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I looked back toward the road to see a school bus pass 
along the serpentine mountain highway. I wondered 
what the kids in that bus must think to see the 
mountainsides around them, covered in glassy smears 
and decorated with people hanging like Christmas 
ornaments from their faces. 

It was only a few hours after sunrise, and we were 
already three pitches into our day. From the top of 
the falls, I scanned the highway for our next objective. 
No matter which route we chose, we could be back 
on pristine ice in minutes. Or maybe we could grab a 
breakfast sandwich in the valley while scoping our next 
line. Or just take a minute to warm our toes and fingers 
in the heat of the car engine. 

Is this how ice climbing is supposed to be? Because 
this is the life.   

Below us, Route 73, the quickest thoroughfare from 
I-87 to Keene Valley and Lake Placid, sliced through the 
Adirondack High Peaks, creating accessibility like that 
of few roads on the East Coast. At any point along its 10 
miles of hilly shoulders, within arm’s reach are steep 
cliffs, waterfalls and mountaintops. In the winter, the 
highway becomes a buffet of ice climbs ranging from 

Nick Bullock (U.K) on Ice Storm (NEI 5+ M6), put up by Alex Lowe in Chapel Pond Canyon.  

Leaning back, I reached blindly 
overhead and swung one tool into the 
finishing ice mushroom. The axe sank 
into the plastic-y top of the waterfall, 
clean and deep. Settling onto that 
tool, I brought the other up, matched 
and hauled myself from beneath the 
overhang to the top of the 350-foot 
Roaring Brook Falls (NEI 3+). 
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Guidebook: Blue Lines by 
Don Mellor is the de facto 
ice-route reference for the 
entire Adirondack Park. 

Seasons: Ice can form in the 
Adirondack High Peaks as 
early as October, but often 
takes until December in lower 
roadside elevations. By April 
you’ll be switching to rock 
shoes. 

Other crags:  It may be the 
local epicenter, but Keene 
Valley is only scratching the 
surface of Adirondack ice. 
If spending half the day on 
an approach is fine by you, 
start hiking from any number 
of the valley’s trailheads to 
the big slides and passes of 
the High Peaks’ interior. The 
North Face of Gothics (NEI 
2, 1,100 feet) and Colden’s 
Trap Dike (NEI 2, 2,000 feet) 
are “easy” but exciting and 
unnervingly exposed climbs, 
and Avalanche Pass is packed 
with difficult shorter lines. 
Route 73 also accesses 
the North Face of Pitchoff 
Mountain, ripe with thick ice 
that tends to come in earlier 
than some of that around 
Chapel Pond.

Accommodation:  The 
beginning stretch of Route 
73 is bordered by designated 
wilderness, which means 
the truly hardy have the 
option to winter-camp 
almost anywhere, following 
standard wilderness camping 
regulations. Many hiking 
trails have designated tent 
sites near their trailheads. 
The Keene Valley has inns 
and B&Bs, and these are the 
closest accommodations to 
the ice, but closer to Lake 
Placid, TMax-n-Topo’s Hostel 
offers private rooms or bunks 
for as low as $28/night. 

Food:  The Noonmark 
Diner in Keene Valley serves 
breakfast all day and pies that 
will leave you speechless. 
Post-climb, continue toward 
Lake Placid to the Big Slide 
Brewery for libations, without 
the potential crowds of the 
Olympic Village.
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easy to as hard as any in North America, from short and toprope-able 
to 700-foot sheets, and from obscure and unknown to classics etched 
into the history of the sport. 

Given the near lack of any approach, it makes the most sense to 
come to Route 73 and Keene Valley with a whole to-do list in hand. 
After Roaring Brook Falls, one of the region’s tallest lines, we caught 
a quick lunch in town—where an ice climber’s bloody face (like mine 
that day) is so common no one pays attention—and were soon back to 
tying in and arming ourselves for more brilliant ice. 

