ON BELAY

Tying—and Untying—the Knot

DEAD ON ARRIVAL—A CALL where someone’s
life is so past the point of saving that we don't
even try CPR. One bright morning during my
second year as an EMT in Colorado, I parked
my ambulance on the street and watched a
middle-aged woman run toward us down her
driveway, arms flailing wildly, white night-
gown waving behind her. She didnt speak,
rather she screamed and stammered incoher-
ently. Hers was a terrible, repetitive thrashing,
the gyrations of an animal that can’t under-
stand what’s happening but senses danger.
A primal part of her already knew why her
husband’s chest no longer rose and fell.

We found him facedown on the living
room carpet, enclosed in an aura of dark, wet
stains. With reverence, we rolled him over.
The man stared expressionlessly at the ceiling.

“Help him! Help him! Help him!” the
woman shouted.

“He’s dead,” I told her.

That’s it. That’s how you do it. You don’t
try to let them down gently. You don’t say,
“We did everything we could.” You don't
tell them that their loved one is in a better
place. We leave no room for misunderstand-
ing. Just, “He’s dead.” Those two awful words
were what it took for this woman, a newborn
widow, to fully understand the new reality she
was about to live in.

Working around so much trauma and
death has forced me to come to terms with—
to fully accept—the impermanence of life.
Still, the sleepless nights and weeping strang-
ers affect me. Many times while leaving work,
I've had to pull over for a good cry. And more
than once, after a particularly terrible shift,
I've leaned on friends to drive me home. Yet
I've also developed the ability to accept and
work through just about any situation. Like in
December 2021, when the sausage and rice I've
prepared is left untouched as my wife asks to
end our five-year marriage and walks out, I eat
both our dinners. And when it seems like every
hold I grab crumbles to sand on a lead where
any mistake is fatal, I climb through the sand.
I am like water: either I flow through circum-
stances or I pound straight at them.
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“Hey, DakOTA,” SHE says, “I'm surprised you
answered.”

It’s been eighty-five days since Jase asked
for a divorce, and I'm resting at a hostel
outside El Potrero Chico. I'll be heading back
into the desert to finish bolting a route on
the nearby limestone monolith of La Popa
tonight.

“Oh, yeah, hey,” I say. “What’s up?”

She’s at the courthouse in Denver, she
says. She just put in the paperwork for our
divorce.

“Hey, congratulations!” An awkward
pause. “How do you feel about it?”

“Im all right. I just wanted to let you
know to keep an eye out for some forms in the
mail. I sent them to your old address because
I didn’t know where else they could go....”

These days, Jase lives with her wife, whose
kids call her their “stepmom.” All I've done
since she left me is drive my beat-up little
SUV around the United States and Mexico,
exploring new caves, climbing first ascents
and trying to explain to friends and family
why I'm not actually heartbroken. “I grew
up seeing my folks divorce over and over,”
I sometimes say, to put a quick end to these
awkward conversations. “Ours has been chill
by comparison.” And sometimes, “Everything
in life, including life itself, is ephemeral.”

Jase and I were together for ten years and
married for almost half of them. We fell in
love while teaching belay classes at a climb-
ing gym outside Kansas City, Missouri. She
was only nineteen, but had been around long
enough to be managing the place. She was
one of the strongest climbers there—people
called her arms “the Pythons.” Back then her
name was Jasmin, but as she discovered her
more androgenous self, she became simply
“Jase.” I was a skinny twenty-year-old with
a sad, patchy beard who'd just moved from
Fargo, North Dakota. I wanted to become a
professional setter; instead, I fell in love. We
moved to Colorado, mostly so I could play in
the mountains. Years later, during a trip to the
Black Canyon of the Gunnison in Colorado,
Jase took me to an overlook on the South
Rim across from the monstrous Painted Wall.

