The Novice Leader’s List
John Ferguson


This article is an introduction to a program that the Texas Mountaineers supports to improve the quality of leadership skills among the membership.  It is generally agreed that the club does a pretty good job with introductory climbing instruction on the beginner and inter-mediate weekends, but beyond these formal courses it’s sink or swim (climb or fly?).  The intermediate course graduates will be referred to as novice leaders.


The novices are qualified, in principle, to participate in the usual club sponsored weekend trips and follow more experienced climbers on routes of moderate difficulty.  They should also be able to set up top rope anchors and practice climbing technique on top rope, unsupervised by an instructor.  It should be obvious that our four day course does not really prepare anyone to lead climbs on their own.  The talented can acquire the gymnastic skills necessary to climb difficult rock, on top rope, in a surprisingly short time.  Leadership skills involve the development of judgment concerning protect-tion, route finding, and safety.  This develop-ment takes much longer and is part appren-ticeship with more experienced leaders and part trial-and-error with other novices.  It is not thought to be practical (or even desirable) to have more lengthy formal courses beyond the intermediate course.

Ultimately, leading is where it’s at in climbing.  Only experienced leaders are qual-ified to be instructors, and the really great climbing areas in other parts of the country (and the world) require at least moderate leadership skills to be fully enjoyed.  

I am also very concerned about what I consider to be a high accident rate among novices in the Texas Mountaineers.  This problem goes back many years and most of the accidents should not have happened.  Because the club needs leaders, many of you want to be leaders and nobody wants to have an accident, a less formal structure consisting of a list of ranked and well described climbs is being proposed.

Novices can attempt these climbs and master necessary skills, while gaining confidence in their own ability and without undue risk.  Heretofore, the guide books and word of mouth has proven to be inadequate for these purposes.  The listed routes should be tackled in the company of an experienced leader initially, and later with other novices (for that “mini-epic” quality, from which we all learned so much).

Many of these climbs are “easy.”  This is intentional.  You should not be learning to lead on climbs that are above your ability to climb without the risk of falling.  Everyone can benefit from climbing on relatively easy rock.  Your balance and quickness of movement improves with practice.  This kind of training will complement pushing on hard moves.  The old dictum, in the days of poor equipment, was that The Leader Does Not Fall.  This should also be the new dictum.  Sport climbing and top roping have given many people the idea that falling is OK.  It is not.  The accidents that we seek to eliminate are due to falls that were inadequately protected or in places where even a protected fall would certainly lead to injury.  As your ability to make safety and protection judgments increases, your ability to climb more difficult climbs safely increases.  
We all have three skill levels: 1) the difficulty that we can solo (unroped, unprotected) 2) the difficulty that we can lead, and 3) the difficulty that we can second or top rope.  We generally take 2 to represent one’s ability (“He/she’s a 5.7 climber”).  Your ability level will also depend on the type of climbing in question.  You may be a 5.10 face climber, but only a 5.7 crack climber.  Length and steepness also figure into the judgment, and the guide book rating is woefully inadequate for the inexperienced climber in this regard.  The list will permit each individual to measure their preparedness to attempt particular routes and even train for particular routes.  For instance, the ability to climb Middle Crack well is a good indication of one’s preparedness to climb Owl Crack.  Hobbit and Three Bolt are good prerequisites for Middle Crack.
Ground-up climbing ethics are to be encouraged here.  Top roping can help the novice with rock technique, but will not make a good leader.  Do not top rope these climbs.  Learn to experience them as a second and a leader.  A much expanded description of each of the routes will be produced by club members.  We want development – not surprises.  These descriptions will include many details not in the guide books (which can be very limited).  The nature of the protection, special climbing techniques, the type of climb (i.e., crack, face, friction, etc.) and safety considerations will all be discussed.  

The levels referred to in this list are our own means of roughly ranking the climbs in terms of overall difficulty.  The Yosemite Decimal System (YDS) is the national standard rating system (refer to your climbing manual from the beginner class) and it ranks climbs quite differently.  The rating 5.9 refers to the hardest technical difficulty, even if it’s only a few moves.  Note that in our list a 5.6 may be more highly ranked than a 5.7 in view of its overall difficulty.  The YDS has a Roman numeral rating which refers to the length of the climb; I for very short to VI for many days.  All of the climbs in Texas and Oklahoma are grade I.  Do not confuse our ranks of 1, 2, 3, and 4 with the YDS I, II, III, and IV.  In this list we point out a number of guide book ratings that are questionable.  Ratings are seldom very precise and must be interpreted from experience.

It is generally recognized that there is a scarcity of moderate routes in Texas and Oklahoma.  These routes were chosen for quality (most are two and three star) and safety (protection is good, cratering falls are unlikely).  Not all routes are worth climbing and none are worth climbing for their rating alone.  A few run out face routes are included at Level 3 for the more experienced novice.  Many of these routes are multi-pitch.  This list is still somewhat provisional and some routes will be added or dropped in the future.  We will try to publish the descriptions in a timely manner in the newsletter and as a booklet for the intermediate course graduates.  I also plan to publish some additional articles on equipment, technique, and issues related to climbing in areas outside of Texas and Oklahoma.
Guidebooks:

The Oklahoma Climber’s Guide, (19  ), Chuck Lohn

E-Rock

Hueco Tanks: A Climber’s and Boulderer’s Guide, (1991), J. Sherman, M. Head, J. Crump and D. Head.

Location Codes:

Wichita Mountains Wildlife Refuge (Lawton, OK) – WM, Narrows – N, Elk Mountain – E
Quartz Mountain (Altus, OK) – QM
Enchanted Rock State Natural Area (Fredericksburg, TX) – ER

Hueco Tanks State Historic Park (El Paso, TX) – HT

Level 1 Routes:


Unfinished Piece, 5.6 **, WMN


Great Expectations, 5.5, ***, WME


Dihedral, 5.6, ***, WME


Jack Knife, 5.5, ***, ER


Cave Crack, 5.6, **, ER


Easier Than It Looks, 5.5 (r?), ER

Level 2 Routes:

Dihedral, 5.6 (7?), ***, WMN


Yellow Corner, 5.7 (6?), **, WMN


Old #7, 5.7, **, WMN


Atlantic, 5.7, **, QM


South Pacific, 5.7, **, QM


Macho Man, 5.7, *, QM


Sweat, 5.7, ***, ER


Harder Than It Looks, 5.6r, ***, ER

Level 3 Routes:


Water Streak, 5.7r, **, WME


Ker Plunk, 5.6, **, WMN


Three Bolt, 5.7, **, QM


Hobbit, 5.7, * (**?), QM


South Africa, 5.8,  , QM


Bourbon Street, 5.7r, ***, QM


Snake’s Head Dihedral, 5.8, *, QM


Runamuck, 5.7+ (x?), ***, ER


Roboprok Meets Godzilla, 5.8+r, ***, ER


Dome Driver, 5.7r, ***, ER


Boston, 5.7r, ***, ER


TJ Swann, 5.8+ (r?), **, ER


Cakewalk, 5.6, ***, HT


Uriah’s Heap, 5.7, ***, HT


Divine Wind, 5.7, (**?), HT
Level 4 Routes:


Crazy Alice, 5.8, ***, WMN


Field of Opportunity, 5.7 (8?), **, QM


South American Crack, 5.8+, **, ER


Orient Express, 5.9+, ** (***?), ER


Ripple, 5.9+, ***, ER


Middle Crack, 5.8, III, ER


Owl Crack, 5.8+ (9?), ***, ER


Cakewalk Direct, 5.9, * (**?), HT







