
Brazos Climbing Records 

Attached below are 45 old climbing records, written between 1952 and 1990 by the 
original pioneers.  In 1986, the Mountaineers voted not to write a guidebook to the 
Brazos, to preserve the wild character of these cliffs and to allow future generations of 
climbers to re-discover the cliffs for themselves. And indeed, nowadays the cliffs are 
seldom visited, and access via Corkin's Lodge is no longer granted.  So this area is now 
being forgotten and is reverting back to the unknown, awaiting a future renaissance of 
adventure and exploration climbing. 

At this point in time, most of the few remaining senior local climbers and Mountaineers 
who have climbed in the Brazos believe that we should not lose all record of the original 
climbing history.  Accordingly, we have digitized the existing 45 descriptions, anecdotes, 
or sketches into a series of PDF files that are attached below.  These are available for 
individual viewing as historical records and should be considered the copyrighted 
property of the Los Alamos Mountaineers.  It is often hard to figure out where the original 
climbers actually went, so these records are NOT intended as a guide to the area.  It 
should also be emphasized that this area is private property and is currently closed by 
the landowners. 

I would like to thank the senior Club members who have advised me on how to treat this 
historic material.  I would also like to thank Kei Davis for all of his help in digitizing this 
material, and Zack Baker for his work in loading the material onto the Club's website. 
Norbert Ensslin, 2026 
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i. “Trail and Timberline” article, by George Bell
ii. “The Brazos Cliffs of New Mexico,” by Don Monk
iii. Brazos Trip Report
iv. Historical Brazos Route sketch

Original Climbing Records (Listed from West to East) 

Waterfall Area 

1. Waterfall Rib
2. Waterfall Middle Rib
3. Waterfall "Wrong Rib"
4. Waterfall - Hard Route
5. Monohedral Wall
6. Five Finger Towers

Main Cliffs 

7. West Tower
8. West Ramp (Fat Ass Gully)
9. White Gully
10. White Gully - Direct Ascent
11. White Gully - Variation #3
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12. Cat Burglar
13. Great Couloir - Left Error
14. Great Couloir - Normal Finish
15. Great Couloir - Direct Finish
16. Central Rib
17. Central Rib Direct
18. Easy Ridge
19. Easy Ridge - Direct Start
20. East of Easy
21. Leftovers
22. Resignation Ridge
23. Going to Jerusalem
24. Pinnacle Ridge
25. Ragged Pinnacles Route

Brazos Box Area 

26. Heart Wall
27. Heart-Up
28. Heart of the Jungle
29. Upper Box Tower
30. Relentless Ridge
31. Great Hairy Ridge
32. Gothic Arches - Flying Buttress
33. Gothic Arches - Regular Route
34. Razor Ridge
35. Hunchback Ridge

The Wedge Area 

36. Salud Ridge
37. West Wedge of the Ridge
38. South Face, West Wedge of the Ridge
39. West Ridge of the Wedge
40. Wicked Ridge of the Wedge
41. Wicked Ridge - East Face
42. Roofy Ridge of the Wedge
43. Rickety Ridge of the Wedge
44. Wee Wedge
45. Wee Wee Wedge

46. ADDENDUM:  Recent New Routes
Some sporadic climbing continues in the Brazos.  This file provides a small
amount of information on some challenging new routes put up by several Los
Alamos, Santa Fe, and Albuquerque climbers since 2000.  The reader should be
aware that access is constrained by property ownership and appropriate
permissions.
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Figure 1: Main Brazos Cliffs showing some of the routes. Descent Gully is at left of photo and Box Canyon at right. 1. "White
Gully", D. and A. Liska, G. Bell, and M. Williams, 1967 (5.5). 2. "Cat Burgler", D. Liska and L. Campbell, 1971 (5.7). 3. "Great

Couloir", G. Bell and D. Monk, 1952 (5.6). 3a. "Great Couloir Direct", G. Bell and D. Coward, 1956 (5.6) - with subsequent
variations by D. Liska et al. 4. F. de Saussure and Baily, 1956 (5.6). 5. "Easy Ridge", G. Bell, D. Monk, V. Lotz, and K. Brueckner,

1952 (5.6). 6. "East of Easy", G. Bell, W. Hendrey, C. Keller and R. Harder, 1970 (5.6). 7. "Going to Jerusalem", G. Bell, R.
Mulford, and R. Thorn, 1957 (5.6). 8. "Pinnacle Ridge", G. Bell and F. de Saussure, 1958 (5.6). 9. "Cleft", G. Bell and F. de

Saussure, 1958 (5.6). 10. "Box Tower", G. Bell and M. Haine, 1959 (5.5). 11. "Gothic Arches Buttress", D. Liska, G. Bell, L.
Dauelsberg, and M. Williams. 1969 (5.7). A: Box Tower. B: Gothic Tower.

