Little Bear Peak — Bad Boy of the Colorado Fourteeners
West Ridge and Southwest Fadéew Route Ascent, Standard Route Descent

Difficulty: Class 4

Summit Elevation: 14,037 feet

Campsite Elevation: 10, 000 feet, 4.8 miles up Bl anca Pea
Elevation Gain: 4200 feet from campsite

Roundtrip: 8.5 miles from campsite; 10 miles from car

Climbers: Rick Crandall, Susan and Andy Mishmash; Rick Peckhaeptember 7, 2015

tmasu nt ai n t

This is a pure climbing story because this mountain is a skilled mb e r s
recognize as one tfie two most difficultof all 58Colorado fourteeners.
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Little Bear Peak, named after a nearby lake, and its west ridge leading down to the right.

Little Bear Peak is in the south of Colorado in the Sangre de Cristo &amge4 hours from

Aspen. |’ d studied this mountain for years an
due to the onset of a snowstorm right when | was in the crux gully. However | did see some of

the challenges and came to understand first havitdy the descriptions went like this:

T “Little Bear would be more appropri ashepedy named
summit approach is a steep, smooth gully shoul

1 Dangerous climbing on Class 3andClass4rocak f t en | oose .. no place to
thunderstorm.



1 From Summit Post and Wikipedlattle Bear is one of the crown jewels on the Colorado
14ers With the standard route encompassing some tough scrambling and a high level of
objective danger due tock fall Little Bear Peak is usually one of the last 14ers that only those
people climb who are trying to get all of them.

The standard approach follows the infamous Lake Como Road which is consiteod dhe

most challenging fouwheel roads in theountry. Despite being one of the hardest 14ers, under
the right conditions most skilled climbers will reach the summit but it's important each climber
approach this peak with respect and exercise extreme caution when climbing through and above
the Hourglas. A handful of excellent climbers have died here either from climbers above
knocking rocks down or from large rocks breaking free. Taking objective danger alone, this peak
is probably the most dangerous 14er via its standard wiege route.

1 Little Bear is one of the peaks that falls on just about anyone's list of the "hardest" 14ers. What
makes Little Bear deserving of such categorization is the route's crux, a steep Class IV gully
known as the Bowling Alley or Hourglass. Not only is this gully a difficult climb, but the danger is
compounded by several hundred feet of loose Class Il climbing above it, where any rock
knocked loose by climbers above is guaranteed to shoot through the Bowling Alley at lethal
speeds. Needless to say, helmets and good coordination of climbers is absolutely essential when
climbing Little Bear Peak.

1 From 14ers.com: This loose, dangerous route is probably the most difficult standard 14er route.
Climbing this route on a busy weekend is definitely not recommended.

|l " ve never been nervous on a climb, with the exce
Little Bear was playinggameswitty br ai n. So t heirnebesr oln|kyn oot;m ew heox ple’r«
attempti t wi t h, and he’ sesanyegxpedehce bver betre®indywhshntashH en'a &

been in several other stories of the tougher climbs:like

Pyramid (seehttp://rickcrandall.net/wp/pyramidpeaka-dream-climb-2/ ) and

North Maroon Peak (seéitp://rickcrandall.net/wp/north-maroonpeakgoingtechnical/).

Andygrewup i n Colorado climbing mount alinbeswhohde ' s a t or
mastered more mountains than | can recite. Even better, he just enjoys the outing and applies no

pressure for speed, nor does he get summit feagisome who will ignoreeather or other risks.

Andy knew of my apprehension about this mountabut if | had a hope of climbing all 57, | needed to

get this one. This summer of 2015 presented weather challenges in Coldtadzst daily

thunderstorms from the southwestere complicated by lots of smoke from the fires in Oregon and
Washington.Wever e wat ching the detailed forecasts daily
pattern for two days, which is what we needed.

Andy had a commitment to be in Fort Collins the night of our climb, so the plan was for he and his wife
Susan (also @lass 5 technical climber) to shoot ahead of us once we were down from the crux of the
climb and that would leave me and Rick Peckham to finish out the rest of the climb and hike out. Rick is
well known to the reader as Rick-Pa great guy to have aloran any climb.


http://rickcrandall.net/wp/pyramid-peak-a-dream-climb-2/
http://rickcrandall.net/wp/north-maroon-peak-going-technical/

Wetooktwocarsbot h Toyota’'s wit hroadRMheiPrmew (4RuanentTRD Rr@@ f or
that I droveabout 3.4 miles up the 7.5 mile nightmare road now called Blanca Peak Road (was called the
Lake @mo Road). Rick P. and | vesif having parked our cat a pultoff and Andy and Susa@ame

along with their Tundra TRD apétkedusup. He took udurther to the 4.8 mile pointovereven

tougher conditions, literally driving over bouldsand other scary stuff.

Andy made that left - scary!

