s easy to think 
you’re about to make a mistake{ {
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THE 
LAKE
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The best climbing areas in the nation all start with 
the same word. It’s a simple word, one subtle 
enough to believe its significance. Many miss its 

role entirely.
The word? The.
 It’s a simple rule, but commonly observed: 
the best place to go big walling? The Valley. Crack 
climbing? The Creek. Sport climbing? The Red. Alpine 
climbing? The Ruth, the Bugs, the Cascades or the 
Tetons — pick one, you won’t be disappointed.
When it comes to ice climbing though, there’s only one 
the: The Lake.
 The guidebook hints at it: “In terms of sheer 
volume of vertical ice, there’s just no place in the 
eastern United States like Lake Willoughby.” But that’s 
not how you can tell Lake Willoughby has earned its 
t-h-e designation. That is reserved for those who make 
the drive to Burke and continue north on 5A.
 The realization hits as you coast the last hill, 
with the cold windy lake on one side of you and the 
leering faces of Mount Pisgah on the other side. White 
streaks pour down the rock, like the moon casting 
glistening hues of silvery flesh on the water below; it’s 
intimidating and it’s easy to think you’re about to make 
a mistake. “What am I doing here? I can’t climb that.”
 A climber with numerous Yosemite miles under 
his belt once described it this way: “It’s like driving 
into the Valley for the first time and realizing El Cap 
might fall down.” That feeling — call it insignificance, 
vulnerability, mortality — is what t-h-e climbing is all 
about. This isn’t meant to be fun, it’s playing for keeps.
 The hardest part is the first step out of the car. 
After the three and a half hour drive from Portland, I’m 
lethargic and stiff, and the wind wipping across the lake 
is anything but inviting. Josh Hurst — a long time Lake 
native — and I both manage to grab our boots from 
the back of the car and put them on without opening 
a door. The thought of letting winter in is almost as 
unappealing as our objective.
 He looks at me with a wide grin on his face. 
“Ready?”
 “Yeah,” I grumble, reaching for the door handle, 
“let’s do this.”
 We spill out into the cold and pull our packs 
from the trunk. Flakes of snow spit from the sky as we 
begin the march to our climb.
 Lake Willoughby is one of those places so clearly 
cut by glaciers it inspires people to learn geology. The 
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lake itself runs roughly north/south, with Route 5A 
tracing its east shore. It’s eclipsed on either side by 
cliffs: to the west is Mount Hor with a handful of 
climbs, and to the east, soaring above the road, is 
Mount Pisgah, where even the grade three routes have 
four-plus variations. The hike from the horizontal ice 
to the vertical takes about 20 minutes, and with each 
step the routes grow taller. 
 We tossed our packs in the snow at the base of 
China Shop, one of a dozen multi-pitch monsters on 
the central wall. Josh is ready, chopping at the snow to 
find the ice. Often times, getting to the ice is the crux 
of the climb; it can be shoulder deep from the wind 
blown snow drifts. He, unlike me, has spent enough 
time here to consider it “cragging.”
 “Do you want the first pitch?” he asks, his 
harness and crampons already on.
 “No,” I think without even looking up. “Do I 
look crazy?” But I hold off answering for a second and 
lean back. A long, dark chimney soars up to a field of 
ice above, but beyond that I can’t tell what is what.
 “I don’t know,” I say, “you look ready.”
 “I am,” he says and takes off like a shot.
 I hurry into my harness and shove the ropes 
through my belay device as he places the first piece of 
gear. “Looks good!” he shouts as the snow picks up. 
 “No,” I think, “it doesn’t.”

