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A Hitchhiker's Guide to Yosemite

Senor, senor, do you know where we're headin?
Lincoln County Road or Armageddon?

Robert Zimmerman.

When I ftrst started to climb in 1947 (at the age of 11) petrol was
rationed and there were just a few vehicles on the roads. Getting

from the Inner City, where my friends and I lived, to the outcrops of West
Yorkshire and the Peak District took up a lot of our free time; until one day
one of the climbers we met on these restricted travels introduced us to the
noble art of hitchhiking. And voila! From then on the Lake District,
Snowdonia and even a distant destination like the Isle of Skye fell within
our compass. For about five years we travelled extensively by this method
and came to admire its outstanding practitioners as much as the leading
cragsmen of the day. Records were set for the fastest hitch from Leeds to
Langdale, Bradford to Ogwen, Manchester to Glencoe. To the uninitiated
hitching is just hitching. It appears that all you have to do is stick out your
thumb. But nothing could be further from the truth. It demands technique,
style, tactics, plus cunning territorial positioning. I believe the best
hitchhikers to be master craftsmen.

The few vehicles that were then on the roads, if they had any room,
would usually stop and squeeze you in. Neville Drasdo was on one occasion
given a lift near to Settle by two old farm ladies delivering eggs. Driving
along, their vehicle unfortunately became unbalanced by his huge rucksack
and manly physique and turned over at a sharp Z bend, ending upside
down balanced on its roof. Despite being covered in egg yolks, the jolly old
dames informed Neville, 'Don't worry. This often happens.' After crawling
out through the windows, the three of them pushed the vehicle back upright
and continued on their way towards Ingleton. Don Whillans made one of
his early visits to Chamonix by hitching. Joe 'Mortimer' Smith made the
same journey a year or two later, aged 16, setting out from Manchester
with only £12 in his pocket. He ascended five routes, bought a pair of Terray
boots and arrived home with £2 of his original stake, but a day late at his
workplace for which he was very nearly sacked.

As living standards improved, even working-class climbers came to afford,
first motorbikes, then vans and finally cars. Hitchhiking by the climbing
fraternity faded to a distant folk memory. Yet, like riding a bike, once learned
it is a skill that lives on within you. And so when I fetched up in Mexico
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City in the summer of 1966, devoid of funds but still determined to see and
experience for myself the granite climbing of Yosemite Valley, I decided to
use my thumb once more. Bringing into play all of the old hard-learnt
hitching skills, I set off on the road north to California.

I had already been travelling for months by this time, spending four weeks
on a cargo boat from Liverpool to Callao in Peru, followed by an expedition
to the Cordillera Blanca. Flying back north I experienced a forced landing
in Ecuador when one of the plane's engines caught fire, and so by the time
I reached Mexico City I was ready for the hedonistic delights of that
incredible city.

After sundry adventures and strange meetings I set out at the beginning
of August for California. Despite an early start, it took the best part of a
day to clear the gigantic urban sprawl of Mexico City and it was with real
relief that I managed my first lift in a lorry to Salamanca. I was almost
delirious with joy, telling myself I would be climbing in Yosemite within a
few days. A week later realism had set in, for I was still on the road.

Mexico in 1966 was an unknown land to me. I knew little about its
geography, history and peoples. But despite the all-too-evident urban
poverty, the people I met were friendly, gregarious and sometimes slightly
crazy. At Guadalajara, I spent the night dossing with lorry drivers, who,
after buying me a hot chilli meal in a cantina, introduced me to tequilas,
served in huge glasses with salt around the rim. Mazatlan was a revelation.
A beautiful and rich Pacific beach resort, it lies just south of the Tropic of
Cancer with some fine modern architecture, and young boys kamikaze
high diving off rocks into the sea to scoop up thrown tourist dollars. It was
there I met my first-ever surfers. Down from California, they kindly adopted
me and I stayed a couple of nights with them in a beach hut. I must have
looked wild, with a beard and unkempt hair, carrying a rucksack and my
banjolele. I played up the part of the beatnik for all I was worth, but try as
I might I could not stand up on the surfboard they lent me.

