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Introduction 
Community 
Welcome to the AMC’s Boston Chapter Mountaineering Committee’s Introduction to Rock 
Climbing Program. Boston has a very active climbing community dating back to the 1920’s when 
some of the first routes at Rattlesnake Rocks were attempted. Even before then Boston’s AMC 
climbers were pioneers, establishing first ascents in some of the world’s most challenging venues: 
Alaska, Canada, and elsewhere. In more modern times graduates of the AMC rock climbing program 
have gone on to put up some of the hardest rock routes in the Northeast, and made first ascents of 
some of the world’s most difficult mountains. That pioneering spirit and tradition is carried on today 
by you, the participants in this program. Boston climbing community has climbers ranging from 
their early teens to their eighties. They are a mix of males and females crossing all economic classes, 
yet sharing three common passions: for the outdoors, for climbing, and for individual challenge. You 
are about to embark on an exciting journey; we sincerely hope this program will enrich your outdoor 
experience.  

Legacy 
Thousands have taken this program over the years. Some have gone on to climb “The Nose” on El 
Capitan, many have made it up Mt. Rainier and the Grand Teton, some have made it to the summit 
of Denali, a few have climbed high in South America and Nepal, and at least one has made it to the 
summit of Everest. Many never venture far from the Quincy Quarries. Yet all have started their rock 
or mountaineering climbing career in this program. Wherever you may fall in this spectrum we hope 
you catch our enthusiasm for climbing. It is contagious! YOU NEVER KNOW WHERE (in the 
world) IT WILL LEAD!  

Program Leaders 
Putting together a program of this magnitude is not an easy task; we depend on many folks to make 
this work. We would like to express our special appreciation and gratitude to all the people who 
helped make this year’s program possible, for many of them volunteering for the spring program is 
an annual event. Acknowledging folks in this manner is always risky because people will inevitably 
be left out; still, we feel that those listed here have given so much for so long that they should be 
recognized.  

First there is the Program Committee. Next we would like to acknowledge the weekend leaders. 
Each one of these is an unpaid volunteer leader, attempting to give back to the larger climbing 
community. They are the ones that absolutely, positively, have to be there each day, on time, no 
matter what. They also have to respond to crises: real and imagined, while maintaining an 
appearance of calm and control. 
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We hope you will join us in thanking your climbing leaders/instructors. Without them we could not 
carry on the oldest continuous, most successful, volunteer-led rock climbing instruction program in 
the WORLD! Most of our assistant instructors have taken the program over the last two years and 
have that contagious enthusiasm mentioned earlier. Please take a moment to say “thank you” 
personally to each of the instructors and assistants you meet in the program. That personal note is 
what keeps them coming back year after year.  

The organizers of New Seconds Weekend merit special acknowledgment for running the New 
Seconds Weekend. New Seconds is a chance for those who graduate this program to do a multi-pitch 
climb and aspire to become lead climbers in their own right. New Seconds leaders are too numerous 
to mention, but they are perhaps the most important component of the program, for they will be the 
examples you—this year’s Rock Program grads—will remember and emulate in years to come. 
Almost all of these leaders have graduated from this same program, they faced the same anxiety that 
you will face, they persevered and triumphed, and so will you.  

Feedback 
We hope you enjoy the program! If you have any suggestions or comments to improve our program 
please contact us. We also urge everyone to fill out the comment section of the “Green Card” 
checklist booklet each week. These comments are very important in helping us decide what changes 
we need to make in subsequent years.  

Please feel free to also make comments and/or ask any questions directly to the Introduction to Rock 
Climbing Program Committee.  
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Program Overview 
“As soon as there is life there is danger” Ralph Waldo Emerson  

Rock climbing involves certain inherent risks. These are minimized where possible, but climbing 
requires vigilance from all program participants. Each participant is responsible for his/her own 
safety and for the safety of those around them. Check with the instructor before attempting any 
exercise. Understand the risks involved. Double check your knots and harness buckles and those of 
the people around you. Be careful not to knock any rocks down the cliffs, there may be someone 
below. 