 The first climbers to explore Willoughby’s pillars 
came in the mid-1970s, several years after John Bouchard 
established grade five by climbing the Black Dike and 
John Bragg made the grade stick with his ascent of 
Repentance. But while those climbs ushered the rating 
into the lexicon, the Lake is there to teach climbers what 
the grade really means.
 The climbs aren’t like grade fives elsewhere, 
where anything vertical gets slapped with a five. At the 
Lake, fives are earned, not granted. Pillars are what it’s 
all about — sustained, often 50 feet or more of vertical, 
sometimes with roofs of candled or detached ice. When 
the wind howls and the ice dinner-plates, a pitch can feel 
like an eternity. Grade five at the Lake isn’t for the faint 
of heart, and aside from fives there isn’t much else to 
climb.
 Josh works his way up the chimney, drytooling 
and delicately tapping into verglas. I watch as he works, 
revealing his comfort with the Lake’s many moods. He 
edges his way to the lip as the chimney chokes closed and 
eventually disappears over the edge, sending streams of 
snow behind him.
 A few minutes later the ropes tugs at my waist. 70 
meters above me Josh has me on belay, and I pull out my 
tools. What took him minutes takes me three times as 
long. I try to categorize what this feels like — grade five? 
M6? It’s neither, or both: chimneying in crampons with 
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one foot on rock and the other on verglas, all while 
getting twisted up in double ropes. Compared to 
grade five on Cathedral or in Crawford, I think: 
well, it doesn’t compare. And I haven’t made a 
move on ice yet.
 I pull around the roof onto rocks covered 
in snow with cams dangling from the rope. The 
weather has worsened, it’s dumping now and I can 
barely make Josh out in a sea of white. I swing one 
tool into the first real stick of the day; a trickle of 
self-confidence warms me from the inside.
 “NICE!” Josh shouts. “Good job! That 
chimney was crazy, huh?”
 “Hell yeah!” I shout, and a smile breaks 
across my face for the first time.
 I swing and kick in a more classic fashion 
for another 50 feet and join Josh at the belay. I 
look up at the next wave of white. “I don’t think 
we need that rock gear for a bit,” I say.
 “Take what you need, this one’s yours,” he 
replies.
 Armed with a dozen or more screws I take 
off, picking my way up through classic moderate 
ice. Every once in a while the angle steepens, but 
never for long. The snow is falling so hard it’s 
difficult to see where I’m heading, but to get off 
route I’d have to leave the ice and there’s little to 
no chance of that.
 Finally after running the ropes out to just 
about their end I’m at the base of a huge column 
capped by a roof.
 “Uh oh,” I think, staring at it, “that’s 
horizontal ice, and I’m on the wrong side of it.”
I sink two screws, build my anchor and start 
looking for a good place to sink a V-thread. The 
warm feeling is completely gone.
 Josh practically jogs up the pitch, pulling 
screws and trying to see through the snow the 
whole time.
 “What’s it look like?” he shouts up, still 
obviously too low to make it out.
 “Fine!” I shout back, “You’ll have no 
problem!”  He gets to the belay, looks up and grins 
again. “Perfect!”
 “Really?!” I reply.
 “Yeah, let’s check it out!”
 Josh’s enthusiasm is weird — whenever 
you’re leading ice, it’s in full effect. However, 

for him, it sometimes wavers and lags. But when 
it’s there, I’ve learned to just put the tools in his 
hands and stand back — the rope will get up there 
somehow.
 “Then get it,” I say, “here are the screws.”
 Josh works his way up the column, 
occasionally flagging a foot out left to the rock but 
otherwise never sticking to the pillar. He reaches 
the roof and hangs from one tool, shaking out for 
the next stretch. He sinks one screw, then another, 
one of them straight upward into the ice, and clips 
them both long.
 “Got me?” he says.
 “Looks good,” I shout back. I’m breathing 
harder than he is.
 He swings once, then again, and sinks a 
tool at a weird angle. His feet stick to the column, 
but he works the other tool out. Again, he taps the 
other tool out, working himself closer and closer to 
horizontal. I keep him loose but not too lose, ready 
to give him a soft catch if something rips.
 Finally, one tool is at the lip of the roof. 
He’s almost fully horizontal, but with a tool in each 
hand he slowly unsticks his feet. He swings his feet 
over to a dagger, never out of control, and locks 
them into the ice.
 “YEAH!’ I scream, trying to will him higher 
through both strands of 8 millimeter rope. “YOU 
GOT IT!”
 He sticks one more tool placement, this 
time above the lip, and almost instantly he’s over 
it, his front points resting where his tools just were. 
He leans way back and looks over his shoulder back 
toward me.
 “THE LAKE!” he shouts. “T-H-E LAKE!”
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[ROCKY WOODLING
 CRUSHING THE EGG V5]
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[DANIEL VENNARD
 MIDWAY THROUGH DEMI LOAF V0]

