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T U R N I N G  T H E  T I M E  O V E R  T O  . . .  climbing rope to supporting her own weight 
on the rock. The next time she fell she didn't 
even look at me but continued to climb. 
Now, as she pulled herself up onto the belay 

Carter M a c k l q  ledge, she smiled at me. She did not seem to 
be aware of the implication of the late hour. 

Michelle had been a wonderful climbing 
partner. I had introduced her to ice climbing 

DANGEROUS PLAY and cold winter camping-she would go 
anywhere with me at the drop of the hat. I 
believe Michelle continued to accompany me 
on these adventures, and seemed to enjoy 
them. because she is one of those rare ~ e o ~ l e  

In my hour of suffering I could offer no justification for having 
placed myself in my difficult circumstances. 1 couldn't bring 

myself to ask God for help. 

"W HAT AM I doing here?" I 
muttered to myself in dis- 
gust. I was six hundred feet 

up Cannon Cliff in New Hampshire on the 
popular rock-climbing route, Moby Grape. 
We had two hundred feet to go, had been 
rained on twice, and it was starting to get 
late. This rare expanse of East Coast granite I 
had craved for months had lost its appeal. 
And familiar feelings of guilt at engaging in 
risky recreation were resurfacing. 

Michelle, my partner, had been climbing 
slower than I had hoped. She was new to 
climbing but learning fast; I had been a little 
too ambitious for her on this climb. The day 
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before, we had spent a pleasant, sunny after- 
noon climbing the classic Whitney-Gilrnan 
route, well within her ability; we had literally 
taken naps on the ledges while we waited for 
parties above us to move on. But this route 
was two grades harder, and she was at the 
threshold of her ability She had already 
fallen twice between the second and sixth 
pitches, both times taking a ten foot pen- 
dulum across the face. It can be frightening 
to test the integrity of your belay system that 
high up. I didn't want her to think it was a 
big deal, so, both times, I smiled down at her 
and said nothing. The first time she looked 
up at me inquisitively as if waiting for an ex- 
planation or a critique. When 1 said nothing, 
she went about making the sometimes awk- 
ward transition from hanging on a springy 

L L 

who are slow to recognize when they are not 
having fun anymore. Hard work and suf- 
fering are conditions of life that people like 
Michelle innately accept and adapt to. My fa- 
ther is like that. Some of the guilt I was 
feeling as I considered our situation on 
Cannon Cliff could be attributed to his influ- 
ence. 

I WAS raised in a devout Mormon home 
on the Snake River Plain, within sight of 
the Teton peaks. In our family, recre- 

ation, though it occurred, never seemed to be 
a legitimate activity, at least not as an end in 
itself. I attribute this more to my fatherb per- 
sonality than to any LDS tenet. Dad had a se- 
verely underdeveloped sense of play When 
he was home from his real job as a nuclear 
engineer he had to be digging, hammering, 
or milking something or he was not happy 
Saturdays and after work he labored on our 
unprofitable hobby farm, my brothers and I 
at his side, absent a good excuse. Our only 
respite was when Dad was away performing 
some Church function, which happened fre- 
quently, though sometimes that, too, re- 
quired our assistance, as when we helped 
him irrigate the Church welfare farm. 

Hence, like five generations of my family 
before me that grew up within sight of those 
fabulous Teton peaks1 never made an effort 
to climb them. I read stories of mountain 
climbers-of fellow Idahoan Paul Petzoltb 
youthful summit of the Grand Teton and of 
George Mallory's long fateful quest to summit 
Everest. As a youngster, I cast my eyes on the 
Grand Teton, and thought I might climb it 
someday, but 1 pushed away dreams of ever 
becoming a serious climber like Petzolt or 
Mallow I had learned to believe, like my par- 
ents, that the perfect role model for living 
was Jesus. I had read the gospels and had 
concluded that Jesus was as down on recre- 
ation as my father was. The implication of his 
teaching that those who sought their own life 
would lose it was painfully obvious to me 
(Matt. 16). Early climbers were able to justify 
their efforts as exploratory and scientific. But 
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modem climbing is elective, self-interested; 
it is play, pure and simple. As a boy, I knew it 
couldn't be right to devote weeks, even 
months, to something so self-interested. 
Especially when engaging in such dangerous 
activity could potentially bring sorrow to 
anyone who loved or depended on me. 