The Brazos Cliffs
G. I. Bell

[Scanned from Trail and Timberline, No. 639, March 1972, original photos scanned and added by George Bell Jr.
in 2021]

Note: The Brazos Cliffs are on private property and climbing on them is illegal.
The information in this guide is for historical purposes only.
With your help, climbing may be possible on the Brazos Cliffs in the future.

Nowadays, when a climber stumbles onto a particularly fine but unknown area, he is tempted to talk little about
it except to a few chosen friends. Better at least to get some of the choicest routes before mentioning it in
climbing journals and before encouraging the hordes of other climbers to our cliffs. So, for the last twenty years,
we in Los Alamos have been enjoying our favorite Brazos Cliffs in Northern New Mexico, not exactly secretly,
since who can keep two thousand foot cliffs secret when they are plainly visible from a U.S. highway eight miles
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away, but at least quietly. However, age dulls the competitive appetite and moreover the word seems to be
getting around. It therefore appeared that this might be an appropriate time to reveal some of the facts about our
Brazos playground. For those who wish to read no farther the lesson is this: though the cliffs look nice enough
from a distance they have many bad characteristics and consequently should be avoided by the inexperienced.
For one thing, the rock is a particularly hard quartzite which will defeat all attempts to drill bolt holes; while
cracks abound, they will frequently scratch or refuse to relinquish pitons; though good holds are common, a few
areas are water polished and the rock is exceedingly slick when wet. In addition the cliffs are on private land and
some of the landowners are ill disposed toward any trespassers at all, worst of ail those that are dirty, bearded,
and jangling, and considered thereby to offend the nose, the eye, and the ear. Finally, while some of the routes
are relatively easy to reach, others can be gained, if at all, only at low water, by wading up the treacherous rapids
and icy pools of the Brazos River.

The more accessible Brazos Cliffs are the face of a 3000' fault scarp of preCambrian quartzite which separates
the agricultural valleys at around 7500' near Tierra Amarilla from the high meadows and forests of the southern
end of the San Juan Mountains. The Brazos River, with its headwaters in these alpine meadows, has eroded a
deep canyon through the quartzite, bisecting the fault scarp, and offering some of the steepest cliffs in the area.
Truly though, the river at high water is unwadable and these cliffs are often inaccessible. Views of the canyon
from the rim are superb; from a level forest floor one can gaze into a half-mile-deep gorge. Each pine cone
dislodged from the rim can be a hazard to fishermen below.

The cliffs are approached from U.S. highway 84, about nine miles south of Chama, New Mexico, and one mile
north of the Brazos River crossing, by turning east onto NM 512 and driving seven and a half miles to Brazos
Lodge which is currently the office for a land development company. All cliffs on the north side of the river are
on the Lodge property and permission to continue should be sought from the genial manager, Mr. Robert
Hobson. Since the roads are still incomplete, climbers are requested to leave their cars at the Lodge and to
proceed to the cliffs on foot. The Lodge bar and restaurant is a pleasant place to recuperate after a strenuous day
on the rock. The main cliffs, shown in figure 1 and some times known as El Ventisquero Amarillo can be reached
in about an hour from the lodge.

The first technical climbs on the Brazos Cliffs were made in 1952 when Don Monk and I climbed the Easy
Ridge and the Great Couloir, which with some additions and variations are still two of the longest (up to 17
pitches) and finest climbs in the area. More than 90% of the climbing has been done by members of the Los
Alamos Mountaineers (LAM).