 

Material 
On Knots Night you should have received the following material: 

 

Program notes (this document, see especially the “Knots” section) 

 

How to Rock Climb!, by John Long (4th edition) 

 

“Green Card” checklist booklet 

 

Ten foot section of rope to practice knots 

 

Helmet and harness  

The practice rope, helmet and harness are on loan for the program; the Program Notes and John Long 
book are yours to keep.  

Content 
Over the course of four instructional weekends the rock program will teach you the necessary safety 
skills to rock climb and to set a top-rope for climbing. The program will instruct you in belaying, 
which is the most basic yet most important climbing skill you will learn. The program will also teach 
you how to rappel and how to ascend a rope, two skills that are needed if you ever do multi-pitch 
climbs. As for actual climbing, you will get ample opportunity to climb; how hard you climb is up to 
you.  

We urge participants, after the safety skills portion of the program is completed in the morning, to 
spend the afternoon after instruction climbing with the leaders and fellow beginners to further their 
rock climbing technique.  

Homework 
This is what you need to do before each weekend: 

 

Read the appropriate section of the How to Rock Climb! book 

 

Practice your knots 

 

Read the appropriate section(s) of this manual and check the knots you will need to know  
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Remember, you will build upon your knots each weekend.

 
You will be asked to demonstrate previous knots.

  
Instructional Weekends Overview  

Where 
The program is held in the Blue Hills Reservation and at the Quincy Quarries, both in Quincy, MA. 
We park at the Shea Memorial ice rink during the weekends that we are at Rattlesnake Rocks. For 
the Quarries we park at the lot just off Ricciuti Drive.  

When 
The meeting time for every weekend is 8:30AM.  

Weekend Leaders 
Each weekend will have overall leader(s) chosen by the program leaders for that particular weekend.  

Instructors 
Multiple volunteer instructors will be charged with leading groups of students each weekend. Each 
of these instructors is an experienced rock climber with years of leading and instructing. We urge 
everyone to try different instructors each week.  

Assistant Instructors 
These are volunteers that aid the main instructor(s). Most of these assistant instructors have taken the 
program recently.  

Sign-in 
Each week there will be a sign-in sheet usually located at the back of one of the weekend leader’s 
car. Make sure you sign in and indicate what day you will be coming the following weekend.  

Club Gear 
We will supply all hardware necessary for the program. On Knots Night you should have received a 
harness and helmet, provided you gave a security deposit equivalent to the replacement value of 
these items.  We have a limited selection of climbing shoes, which are available in the parking lot 
each day of the instructional weekends. Students may bring their own harnesses, shoes and belay 
devices. Students should not take any hardware such as belay devices or carabiners from the 
equipment bins/bags; instructors will gather this gear for their group.  
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Personal Gear 
It is early spring, so the weather can change dramatically. Dress appropriately for the conditions. 
Everyone should bring a rain jacket, rain or wind pants, hat, gloves, a couple quarts of water, lunch, 
and snacks, all contained in a small pack.  

Groups 
At the parking lot you will team up with 4-6 students and 2 instructors. We urge students to team up 
with different instructors each weekend. Once a group is formed you will head off to the cliffs. 
Every student will be asked to help carry one portion of the group gear (ropes, slings, belay devices, 
carabiners) to the cliff.  

Distance to Cliffs 
Rattlesnake Rocks are about a mile hike from the Shea Memorial ice rink parking lot. From the 
Quincy Quarries parking lot, the climbing area is about a quarter mile.  

Class Length 
Classes run from 8:30AM until about 3:00PM.  

Afternoon Climbing 
We invite folks to stay through the afternoon and practice their climbing skills after the safety skills 
portion is complete. Please feel free to come and climb the afternoon of the day you are not 
scheduled to receive instruction.  

