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by Kurt Krueger

I started sut belonging to a woung,
romantic, white liberal (read that
idealistic) colloge guy. His boots told
me he had been climbing four times.
- They weren't too impresaive, well bro-
ken in from walking, but the edges
- ware rounded from feet Alying offamall
foothelds. The guy ebvicusly used a Lot
of armas,

Perhaps | should introduce myself. [
am a number five Chouinard Stopper.
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Mo, not the small one. The ofd number
five, the beat size over made. [ don't
know why Yvon renumbered every-
thing; didn't he hear of tradition? But
let me tell vou ene thing, there ain't a
elimb, make that pitch, that you can't
get & number five in, We may be a
dying breed, but we own the glory spot
of any rack we grace. We have stopped
some of the greatest falls in climbing
history and we have a failure rato of
23T M (failing per fall por foot of

Ayingh, lowest of any Stopper or Hex.
1 came home in a pn:kug‘e with
Heidi, m number six Chouinard Hex
and anather Stoppor. Sally, a number
six Stopper, There was also a gorgeous
hunk of Bmm perlon; boy, the times |
had with him, He was the first. Thers
were alsoa couple of Bonati blue gates,
This boy hadn't heard about climbers
e passed on same hard lead that they
couldn’t open that tight gate.

Modeaty prevents me from geing
inte the details of the first gear sling-
1ng, the bwisting and turaing, but |
onded up doubling on a Winer with
Sally.

Want Lo hear about my first=-lead?
Bure you do. I'd besn elimbing for
about six months, having done a whole
bunch of zetups for top ropes. Sally,
Heidi and I, plus a couple of neweom-
ora, were pub on a piece of rolled up
sling (n gear sling, I found out later}
with a bunch of strange leoking wired
stuff and some bigger Hexea and Stop-
pers. There must have been oight of us,
We were thrown in s p\,lwh with this
uzed rope he booght (320,000 and the
lights were turnied off, This was ns
uzual, | eould tell we were headed for
Dewil's Lake. [eould never find:i.t., e
ing never been out for the drive up, but
you can kind of tell with the curves
and stops. After the tripup the trail we
ended up under Cleo's Needls and
these dummics wers uncoiling the
rope in the rain.

There is nothing worse than sitting
in & wot slimy crack waiting for the
second to getl up ta you and pull wou
oul; nothing worse, other than the
nightmares, Meat climbing nuts have
the zarme dream: you're up in & romote
mountain range, its cold, and you're
left behind. The story may change a
little, buat ¥ou areal wnﬂln:-ﬁ.buhindin
the ond, to decompose slowly until vou
just slip eut of the erack and fall to
your death,

Anyway, 1 was sweating the first
lead. | wont in fairly carly, the sceand
piece. As luck would have it, | was
protecting the first crux. T had a pretty
good anchering position, but I was stil)
worried. Sally and Heidi wore calling
down encouragement. = Don't fail now
or we all go." [ replied that if they fell ]
woald eateh everyone. Climbing nuts
often joke among esch othor. It kind of
relieves the pressure of the moment.

The kid made it, and | wis a pretty
happy nut when the partner came by. |
almost jumped out of the orack. Sally
was boaming when we picked her up,



We were laughing and singing to
gether as we traveled to the top. All
the nuts were cxcited. [ stopped short,
when [ saw Hoidi still on the kid's gear
sling. Her mouth was hanging but
Sally and I tricd to cheer hor up. We
tald hor there would be plenty of
chanees in the future for her, plus
since there wasn'teven a fall we really
hadn't done anything., She was quite
worried the kid hadn't used her be.
cause he krew that she would fall. We
Joked around some more with her, tel-
ling her she would cateh the first fall
like it was & feather.

Boy, were we young and innocent
back then, Joking about falling, like
catching a fall was the casicat thing in
the world, But things were good back
thon, Mostly good weather, casy
aptups with good plicoements, and
whon all the new gear came on the
rack they would be looking up to you,
The rookics would bo scared about al-
most everyvthing, but a few words of
comfort and they usually came
around.

Anyway, Heidi did become n groat
nut, one¢ of the best. They still talk
about her on the racks. She died. It was
a leng time ago, back in "66 or ‘67, She
wos one of the first nuta to hald a long
fallin the U5, not to mention dying in
the ling of duty, The kid and his part-
ner were climbing high in Rocky
Mountain National Park. The partner
took m 30 footer right onto Heidi. He
was injured, his back I believe. 1 was
two pieces down and saw the whole
thing. She just teok it Didn't utter a
word or anything but [ could see the
pain in her ayes. Well, with the injury
they just lowered off Heidi, cleaned the
restof the pitch, and started rappeling
off. Sally started erving. [ yelled up to
Heidi that we would be back tomor.
row, the next day at the latest. Heidi
was brave, no other words needed. She
said, “Sure, no problem, I'll be waiting
for you." She probably atill is, too,
Moat likely she is dead though, frozen
to doath, Nuts can usually only sur-
vive five years up in the high country,
That was one terrible day. We loat
three carabiners, five slings, and throe
niats ifcluding Heidi. Thero were n lot
of long foces when we atarted back
down the climb,

