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Great Walls of ice

(continued from page 71)

at the university. When I arrived, 50 enthusiastic students and local
climbers were waiting. I presented clinics on rock technique and self-
rescue, and was made an honorary member of the club.

The next day we went ice climbing near Beijing. On the first free
ascent of Peking Duck, a 200-foot vertical ice face, a large ice chunk hit
me in the eye. I couldn’t see for several minutes, but eventually fin-
ished the pitch. When I got to the ground I had a huge shiner and a
small piece of bone had been chipped out of my eye socket. I looked
like I’d gone 10 rounds with Mike Tyson ... except I still had both ears.
For the rest of the week, Chinese people in the street avoided the big
American with the black eye and gashed face.

That night and the following morning, more than 30 Chinese ice
climbers arrived, and the weekend turned into the first Beijing
ice festival. As I pre-
sented a clinic on ice
climbing safety, a
climber sketched and
scratched his way up
the ice behind me,
taking repeated leader
falls onto a stubby
screw. Later I saw
another climber lead-

ing on a static rope.
When I confronted ‘
her, she looked at me dumbfounded and said, “Dof’t worry, I won’t fall”
That evening biju and piju (rice spirits and beer, respectively) poured
freely, and many courses of delicious food were served (I passed on the
grubs). An exuberant Chinese climber and software engineer named
Andes, with whom I’d climbed on my first China trip, informed me
that, “in China, beer is cheaper than [bottled] water” I agreed to econo-
mize and drink plenty of Blue Sword beer.

he following winter I returned to the Siguniang Mountains

with two climbers from Maine: Jon Tierney, owner of

Acadia Mountain Guides, a paramedic, and wilderness
medicine instructor; and Peter Doucette, a university student and
climbing guide.

Jon, who can’t relax for more than 30 seconds, immediately began
mapping the icefalls in the valley: The tally came to 125 flows in a
20-mile stretch. Not much snow falls here in winter, so the avalanche
hazard is minimal; approaching most climbs involves a 10-to-40
minute stroll up grassy slopes. Groundwater and glacial melt from the
towering peaks above feed the waterfalls. As an extra bonus, the
tourism association recently paved the road up the valley, so a casual
45-minute commute replaced the bone-jarring drive we had endured
on the first two trips.

Kai accompanied us for the beginning of the trip. We switched part-
ners each day and bagged the best-looking lines left over from the year
before, save for a wild, 200-foot free-standing column that was the
width of a rail-thin climber where it met the ground. Though the
column buckled more each day, it never fell while we were there. We
needed a Canadian madman to get up that thing, but none of us would
have been willing to belay. Before we’'d headed into the mountains we’d



learned via e-mail about the tragic death of Rod Willard due to falling
ice in Vail. That news cooled any desires we had to push it.

Both Jon and Kai had to leave after two weeks, leaving Peter and I
with our new translator, Lion. One day z television crew from
Chengdu accompanied us to the ice wearing flimsy street shoes and
suit jackets, and filmed us climbing two routes. They gained an appre-
ciation for the climbing after the cameraman flailed for 20 minutes
attempting the first 10 feet of the flow. Lion, who owned an outdoor
gear shop in Chengdu, had ice climbed only once before (the previous
year with us). He attacked the ice with crazy abandon, throwing
wobbly swings that barely penetrated the ice, then hopping both feet
up simultaneously like a rabbit. We were cringing, laughing, and
shaking our heads. We couldn’t believe that Lion’s tools were actually
sticking, but he got up a WI4+ with a couple of hangs on toprope.

On our final day in the Siguniang Mountains we attended, along
with 150 local Chinese, the Tibetan engagement ceremony of Mr. Ma’s
brother. We consumed course after course of spicy Sichuan food and
gallons of biju. After the feast the children played games while the
\hflts danced and sang. The peer pressure among the men to pound
shot after shot of biju reminded me of a high school party. Luckily (or
unluckily) I was taking Flagyl for an intestinal ailment, so I could not
drink. By the end, most of the men were totally hammered, while the
women continued singing beautiful Tibetan songs. A band of stagger-
ing men commandeered our van as we tried to leave, forcing our
Chinese passengers to pound more shots.

The next day we experienced the cliché Harrowing Third-world Bus
Ride. The bus was already packed when we squeezed in, so I took a
floor seat with views of seven other passengers crammed within 18
inches of me. Most of the male passengers chain-smoked cigarettes
for the entire 10-hour ride. The largest passenger somehow mistook |
me for a lounge pillow, until I used my best American diplomacy and
elbowed him off me. A big snowfall made the high pass treacherous
and the bus slipped around the switchbacks, courting a 6000-foot
tumble to the valley floor. Though we were temporarily relieved when
the driver put chains on the tires, he just drove faster. Endless CDs
helped me imagine a more pleasant situation. Upon our arrival in

_Chengdu, Peter flew home to Maine, while I joined a group of
‘Gisiinese climbers to climb picturesque limestone towers in Yangshuo
in southern China.

During my two winters in China, I ice climbed only a handful of
days back home in Colorado, where the fun has gone out of ice climbing
for me. Too many people, hacked-up ice, and leaders climbing
completely out of control (and placing terrible protection) make me
wonder when I'll be assisting in a rescue — or body recovery.
Yet the prospect of climbing awesome new routes in China,
helping the budding Chinese climbing community, and spending
time with my Chinese family — the Mas — inspires me to keep my
ice tools sharp. Besides, you never know when you might have to
fight off a marauding yak.

Aside from ice climbing in China, Craig Luebben has free climbed big
walls in Madagascar, developed sport climbs in Cuba, and established
offwidths in France (a rare thing indeed). He is a Senior Contributing
Editor at Climbing.