Weather 
We teach rain or shine! We expect you to show up for the day you signed up for. 
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Program Rules 
“Green Card” checklist booklet 
MAKE SURE YOU BRING YOUR “GREEN CARD” CHECKLIST BOOKLET EACH DAY AND 
HAVE IT SIGNED BY THE INSTRUCTORS WHO HAVE OBSERVED YOU EACH DAY. 
REMEMBER THAT INDIVIDUAL INSTRUCTORS MAY NOT BE PRESENT EVERY 
WEEKEND DAY.  

DO NOT LEAVE GEAR OR PERSONAL ARTICLES VISIBLE IN YOUR CAR.

  

If you are late 
On weekends when the program is at Rattlesnake Rocks, if you arrive late and find no one at the 
Shea Memorial ice rink parking lot, park and hike up to the cliffs. Weekend leaders move their 
vehicles and gear once they have completed the morning check-in to a fire road at the base of the 
climbs. Here you will find any club gear you may need. When we are at the Quincy Quarries there 
will always be someone at the parking lot.  

At the cliffs 
Listen to what your instructors say. If you are confused or not sure of something, SPEAK UP! 
Climbing is not for YO-YO’s—these folks have no business on a cliff. Check the gear and the knots 
of your climbing partner, and make sure she or he checks yours.  

NEVER APPROACH THE EDGE OF A CLIFF UNLESS YOU ARE TIED IN.

  

Setting anchors 
Once at the cliff your instructor will show you how to set up a top-rope anchor system. Volunteer to 
help out, and never be embarrassed that you will make a mistake; the whole point of this program is 
hands-on training. Over the next 4 weeks you will have numerous chances to set up a top-rope.  By 
the time the program is completed you should have acquired the skills to do it on your own.  

Handling the rope 
The first time you handle the rope you may notice that it can be unwieldy. If you are not careful how 
you uncoil the rope, you will be left with nothing but tangled spaghetti at the end. You will get better 
over time but take every opportunity to coil the rope and improve your rope-handling skills.  

Belaying 
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This is most basic skill in climbing but the one that must be mastered immediately since you are 
literally holding the life of your partner in your hands. Instructors will back you up during your first 
belays. Volunteer to belay as much as possible during the program.   

ALL BELAYERS MUST BE ANCHORED DURING THE 
PROGRAM.

  

Climbing 
This is what it is all about! Do not worry about what grade you are climbing during the first few 
weeks of the program. Just get on the rock and have fun! When you get home, go back and re-read 
the appropriate sections of John Long’s How to Rock Climb! book.  

Helmets 
You are required

 

to wear helmets at all times in program-related activities where climbing takes 
place: while you climb, belay, stand at the base of the cliff, etc.  

At the end of the day 
Make sure you have completed the required skills for that weekend and have your “Green Card” 
checklist booklet signed. When at Rattlesnake Rocks, the weekend leaders’ vehicles will have been 
moved to the path just below the cliffs. You should return all club gear to the appropriate bins at the 
vehicles. When at the Quarries, the weekend leaders’ vehicles will be in the lot where you picked up 
the gear. Again, return the gear to the appropriate place.  

Missed skills 

We cannot promise you that we will be able to make up any missed weekends. A lot depends on 
the instructors and weekend leaders available. 
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Climbing:  Things to Know & Do 
The Fears 
“Statistically, rock climbing is the least dangerous of all the so-called thrill sports because it employs 
over a century’s worth of refined technique and solid technology”, John Long, How to Rock Climb! 
(4th edition)  

On falling and safety 
Top-roping is, statistically, not a very dangerous sport. Yet it takes place in an environment where 
the POTENTIAL for danger is always present. Mother Gravity neither rests nor forgives. A “minor 
oversight” may very well result in a long fall to the hard ground, serious injury the likely result.   