Standing nearly a half mile tall, the cliff

is streaked in all directions with wild brush-
strokes of pegmatite whites and gneiss greys
that fly across the wall, like a Jackson Pollock
painting. The setting summer sun splashed
pink streaks across the chasm and onto the
craggy canvas. Jase’s dark eyes flashed. Her
short black hair waved in the breeze. She got
down on one knee and, with Colorado’s grand
work of art as her backdrop, asked for my
hand in marriage. “Absolutely,” I said, and we
shared a kiss so long that, for a moment, we
became a part of the painting ourselves—you
could have hung it on a wall with a plaque
that read, “A Lover’s Pact.”

Four and half years would pass before I
laid hands on the Painted Wall. This time,
however, the knot was coming undone.

I'p ONLY EVER KNOWN the Painted Wall as the
backdrop of Jase’s proposal. It wasn't until my
friends Sam Stuckey and Lane Mathis asked
me to join them on a first-ascent attempt that
I did my research.

At 2,250 feet, the Painted Wall is the
biggest big wall in Colorado and the third in
the contiguous United States, behind El Cap
and the Diamond of Notch Peak, Utah. The
great Layton Kor failed at least twice to climb
the main face after successfully opening both
the Northern and Southern Arétes in 1962
and 1966, respectively. Many parties would
try, but none would succeed until the follow-
ing decade, when Coloradans Bill Forrest
and Kris Walker completed the first ascent
of the wall’s main face, placing a single bolt
over twenty-six pitches. A mere month later,
Arizona-based climbers Scott Baxter, Rusty
Baillie, David Lovejoy and Karl Karlstrom
made a second ascent of the wall via another
new line. Their route, The Dragon, followed
up the center face, the route that Kor had
envisioned several years before. In 1982 Leon-
ard Coyne and Randy Leavitt made the wall’s
first free ascent via Stratosfear, which links the
Forrest-Walker into The Dragon via a series
of wildly dangerous traversing pitches four-
fifths of the way up. Several decades since its
first ascent, only a handful of independent
lines have been opened on the massive wall.

In a 2006 Climbing article, “Nature of
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the Beast,” Jeff Achey described encounter-
ing some of the wall’s more horrific features,
including a “minefield of loose flakes and
blocks” and “hospital grade poison-ivy”
during the first free ascent of The Dragon
(The Serpent) with Kennan Harvey in 1999.
On their climb, Achey discovered that a
crucial five-by-fifteen-foot bivy ledge on
which Kor had previously slept was nowhere
to be found: the massive island of gneiss had
simply cleaved off the face. It was easy to
imagine why so few risked a journey up the
Painted Wall.

In October 2021, Sam returned from a
successful aid ascent of the historic Halluci-
nogen Wall, the quintessential Black Canyon
big-wall route. Any normal person would’ve
been content having safely navigated worn
hooking placements and rusting fixed heads
for 1,800 feet, but Sam’s bright green eyes
shone with a more ambitious dream. He
wanted to attempt a first ascent on the Painted
Wall, and he knew just how to convince me to
join him. “The new guidebook by Vic Zeil-
man says there’s still tons of room for new
lines near the middle section of the wall.”
Showing me a photo, he ran his finger over
two possible paths: one drove straight through
the wall’s thickest pegmatite bands, while the

other tackled the wall’s right side, where the
junky white rock thinned out. I couldn’t deny
the strong potential for an obvious line on
such a huge wall—an opportunity not often
readily found in 2021. I was in.

On tHE NorTH Rim of the Black Canyon,
the ranger station whiteboard is adorned with
everyone’s climbing objectives so that other
parties know which routes are occupied. At
the bottom of the board, in tall blue letters,
Sam writes our names followed by “Painted
Wall FA.” The weight of the called shot feels
heavy. As if there wasn't already enough pres-
sure to succeed, now others will know if and
when we fail.

Lane never seems afraid of failing. In fact,
as he likes to remind me, “If there isnt a high
chance of failure, then what’s the point of
even trying?” Though he’s only been climb-
ing for four years, I find his try-hard attitude
and belief in the team to be contagious and
empowering.