 It’s ten o’clock a.m. on New Years Day 
in and around the small town of Middletown, 
Pennsylvania.  Most folks here (and everywhere 
else for that matter) are tucked away in their homes 
recovering from a long night celebrating the passing 
of last year to this.  But there is an exception.  
Some people, a few dedicated and excited climbers, 
are gathered at the entrance to a small boulder 
field just outside of town.  Here, these FrOGS as 
they’re known, are greeting other climbers as they 
slowly trickle in, all equally stoked to begin a new 
climbing season at their beloved Governor Stable. 
 It’s been three months since anyone has 
climbed here, and before January 1st 2011 several 
years passed since we were able to rub our fingertips 
raw on Pennsylvania’s greatest collection of 

diabase, a rock type not found anywhere else in 
the country.  Because Governor Stable is in fact on 
private land, certain access issues had to be worked 
out with the landowners. This is where the FrOGS 
or Friends of Governor Stable came in.  This all 
volunteer, non-profit organization formed solely 
for the purpose of reopening GS to the climbing 
community negotiated a lease, did all the legwork, 
and opened this majestic little gem tucked away in 
Penn’s Woods to the masses, provided those masses 
are willing to pay a $10.00 day fee, or better yet 
secure an annual membership for $60.00.
 Situated on just over thirty acres in a stream 
cut hollow near the tiny village of Falmouth, what 
Governor Stable lacks in sheer size it makes up 
for with a high concentration of quality boulder 
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[SETH DERR WORKING HIS WAY 
 THROUGH MOBY’S DICK, A WORTHY V5]

problems of all shapes, sizes, and difficulty levels.  
From the moment you emerge from the woods all 
the way to the termination of the trail, amazing and 
aesthetic lines abound.  Conveniently, the first set 
of boulders you come to is littered with easy warm-
ups, as well as a few harder lines.  Here is perhaps 
GS’s best collection of V0’s and V1’s, although it 
could be argued that the area around and between 
The Pyramid and Dish, far on the other end of the 
preserve, deserve that distinction as well.  
 No matter your preferred style of climbing, 
GS has something for you.  In the V1 to V3 range 
the classics include the highball V1 The Pyramid, 
an unmistakable towering boulder encountered 
when walking on the trail toward the far end of 
the boulderfield.  Also in its vicinity is The Dish, 
another V1 with a scary top out, although not 
quite as high as its neighbor of the same grade.  If 
heights aren’t your thing but you’re looking to step 
up the difficulty a bit, while hanging out between 
the two aforementioned problems, be sure to check 
the amazing V3 Cassablanca, or undertake a short 
bushwhack to the hidden gem C’s Problem, a very 
cool V4.    

 V5 is a grade that really shines at Governor 
Stable and encompasses such classic must-do’s 
as the long enduro test-piece Moby’s Dick, the 
striking fingercrack of Juggernaut, the scary 
but fantastic Cobra, and the very much height 
dependent Herr Left (it’s easier if you’re short), 
among others.   
 For the mutants in your group, Herr Left’s 
“brother” and neighboring Herr Right checks in 
at V8 and is an absolute must do if you climb the 
grade.  Other hard lines include the short and 
powerful Creekside Throw (V7), the far away but 
worth the walk 45 sit (V9), and the wicked dank 
Gin and Juice (V10). 

Out of town visitors will find GS easily 
accessible by plane, train, or automobile, as it’s 
located about a ten minute drive from Harrisburg 
International Airport, and is conveniently 
situated midway between the Elizabethtown and 
Middletown Amtrak stations.  A car of course will 
be needed to get you there from either of these 
transportation hubs.  Camping is not allowed at 
Governor Stable, but the Elizabethtown KOA 
is within extended walking distance. It should 
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be noted that the climbing season here runs from 
January 1st through August 31st, as the preserve 
closes on September 1st and remains closed 
through the end of the year.  Day passes and annual 
memberships can be purchased by visiting www.
friendsofgs.org.   A brand new guidebook for the area 
is also in the works, and will be an exciting addition 
to the information already available.