So how should the new student feel about this? Stark fear? Utter nonchalance? No! What the 
beginner should feel is a very justifiable CONCERN. When you climb, you are at risk. That risk is 
mitigated only by your own understanding and awareness of the situation, but with that 
understanding and awareness the climber on a top-rope can climb and (usually) fall without fear.  

The system works 
Top-roping evolved as a distinct sub-sport of mountaineering and continuous climbing. It was 
conceived of as a practice for real climbing. As such, it was set up as an environment in which the 
climber could try very difficult moves, and fall repeatedly without fear of injury. When the system 
(harness, rope, anchors, and belayer) works the climber will NOT hit the ground. That is, after all, 
what the system is designed for!  

The responsibility is yours 
It is the responsibility of the climber to verify the safety of the situation. Is the anchor at the top 
secure? Is it backed up? Are the slings and rope set up to avoid chafing over a sharp edge? Are the 
carabiners secured? Are the knots tied correctly and backed-up where needed? Is the rope intact and 
strong? Is the harness correctly worn, fastened and attached to the rope? Is the belayer positioned 
and anchored properly? Is the belayer competent? If the answer to any of these questions is not a 
firm “YES”, then DO NOT CLIMB! If you do not trust the situation, then change the setup, or your 
belayer, or choose not to climb, but always use your OWN judgment. 
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This clearly presents some difficulty at the beginning. As a student, you must, to some degree, place 
your trust in the instructors. A good instructor, however, will not ask for blind faith. He/she will 
rather help you understand the techniques, and by demonstration and discussion, help you form your 
own intuitive understanding of how the system works, or why things are done a certain way. Ask 
about it. The buck stops with you, the student.  

There are ways you can get hurt top-roping 
When the climber is not directly below the anchor at the top, Mother Gravity will cause the climber, 
in a fall, to swing sideways toward the center point. This is called THE PENDULUM. This swing, 
depending on the distance, can be quite forceful, and—especially if there are jagged rocks at the 
climber’s point of impact—quite dangerous. It is worth pointing out here that there is one type of 
serious injury that is possible in such a situation: namely, head injury. Many people do not wear 
helmets while top-roping but do wear them when multi-pitch climbing. This is a personal decision 
that they make. HOWEVER, WITHIN THE PROGRAM IT IS REQUIRED THAT YOU WEAR A 
HELMET AT ALL TIMES WHEN CLIMBING IS TAKING PLACE.  

Rope stretch and system slack 
Even in a properly set-up system with a competent belayer, a falling climber will not be stopped 
immediately; that is, the climber will always fall some distance (two or three feet, depending). There 
are several factors contributing to this distance, including actual slack in the rope, slippage through 
the belay itself, the position of the belayer in relation to the anchor, and the actual rope stretch itself. 
The point to remember here is that you will fall that small distance. If you are near the ground or just 
above a ledge, be prepared to land on it, just as if you had jumped down. Also be aware of what may 
happen if you have your toe jammed into a crack when you fall.  

Falling rocks or equipment from above 
Even a fairly small rock, when falling all the way from the top of the cliff, will make a lasting 
impression on a climber’s head. This is probably the most important motivation for wearing a helmet 
while climbing or belaying. Consider that the belayer is anchored to the ground: what do you do 
when you see a rock plummeting toward your head and you are firmly attached to the ground? 
WEAR YOUR HELMET AT ALL TIMES! This is not only required within the program, it is 
common sense! How did that rock or carabiner or whatever come to be plummeting toward your 
cranium? Chances are very good that it was not God but some human being who dropped or pushed 
it over the edge. Why? Probably just “carelessness”, but in this case a little carelessness can have 
tremendous and even fatal consequences. When at the top of the cliff, be very careful not to dislodge 
loose rock onto the heads of your friends below, much easier to do than you might think. If you do 
dislodge a rock, however small, or drop a carabiner, or drop anything that is not soft and fluffy, you 
should immediately, without further consideration, at the top of your lungs, scream, “ROCK!” I do 
not mean, say “rock”… I mean SCREAM “ROCK!” Do NOT be shy. Do NOT stop to think about it. 
This is literally a matter of LIFE and DEATH! (Am I getting through to you?) 
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Practice falling 
If you understand the possible problems, and are aware of your situation, falling is not a problem. 
Practice it! With that said, we can now say, “relax and trust the rope!” You cannot climb well if 
your mind is totally fixated on a fear of falling. On a top-rope, fear is simply not worth wasting your 
mental energy on. If you are “afraid of heights,” pay special attention to this section. By the way, all 
sane human beings are afraid of heights. Few of us would have lived past the age of three had we not 
been afraid of it.  