My route took me back inland to Culiacan, then onto Hermosillo and at
last to the US border at Nogales. On a long hitching trip like this, carrying
a heavy rucksack, it is little or no use walking, for it would take months to
cover the ground on foot. You make it plain you need a lift - a lift in anything
on wheels. To get clear of Hermosillo, I accepted a lift in a horse and cart.

Once into the USA, there were many more cars on the road and after a
long wait I got a lift to Tucson. The driver even paid for me-to have a
cowboy's breakfast en route. The place we pulled up at had a hitching post
outside where cowboys tethered their horses, and you ate at a buffet-type
bar standing up. The cowpoke next to me was toting two six guns tied
down, and wearing leather chaps. But the quality and amount of food was
outstanding. The scenery was staggeringly beautiful; open desert, with high
mountains in the distance, just like a scene from Stagecoach. In Tucson I
saw The Gunfight at the OK Corral, a re-enactment of that famous saga from
the old west, then set out for Phoenix.
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When I look back on these events, I realise now I was obsessed.
I sometimes hitched through the day and the night, determined to reach
Yosemite come what may. I eventually managed a fine lift from Tucson to
Phoenix with a civil rights lawyer, which in 1966 was a high-risk profes
sion. I learnt from him about the great struggle then under way to bring
about equal rights for all of America's citizens regardless of their colour or
creed. 'Where are you staying?' the lawyer demanded as we reached
Phoenix. Embarrassed, I had to confess I could not afford to stay at a hotel
and pleaded to be dropped on the road to Flagstaff. 'Hell no, you need a
rest,' he advised, then drove me to the city's 'YMCA' and paid for me to
stay there for the night. This was so typical of the ordinary American's
generosity. Yet before I could say 'thanks' he was gone, and I did not even
know his name.

A good lift next morning took me to Flagstaff, and it was here in Arizona,
before I even reached the epicentre of the protest movement in California,
that I ran into an anti-Vietnam war ~emonstration.Being anti-war myself,
I soon became involved. The kids were from Arizona State University but
there were some real big-name protestors also involved. An impromptu
concert was held downtown, and I have never attended anything to equal
it for such good-natured exuberance. I was surprised to learn that most of
these students were reading The Lord of the Rings and I was quizzed
incessantly about it. 'Who was Tolkien?', 'Where did he live?', 'Where had
he got his ideas from?' I could only suggest the Norse Sagas. Unfortunately,
only a couple of years down the road, the whole business of protest turned
nasty, and this despite the summer of love in 1967. Innocents were shot
down out of hand at Kent State University, demonstrators mercilessly beaten
in Chicago and leading figures of both the civil rights and anti-war
movements assassinated.

All that was in the future in 1966 and my head was full of different visions
of America, created by reading Steinbeck's Cannery Row, Kerouac's On the
Road and beat poets like Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gregory Corso and Gary
Snyder. Meanwhile, my mind pictures of Yosemite came from studying
Ansel Adams' superb photographs of the valley.

One of the speakers at the Flagstaff demonstration was Phil Ochs, a great
orator, although at that time hardly the national figure he later became.
Perhaps because I was carrying a banjo I ended in a bar with him where he
played and sang for us. He was then being touted as the next Bob Dylan,
and later that decade did indeed rival the master for supremacy. An
outstanding singer-songwriter, his works live on and have been recorded
by some of the biggest names in the popular music. However this makes
his subsequent demise all the more tragic, for he ended his days a homeless
derelict on the streets of New York.