From the Brazos Lodge, the main cliffs are seen as in photo 2. Further left and more directly above the Lodge
are less frequently climbed and smaller cliffs, variously broken or overhanging and thus of a reddish hue, the
unweathered color of the rock. These smaller cliffs boast a handsome waterfall for a few weeks during the spring
runoff. Between the main and the smaller cliffs a broad tree and scree filled gully serves as the descent route of
choice, or alternatively as a nontechnical route to the top of the cliffs and to the rim of the Box Canyon. A rough
trail has been worn in this gully, adjacent to the main cliffs.



Figure 2: The main cliffs as seen from the end of the road at Brazos Lodge.
Route numbers correspond to those shown in Figure 1.

As the main cliffs are approached through a thick forest it is difficult to identify the various routes; dim morning
light on the southwest-facing rock compounds the problems. It may be helpful to note that the most prominent
ridge, "Easy Ridge," terminates at its base in a 500 foot step. It is customary to start "Easy Ridge" above the
step, though five nice pitches may be added by starting at the lowest point of the step. The easiest approach is to
scramble up the gully left (west) of the step until nearly even with the top of the step. A broad ledge can be
followed to the top of the step; then by crawling through a hole in the ridge, ascending a 50' gully, and traversing
100' left, the start of the technical climbing is reached. The first pitch leads to the crest of the ridge, the second is
directly up the ridge, the third and fourth slightly west of the crest. At about the seventh and crux pitch (about
5.6, with this grading and others on the photos being perhaps a little high by present standards), the route moves
to the right edge of the ridge to a delightfully exposed belay perch, the pedestal, and thereafter follows a shallow
gully system just right of the ridge for 400 feet. This brings one to the top of technical climbing, though there are
several hundred feet of exposed scrambling at the top of the ridge.
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Figure 3: Southwest face of the "Wedge". Box Canyon is to the left of these cliffs. 1 "West Ridge of the Wedge", W. Hendry and C.
Keller, 1970 (5.8). 2 "Wicked Ridge of the Wedge", W. Hendry and M. Hart, 1969 (5.6). 2a D. Michael and L. Dauelsberg, 1971. 3
"Roofy Ridge of the Wedge", W. Hendry, L. Dauelsberg, M. Hart, C. Keller, and M. Williams, 1969 (5.7). 4 "Rickety Ridge of the

Wedge", LAM party 1968 (5.4).

The "Great Couloir" offers many attractive variations to a small party-though as with most couloirs there could
be substantial rockfall hazard for a large party. The base of the couloir can be identified as a water polished
inside corner; the first pitch avoids this to the right, either passing a chock stone or less strenuously, on small
holds farther right. An overhang is next passed on the left and after some scrambling, the next overhanging
section can be passed on either side, most pleasantly by the 200' face to its left from which the couloir is
regained by an easy hand traverse. Continuing for 200 feet on the broken left wall of the gully one reaches a
bowl from which various routes diverge. The original route continues up the gully for four pitches before easier
rock is gained. The first pitch ascends on small holds toward the right, whence the gully proper is regained by a
delicate move. On the third pitch, leave the gully via a small overhang on the left wall (5.6) where a piton may
be useful as a handhold. The alternative routes are gained by scrambling right from the bowl on a large ledge
with two trees (difficult move above the last tree). One can thus reach the escape route (continue up and to the
right to reach ridge) or the delightful direct finish (eleven pitches more or less straight up a rib or with occasional
deviations into the gully to its right). Liska's Finish, straight up the rib for the last 400 feet, is particularly
recommended as a sustained and exposed climax.

On continuing east, along the fault scarp, from the main cliffs, the Brazos Box Canyon is first encountered and
then "The Encinado Wedge," a thin triangular height of land lying between the fault and the Brazos River. The
cliffs on the south side of Encinado Wedge (figure 3) are about 1000' high, steeper than the main cliffs, and they
have yielded some fine climbs to Bill Hendry and others in the last few years. These climbs cannot be easily
reached from the Brazos Lodge because the intervening land has been posted by the exclusive Corkin resort,
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which caters primarily to fishermen. An alternative approach leaves the village of Encinado and follows dirt
roads south of the Brazos River. The last few miles require four-wheel drive and all of the land is private but has
not been posted in recent years. By this means it is possible, at least in dry weather, to get within an hour's hike
of the fine routes shown in figure 3. A still easier approach can be used to reach the top of the wedge and superb
views of the Box Canyon as shown in figure 4. A new road is currently being developed across the high plateau
from Tierra Amarilla to Tres Piedras; it is now designated NM 553 east from Tierra Amarilla and NM 111 west
from Tres Piedras and will eventually be a part of U.S. 64. From this road, around twenty miles east of Tierra
Amarillo, there are views of the fault scarp and it is an easy walk of about three miles, across private land, to the
brink of the wedge.