Back on the ground Sally couldn't
take it ATYMAre, She tald EVETVOne,
“Snap out of it, evervbody knew the
story when they signed on, Heidi and
the rest of the gear are probably talk-
ing to each other, ainging and joking

around, She always snid she'd rather
div up in the mountaing than dieof old
age in some cloact because the master
got tao ald to elimb. Even though she
was afraid she would blow it, when it
came her turn, 1 think she did fine,
That was no easy catch and she had to
deal with the fear of being first. Ne.
body else here ever cought a fall, no-
body knew what it was like, Mow we
krnow because Heddi showed us the
way, and showed us how to do our jobs,
Bhe is a bleody hers,” And with that
she broke inta the Climbing Nut Song:

O, say can yob see

that plocermens ahead,

In the erack filled with snow,
to det our master go-Cla.
Ever on duly,

We will stay forever,

Ne freedom again,

Just a damn her-er-ro's end,
For a job damn well dane,
Gipodbye to mom and dad,

We were all o little embarrassed,
butene by one weall joined in. [ looked
back nnd felt o litthe webness in my
eyes but | kept on singing. I'm sure
Heidi heard us.

We came into camp, ilont but with
our heads held high, We wers dirty,
wetl, bul proud. We had a rough time,
but most of us came back and we knew
wie would climb again. We were no

longer & rookie rack. The alder racks
nodded in reapect as wo passed and the
younger racks gathered together and
whisperod.

John Keller's rack eame over and
nsked how many we lost. As senior
piece on the rack | reperted in. 1 told
him aboaut the fall Heidi held. He snid
he remembered her and she was a cre-
dit toclimbing. He told us the first loas
is always the roughest and we had
done a “job” Then we were left alone
with our loas,

Weo eventually got replacements for
thoae loat inaction. The lesses made us
a stronger rack and we went anta har-
der elimba and firat ascents. The
roekios learned of their predecessors
and the traditions they were cxpected
o fulfill. My big test came n fow years
later,

I had put together o good rack and
everybody wasz fitting in with
everyons else, [ had prolected cruxes
fram here to Yosemite and back. There
had been times when the metal filings
wiere standing straight up on my neck
and [ was prayving that there wouldn't
b & fall. 1 had fo keep quiet though,
everyone would be watching and | was
the leader, It's & lonely job.

Anyway, thiz fall was back home
and guite uncxpected. | never even
saw it coming. It was on Briton's
Crack, a ¢limb done dezons of times so
there wian't much protection in. | was
watching a turkey valture soaring by
when the kid came soaring by himsel [
[ barely had time to set myself before 1
became leaded. Bam! [ couldn’t belicve
the force, I thought the sling was going
ta rip me in half | saw my life Nash
before my oves. The kid could not bo-
liewe it sither. He started laughing as
he was awinging there, | more or less
told him toget his weight the hell sifof
me. What did he think | was, an aid
picee? With that bit of swearing the
roat of the guys let cut o cheer, [ wasa
trug leador now that [ had won my
BpUArs.

Well, the kid finished the lead and
after the sccond brought me up (more
cheera) the kid gave me a little kiss,
The second heartbreak of my life hap-
poned next. The aling had been quist, a
little more than usual. He was cut,
There was nothing ¢lse the kid could
doexcept put him outof his misery, the
aling would die anyway, He pulled owt
hiz buek knife and sliced the cut the
restol the way through. I couldn't bear
to wakch, but I felt the quiver in the
sling as life paseed out of its fibers,



My next mate was okay, Nothing
spocinl, but a solid performer. | was
back on the rack by the next weekend,
The group had & little party, con-
gratulating me on the other cateh and
told mae it was too bad about Jay. Seme
of the girls kidded me about being tied
te a pretty nice looking stud, 1 told
them for o runner he wasn't too bad.

The next major cvient in my life was
the loss of Sally, It was in Eldorado
Canyon, We had only lost about three
nuts since the massacre and had found
five times that many. One Young sec-
ond was having trouble getting Sally
out. | was up above and had watched
the placement. It was strictly routine
— pasy im, casy out. | just tossed out
the usual goodbye o Sally, “see you on
tep," and took off. The second just left
her, didn't even ell the kid for a pitch,
I knew right away, of course. I tried Lo
yoll down toher, but that damn stream
was making too much nofse, [ couldn’t
believe it It's & good thing the kid
didn't use me the rest of the day, |
couldn’t have even held body weight.
The rack was silent, waiting to ses
how [ would take it, Just like Sally told
everyone after wo loat Heidi, [ aaid,
“Snapout of it, she knew what she waa
getting into. We have a job todo s let's
get on with "

Climbing wasn't quite the same
after that. I had seen teo much death
and had loat my two best friends, the
oncs | storted climbing with. Five
years later | left the kid's rack. Mo, |
wasn't replaced. There hasn't been a
nut made yet that can replace a
number five, Just alter the kid gnd his
longtime partner started climbing
they delivered his partner’s wife's
baby in a snow cave up in the
Bugnboos. The baby was a girl (oppo-
site of a son) but was a beauty, strong
and tough, With good fingers, too,