After a night's carousing I managed a lift to the Grand Canyon, and it
did not fail to impress. Once below the rim, the August heat was stifling,
but everywhere there were cliffs. I descended and examined one of these
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for climbability, concluded that it was good and bouldered around its base.
Then I slept out there for the night, departing early next morning as the
sun rose and shafts of white light moved onto the Canyon's walls. By that
time I had been on the road for a week and needed to get a move on. I
hitched almost non-stop via Barstow to Los Angeles, and there I was picked
up in Hollywood, a last lift depositing me by Royal Robbins' mum. She
proved to be an angel in my hour of need, washed my clothes whilst I sat
and admired Royal's skiing trophies from his athletic youth, fed me, and
after a good night's sleep ran me out to Bakersfield.

I had always expected that hitchhiking in California would be something
else and it did not disappoint. The characters I met were more and more
off the wall as I headed up the San Fernando Valley. One guy, a self-professed
liberal, turned out to be a member of the John Birch Society. We began
discussing the recent Watts riots in Los Angeles, and the views he expressed
about his fellow black and Hispanic Americans appalled me. He was all for
shooting demonstrators out of hand, but as I could see he was carrying a
gun himself I just kept on agreeing with him. My next lift was a sweetie, a
member of the Gay Liberation Front and the first muscle Mary I ever met.
He was physically a giant and spent a lot of his time at Venice Beach in Los
Angeles pumping iron. He took me for a meal and it was with regret that I
said goodbye to him in Fresno.

Stupidly, I was so determined to cover the last stretch to Merced and on
to Yosemite that I stayed out hitching in the night. Very late, a huge beefy
guy came ambling up to me and demanded, ' You got any chocolate?' Not
understanding his drift, but very worried by his looks, I fumbled in the top
of my rucksack and produced my emergency bar of Cadbury's, which I
had carried all the way from Peru, and offered it to him. He was almost
beside himself with rage and knocked it out of my hand. 'You some kind of
joker boy?' he hissed. 'No, no, I don't understand, I am from England,' I
pleaded. This stopped him in his tracks, 'England! Say, do you know the
Beatles?' he demanded. 'Well no, not personally,' I confessed, 'but my
mother's mother lives opposite Ringo's mum.' 'That is cool man, really
cool,' the giant decided, and he ambled off chuckling to himself whilst I
gasped with relief.

Finally, early next morning, a driver stopped and picked me up. When I
informed him I had been out all of the night, and where I was from and
where I was going, he insisted on running me to the Yosemite Park
boundary, 9a miles out of his way. I was humbled by such generosity. And
as I thanked him and walked into Yosemite, I felt like I had reached my
Promised Land. It had taken 10 of the most arduous days of my life to
cover the 1aaa-plus miles from Mexico City, hitchhiking in stifling heat,
but it had been an education and an experience not to be missed.

A lift inside the Park dropped me by the Merced River, and I sat and
watched as some young blonde ladies dived into its waters and giggled to
each other quite prettily. I could see immediately that Yosemite held other
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attractions besides rock climbing. I limped on towards the Yosemite Lodge,
and saw first up ahead the Cathedral Rock and then the gigantic walls of
El Capitan. 'Wow!' It had the finest architecture of any rock face I had
ever seen. I passed a campsite and wondered how Americans managed to
move so much equipment from place to place. And then I arrived at
Sunnyside, the legendary Camp 4. My initial impression was one of
disappointment. It was the only campsite that then allowed people to bring
their pets with them, and it was more like a zoo than the expected pristine
dell in the woods. Outside one motor home, a fully-grown baboon on a
chain was on guard, so I gave it a wide berth. The other thing that initially
put me off was the dark, dank feel of the place. Then beyond, in the trees,
I spied a few dilapidated autos and walked over. These were the climbers
for sure. As most did not own a tent and they cooked in the open, gear was
liberally spread around. I introduced myself to a youthful group of activists
and was given the kind of reception that made 10 days hitching seem
worthwhile. 'Are we pleased to meet you. Royal told us you British guys
would be coming.' Feeling totally inadequate to represent my national team,
I nevertheless realised that they meant nothing but friendship. Introductions
were made all round - Eric Beck, Frank Sacherer, Chris Fredericks and
Mark Klemens, all now Yosemite legends from a golden era of Valley
climbing. A pot of coffee and a few joint tales of daring do - Eric was just
down from a fast solo of the north-west face of Half Dome - and then we
were off on a boulder feast. Camp 4 and its environs are littered with them
and even in 1966 the standards of the hardest problems matched those to
be found anywhere. I was, of course, not up to any of these, but did manage
the Pratt Mantel and the Robbins' Crack. My young companions were
relentless and I was very impressed when Sacherer climbed the Kor's Wall.
I could not even start this, but later when I met and climbed with Layton I
realised he had a secret weapon - a bloody enormous reach.