Figure 4: Part of the Brazos Box Canyon as seen from the Wedge. 1. "the Ramp", class 4. 2. "Cleft", 3 "Gothic Arches Buttress", as
in Figure 1. A: Box Tower. B: Gothic Tower.

Finally there are several miles of cliffs along the Brazos Box Canyon. The first problem in approaching is to get
around the posted Corkin land which extends to the mouth of the Box, and the second problem is the river itself
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which pretty well fills the canyon. Nevertheless, several routes have been done on the wall of the canyon, which
are up to 2200 feet high. The Gothic Arches Buttress route is shown in figure 4 and was described in the
American Alpine Journal [399 (1969)]; on a second ascent last year the aid pitches were bypassed and the Gothic
Tower was climbed without a bivouac. The best climbing is found on the north side of the River where the strata
lead to clean walls and ledges favoring the climber.

The lands near the Brazos Cliffs have a turbulent past, a confused present, and an uncertain future. In the past,
disputes involving the grants of Spanish kings and conflicting water rights have often issued in violence. At
present, many people are attracted to the area by the beauty of its streams and forests or the challenge of its
noble cliffs. But they come with various uses in mind. Most conspicuous and friendly are the land developers,
who dream of aerial tramways to revolving restaurants atop the cliffs. Others are hostile to their inroads, like Phil
Corkin who has spent his lifetime building a resort with minimal impact on the wilderness and who now depends
on it with calculated fierceness. Finally, there are we mountaineers who clearly perceive that the splendid area
should be preserved for all posterity with what wilderness is left and who would like to see the land acquired for
that purpose. The future is in doubt.
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1.  Waterfall Rib 
 

L.Dauelsberg, L. Barnet, E. Anderson, C. Mills, L. Campbell, G. Fogelsong 
October 14, 1967 

 
 
07:45 Foot of waterfall, 8600' 
 Scramble over ridge and up to bowl 
 
08:20 Rope up, 8700' 
 
Pitch 1 - Up black slabs with slightly overhanging steps, pitons, belay on shelf. 
Pitch 2 - Short, easy. 
Pitch 3 - Up steep slab to R.  Piton at bottom.  Comes out on crest overlooking 
    waterfall.  Medium step around to L above an underhang, end on 
    pinnacle.  Cross gully behind to big chockstones. 
Pitch 4 - Up R edge of slabs to base of overhang.  Pass around R side into crack; 
    up crack to bush then straddle R into second crack.  Up this and 
    traverse to good niche on ridge crest. 
Pitch 5 - Continue up about 75'.  Move R to lip of gully.  Above this, class 3 
    scramble.  Have been on NW edge of tributary to main waterfall.  Lip of 
    small fall is about this altitude. 
 
11:40 On scramble above Pitch 5.  Altitude 9020'.  300' in 3 hours. 
 
13:15 Scrambling on ridge crest even with end of small "rib" SE, 9300'. 
 
13:30 Up fine jam crack, no belay to 9400'.  Continue scramble unroped up ridge 

crest. 
 
14:50 At 9600', view into upper level of waterfall gully.  Over top of gendarme. 
 
15:30 Last step, 9900'.  A set of low steep cliffs of rotten-looking conglomerate. 
 
16:10 On "top" of rib.  Up gentle grassy ramp in a "graben" to 10,030'.  Turn NW 

along crest over a lump and down into a grassy meadow. Can't see N 
because of a ridge.  To aspen grove below round-topped hill.   

 
16:20 Trail here but lost it.  Continue NW along crest, over rock outcrop 

(property marker here).  Drop off NW into aspen.  Start down grassy, open 
forest slope, easy walk across slabs.   

 
17:10 At logging road, 8650'. 
 
18:00 At lodge. 
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9.  White Gully 
 

George Bell, Don and Alice Liska, and Mike Williams 
Oct. 8, 1967 

Grade II, Class 5.5 
 
 
The White Gully is the couloir between the Great Couloir and the big Gully. 
 