The girl was now eight and begin-
ning to climb, The kid was an uncle
figure and decided he should start the
youngiter's rack. The little girl knew
the importance of o good rack and her
Dad had told her the valuwe of & number
five, an old number five. "Baby, you
eannol oven got these anymore.”

denna's (the little girl's) eves were
s big ma pumpking when the kid teok
me off the rack. The kid had told me
what was going on earlior, "you take
care of that little lady.” I hadn't told
the rack, didn't want o going away
porty or anything. This way the good-
byes were quick, There were a fow
tears and o couple of "a pleasurs seryvs

)

ing under you, madam.” The kid told
the little girl, "This nut’s been with
vour Dod and e as long ns we've been
climbing it never let us down and 1
reckon it won't ever let you down. IF
vou areever in trouble and need m sure
anchor, this is the one o wae”™

It wns hard to put together another
rack at my age, but [ locked at it as
kind of o challenge. It was o different
rack in this moedern age. Before it was
just Chouinard Stoppers and Hexes,
maybe a few ping. Mow it was Friends,
Rochks and Campbell nuts, I'd seen all
this fancy gear on their racks but
hadn't ever seen it in action, It was all
now stull and 2o to hide tholr unemai-
nésd they were loud. Called me an ald
war horse, But they were good kids
and [ whipped them into shape even.
tually. | puess sinee all the new stuff
gocs in almaost snywhere the long falls
were quite rare. They were scared
shitless whon [ told them my stories
about the 30 feoters 1 had caught,

Jenna turned into quite a climber
and quite a good leoking woman, The
males were Nocking around her all the
time, but I knew the good from the bad
and warned the bad racks off. Until
she met her love swimming in a goyser
near the Tetons (and he was nude), He
did seem really nice, a little bit of a
bum but all in all pretiy nice. And he
turned out to be o climber, 8o | gave
her my blessing.

I was somewhat nervous getting
roady for the first climb together
{what would his rack be like?); |
wanked my rack to be in tip-top shape,
S0 when the ritual of selecting gear

n my rack was ahining.

“Don't fail now or we both go.”
What? Who? Out of the guy's pack
carme Sally. The guy had picked her
aut of the erack two days after we left,
Well, we both got picked to go on the
elimb and into the pack we went, talk-
ing & mile o minute, covoring all that
had happened sinee we had soparated.

Sally hod been back up the climb
Heidi had died on. She could see the
scar marks Heidi's body made as it
finally slid out of the crack. We talked
all the way up tothe climb, every belay
stance when wo got togother, and all
the way down. It was the most fon [
had had on & climb in s long time.

It was settled. Bally and [ had tostay
together and 8o these two had to get
married, Well, the kids hit it affso well
wie didn't even have to arrange a mar-
riage; thoy just wont off and did it. At
the wedding, my little girl took her

Dwad and the kidup Briton's. Did a good
job, too, What a great time to be a
climbing nut and alive,

I have had a good life. Seen cracks
from the inside that other nuts only
dream of ever seeing. Had o bunch of
good friends, | could tell you I died a
natural death, in my sleep, in the hack
of a closet. It's not true,

I'm kind of jammed in this crack,
Snow all aver me. Sally 15 one pitch
down., There are s bunch of us further
down, | guess. | told her not to climb
today. But she loved to elimb and
wanbed to elimb in each month of pre
gnancy. This was a caze of getting off
quick and never mind the gear, Heor
husband grabbed me and started get-
ting up a rappel, She mumbled some-
thing like, "not that one.” But 1 told
her that was okay, Sally and [ locked
into each other's eyes for o minute and
then everyone was gome.

I heard Sally offer tostay on the noxt
ledge. With Sally holding them | knew
they would get down, [ didn't feel quite
as alone with Sally down just a
hundred feot. | could see evoryone
down on the ground starting out, Then
I heard a Campbell Number Six (not a
bad nut at all) say, "Snap out of it,
everybody knew the story when they
signed on. Sally, the rest of the gear,
and old Number Five are probably
talking to oach sther, singing and jok-
ing around. The old lady always said
ghe'd rather die up in the mountains
than die of old age in some closet be-
causd the master gob too old to climhb,
I'd bet if we sing loud they would be
able to hear us.”

CHh, gay oan YOU Eod

that placement ahead.

In the erack filled with snow,
fo let our moster...

Aathe rack was carried away [ could
hear the seng drift up to me and |
heord Sally joining in. The rest of the
pro,anchor by anchor, was joining in. |
mouthed 8 goodbye and felt one of
thoae tears in my éye again.

I won't keep your hopes up by letting
yiou think someone else may coma by
and pick us up, The climb was closed
ghartly afterwards beeause of ah en-
dangered species nearby. So my fute is
sealed. | don't mind, I'm old and I've
had a good life, But I doregret that my
littlo girl's junior and all the rest of the
new generation of climbers will nover
Hw how good an old number five can
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