We descend 2,000 feet into the canyon
via the SOB Gully—an eroding staircase of
chunky gravel apparently made for giants.
With each heavy, pounding step, the seventy-
pound haulbag digs deeper into my shoulders
and waist. If Lane and Sam are struggling,

“The Black Canyon is
the stuff of climbing
folklore: long routes
lacking any sign of

passage, . . . nauseating
heat, ravenous ticks and
glistening thickets of
poison ivy.”"
—ic Zeilman, Alpinist 65

they hide it well behind jokes. “You think
this is bad, just wait ’til we gotta hike these
things back up after we bail!” Sam says with-
out breaking pace. I laugh half-heartedly,
knowing just how likely that outcome is.
Lane, looking like a frenzied Willem Dafoe,
chimes in, “There’s NO WAY I'm hiking this

[Preceding Page] The Painted Wall looms large while bushwhacking down the
infamous SOB Gully. In the very first issue of Climbing (May 1970), Layton Kor
described the arduous nature of canyon approaches: “Not all gullies...are
reasonable—they vary, just like the climbs, from easy scree and houlder descents

to slippery, grassy troughs that break off into sheer cliffs where many rappel pitons
would have to be abandoned in order to arrive safely at the bottom.” | [This Page,
Left] Sam Stuckey's optimistic prediction decorates the ranger station whiteboard.
I [This Page, Right] Stuckey and Dakota Walz prepare for success. Lane Mathis (all)
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bag back up through this garbage. Either we
top out or I'm buying all new gear.”

Darkness sets in as I race up the first slabs
out of the roaring waters of the Gunnison.
The three established climbs on the east side
of the wall all share this same approach slab.
The ninety-meter length of clean rock is the
only path to the major terrace above, where
the climbs diverge. I stuff a beak into a hair-
line seam and half-heartedly pound it in
with a rock. Ping-ping-crack! Gneiss shatters
in my hands as fragments tumble down the
slab, reflecting the light of my headlamp for
a moment before fading to black. A single,
faltering step and my rope-tangled body will
tumble into the same annulling void. I stay
attentive. Most of the beak—my only piece of
protection for 300 feet—is still hanging out.
“Good enough for who it’s for,” I mumble
to myself.

I picture Jase back home at the 100-year-
old white stone house we rent in Golden.
Her furrowed brow is illuminated by a work
computer sitting in her lap. She’s on the couch
under the soft light of a lamp, likely wishing
her high school design students would turn
their projects in—even if it means she has to
stay up later grading them. Moo, our speckled
cattle dog, lays her cold snoot on Jase’s legs and
stares up with her big brown eyes as if to say,
“Hey, it’s time for bed.” If I was home tonight,
I'd be curled up with them, snug on the couch.

Instead, 'm alone in the dark wondering
why I'm here. If1 love those two couch poratoes
so much, why not just stay home? 1 picture Jase’s
eyes tearing up as she asked me this very same
question before I left home for two months
back in 2014. Jase had burned out on climb-
ing years ago, in part because of my fixation
on the sport. In the early days, we'd take little
road trips to climb along the banks of the
Osage River, camping in secluded caves and
watching fireflies dance above the water. She
hadn’t joined me on a climbing trip since
2016, and even then it wasn’t the same. What
began as a shared joy had become a source
of pain.

Years ago, I stuck a blue Post-it to the
corner of Jase’s desktop monitor that read,

[Facing Page] Lane Mathis puzzles out the Pegmatite Pillars. While detailing the first
ascent of The Dragon for Climbing, Karl Karlstrom described the wall's striking
aesthetics: “It's a strange wall: shadowy black rock streaked and spattered by whitish
veins. Its appearance is sinister, nearly demonic, and its features are elusive...a
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“I love you more than anything. Yes, even
climbing.” At first it was true. But at some
point between writing that note and reflecting
on it now, 300 feet up the Painted Wall, I've
let those words expire. The hours I've spent
dreaming of the next route dwarf those spent
planning our lives together.