Should rain dampen your plans Climbnasium 
Inc in Mechanicsburg is the place to visit for all your 
indoor climbing needs.  For after climbing or rest 
day activities check out Troegs Brewing Company 

[DANIEL VENNARD MAKING
 HIS START ON MOBY’S DICK V5]

in Hershey, where you can sample some of the 
finest microbrew to ever pass through your lips.  
Downtown Harrisburg, located a twenty minute 
drive from Governor Stable, offers the areas best 
nightlife, with clubs, restaurants and bars lining 
Second St. and its immediate vicinity.  For the 
truly adventurous, the rides and rollercoasters of 
Hershey Park are a short ten minute drive from 
the preserve.
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[DANIELLE VENNARD
 WARMING  UP THE DEMI LOAF V0]
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GEAR TALK //

MAXIMUS JACKET
OUTDOOR	RESEARCH

Outdoor Research describes the Maximus Jacket as follows: “Our burliest, 
most full-featured alpine “suit-of-armor” is built for mountaineers who spend 
extended time in the most extreme, rugged conditions.” This Gore-Tex shell is 
like a shield of steel, though much lighter and much more effective when up 
against the brutal Northeast elements. 

We test drove the Maximus on Mt. Washington, Katahdin, and most recently 
during our gear test rendezvous at Smuggler Notch. We found it to have a 
great fit, cinches down on a helmet with quick-to-find draw stings, pockets 
are deep for storing those victory beers, and the ventilation zippers extend 
the entire sides of the jacket for keeping body heat regulated.

Bottom Line: This thing will deflect just about anything, durable.

NORTHWALL JACKET
PATAGONIA

If you’re looking to ditch the bulky soft shell protective layer and insulating 
layer combo, the Northwall is the next evolution for ice climbing protection. 
It is a durable soft shell jacket with a breathable insulating layer constructed 
directly in it.  Essentially what Patagonia has done is combined their Regula-
tor R2 grid fabric line with the Prolartec Power Shield Pro fabric and created 
a lighter, more breathable, and minimalist jacket for ice climbers. 

The Northwall was a hit with our testers. Everyone that tested it came back 
for a second round. “It keep you warm when on the go and the no bells and 
whistle concept is right up my ally” one tester commented.

Bottom Line: Reliable, warm, athletic fit, minimalist design.

JAMMU JACKET
THE	NORTH	FACE

The Jammu has gotten more hype than when the Pamela Anderson sex tapes 
were leaked back in the 90’s, and for good reason too. The Jammu uses 
NeoShell, a new fabric and technology from Polartec that is both waterproof 
and breathable. Unlike your traditional shell fabrics, the NeoShell doesn’t 
need heat or pressure to build up in order to release moisture or activate 
ventilation. That doesn’t mean it is not going to make you sweat, but it does 
mean that it will actively and constantly release body moisture, without sac-
rificing its waterproof capabilities.

We found it to be a little stiffer than most soft shells, a little tight when using 
a helmet, a great jacket for technical ice climbs, though we’d like to see it 
have a little more of an insulating value.

Bottom Line: Breathable, keeps all the elements out, even streaming water.
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XENON JACKET
RAB

The toss-up between down and synthetic is a constant battle and neither will 
win -- both types of insulation excel in specific environments. We’ve been 
testing the synthetic insulated Xenon jacket this winter under a variety of 
conditions. Rab has upgraded this jacket by adding zippers to the pockets 
and actually increasing the heat while decreasing the weight.

The outer shell is constructed with Pertex Quantum 10D shell fabric and is 
filled with 60 grams of Primaloft One insulation. Testers combined this jacket  
with a hard shell and found it very warm, though as a stand alone belay jack-
et, it does the trick nicely.  It weighs less than 12oz. and packs into the chest 
pocket, so there is no reason not to bring this extra layer with you. Though 
the Pertex outer shell is durable, I wouldn’t bring it busch-whacking. 

Bottom Line: Very lightweight, warm, compact.

BC MICROTHERM
FIRST	ASCENT

This was likely the favorite jacket test-driven. The BC Microtherm is a com-
pletely waterproof down jacket, ultra lightweight and breathable. The outer 
shell is constructed with the WeatherEdge Pro, 1.7 oz 12-denier fabric and 
finished off with StormRepel DWR. Insulated with 800 fill goose down for 
lightweight warmth. First Ascent athlete testers wore this jacket in Antarc-
tica while climbing Mt. Vincent -- it’s warm. 