€ and the road gets

On a previous climAndy had discovered that instead

of backpacking up the resf this horrendousoad

(that is even hard to walk on) and camp at Lake Como

it was possible to acquire the west ridge from the

lower point where we stopped on the roahd

camped The benefits of avoiding the standard

: approach to Little Bear from thekeare that it avoid

a very aggressive bear we’'d encountered earlier
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avoided climbing to the ridge through a 150’ boul

that it adds 2.5 mbnclknddag, b thraughofitendly and enjoyelele terrhin. mb
Little Bear Peak




Given the extra distance and vertical gamthe day of the climpand thelevel of difficultyat the crux
and above weawokeearlyat 2amandstarted hiking towards the ridge in the dark at 2:2®.

Susan and Andy at the start of our climb.

Having now done the climb on this new approach, |
recommend it to others attempting this mountain. The climb
to the ridge is through a forest but plenty of hiking room
between trees. Once you get to the ridge and turn left, the
entire ridge walks easy ad a pleasurealmost to where in
intersectsthe standard trailvhere the gully comes up from
the lake.Take care to mark the return off the ridge to get

back to camp - the ridge can fool you.

The yellow line is the ridge walk fromourcampsi te just off the roa
of the ridge in the dark which was no problem.

A friend recently bought me for my birthday a reading bya well-known astrologist. Among

many things he told me is that my dominant planet isXenus which has brought me into a
happy period that wild.l | ahsttthe Stoongeg) beliaver in astrblogy,dutt i
this morning as dawn appeared, there was Venus just to the right of the Little Bear summit. Did
that mean | would achieve the joy of the climb and reaching summit with my friends today?



Andy and Susan on the side of the
ridge out of the wind stopping for
breakfast (Mountain House
dehydrated dranola, Milk and
Blueberries. 0 e pdur the water

into the pack at camp and eat an
hour or two into a
got more appetite.

Rick scrambling an increasingly rocky
ridge

Andy and Susan hiking towards the
southwest face.




Atl 2,

7 5 0 6 soath sidelofethe ridge 7 the rest of the
route is visible. It looks like pebbles in the distance, but
the scale fools you- those are all boulders.

Here is the scale

of things as we approach the bottom of the
gully that culminates in the Hourglass above. Those are two
climbers at the start of the yellow line.



Here is one reason why | worried so much about this mountain. In The last attempt on
September 10, 2011, almost exactly 4 years ago, | started up this very gully. | saw firsthand, it
was not only smooth and steepit was wet and covered in ice. That day a storm threatened
that turned into a snowstorm forcing us to retreat, but that view of the gully haunted me.

Rick in the Hourglass in 2011 The shiny stuff is ice, the rest is wet.

The other reason is thg u | reputati®n, reflected in its alternate name The Bowling Alley.
Its hourglass shape opens wide at the ggiheringevery rock that is loosened abo\el the
way to summit They shoot through the narrow part of thdourglass with great speed. You can
|mprove the odds of no mlshap by communicating with and staging other climbers so that no
N '~ one is moving above when you are in the gully. But
that’ s not the only way rocks
as | was about to learn.

We knew there was a fixape down the middle of
the gully that most use in the crux. You can see it next
to Susan’'s |l eft arm as she st

Whenl grabbed the line to test it, boulderloosened,
that was nearlya bowling ball in size. Rick P. yelled

“ RO C K ”jumped tb the side, but it followed me
and struck my calf muscle that was fortunately flexed
and absorbed the blow. I felt pain but nothing broken
so | went on. That was my other worry.
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Todaydés cl i mb i nwaslree-clitbing tgWwaeds the narrow crux and actually having fun.
There was still water in the very middle, but plenty of room to climb on the left side.

Rick P. and Susan went up fifBhere were three climbers at summit and not planning to come
down any time soon. That reduced the risk of rock fall. Then as | approached the narrow part of

the gully, Andy unloaded some of his
“gear” f r-dwasoingto pacKk
have protection He puta imar (an

old name for an ascender) on the

fixed line,put a harness on me and
connected it to the Jumar and up |

went, happy as a clamYou still mainly

use your feet to find holds and push up,

but the Jumar gives you balance and

belaying protection.

Jumar i lets you
push up arope
freely, but when you
pull down it grabs

: E. tight.
<o g - - T F e ,f;_ P

Rick using a Jumar to ascend up the gut of the
Hourglass. Susan and Rick P. are watching from above.




The Hourglass gully is about 250’ o fanexitdeft.tThecal fr
remaining4® ° t o summit i sfrohé4erscombed as foll ow

LGWwa RSOA&A2Y GAYS F3AFAYDd ¢KS NBYFAYAY3I NRdzi S
finding is a bit of an issue, but a major problem is keeping rocks from falling into the gully. The

terrain spreads out and there is no clean lim¢he summit. The best way is to climb left away

from the fixedrope anchor on the most solid rock you can find

Thefinal4806 t o summit i s a
on loose rock, with the Hourglass just below
ready to catch and hurdle anything you kick
loose.
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Summit Little Bear Peak, 14,037’ at 9:27am, 7 hours, 4200’ and 4.25 miles from campsite.