Tiring of well-meant questions and fatigued by my journey and lack of
sleep, I took my leave and headed to the bar at Yosemite Lodge for a beer.
But not before I had agreed to meet Mark Klemens next day and attempt a
local test piece, Peter Pan, on the base of El Capitan. Inside the Lodge,
propping up the bar, I spied two figures whose demeanour spelled 'climber',
so I wandered over and once again introduced myself. One guy was tall,
older and elegantly turned out. This was Chuck Ostin. The other was squat,
wide of chest and powerful, with long hair and a bushy beard that would
have got him instant employment in any store at Christmas. This was
Chuck Pratt. Among Americans, Pratt was acknowledged as the out
standing free rock climber of his generation. He had led crucial sections
during the first ascents of both the Salathe Wall (1961) and the North America
Wall (1964) of El Capitan. Yvon Chouinard who, along with Chuck and
Warren Harding, had made the first ascent of the South Face of Mount
Watkins, rated him one of the two best climbers he had ever seen. The
other was the human fly, Joe Brown.
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I took to Pratt immediately for he had a ready chuckle, was warm and
friendly, modest and totally relaxed. Over the next IQ days I got to know
him well. Like myself, he was from a theatre background. His real name
was Charles Marshall Pratt but woe betide anyone who addressed him by
these first names. From the Bay area, Pratt had studied physics at Berkeley
but dropped out to climb. It was interesting to learn how many of the
American climbers were from such a scientific university background.
Sacherer, for instance, was studying nuclear physics, also at Berkeley.
However there was something of the mystic about Chuck. He also was
anti-war and I was not surprised to learn later that for the last dozen years
of his life he had embraced Buddhism and had a house on the banks of the
Mekong River in Thailand. In 1966 he was still at the top of his climbing
form and Yosemite held him in thrall, for the sport he loved and for its
natural beauty. Chuck would drift into the valley in late spring, establish
his tent in a prime location in Camp 4 and be there as a permanent fixture
until the end of the season. He hated the cold and when I asked why he
had never climbed in the Alps or Himalaya, he smiled and replied: 'It would
be just too cold for me to function boy.' A pity, when you think of the
impact other American climbers such as Robbins, John Harlin, Gary
Hemming and Kor made on their forays abroad.

I told Pratt about my intended climb of the morrow. 'That is a hard climb
boy. You have stumbled on the out-patients' department. Those young hot
shots just want to burn you off. It takes time to get used to the rock here,
you ought to try something easier.' But after a few beers and feeling
physically shattered by my travels, I decided to 'Let the morrow take care
of itself.' Even a Mercedes running over my foot as we walked back to
Camp 4 did not worry me. In all truth I was too tired to care.

I will draw a veil over our ascent of Peter Pan, except that I learnt some
hard lessons on this route of only three pitches. One was not to go on any
Yosemite climb facing into the sun without ample supplies of water. Another
was that the off-width cracks are unique in their length and continuity.
Finally, that it was best to start and finish early for by midday in August the
heat is stultifying. I was, however, impressed by the technical skills of my
youthful companion. The pair of us staggered back into Camp 4 totally
dehydrated, whereupon Pratt proceeded to voice his opinion of stupid idiots
who forget to take water with them on such routes.