My interest in climbing wasn't rekindled 
until after I studied law in New York City 
Initially attracted to the diverse humanity of 
Manhattan, the difficulties of living with 
three million others on a twenty-one-square- 
mile island gradually became oppressive. I 
looked forward to my semi-annual vacations 
home with greater and greater anticipation. 
Living in the city, it was hard to remember 
the seemingly unlimited, unpeopled space I 
was raised in. In Idaho, I spent less time with 
family and more in the mountains or desert. I 
stopped at the house long enough to grab a 
friend or a family member, then enveloped 
myself in back country. I had to bum the 
wilderness in, etch an imprint that would see 
me through the next six months. With every 
trip home, the deserts grew more compelling 
and the mountains more dear. A basic place 
to grow potatoes and test nuclear fission be- 
came much more precious. 

By the time I graduated from law school, I 
had long since abandoned either my father's 
or Jesus' standard with respect to recreation. 
I couldn't live happily in modem society 
without regular exposure to unpeopled 
places. Perhaps if I had spent my life trekking 
in sandals and braving storms in fishing 

As it was, I found a law firm in Washington, 
D.C., that granted me thirty-two days in the 
wilderness a year, not counting weekends- 
and I wasn't planning on fasting. 

OCK climbers often seek wilderness 
on expansive rock faces ("big wallsn 
in climbers' parlance) which tower 

1000 to 3000 feet and higher. At 800 feet 
Cannon Cliff was the closest thing to a big 
wall on the East Coast. So, on Labor Day 
weekend, Michelle and I drove the eleven 
hours to New Hampshire in search of vertical 
solitude. 

Even when close to roads, big walls can 
be wilderness because technique and tech- 
nology requirements severely limit the 
number of people who can even start a 
climb. Once on a wall, the wilderness aspect 
is compounded by the inability to retreat 
easily in most cases. Once committed to the 
expanse, a climber must be like a kayaker at 
sea-always mindful of the nearest shore- 
which, in the case of big walls, means 
climbing to the top of the cliff or rappeling 
back down. Rappeling a pitch (a ropelength) 
is usually faster than climbing a pitch, but 
most climbers avoid rappeling long routes if 
they can walk down from the summit. Ropes 
can get hung-up as you pull them down, and 
it can be difficult to "link up" rappels if the 
climb has wandered across the face. 

After waiting out the first rain I had 
looked at the tiny trees below and made a 
novice's mistake of overestimatine the dis- 

"Yeah, but is that God speaking, or is it just Alma's culture, 
or maybejoseph Smith's!" 

the decision then to rap off and call it a day, 
but the lure of the granite above was too 
strong. Now, at the top of the sixth pitch, I 
decided that it would be less risky climbing 
one pitch in the dark than trying to find five 
rappel stations. 

The next pitch turned out to contain the 
crux-the most difficult section of the entire 
climb. It was visible from our belay-a 
shallow, cave-like chimney that narrowed 
sharply at the top, forcing one to exit the 
small overhang by going out and around to 
the right. Negotiating the overhang required 
the body to be almost horizontal for a time. 
The move was rated 5.8, two levels of diffi- 
culty down from what I was normally willing 
to lead. I attacked it rashly, allowing my top- 
heavy pack to dangle from my shoulders as I 
fumbled around, horizontal, trying to find a 
decent handhold above the overhang. My 
arms gave out before I found a workable 
combination of moves, and I was forced to 
back off, embarrassed. When it took me two 
more tries to get through the crux I knew we 
were in trouble. Hanging out on her arms 
was not Michelle's forte, and I knew she 
would be intimidated having seen me fail 
twice as she belayed me from below 