IN THE MORNING, LANE “wins” the coin toss
to lead the second pitch—seventy-meters
riven by a massive band of pegmatite that we
dub the Pegmatite Pillars. While beautiful
from afar, up close the white band rains sharp
shards down on the belay. All the belays will
be like this: you keep your head down and
listen to the little sprinkles and bigger clonks
of the canyon shedding onto your helmet.
I startle at the periodic DONK! of a granite

PAINTED WALL - BLACK CANYON NP - CO

Sl © 5.9, 90m. mixed anchor
\ Long slab to major terrace.

)| ©5.10, 70m. 1 bolt anchor
Pegmatite Pillars. Right, shorter
crack to black ledge

€ 5.7 A2+.:35m. 2 bolt anchor
Traverse right to overhanging corner.

1 ©5.9 82 5m, gear anchor
Chossy chimney end at OW ledge

©5.9 A2, 35m, gear anchor
Traverse left. Belay in corner.
Easy climbing on sketchy rock

Possibly broken into two

"1 @ 5.11 PG, 60m. 1 bolt anchor
Traverse left across hanging crack

() 5.11-, 60m, gear anchor
Short OW crux. Left to black ledge.

©5.10 R, 60m. gear anchor
Pegmatite horror chimneys

@ 5.8, 70m. gear anchor
Blast to major ledge. Rope stretcher

| @ 5.10, 70m, gear anchor
Move belay 15m left. Top out the rim ii

baseball. “Hey-o, ten points!” I shout up into
the showerhead of rock. Lane hollers back,
“Yay. 'm winning something.”

I wonder how many of the little missiles
can hit me before the bright blue plastic dome
protecting my skull starts to crack—or how
big of a rock it would take to punch through
my helmet or compress my neck. I wonder
how many days a year I can be gone on trips
before Jase finally cracks. Once, before we
were married, I told her I wanted to live in
Yosemite for six months. She said I could, but
that she wouldn’t be around when I got back.
DONK! Another rock. I strain my neck until
I hear it pop. “Dang...that was a good one.
Twenty points!” I yell up to Lane.

Sam leads the next pitch looking like
a young Harrison Ford in a chest harness,

myriad of ghostlike crack systems and a thousand phantom ledges appeared and
then vanished before my eyes. The wall was in a state of flux, constantly changing
its appearance with changing light conditions and never revealing its true aspect.” |
[This Page] Walz's topo for Act I (VI 5.11 [5.10 R] A2+, 2,260'). Dakota \Walz (both)
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[Photo] Sam Stuckey and Lane Mathis rise and shine on day three, dangling from a brittle mix of schist and
gneiss born of ancient volcanic activity. The Gunnison River and other erosive forces carved through these
layers to create the present-day Black Canyon of the Gunnison—2,722 feet at its deepest point—over the span
of roughly two million years, at a rate of just one inch per century. The process continues today. Dakota Walz

Alpinist | 28

decked out with dangling iron wind chimes.
Without warning, he jettisons a stone the
size of a mini-fridge into space. Dozens of
smaller satellite stones and dirt clumps follow
its doomed trajectory to the earth, 700 feet
below, where they explode like mortar fire.
“You guys are good, right?” Sam yells from
sixty meters above. Lane and I shout our
approval—his that of a deep-voiced barrel-
chested ape: “O00! OOO! OOO0!”; mine,
more that of a scrappy howler monkey:
“0000UH!”

How much rock will remain after were
done? And on a wall this chossy, will a second-
ascent party even be climbing the same roure? 1
think of Kor’s Cave simply disappearing and
imagine a future party failing to find the ledge
I’'m perched on now because it, too, fell to the
canyon floor. Up above, Sam pounds a slew
of beaks into black seams that spider across
a glimmering slab and calls it an anchor.
Lane and I join him at what will become our
second camp. We slam in a couple bolts so
we can hang portaledges under a small roof
and bivy in relative safety.