It is highly compactible and the waterproof shell protects the down insulation 
from getting wet when in soggy, cold environments and the hood fits nicely 
over a helmet.

Bottom Line: Lightweight, very warm, waterproof, a go-to layer.

// GEAR TALK

After a long day of testing, all 
we needed was a seat and beer.
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Story & photos by Roger Fage

Alpine Starts
in the FlatlanD
Sometimes the Ice is Just Meant for You

It’s four in the morning and I’m in one of those moods that you 
can only possibly muster during a pre-coffee, alpine start: a rude 
mix of contempt and an odd type of selfishness where all you 
want is liquid caffeine and the meeting of your basic needs.  As I 
slop down my asphalt coffee, the lady slinging refills looked out 
the window and predicts, “yup, it’s gonna be cold this winter.”  
We were psyched.  

We jump in my rusted out ‘99 Cavalier, affectionately known 
as “the litter box”, hit the rutted highways indicative of the 
Maritimes and hope that the bald tires keep our adventure en 
route and as safe as these kinds of adventures can be.  A smile 
slowly makes it way across my embittered face; we’re off on yet 
another adventure of pushing our way up the wild, wind swept 
and untouched ice of Nova Scotia.

My friend, playfellow in suffering, schoolmate in getting 
schooled, and main ice partner for the past three years, Seb 
Launcellot, cranks his Ipod and yet another one of Beethoven’s 
sonatas, destroys my crap sound system.  Seb’s one of those 
guys everyone seems to know, has no vices, dislikes beer and 
coffee, regularly wakes at 4am (“I find that I study best in the 
morning”), isn’t particularly good at processing fear and danger, 
and is many years into and away from being a cardiac surgeon.  
I, on the other had, was once described in the Alpine Journal 
of Canada as “smelling of perfume and whiskey.”  But like all 
partners that last, we work well together, and through mutual 
respect, competition, and a shared love of ice climbing, we (for 
better or worse) push each other up steeper and steeper ice.



28 MAGAZINEclimberism | JANUARY   FEBRUARY 2012|

The season has started…
What would you do if you love to suffer, are sitting on 
the doorstep of an entire Canadian province that’s 
largely unexplored for ice, and have some spare time 
on your hands?  

Ice climbing in Nova Scotia has three main challenges: 
finding a partner, finding the ice, and not getting 
swept out to sea.  Typical for Canada’s southern most 
coastal province, nothing really happens without an 
adventure.

The number of active ice climbers in Nova Scotia can 
be counted on your hands (toes need not be involved), 
and for those pushing up new lines, you need only one 
hand.  There’s many a virgin ice climber with a first 
ascent on some local ice classic.   “Hey Jordan, you 
don’t mind the cold?...you know how to belay right?!... 
perfect.  I know what you’re doing tomorrow.” There’s 
just too much for too few.  

The reason for this?  Well, the community of climbers 
in Nova Scotia, of any type, is rather small and the 
scene is dominated by the world-class bouldering. 
You’d think being in Canada we’d be all set for ice.  
However, being a completely exposed coastal province 
with weather tempered by the ocean the season is 
incredibly varied.  Some years the ice will come in 
early and stay long while other years all you find is 
wind-blown, unkempt, sun-baked ice.  The plus side is 
that your ice climbing partner can boulder V8.  

I’ve woken up more then once to Seb gently patting 
my head.  I’m in bed wearing my shoes, and still drunk 
from the night before.

“It’s time to get your lazy ass up.” 

“How the fuck did you get in my house? And what the 
fuck time is it?”

A knowing smile comes across his face.

“4am… high tide’s at noon… you can sober up on the 
drive.  Ummm, is that blood on your face?”