Get used to the feel of the rope holding you 
Do not just jump off at the top. Start at the bottom. Find yourself a short climb (to limit rope stretch) 
without too much debris at the bottom (so you have someplace to stand). Once you are “on belay”, 
before you even get on the rock, ask your belayer to give you “tension” (that is an official buzzword, 
by the way).  

Learning how it feels to fall 
You should be able to feel a good tug in the upward direction. Now, squat down nice and low. You 
should feel a lot of support from the rope. If there is not too much stretch in the rope, you should not 
be able to squat all the way down. Feel it holding you.  

Now, still on belay, pick a spot on the rock directly under the anchor. Climb up three or four feet, or 
however far you would be willing to jump down from if you were not roped up. Again, ask your 
belayer for “tension”. Feel that wonderful feeling. Look down, aim for a smooth spot and jump off.  

Remember, you are jumping from a height you are comfortable with. Now, be careful. This time you 
will swing around a little bit. The instructor will be there to help you, but it is suddenly important to 
keep from grabbing the rope. Your hands should be out in front of you to prevent you from bumping 
into the rock (at this point, bumping into the rock is no big deal, but if you had a bit more of a swing, 
you might find it would matter).  

Dangle there for a little while. Relax. Push yourself away from the rock with your hands. Push off 
and spin around, then catch yourself on the rock (your belayer will turn colors eventually; so do not 
stay there all day). After awhile, ask your belayer to let you down. Let your belayer breath a while, 
then do it again, until you feel comfortable with falling on a top-rope.  

Alan (Monty) Montgomery, March 1990 
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Climbing Locations  

YOU ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR TRANSPORTATION.

  

Boston is fortunate to have a large park, the Blue Hills Reservation, just 10 miles from downtown. 
The park is managed by the Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) and has been 
popular with climbers since the 1920’s. Our climbs at Rattlesnake Rocks (no, we do not know of 
anyone who has seen one) is within the Blue Hills, while our climbing at the Quarries is in the 
Quincy Quarries Historical District. We have included some information about the Reservation and 
Quarries, and we hope you take the time to explore the area over the next several weeks.  

Blue Hills Reservation 
This park has 5,800 acres, and adjoins Fowl Meadow Reservation, with 894 acres; together they 
comprise the largest open space within 35 miles of Boston. This woodland reservation contains 
hundreds of different varieties of trees, shrubs, and wildflowers that harbor a great diversity of 
wildlife, including many species that are rare or endangered in Massachusetts. The reservation 
boasts 20 hilltops that range in elevation from 295 feet to the 635 foot Great Blue Hill, the highest 
point along the Atlantic Coast south of Maine. The popular Skyline Trail offers 9 miles of end-to-
end hiking with numerous trails that loop back into it. The reservation also contains more than 50 
prehistoric sites, 16 historic structures listed in the National Registry of Historic Places, 3 National 
Environmental Study Areas, and a National Historic Landmark, the Blue Hills Meteorological 
Observatory. On Route 138, the Trailside Museum, operated for the DCR by the Massachusetts 
Audubon Society, houses exhibits of the reservation’s natural and cultural history and offers a 
variety of public programs. The Ponkapoag Golf Course, also within the reservation, offers a 36-hole 
golf course. Downhill skiing is available at the Blue Hills ski area during the winter. Trail maps for 
the Blue Hills Reservation can be found at the park headquarters at 695 Hillside Street, Milton, MA.  