Finally, I established a belay above the 
overhang. Unfortunately, I could not see 
Michelle to offer her any visual assistance. 
She followed fairly quickly through the easier 
part of the pitch, but as she moved out of 
view her progress became painfully slow 
(painful to my peace of mind, that is). As our 
available light ticked away, I suppressed the 
urge to ask her (respectfully, of course) about 
her progress. Finally, I yelled her name 
loudly-the sort of volume that is ideal and 
proper for communicating with a climbing 
partner when hearing is difficult-but I 
didn't suppress a harsher edge betraying my 
impatience and my growing nervousness. I 
told her she needed to hurry; we would soon 
be climbing in the dark. She responded with 
her frequent query: "How did you do this? I 
can't believe you did this!" 

"Get through it anyway you can," I told 
her. "Use the rope if you have to." I gathered 
my dissipating strands of patience and re- 
signed myself to the fact that we would finish 
the climb in the dark. I just hoped Michelle 
would be able to climb this overhang before 
it got too dark to see the handholds. If she 
could finish this pitch, then I could give her 
my headlamp. 

I waited a long time before saying any- 
thing again, knowing there was not much I 
could do. The rock obstacle separating her 
from me (and us from home) was her 
problem to work out. With the rope pulled 
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II 

Risky recreation is an excuse, an affected environment we create 
to experience character. Good friends make climbing better, but 

good climbing can also make good people better." 

tightly over the edge of the rock I could give 
her very little assistance. Mostly, all I could 
do was sit and wait, hoping she could work 
this difficulty out. 

For long stretches (that probably lasted a 
couple of minutes, but seemed like fifteen or 
twenty) there would be absolutely no move- 
ment on the rope. Then suddenly there 
would be a little slack. I would reel in a few 
inches, but then her weight would come 
back on the rope and I'd let her down. This 
pattern continued for quite some time. 
Sometimes she would gain a couple of feet- 
then the waiting would begin again. 

The minutes ticked by as I anxiously fol- 
lowed the rope to where it disappeared over 
the edge, wondering just how far below she 
was. The hardest section was a matter of only 
four or five feet. Michelle's slow but steady 
progress indicated that she had not even 
reached the hardest part yet. I hadn't ex- 
pected this. The last light of the sun was 
fading on the western horizon, turning the 
heavens a beautiful but ominous deep blue. 
"Splash," I whispered to myself. If only I 
could backflip into the void, I mused, and 
stroke through that thick color to flatland 
somewhere. The rope slackened and I pulled 
in two or three feet. Then Michelle called for 
slack on the rope. She was at the overhang, 
and had been unable to pull it. She wanted to 
retreat to a place inside the chimney where 
she could rest. "Carter . . . I don't think I can 
do it," she called weakly 

When she was first learning to climb, 
Michelle had been naive about her body's ca- 
pabilities. She spent fifteen minutes staring at 
the bottom of her first 5.4 top-roped 
problem, making a few timid attempts, but 
repeatedly backing off, declaring the climb 
too difficult without having flexed a forearm. 
She seemed to think that rock climbing was 
supposed to be as effortless and obvious as 
climbing a ladder. After watching a few 
others scamper up the same place, however, 
she soon learned that what looked like a 
blank wall was chock full of great jags and 
knobs to cling to and stand on-to make up- 
ward progress required observation, 
thoughtfulness, and inputs of energy. Once 
she learned that a little physical effort would 
produce results, she began to push herself on 
the harder problems until muscle failure, and 
she improved rapidly 

1 considered our situation, and though I 
knew she had not failed from lack of effort, I 
hoped I would be able to motivate her to re- 
group and try again. I spoke slowly and 
firmly, "Michelle, we are almost out of light. 
You have got to do it, one way or another. 
Use the rope if you have to." 