I hate mornings, especially early mornings, and of 
course this is what I would argue is the real reason 
for the scant number of ice climbers: the alpine starts 
in the flatlands, it’s just not fair.  The Bay of Fundy is 
home to the world’s highest tides, a change of over 50 
feet from low to high tide, and once in a wild while up 
to 70 feet.  This is the kind of natural phenomena that 
amazes the odd tourist and tears up over 400 miles 
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of coastline moving over 115 billion tons of water in a 
12 hour period.  Annually, more than a few tourists and 
Nova Scotians bite the dust by being ripped out to sea 
on the Bay of Fundy tides.  So, it’s the kind of thing 
you end up planning for.  Nothing puts a damper on 
your day of ice climbing like being swept out to sea.

The end result is that your ice climbing day has no 
risk of line ups, the temperature doesn’t spike down to 
minus ridiculous (the only frost bite you’ll get is from 
accidentally falling in and/or being forced to wade 
through the ‘below freezing’ ocean… it has happened), 
and the risk of avalanche is non-existent.

“Okay, let’s roll… I’ve got this new spot I think will hold 
some good ice!”

“This isn’t like the last time, is it?  
That fisherman was not impressed 
by us hiking through his backyard.”
An hour later, we’ve parked the car at the base of an 
old lighthouse and find ourselves hiking down the 
shore towards another section of unexplored shore.  
We’re at the base of an undercut and overhanging 
piece of ice.  After a recent surge tide, the salty ocean 
cut off the bottom few feet of most of the routes.  The 
winter storm surge tides happen on a regular enough 
basis that the grades of many routes vary depending 
on how recently a storm has torn through the region 
and the salt water has melted off the bottom few 
meters (being forced to campus up the bottom few 
feet of unprotectable ice, just to start a route, will 
make you rethink the most imprudent plan).  After an 
intense game of rock, paper, scissors Seb’s leading 
up another gnarly line.  With the gulls crying and 
waves pounding on the shore behind, by the time he’s 
half way up I can’t hear a thing he’s saying.  Three 
sharp tugs of the rope later, a few hard moves off 
the ground, and I’m following him up with forearms 
shaking.  

Looking about serenely, Seb smiles. “I think 
Equinamity would be a good name for that route”. By 
this point, I’m ready for a good cry and a nap.

A trip to the dictionary later, I learn “is a state of 
mental or emotional stability or composure arising 
from a deep awareness and acceptance of the present 
moment”.  This goes along well with his rock First 
Ascent, a hand-gnashing crack he named “a fatal 
process of blood loss, to a degree sufficient enough 
to cause death.”  It seems Med school’s teaching him 
something.

Sadly, “Little is known about early ice climbing in the 
province.” (Canadian Alpine Journal 2010) The earliest 
recorded ice climbing ascents in Nova Scotia date to 
the late 90’s and have been attributed to Clarke and 
Dave Globe.  Since then many names have contributed 

much exploration, which 
has been concentrated 
on the province’s many 
waterfalls. The results were 
mostly disappointing though, 
as coastal climate at the 45 
parallel results in many of the 
falls being just too high-flow 
to freeze.  

The result 
has been a 
recent jump 
in exploration 
and consequent 
ascents of the 
enormous number of 
seepages along the Bay 
of Fundy.  With its cool, low-flow, North-facing ice, 
water seeps through the unstable basalt cliffs, and 
forms some wild looking, wind blown, wing-like roof 
formations. Nothing quite simmers down an over-
confident climber like looking up at an unstable ten-
foot roof of ice.  One area classic requires you to climb 
up under an enormous roof, then bash a hole through 
the back of it and burrow through to the top.  If that 
doesn’t leave you with some moist undies, you’re 
pretty much dead to the world.

Most of the local ice climbers have started in one of 
two ways: developing their skills elsewhere and being 
blessed enough to move here, or learning under the 
tutelage of Peter McVey or Sean Drohan on one the 
Climb Nova Scotia (www.climbnovascotia.ca) Ice Daze: 
a free, informal, group that meet up most Sundays and 
have-at anything that is climbable.  

The community recently celebrated the 3rd annual 
Climb Nova Scotia Ice Festival, informally known at 
the Chuck Sutton Memorial Ice Festival (don’t worry 
he’s not dead, just married).  Each year it grows more 
and more, with this past year having well over 40 
people enjoying the relatively warm weather of Hall’s 
Harbour and sweet prizes from CNS and Pull Down 
Productions (www.pulldown.ca).  Of course, the IceFest 
was followed up by an evening of beer, chili, and 
slideshows.  