That evening, we're only two pitches above
the terrace, where we'd slept the night before,
with another fixed above. I'm in a single



Jasmin Menez


portaledge while the boys share a double four
feet below me. A full moon highlights massive
angled blades of stone all around. Between the
dimly lit walls are swaths of void so perfectly
black they appear to have never known light.
“Who’s got the morale bag?” Sam asks with
glee. “Oh, I got that bad Larry right here,”
says Lane, passing him a stuffsack filled with
fruit snacks and candy bars. The night settles
into quiet, save the sounds of tearing plastic
and smacking lips.

I attempt to imagine my home, but the
images of Jase and Moo on the couch have
distorted, like a watercolor left out in the
rain. I blink, trying to see them more clearly,
but instead find my attention drawn to the
Gunnison’s crashing white waters—a torren-
tial roar audible even from some 700 feet up.
Truthfully, I just don’t miss Jase the way I used
to. I get the sense that this feeling is becoming
mutual. Lately, she’s been oddly bubbly about
my leaving. When I left for this trip, she said,
“Have fun, I love you, don’t die!” beaming
while she held Moo back from chasing me
down the driveway. Jase wasn't just happy for
me; she was happy for her.

The next morning blurs into night and
into the fourth day as we hit our stride. We're

pushing the rope and driving the bags upward
with such speed and aggression that one
might think we had a grudge against grav-
ity. Thirteen-hundred feet of rock pass in a
flurry under our split fingertips and swollen
toes. Pull down. Not out. Down. Not. Out.
The Choss Climber’s Mantra runs on repeat
in my head as I commit to runouts in favor
of adding bolts or slowing down to jump in
my aiders. On the seventh pitch, a tower of
shoebox-sized blocks, stacked a bodylength
high, seems barely attached to the dry, flaky
dirt on the wall. I squeeze every inch out of
my six-foot arm span and reach past them
to an incisor-like chockstone dangling from
a roof crack. Don'’t break, dont break, don’t
break: the Choss Climber’s Prayer. It doesn’t,
and I traverse across a ceiling of loose,
dangling teeth, climbing free on 5.11 terrain.
A crunch follows every step as I drive my toes
hard into the wall, crushing the pebbles to
dust, reminding myself that the pain in my
feet is miserable but temporary. A fall here
would be unthinkable.

Above the roof I notice that, for the first
time, we’re high enough to make out the
obscure outlines of strangers taking photos
across the canyon at the South Rim. In

fact, I can see a tiny family gathered at the
very lookout where my crumbling marriage
began. So much has changed between then
and now. In my thirst for adventure, I have
slowly but steadily painted myself into the
background of Jase’s life; in the thick streaks
of whites and greys, I am a single speck of
yellow ink. One nearly too small to see, yet
exactly where it belongs.

THAT NIGHT, INSTEAD OF worrying about
home, I worry about water. By our math,
tomorrow’s end will find us wringing our
sweaty undies into our parched mouths. It
seems as though we should be high on the wall,
not too far from the top. But we failed to geta
good look in the daylight as we finished up our
pitches, so it’s now impossible to tell exactly
how much wall remains. We lie on our backs
on a slanting ledge stippled with cactus and
brush. The waning moon seems to illuminate
a daunting headwall of soaring white angles
and steep faces above us, but it’s hard to tell its
size. Eventually Lane speaks for the rest of us:
“I don’t want to say it, boys, but that wall looks
fucking big.” I purse my cracked lips, exhaling
hard. Trying to expel the fact that there appears
to be at least another full day above us—more,
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[Photo] Sam Stuckey slips in a beak above the as-yet-intact second-pitch ledge. In
the 1973 American Alpine Journal, Bill Forrest described the bittersweet endgame
of his and Kris Walker's first ascent of the Painted Wall's main face: “The last day
was awful and it was beautiful.... The top was near. The rich pink and red hues of the