After a short rest, she made a few more at- 
tempts. I knew that by now her arms would 
be totally shot and that the only way she 
would be able to get over the overhang was 
to stand in a prussic loop. A prussic loop is a 
specially knotted cord that, when looped 
around the climbing rope, creates enough 
friction to support one's weight when pulled 
downward. Using two of these devices, a 
climber can mechanically ascend up the 
rope. 

I stopped letting the rope back down after 
she made attempts to climb up, forcing her 
to hang in her harness while she rested. 
There were some more quivers on the rope, 
then she called again, "Carter, I can't do it." 

"Michelle," I said sternly, "I cannot help 
you. You have got to do it or we are going to 
be here all night. Use a prussic loop." 

"I tried, there's nothing to grab onto with 
my hands," she called back. 

"Use two prussic loops then," 1 replied. 
"You've done it before." 

Unfortunately, we had not reviewed this 
lesson more than once or twice since 1 taught 
it to her. I recalled with regret my half-joking 
words to her a few weeks before as I led up 
the first few feet of a climb: "You remember 
how to tie a prussic loop don't you? No? 
Well, I guess it's too late to show you now." 

There were some quivers on the rope, and 
plenty of groans. Anytime the tension relaxed 
at all I pulled in a few more inches. At last I 
saw a hand, then, a few drawn-out groans 
later, a helmet. Incrementally, we inched her 
over the edge: first her forearms, then her 
whole arms up to her armpits. I had no idea 
what her feet might be finding to support her 
weight. Getting herself high enough to swing 
her torso over the  to^ was the hardest. When 
she made it, she collapsed, resting her upper 
body on the edge of the overhang, her lower 
body still dangling over the edge. 
"Oh-h, I am so glad to be up here," she al- 
most wept. 

I was also relieved. and now that the main 
danger had passed, and she was more or less 

home free, I expected her to respond to my 
stem words of a few minutes before. I waited 
for her to lay in to me for my impatience, my 
route-finding wanderings that had also 
caused us delay, and for suggesting the climb 
in the first place. I expected it because it was 
justified. I was stunned when she weakly 
told me that she was sony for taking so long 
to get through the crux. She actually apolo- 
gized for her ineptitude and said she would 
understand if I never took her climbing with 
me again. On the contrary, I was amazed that 
at that point she would even consider 
climbing again. In all of our experiences she 
hadn't absorbed the message that her part- 
nership was a significant element of my 
"recreationm-that she added something to 
the climbing experience that others did not 
contribute. 

I stared down at her in bemused wonder- 
ment, considering the possible source of 
such attitude. Genes? Environment? 
Experiencing good character is one of the 
most satisfying of human activities. 
Sometimes it happens incrementally, like 
over a long partnership or when I worked by 
my father's side on weekends. We often un- 
derestimate the pleasure of such associations 
until later reflection. But serious circum- 
stances elicit character that can awe us even 
as it unfolds. Like the time I watched my fa- 
ther labor all day in minus-thirty degree 
weather to keep the ice-clogged waters of the 
Snake River from flooding our neighbor's 
home. I watched as my father and my 
brother, with wheelbarrow, pick, and shovel, 
repaired leak after leak remaining in the 
barely adequate dike left by me and other 
members of the community the previous 
night. I confronted a significant gap in atti- 
tude between me and my father that day And 
the relationship between my father and Mr. 
Esplin, who owed the integrity of his base- 
ment to my father, was altered permanently 

So, now my relationship with Michelle 
had undergone a discrete shift. I had sud- 
denly been exposed to part of her character 
that even members of her family were prob- 
ably unaware of. It had not taken long for me 
to figure out that the pleasure of the climbing 
experience depended heavily on the quality 
of one's partner. Now I was beginning to see a 
converse perspective-risky recreation is an 
excuse, an affected environment we create to 
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experience character. Good friends make 
climbing better, but good climbing can also 
make good people better. 