After a cold day on the ice, an email pops up from 
friend and local developer Andrew Nette.  One of his 
profs knew he was into ice climbing sent him a photo 
titled “Amythest Cove” with a photo of a big chunk of 
half frozen ice and a photocopy of some antiquated 
hand-drawn directions.  He’s forwarded the e-mail 
out to the entire ice climbing community (about 
5 fine folks) with the words, “this thing should be 
climbed!”  It’s that kind of community, gems are found 
and not hidden away, they’re put out there for all to 
appreciate.  
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It was well over a month before any of us had a 
chance to go after it.  I wake up to the doorbell ringing 
furiously, and find my friend Matt Peck at the door, 
fully dressed in Gore-tex and ready for anything.  I’m 
still mostly naked.  Matt is the kind of guy who is 
prepared for everything, moves quick and efficiently, 
and is exactly who you’d want to be a paramedic.  
Which is perfect as he is a paramedic, and his odd 
schedule allows us to sneak out on weekdays when 
everyone else is at work.  As I slowly assemble my 
things I convince him that a day of exploration is well 
worth it and that we should go check out that thing in 
Amythest Cove.

“Yeah, I mostly know how to get 
there… I think”
We’ve parked the car at the south side of Cape Split; 
a steep, crumbling 5-mile-long, mile wide sickle of 
land that curves out into churning waters of the Bay 
of Fundy.  The plan was to follow our hand-sketched 
directions and bushwhack across Cape Split, somehow 
scramble down the cliff on fixed ropes left by a local 
geologist, hike a few miles along the boulder-strewn 
shore to Amythest Cove and hope for the best.  It was 
one of “those” plans.

We headed north and quickly got lost in the lack 
of path and tanglewood forest.  The low long siren 
sound of foghorn pushed us on.  We can’t find any 
fixed ropes, and throw ourselves down a steep snow 
covered scramble, and find ourselves on the ocean.

A few hours of hiking down the shore later with no 
indication of any ice and most of the day gone, we’re 
ready to call it off.  

“Well, let’s go around the next corner…. Ok, just one 
more and we’ll turn back”

And there it was: long, steep and pouring down 
water.  That’s about the time I realize I forgot my 
gore-tex jacket.  “A cotton hoody and my puffy 
ought to do the job? Right…”  I say to Matt with a 
sick intimidated feeling in my pants.  He just racked 
up and gazed with a smile.  It’s steep, it’s hard, and 
it’s a battle.  We’re both pushing ourselves.  Three 
pitches and three hours later, Matt tops out and I 
hear one of those quiet shouts of pure, raw joy you 
only get a handful of times in your life.  “Yes!”  A 
fist slowly pumps the air.  At that moment Matt 
embodies what so few understand, but for those 
lucky enough, know it’s what climbing is all about.

I’m very wet, happy and we’re rapping off the last 
abalakov.  The ocean is quietly moving below us, 
snowflakes begin to fall softly, and the ice takes on 
the radiant pink and red hues of the setting sun.  
“Time for a beer!” 

It’s just another Tuesday in Nova 
Scotia…
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Tim Mijal reaching out 
on Overlooked V4 at 
Pawtuckaway State Park
Photo By:  
Matthew Wallace
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Domenic Diaco coming 
up Overture 5.10a in the 
Adirondacks
Photo By:
Jesse Williams, Cloudsplitter 
Guides
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THE LIBRARY //

I’ve read my fair share of climbing books. From the tragic disaster sto-
ries to guide books to biographies of pivotal climbers. I’ve also perused 
my fair share of “how to climb” literature, which I generally find to 

be crap. If you want to learn about climbing, get out there and do it! If 
you’re new to the sport, find an experienced partner or take a lesson from 
a guide. Few “how to” books have made me a better climber.

Peter Beal’s Bouldering: Movement, Tactics, and Problem Solving has 
changed my opinion. In it, Beal takes the reader through everything 
that needs to be known about bouldering: history, gear, style and, most 
importantly, training. With an excellent foreword by Dave Graham that 
takes you inside the mind of one of the best climbers out there, the book 
is a complete package.