Unlike many other outstanding climbers, Pratt did not seem to'care about
what standard of route he ascended, as long as he enjoyed himself. Next
day he and I climbed an easy multi-pitch 5.6 with a 5.8 variation on the
Lower Cathedral Spire. Chuck climbed just like all the other great climbers
I have been with over the years, smoothly and in perfect control. The views
of El Cap and Half Dome were outstanding from the summit, and my
companion pointed out two tiny figures on a huge wall opposite. 'It's T.M.
and Gorty trying a new route,' he explained. 'You must meet T.M. when
he gets down, he is the funniest guy I know.'
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That night, to celebrate our ascent, Chuck decided the time had come to
introduce me to Teton tea. This is an alcoholic beverage concocted from
red wine, cloves and some other secret ingredients. Pratt was stirring a
large dixie full of the stuff over a fire outside his tent whilst the rest of us sat
around waiting in the darkness. Suddenly, from off to one side there came
a growling and then screaming and a wild human figure came hurtling out
of the dark and leapt over the fire. The next moment he had hold of the
dixie and was gulping down the tea in huge mouthfuls. I could see his face
in the firelight and he looked maniacal. 'What the hell is going on?' I gasped.
'It's OK. It's only Warren,' laughed Chuck. So this was the legendary
Harding, the man I most wanted to meet in Yosemite. But the next moment
he was gone, back into the darkness from whence he came, though not
before he had placed the dixie gently back onto its fire.

Later that night, sleeping out, I was lying on the ground, feeling it was
too warm to get inside my sleeping bag, when I was startled by a huge
ambling figure. Bloody hell, it was'! full-grown bear. Chuck had hung the
food inside a bag held high on a branch by a climbing rope. The animal
started pawing the bark of the tree, upright on its hind legs, obviously
annoyed that it could not reach the goodies. By this time all the climbers
were up, and with a bit of persuading the bruin moved away towards a
huge tourist tent with a kitchen extension, obviously full of provisions.

Next morning Warren turned up again and this time he looked quite
normal. Of medium height with a strong physique, dark hair and a striking
countenance he was, I guess, handsome. It was well known he had a
penchant for good-looking women, classy sports cars. It was his personality
that made him memorable, for hiding behind a devil-take-the-hindmost
persona he was, like Pratt, warm and genuine. He loved to shock and was
happy to be dubbed the leader of the Valley Heathens whilst Robbins headed
up the Christians. He did not start climbing until he was 27 years old, but
only six years later, in 1958, led the most famous first ascent in Yosemite
history - The Nose of El Capitan.

I liked Warren from that first meeting. Several years later he came to stay
with me in Yorkshire and I took him solo climbing on some of my own
favourite gritstone routes. On one, Central Route on Sugar Loaf Boulder at
Caley Crags, he gave me a fright. It's a VS I could do in my sleep at the
time. I climbed before Warren and waited at the top. 'Oh my god, he's in
trouble!' I realised. High on this route, more than 30ft above the ground,
there is a difficult move and Warren appeared to be about to lose contact.
'Warren, Warren are you OK?' There was little I could do to help sitting
10ft above him without a rope. 'You know, Dennis,' he calmly replied, 'I
have decided I am either going to have to do a hell of a lot more of this, or
a hell of a lot less.' And with that he climbed up and safely made the difficult
move, much to my obvious relief.

Warren, unlike Robbins or Pratt, was not a great free climber, but he was
determination and grit personified and his list of first ascents mark him out
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as one of the greatest rock climbers ever. He did not climb to be famous or
recognised and, like Whillans, he was quick on the repartee. Asked by a
young climba in Yosemite, 'Say, are you the famous Warren Harding?' his
swift reply was, 'Well, 1 used to be.' Or, when he finished leading The Nose
and was asked by a TV interviewer how he felt on finally pulling over the
top, 'Well, 1 do remember thinking that El Cap seemed to be in a much
better condition than I was.'