The view to the east from the summit of Little Bear is awesome. On the left is Ellingwood Pt. at
14, 0486 and on the right1l4,s 385 lad.caTPe arki dgevefrrimg BRltanc
is reputed the most difficult of the classic traverses.
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Rick Crandall

Mon Sep 7th, 2015

A MORE A

DeLorme InReach track of our climb.

Well as you all know by nowummiting is about 40% of the challenge. Descending at least down past all
thecruxs and di fficulties and doing it in time to avi
celebrate until then.



Susan heading back down the Hourglass, after Rick P. zipped down, both using the fixed rope
that was judged to be in good shape.

. As forme, Andy had more

| goodies in his pack which | was
relieved to see. He
200" of rope and ot
he could lower me via rappel

down the troublesome part of

the gully.




Even at that it had its challenges. The middle of the gullywas-wet * s al ways wet an
slippery. | needed to lean all the way out perpendicular to the wall to stop my feet from slipping
out from under me on the way down. Where | could | walked to one side or the other of the

center.

N
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| took a picture looking up of Andyfrom therappel, me vyelling fAdo you

-

And Andy took a picture of me going down. R ]
Her e | 6 m n end ofithe gopetahdeat

a place where | could stand i feeling real
good!
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At that point we were pastthd i f f i cul ti es of this “bear” of a
climbing, hiking, breaking camp, backpacking to the car and driving down that miserable road.

But recall Andy had a commitment to get to Fort Collins yet that evening so we agreed that was
where they were to race ahead and Rick P. and | would continue on at my pace.

Right at that point all the emotionhitmei n f act over whel med me. It v
doneit-we’ d mast er ed t hled etro uogfh etshte, 5b7a.d dYeesst | ' d r e
worked out like a madman and studied weather like a Phd, but it was Andgtiadted meo

get up and down that mountaigafely

As | tried to thank him, tears blasted into my sunglasses and | chokedtowhereoul dn’ t t a
At first |1 was glad my sunglasses were hiding
with having a powerful emotion of joy, thankfulness and appreciation for what one good friend

can do for another. He knows how much | lokiese mountains. Whugged, | choked out a

GOKI Yyl &2dz T2 hddbekatd SBsargtool?off liké rade hodseés.



Rick P. had a ball on this mountakte
mastered it by himself and now took
over leading the rest of our descent.
Together we headedlown with huge

grins.

But oh oh,
the gathering clouds
darkening above that
you can see in this
picture to the east of
Little Bear Peak.

di

dnot



I expressed my concerns to Rick P. It looked like the winds were coming from the southwest and in that
direction things didn’'t | ook too MWaahercangameihunny t
from the wind so you can see it coming, but it @so rise vertically up the sides of the mountain (called
convection) and gather near the peak. The rising motion creates cloud masses and th&veain.
. worse, the upward movement
| against the mountain causes static
g electricity buildup and then next
; thinkyou know yoning ve got
—which is the only thing that really
. scares me being up that high.

| Rick P. took a shot of me with
worried face and gathering clouds
above.

If we were to reverse our early

e ;;m:'{s,"?,"',f‘»f-’ SV morning ascent (the new wags

: "-:,‘,-14--‘-"-‘3” o planned,we had a long 2 ¥ to 3
hour ridgewalk ahead of us (see re«

line)—a | | hi gheral t h
above treeline. That meamxposed
with nowhere to hide if things got
electrical.

We had another optior-which was
to return the standard route. We
were not fa from the notch in the
ridge leading to the steep gully
downtoLakeComd hat ' s
gully bottoming at a boulder field fol
anot her 150’ getltow
the trees and on the Blanca Peak
Road. |t al so me
hike 2.5 miles down that lwhroad to
get to our campsite.




. " We debated for a few minutes. That gully is loose,

- steep, slippery and ugly. But it was right there
~we’ d be down to the Lake
great care to avoid a fall.

We opted for the gully.

Thetopof the 60086 gu
see the boulder field at the bottom
and Lake Como to the left. The road
isin yellow.

At the bottom of the gully
looking back to Little Bear Peak.
As it turns out the clouds did
pass by and we had another
perfect weather day.

We then hikel around the lake, ground down 2 %2 miles to our camb pmto pack up and hike
another 1.5 miles down to our car.

n



We packed up and headed down

the 1.5 miles reaching the car just

after sunset at about 7:40 pm. In

tot al , we'd been at
hoursand we still had to drive

downthe rest ofthat ugly road

and another 4 hours back to

Aspen, but we were happy.
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Rick P. refreshing in a stream at about4p m. We 6d be
hiking and climbing since 2:220amandwewer en 6t do

The whole roundtrip. Bottom track is the ascent from camp to summit. Top track is return from
summit and bailing at the gully heading down north to the road and then hiking down the road.

Some combination of Andy, Rick
P . S uasderen Venus got
me upand downthe baddest
Colorado 14erand we not only
summited, we had a great, fun
and joyful day of challenge,
beauty, problem solving,
endurance and success.

How often do you get that kind of
opportunity?