The Bell variation begins with two long (140') moderate pitches up the L hand 
side of the gully beginning in the mouth of the gully itself.  The top of the second 
pitch ends with a traverse into the gully.  From this point a short scramble leads 
up the gully a few feet and then out to the R along a bushy ledge.  From here 
three short pitches, two of which are piton-protected, lead up and to the L.  The 
first of these begins on a tree-covered ledge and continues up a short wall to a 
parallel ledge above.  The third pitch is a jam and small hold pitch which leads up 
a crack between a large flake and a wall.  It terminates on a narrow ledge near a 
tree below the top of the flake.  From here a short scramble returns one to the 
gully where the Bell and Liska variations join.   
 
Two easy pitches (140' and 120') up the gully lead to a small basin with a ledge 
running toward the R ridgecrest.  From the end of the ledge the next pitch angles 
back along and slightly below the ridgecrest.  The easiest way to continue (100') 
is to climb directly up the ridgecrest.  The climb continues below the ridgecrest on 
the R.  Three pitches (140') up cracks running up the steep ramp on the R side of 
the ridge carry one to easy scrambling near the top of the normal finish to the 
Great Couloir. 
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26. Heart Wall – Central Chimney Route 
 

(5.8, BP, ***) 8 Pitches 
 

First ascent Dave Barlow and friends, 1986 
 
 

Approach:  Hike E from the Lodge along the base of the cliffs to the 
“Cleft.”  (45 minutes of bush whacking.). Scramble up the Cleft to the 
base of the wall.  (Another 45 minutes, some 5.6 moves may need to 
be belayed.).  Note:  The Cleft tends to collect a great quantity of 
snow over the winter.  Scrambling up the Cleft may not be easy until 
the snow clears near the end of June.  
 
Descent:  Use the standard descent route down the gully W of the 
main cliffs. 
 
Photo:  The attached photo from Josh Smith (around 2010) shows 
much of the Heart Wall from near the top of the scramble up the Cleft.   
 
Pitches 1-4:  Ascend the large chimney which splits the center of the 
wall.  Assorted chockstones block the chimney and add interest to the 
climb.   
 
Pitch 5: Exit the chimney to the R and proceed up the wall to a 
narrow belay ledge.  Begin to enjoy the spectacular exposure.  
 
Pitch 6:  Head for the top of the box car visible above and to the L. 
Two crack systems will get you there.  The upper R crack is a well-
protected 5.7 climb.  The lower L system is also 5.7, except for a 
poorly-protected 5.9 finish.  The choice is yours. 
 
Pitch 7:  Climb upwards 50’ or so and then begin to angle R along a 
well-defined crack system to a good belay stance.   
 
Pitch 8:  To escape the overhangs, head for a large block which 
projects out from underneath the overhangs to the R.  Climb on top of 
this, turn the corner, and head for the trees. 
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31. Great Hairy Ridge 
 
 
This route lies E of Relentless Ridge and W of Gothic Arches.  Gothic Arches, at 
22 pitches, may be the longest route in the Brazos, and Great Hairy Ridge must 
be almost this long.  The attached color photo (courtesy of Josh Smith) shows 
this huge area of steep and sustained cliffs.    
 
Great Hairy Ridge was climbed in the 1980's by Dave Barlow and Mark Zander, 
both by a ridge route and a gully route (the green lines on the photo).  These are 
believed to be the first ascents, as there are no remaining records of earlier 
ascents.   
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32. Gothic Arches -- Flying Buttress 
 
 

This area is E of Great Hairy Ridge and W of the regular Gothic Arches Route.  It 
is named for the huge curved arches that dominate the middle part of the cliffs.   
 
There are two known routes that have been done here, both featuring an 
intimidating 5.10 step around a large block.  The upper parts of both routes join 
together and then, higher up, connect to the Gothic Arches Buttress Route.  They 
are shown in red on the attached color photo (courtesy Josh Smith).   
 
The left route follows a mid-fifth-class corner up the left side of a large triangular 
slab until just below the 5.10 block.  It was first climbed in Sept., 1985 by Dave 
Barlow, Bill Enenbach, Bob Stuewe, and Norbert Ensslin.  This route was later 
done as an on-site by Josh Smith and Steve DiMarino in Sept. 2012.    
 