The author’s passion for this medium of climbing is evident. Beal writes, 
“whether on a beat-up urban boulder or a pristine chunk of alpine gran-
ite, the attraction is the same: one of divining the relationship between 
body and rock in the vertical and overhanging world.” There are excel-
lent pictures throughout (including the trimming of a flapper), and also 
short contributions from some of the best boulderers in the world.

Overall, Bouldering will enlighten anyone who’s plied their trade on 
rock. Any questions or difficulties you’ve ever had will be answered and 
solved in Beal’s instant classic. And, you’ll most likely walk away a better 
climber.

Bouldering Movement, Tactics, and Problem Solving

There may not be another relationship like the one Dee Molenaar has with Mount Rainier. 
Since 1939, he served as guide and ranger on “The Mountain,” and his extensive knowledge 
of it shines through every page of the 40th anniversary edition of The Challenge of Rainier.

Whether it’s the beautiful line drawings or personal anecdotes, Molenaar has an intimacy with 
Rainier that few can match. In one story, a plane made an unauthorized landing on the summit 
dome, and Molenaar was part of the rescue party. Unable to take off from the summit because of 
frozen spark plugs, the pilot “was forced to spend the night…literally flying the plane as it hovered 
on ropes tied to small sheets of plywood he had driven into the snow.” But, by the time the rescue 
party reached the summit the engine had warmed and the plane was gone.

The author looks back at the changes that have happened on the mountain—by 1940 a few hun-
dred men and women had climbed to the top of Rainier; in 1999 alone, there were 7400 summits. 
Molenaar reflects, “like skiing, mountaineering has become a ‘what-to-wear’ and ‘how-to-do-it-
correctly’ recreational activity.”

One of the best chapters in the book is a history of and tribute to the guides and rangers who serve/d at Rainier. Molenaar attributes 
the low accident rate (fewer than 100 people have died compared to 200,000 who have reached the summit) to the safety conscious 
culture of Pacific Northwest mountaineers and the work of the park rangers.

The Challenge of Rainier takes the reader on a journey through the mountain’s history, routes, people and tragedies, and should be 
read by all who have ever glanced at its towering silhouette. Molenaar says it best: “After a few days high on the rock and snow, all of 
one’s faculties are sharpened…There is no room left for petty worries, depression, or negative thoughts—one is reoriented. Man is as 
he should be.”

The Challenge of Rainier
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FOOD FOR CLIMBERS //

For not only is it a fun word, 
but it’s a staple for any climb-
er. Muffins are chock full of 
carbs and sugar. They’ll wake 
you up in the morning and 
give you a burst of energy 
when you’re hungover. Throw 
in some bacon and you’ve just 
about got a complete meal. 
Bananas, raspberries, choco-
late, walnuts. Really, whatever 
you have in your kitchen you 
can put in a muffin. When 
you buy one at McDonald’s 
it’ll last for years!
 
Muffins are meant for climb-
ers. They’re super dense and 
taste like heaven no matter 
if it’s 90 degrees or icy cold. 

One thing you may not know 
is that the chalk bag was 
originally designed to hold a 
muffin. Check it out. They fit 
perfect!
 
Next time you’re at the crag 
and someone calls you “muffin 
top,” take it as a compliment. 
They’re not knocking your sit-
ting on a couch, drinking Bud 
Light Lime, eating Twinkies 
for breakfast lifestyle. That 
roll of lard above your har-
ness? Don’t worry about it! 
Just another place to tuck 
your muffin before you cruise 
up that 5.3.

MUFFIN IS SUCH A 
FUN WORD. DID DR. 
SEUSS CREATE IT? 

REMEMBER THAT 
WEIRD “DO YOU 

KNOW THE MUFFIN 
MAN” SONG? WHO 

CAME UP WITH THE 
WORD “MUFFIN”? 

WHO CAME UP 
WITH THE MUFFIN 
MAN SONG? THEY 
MUST’VE BEEN A 

GENIUS.

MUFFINS  //  YOU CAN KEEP THEM WARM IN YOUR PANTS
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CLIMBERISM MAGAZINE
EARLY ICE FORMS IN ELEPHANT’S HEAD GULLY
SMUGGLERS NOTCH, VERMONT.