T HE fading sun had nearly gone. 
There was a large moon, however, 
and we could still see fairly well. I 

gave Michelle my headlamp and quickly led 
us through the easy fifth-class rock to the 
top. She followed right behind me. 
Incredibly relieved, we gathered our gear and 
changed our shoes. We were not home yet, 
but we were free of the relentless verticality 
of the wall. With our lights, the descent 
should be just a matter of perseverance- 
once we found the trail down. 

The guidebook simply said that there was 
a trail at the top that went off to the right and 
down. So, we made our way over boulders 
and underbrush. It was not too difficult, al- 
though the difficulty increased as the grade 
flattened and the number of bushes and trees 
increased. Just as I was beginning to have 
doubts about easily finding the trail, my 
searching flashlight beam landed on a rock 
cairn. We were home free. We simply had to 
follow the caims, from one to the next, until 
we reached the more beaten path. I said as 

much to Michelle. 
I started to follow the cairns, careful to 

spot the next one with my light before 
moving on. This relatively slow process was 
slowed further by a fog that had moved in. 
The cairns led us off to the right and down, 
which our intuition and the guidebook sug- 
gested was the direction the descent trail 
should go. However, instead of becoming 
easier, the "trail" became rougher. We were 
forced to push through more bushes and 
climb over and around more boulders. 
Eventually, I could not see the next cairn. We 
backed up to the last one, tried several pos- 
sible avenues, but ran into dead-end entan- 
glements every time. Then it dawned on me 
that these cairns were probably meant to lead 
climbers from the tops of other climbs to the 
trail. And we were lollowing them back 
down to the edge of the cliff! So much time 
and effort wasted. We were only wearing 
tights and rain jackets. Pushing through the 
mist-soaked bushes had left our lower bodies 
soaking wet, and we were beginning to get 
cold. We reversed our direction. There were 
more cairns beyond the first one we had 
spotted, but these quickly ran out as well. 

Our situation was uncomfortable, bor- 

dering on serious. As we traced the caims 
back and forth across the top, we were ex- 
posed to the wind and were beginning to get 
cold. These New Hampshire mountains, 
though low by western standards, were noto- 
rious for attracting sudden, deadly storms. I 
had a rough idea of my body's limits to hy- 
pothermia from an experience as a Boy 
Scout. Working to earn my lifesaving merit 
badge in a cold lake, I had shivered all after- 
noon until I eventually passed out. An alert 
buddy saved me. 

I knew Michelle and I could not continue 
to lose heat at the rate we were. It was time to 
make my first emergency bivy. We looked for 
a cavity under one of the large boulders we 
had been forced to crawl around, finally 
finding a space about the length of our 
bodies and just high enough to squeeze into. 
We dumped out the climbing gear for 
ground insulation. Michelle crawled in first, 
then I squeezed in beside her with my head 
next to her feet (the only way it would fit). I 
stuffed the empty pack between me and the 
rock to seal off as much of the cold air as pos- 
sible. My head was conveniently jammed at 
an odd angle in the rock to keep from rolling 
sideways out our "door." We stayed this way 
for awhile, uncomfortable, but not so cold 
that I thought I wouldn't be able to endure 
the night. But though she wasn't com- 
plaining, I could feel Michelle begin to shiver 
steadily Her lycra tights did not insulate as 
well as my polypropylene ones. Entwining 
our arms and legs helped, but not enough. I 
thought we might be warmer if we could find 
a hole just large enough to let us crouch to- 
gether in a fetal position, our legs in our 
pack, as I had seen recommended in 
climbing texts. 