The right route is a first ascent by Josh Smith and Aaron Miller, called “Gothic 
Arches – Right Leg.”  It is a direct line up the triangular slab to the base of the 
5.10 block.   (See Addendum:  Recent New Routes.)  
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42. Roofy Ridge of the Wedge 
 

First Ascent Larry Dauelsberg, Mike Hart, Bill Hendry, Carl Keller, Mike Williams 
August 31, 1969 

 
 
Roofy Ridge lies on the main face of the Encinada Wedge between Wicked 
Ridge and Rickety Ridge.  Although steep and overhanging, there is 
considerable structure in this neighborhood, and other routes will doubtless be 
climbed  -- so that the route described below will perhaps comes to be called 
"The Regular Route on Roofy Ridge of the Wedge." 
 
The bottom of the ridge is poorly defined -- one bears to the R (facing the main 
face) for about the first 4/10th of the climb, then traverses to the L to gain a gully 
which runs for another 4/10th, then straight up to finish.  
 
The entire climb is Class 5, with the hardest pitch being about 5.7. 
 
In the 2012 timeframe, Josh Smith and a partner added new 5.10 pitches on the 
W side of the ridge, and then completed the regular route.  This is illustrated in 
the attached photo by Josh Smith, showing the central part of the Wedge.  Roofy 
Ridge is just R of the middle of the photo, and Wicked Ridge bis near the L edge 
of the photo. 
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ADDENDUM 
46. Recent New Routes 

 
1.   Waterfall Area: “Roybal’s Horrendous Off-Width.”   Said to be hard 5.10. 

Reported by David Balz. 
 
2. Main Cliffs:  New route to the left of Resignation Ridge called Resignation 

Dihedrals.  First ascent by Cloud Hall and Aaron MIller.  “5.9+ with some 
beautiful and exciting climbing.  Maybe about 9 pitches from bottom to top, 
including a solid 5.9 pitch as part of the approach to the huge ledge gully that 
you start the main line from.  The entire route is down and left from the arête 
(climbers view).” 

 
3. Main Cliffs:  New route on the Heart Face, starting up from the bottom of the 

heart recess. 5.10 hard.  First ascent by David Balz and Aaron Miller. This is 
“A six-pitch route up the face through the R-center side of the main face 
feature.  There is a thin seam that goes from near the bottom to the top and 
exits the upper face on the R side.  The whole route was maybe mid-5.10, 
and stunning.” 

 
4. Main Cliffs:  Aaron Miller and Josh Smith also did a 9-pitch route on the 

Heart Face that they called the Grand Dihedrals.  This is a series of dihedral 
pitches that start from the 6-tree ledge above the Heart Face Canyon in a 
topo that they posted.  

 
5.  Brazos Box Area: “The Shaft,” a new route to the top of the face above The 

Ramp, E of the Box Tower and W of Relentless Ridge (or part of it).  5.9 
start, then easier.  First ascent David Balz and others.   

 
6. Brazos Box Area:  New route in the Gothic Arches area called “Gothic 

Arches – Right Leg.”  First ascent by Josh Smith and Aaron Miller.  This is a 
direct line up the triangular slab to the base of the 5.10 block.  It starts “right 
of the arches in a huge right-facing dihedral system in red rock for a couple 
of 5.9 pitches.  It follows faces and corners for about 6 pitches (10- to 10c) to 
a section of low 5th-class face that we simul-climbed for another 500 feet to 
the exit pitches in a gaping chimney system where we climbed the L side for 
another 2-3 pitches of mid-to-hard 5.10 to top out.”  Josh and Aaron report 
that other direct lines can also be done in this general area.   

 
7. Brazos Box Area:  Josh Smith and his partner did a 1000-foot-high ice climb 

in the steep, shaded corner between Gothic Arches and Razor Ridge.  
 
8. Brazos Box Area:  Third Class scramble route on the N side of the river up a 

ridge by David Balz and others.  Perhaps Razor Ridge or Hunchback Ridge? 
 
9. In the 2012 timeframe, Josh Smith and a partner added new 5.10 pitches on 

the W side of the ridge, and then completed the regular route.  The new 
pitches are shown in a photo in the Roofy Ridge PDF. 
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