I was surprised to learn that Warren actually held down ajob. He worked
as a surveyor for the state of California and so had only time for a short
route with Chuck and me, that Pratt led on Morning Slab, before departing
for a job in Modesto. One of these great climbers moved like a well-oiled
machine, the other as if the rock did not yield him safe passage he would
deal with it severely. Warren continued on his merry way for many years.
His lead of the Dawn Wall on El Capitan in 1970 pitched him into one of
the great controversies of modern climbing, namely the legitimate place of
the bolt, which 1 suppose remains unresolved to this day. But as his
autobiography Downward Bound, written in 1975, makes plain, he did not
care a fig for the views of the penthouse pundits or even the Valley Christians.
He refused to take his life and climbing ethics too seriously. He repeated
his route The Nose in 1989, by which time he was an OAP and had been
climbing for 37 years.

Over the next few days I climbed several routes with Pratt, and under his
tuition my off-width techniques improved. He was the master of this type
of climbing and with his encouragement I made a better fist of the test
piece, Moby Dick, than I had of PeterPan. Two of the routes we did on El Cap's
base, The Cow and The Calf, I had no idea were so difficult until talking about
them years later with Peter Livesey. They were, apparently, at the top stand
ards of the day but as both were slabby and this was my own forte, and as
Pratt had led them so easily, I had not realised this.

One day, back from climbing, T M Herbert appeared in our midst jat
Camp 4. Tall, dark, gangling and noisy, he was another Yosemite legend
and the previous year, along with Yvon Chouinard, had pioneered The Muir
Wall of El Capitan. The climb had been done on sight in a single push of
eight days. They had simply walked up the giant's base and started climbing,
and although other Valley routes might have received more publicity in the
mass media, amongst the climbers there was general agreement it was the
most impressive such feat to date.

Like Warren, TM (he was only given initials at birth) refused to take any
one or anything too seriously and within moments of his arrival we were all
being subjected to a barrage of good-natured banter. He decided he would
take over from Pratt and become my guide. He and Webster would postpone
their new-route odyssey on the Cathedral and show me the best of the rest.
From the Los Angeles area, TM had heard about Yosernite as a youth and
decided to see the place for himself. This was in 1957 and as he told me,
'1 started climbing when men were real men ... and we nailed the 5.8s.'
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Over the next few days I did some stunning routes with TM and his
climbing partner Gorty Webster, a very tall Canadian similar in build to
Layton KoT. We did the seven-pitch Goodrich Pinnacle route and Webster's
own climb on the Patio Pinnacle, another multi-pitch ascent, both climbs
being on the Glacier Point Apron. TM even let me lead some of the more
straightforward sections, which were still solid 5.9, but up which I was
virtually levitated by the hot air coming from below. We also made an early
repeat of the Sacher Cracker (5.10), a brilliant crack climb. But then disaster
struck for me.

Chuck Ostin, who had been out of the Valley, brought me an urgent note
from Royal's mum. My folks had contacted her to say my mother was
terminally ill with a brain tumour and was not expected to survive for long.
I had to go back to the UK immediately. I had intended staying in Yosemite
until the Fall, with the promise of some work with the Park concessionaires,
and afterwards move on to New York for the winter, where I was to work
in Harlem on a community project" But all this had to be abandoned. TM
and Gorty proved to be my friends in need, running me to San Francisco
airport and putting me on the first available flight to Britain. 'Now you
come back to Yosemite boy, or we will flay you alive when next we see
you,' shouted TM as I charged through immigration. But I never was to
see them or Chuck again.

Chuck died in Thailand in 2000 aged 61 and Warren in California in
2002 at the grand age of 78. Happily, TM is still alive and climbing. To
have climbed with these three men in Yosemite when it was emerging as
the pre-eminent rock -climbing centre in the world is for me a proud memory.
The techniques and equipment developed there, such as hard steel pitons,
sleeping hammocks and hauling systems, have revolutionised modern big
wall and expedition climbing. In 2003, partly due to the campaigning work
of another great Yosemite pioneer, Tom Frost, Camp 4 was designated a
'national historic site'. I think climbers everywhere will be pleased about
that, even if they have never been to 'The Valley'. One of our sport's most
famous destinations will now be preserved for future generations.
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