Directions:

 

Shea Memorial ice rink 
651 Willard St. 
Quincy, MA 02169  

From Boston: take I93 South to Exit 8 Furnace Brook Parkway.  Drive up to the rotary but bear right 
without entering the rotary, then at the fork a few yards away, bear left onto Willard St. Follow 
Willard St. down until you see the Shea Memorial ice rink on your right hand side. Park in the lot 
just after the rink, we tend to meet in the back corner.  

From the South shore: Take I93/Route 3 North and get off I93 at Exit 8 Furnace Brook Parkway and 
follow the rotary around to where it passes back across I93 taking your first right as it does, actually 
this would be your third right since you got off the highway. Then make your first left onto Willard 
Street and follow Willard St. down until you see the Shea Memorial rink on your right hand side. 
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Park in the lot just after the rink, we tend to meet in the back corner.  

Quincy Quarries 
In 1985 the then Metropolitan District Commission (now DCR) purchased 22 acres including 
Granite Railway Quarry, adjacent to the Blue Hills Reservation renaming the area the Quincy 
Quarries Historical Site. It was here in West Quincy that America’s large scale granite quarrying 
industry was born in 1825 when, after an exhaustive search throughout New England, Solomon 
Willard selected the area as the source of stone for the Bunker Hill Monument in Charlestown. With 
his development of the revolutionary construction techniques that made hard Quincy granite a 
practical building stone, Willard earned the title of “Father of the Granite Industry”. Here too the 
Granite Railway was established in 1826 and is now a Civil Engineering Landmark. During the next 
140 years, over 50 quarries operated in Quincy, which became known nationwide as “The Granite 
City”. The last active quarry closed in 1963. Popular activities at the Quincy Quarries Historic Site 
include hiking, rock climbing, picnicking, and scenic viewing. Trail connections to the Blue Hills 
Reservation are protected by recent parkland purchases.  

Directions:

 

Ricciuti Drive 
Quincy, MA 02169  

From Boston: take I93 South to Exit 8 Furnace Brook Parkway; make a right hand turn at Mr. Tux 
onto Ricciuti Drive.  

From I93/Route 3/Route 128 South: get off at Exit 8 Furnace Brook parkway.  On this ramp, there is 
an exit for Willard Street.   Bear right for the Willard Street exit instead of getting on I-93 North and go to the 
stop sign at the bottom of the ramp.  At the stop sign turn left back under I93, then make your first right 
at the stop sign (Mr. Tux is across the street) for Ricciuti Drive.  

Leominster State Forest (Crow Hill) 
This park covers approximately 4,265 acres in the towns of Princeton, Westminster, Sterling and 
Leominster. There are over 135 acres of surface water at five ponds, and swimming, hiking, and rock 
climbing (by permit) are the main recreation opportunities. Development is focused in two areas: the 
headquarters complex and the Crow Hill Pond swimming area. Climbers in general refer to the area 
as Crow Hill and it has become part of our closing weekend of activity, with climbing during the day 
followed by our beginner’s party in the western suburbs in the evening.  

Directions:

 

From Boston Rocks (2nd edition), by Richard Doucette and Susan Ruff: “Crow Hill […] is located in 
Leominster State Forest […]. Take Route 2 to Route 31 south (exit 28). Go south 1.3 miles to Park 
Headquarters on your right, where you should stop and get your free climbing permit. Go another 
1.0 mile to a paved parking lot that you can use in the off season, then another 0.3 miles to a gravel 
climber’s parking lot on your right (it comes up fast). Take the trail from the back of the parking lot, 
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and follow the right for another 50 ft. In less than 10 minutes you will be at the left end of the cliff.   

Parking lots location for both Quincy Quarries and Rattlesnake Rocks  