The Keene Valley Region (extending to Lake Placid, about half an 
hour away), part of the greater Adirondack Park of New York, has always 
been a place of crag-hopping ease. In 1935, the Adirondack climbing 
patriarch Jim Goodwin, with Bob Notman, made the first ascent of 
the massive slabs hanging over Chapel Pond, chopping nearly 700 feet 
of steps to the top of the ice sheet without any protection. The same 
Chapel Pond Slabs (NEI 2-3) saw the debut of modern ice climbing in 
1969, when Yvon Chouinard brought his newly developed, aggressive 
ice tools and 12-point crampons there, ringing in the era of swinging 
ice tools and front-pointing. 

In the same visit, Chouinard established a steeper, 300-foot line 
that would bear his name. Chouinard’s Gully (NEI 3) is likely the 
most popular multi-pitch trade route in the region, and with good 
reason. The fat, shady gully forms early and stays in late. From the 
car it’s a mere 100-yard walk across the frozen pond to the base. 

At Chapel Pond, walk-offs often finish beneath other climbs, making 
it easy to chain laps together as if on a roller coaster of steep ice. On my 

first day exploring Chapel Pond, a few routes in, I stumbled down the 
trail off Chouinard’s only to be surprised by the shorter wall of Crystal 
Ice Tower (NEI 4-) rising nearly out of the trail. Bang, bang. 

By the 1990s, ice lines crisscrossed Chapel Pond and the nearby 
Chapel Pond Canyon, a dark gouge to the north of the pond. While 
the mixed revolution took hold elsewhere around the country in the 
form of golf-glove-clad climbers hooking around blocky overhanging 
routes, it translated in the Adirondacks into scratchy, dirty climbing 
up soil-choked cracks and corners, swinging into dead trees and moss, 
and grabbing roots and sticks. A 1994 visit by Jeff Lowe brought in 
the bigtime, with ascents of numerous lines having only the faintest 
smears of ice. At the 2004 Mountainfest, the ’Daks annual ice-climbing 
festival, Lowe paired up with the local strongman Will Mayo and the 
visiting Will Gadd to christen Chapel Pond’s Way of Two Wills (M8), 
winding between ice ramps connected by petering icicles that Mayo 
whipped off on the FA. 

If you’re attracted to the hardest challenges, there’s something 
for you, too, way back at the gateway to the area. If you look to the 
right just before getting off highway 87 onto Route 73, you might (or 
might not) notice a small cliff hidden in the trees and draped with an 
uninspiring spit of ice. Park just beyond the off ramp and hike back up 
along the guardrail before cutting into the woods for a minute, just as 
Chouinard did during his 1969 trip. It’s hardly an enjoyable approach 
or location, offering a ground-level view of the freeway. Nor does the 
cliff appear to be any different from the thousands of backwoods rocks 
littering the ’Daks. Except this cliff holds one of the hardest traditional 
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The long and often thin first pitch of Screw and 
Climaxe (WI3+), Pitchoff North Face, Adirondacks.

mixed climbs in North America, according to 
Will Mayo. 

Chouinard had bypassed that line, 
exploring the easier flows to the right of the 
140-foot overhanging cave. But in 2003, Chris 
Thomas, with the help of Mayo, dry tooled 
two traditional pitches up a series of wildly 
overhung cracks and chimneys to a small 
free-hanging icicle. Mayo at the time called 
Thomas’ lead “the most impressive I have ever 
seen.” The Fecalator (M10 NEI 6, 140 feet) 
introduced physical, intricate mixed climbing 
to the area, and the name proves the route is 
not for the weak-boweled. 

More than likely, my gut will never be 
strong enough for that one, but, leaving 
Keene Valley after a long day bouncing from 
climb to climb and sharing hallowed ice 
with the likes of Chouinard, Lowe and Mayo, 
I find a quick look back at The Fecalator 
always breeds hope. 

RYAN WICHELNS is a freelance writer and 
climber, born and raised in the Adirondack 
Mountains. For unspecified reasons, he has 
yet to leave. 