We decided to look for a new hole while 
searching for the trail. After more difficult 
going we eventually reasoned that it would 
make sense to bushwhack our way south, to 
the trail at the top of the Whitney-Gilman 
route, which couldn't be more than a mile 
away 

I had never experienced this kind of frus- 
tration-to want so badly not to be in the 
place I was in, knowing that I was physically 
capable of removing myself, but lacking that 
little bit of critical knowledge. The whole 
time we had been searching for the trail I had 
wanted to pray to God to help us out of this 
situation, but I could not do it: it seemed 
disingenuous to ask God to help us out of a 
situation we had purposefully put ourselves 
in simply for recreation. But I quietly hoped 

ccHasJewy cross-checked our naughty and nice list with Mormon he would know me well enough to under- 

temple recommend holders yet?" stand why I was compelled to engage in such 
activity I hoped he could perceive that this 
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dangerous play was proxy for never having 
had to brave my way across the plains as my 
ancestors had. I allowed myself to hope that 
he would ignore my arrogance and help us 
even if I couldn't come up with a good reason. 

We blindly plunged into the bushes after 
the last cairn, heading south as far as I could 
estimate in the fog, trying to find the easiest 
way over the boulders and through the 
bushes. We hadn't gone far when I almost fell 
into an opening created by a wide footpath. 
"Look," I pointed dumbly. A sign reading 
such-and-such Lookout pointed the direc- 
tion we had come. Another sign indicated 
that this well-built trail was put in by the 
local chapter of the Appalachian Trail Club. 
Two or three times we must have passed 
within twenty or thirty feet of the trail, 
simply missing it in the fog and darkness. 

W E were safe now. A path this 
wide had to lead eventually to 
the valley floor-we could 

follow something this well-prepared all night 

if we had to. And we did, because in my relief 
I misinterpreted a second sign and headed off 
in the wrong direction for a while. It didn't 
matter, though. The trees on either side of 
the path sheltered it from the wind and we 
began to warm up as we hiked. The incessant 
anxiety caused by an uncertain future was 
gone. 

As we hiked along I experienced deep 
feelings of gratitude and debt to God, the 
Appalachian Trail Club, and Michelle for 
things that had been given freely. I was alive 
and warm. Michelle was alive and warm, 
and, as far as I could tell, didn't hate me for 
risking her life and causing her such suf- 
fering. In fact, she had never once com- 
plained or offered a word of blame. 

My relationship with her had evolved 
during our experience, and I began to see 
how I had been unfair to her. I had been 
holding back something she desired, and I 
had no excuse. I used the technicalities of 
finding our way down the steep trail in the 
dark as an excuse to wait until we reached 

the valley floor to express my feelings. But 
when we anived there, I still couldn't bring 
myself to do it. We talked quietly as we fol- 
lowed the highway back to our car. I must 
have seemed distracted. I would start a sen- 
tence-"I, uh . . . ," then I would chicken out 
and make up something to end the sen- 
tence-"I wonder what time it is." We 
reached the car. I had to tell her soon. The 
farther away from our danger the less real it 
would seem, and the less intense our emo- 
tions would be. I couldn't do it as we opened 
the trunk of her car and put in the packs. It 
was 4 A.M. We decided to sleep in the car. We 
folded down the back seat of her Honda 
Civic and pushed our sleeping bags into the 
trunk space. As we sat in our bags and 
chewed on bagels and tuna fish, I finally 
mustered enough gumption. I looked at her 
and said "Michelle, I love you . . . and I'm 
glad we're back safe," I quickly continued to 
deflect attention from the first part of the sen- 
tence. And I thanked God for overlooking 
my pride and being full of grace. 23 

SHIP WRECKED 

Sailing the Seventh World 
Sinbad and the genie of love 
You're alone in your quest, 

to be centered 

Something to look forward to 
Seeing what needs to be done 

In a prison of time where you get three wishes 
Trapped by all that's decent and new 
Yet reality to the old may be the song of blues 

Bessie Smith and the great Holiday, 
send messages to the plain folk, 
of how we all may suffer, 

and yet live this life with a little peace 

You speak to me in Chinese 
I want to sail with you far to the Orient 
Marco Polo and the memories of the Ming Dynasty, 
bath me with two cultures, 
East meeting West in a magical rite, 
please pass the noodles and the seasoned rice 
Your blues singer for my enlightened chants 
Your Seventh World, my ancient past 
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