Alpinist| 30

gigantic overhanging blocks and the absolute reality of nearly 3,000 feet of exposure,
coupled with questionable anchors and nearly impossible leads were agony and
ecstasy.... We arrived on top at dusk and stood together as the sun sank. We knew the
secrets of the Painted Wall, we knew each other, and we were happy.” Lane Mathis



“There is a fair amount of loose rock on most of the routes
in the [Black Canyon].... Those climbers who demand
Ironhard, compact granite would do well to avoid the area.”
—Layton Kor, Climbing (1910)

if the climbing is difficult.

I recall the comical image of Kris Walker
printed in Zeilman’s 2016 guidebook. It’s
1972, and Walker and Forrest have just
completed the first ascent of the Painted
Wall’s main face. Walker sits on the canyon
rim, drinking a Coke. He’s wearing thick-
rimmed glasses and a huge yellow-and-
green-striped wool sweater. A polka-dot
handkerchief is tied around his neck. How is
it that they were able to do all that back then
and still have a Coke to spare for a victory
drink? Here I am in 2021, wearing Gore-Tex
and calculating our trip needs with a pocket-
sized computer, yet it’s me, not Walker, who’s
run out of water.

The next morning, I wake up to soft
blue sunlight illuminating the inside of my
sleeping bag. I hesitate to pop my head out
to see how much climbing is left. Then, in
his rugged voice, Sam says, “Wake up, boys.
It’s time to stand on the North Rim.” Sure
enough, daylight has transformed last night’s
foreboding headwall into a mere ropelength
or two of low-angle free climbing. The rest
of the morning is a blur. Eat. Pack. Rerack.
Giddyup.

On the North Rim at 3 p.m. on the fifth
day, we stand above our completed route. We
name it Act I. It’s another called shot, this
time not for just the success or failure of a
single climb. This time, the Painted Wall is
just the beginning of what will be many more
years of grand adventures.

I seek the shade of a wind-twisted juniper,
and the sweat that has soaked into my harness
over many days starts to cool. My cuticles are
raw and dry. My toenails are compressed and
bleeding. It’s such a gentle relief not to have
to worry about gravity, and for a moment I
live weightless. Then a rush of air as a swift
slices past me into the canyon. It shoots

back above the rim so quickly its white belly
is difficult to track with my eyes. The bird
circles once more before it dives back down
into the canyon and out of sight.

Five hours later, as Lane’s van kicks up a
rooster tail of gravel dust along the plains west
of Crawford, Colorado, our phones light up
and buzz with the first bits of cell reception
in a week. Lane slams the brakes and gravel
slides beneath the tires as the van scrapes to a
halt along a field. I step out into the settling
dust now lit teal by my phone, to call Jase.
Like a child, I recite the entire experience to
her in one long, breathless rush. She responds
with her favorite curt impression of me—*I
like rocks!”—and we share a good laugh. Like
aritual, she says the same thing she says every
time I'm away: “Me and Moo are ready for
you to be home!” But then, only a few weeks
later, she will ask for the divorce. She’ll say
she wants a wife and kids, two things I cannot
give her. She'll say she wants someone who
will be home every night. Something I could
have given, but never quite did.

The distance between the Black Canyon’s
South and North Rims is equal to the depth
of the chasm that separates them. For me,
that distance is measured in years. Four and
half of them. A marriage done and undone.
A distance too far to reverse. An uncross-
able maw in time. The two canyon edges
form a permanent bookend to our imper-
manent lives. They are a symbol of the strife
and joy that came from giving something
bigger than myself an honest attempt, even
if the endeavor crumbles to dust beneath my
fingertips. I am a visage of the Painted Wall’s
eroding granite, anew with each ascent. My
weaknesses shed in humble flakes and erupt-
ing torrents. In their wake, scars outline my
freshly weathered skin. I am always new.

—Dakota Walz, Addressless in the USA
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