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THE  TOWERS

The Cirque Traverse

Although not  as  famous as  the Grand Traverse  in  the 
Tetons  or  any number of  c lass ics  in  the high Sierras, 
the “Cirque Traverse” i s  one of  America’s  premier 
a lpine rock traver ses.  With many mi les  of  t ra i l  p lus 
four  mi les  of  3rd,  4th,  and 5th c lass  c l imbing,  up to 
5 .8  or  5 .9 ,  i t  has  only  recent ly  become a regularly 
at tempted object ive.  The unof f ic ia l  speed record 
car- to-car  i s  13.25 hours  by Dave Anderson in 2006.

This l ink-up includes al l  the major peaks along the 
main spine of  the Cirque of  the Towers starting 
with Pingora then Wolf ’s  Head, Overhanging Tower, 
Shark’s Nose, Block Tower, Watchtower, South 
Watchtower, Pylon Peak, Warrior II,  Warrior I,  and 
finally Warbonnet. The Traverse is  often broken into 
two days returning to a camp in the Cirque after 
cl imbing Pingora and Wolf ’s  Head the f irst  day.

PINGORA:  Arguably,  the purest  t raverse  would be to  c l imb Pingora 
v ia  the Nor theas t  Face  Rou t e  (which i s  unl ike ly  to  have yet  been done) . 
Most  part ies,  however,  c l imb the Sou th  But t r e s s  Rou t e .

From the summit  of  Pingora,  head west  and down c l imb easy 5th 
for  100 feet  then begin rappel l ing to  the col  between Pingora and 
Tiger  Tower,  t raverse  across  the south face on a  ledge sys tem easy 
5th c lass  unt i l  you jo in the regular  Eas t  Ridge  route.

WOLF’S HEAD:  Cl imb the c lass ic  Eas t  Ridge  Rou t e  and fo l low the 
s tandard descent  to  the Wolf ’s  Head-Overhanging Tower col .

OVERHANGING TOWER: From the col ,  scramble up e i ther  the 
Nor theas t  Face  Rou t e  or  the Nor thwes t  Face  Rou t e  and descend the 
Sou thwes t  Face  Rou t e  to  the Overhanging Tower-Shark’s  Nose col .

SHARK’S NOSE:  Since they start in the same spot at the col, take either 
the Northwest Buttress Route or the North Face Route to the North Summit. 
For the honest tick, traverse out to the true, tiny South Summit.

Headed for Warrior & Warbonnet
during a Cirque Traverse
Photo © Dave Anderson



For updated route information,  v is it  www.f irstascentpress.com
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To reach the South Summit ,  drop down on the Sou thwes t  Face  f rom the 
North Summit  for  50 feet ,  then c l imb up to  the r idge and fo l low the 
r idge past  a  pin and an exposed 5.8 move.  From the South Summit 
rappel  down to the col  between Shark Nose and Block Tower.

BLOCK TOWER:  Climb up the east ridge of  Block Tower and then 
traverse across the south face to the base of  a chimney (5.5) that leads to 
the summit. Rappel to the col between Block Tower and Watchtower.

WATCHTOWER:  The eas ies t  way from the notch to  Watchtower i s 
to  descend to  the north ( r ight )  down the main gul ly  (very loose )  for 
a  200 feet  then scramble up a  sandy/loose gul ly  (3rd,  can have snow 
in early  season)  on the Northwest  s ide of  the Watchtower for mat ion 
and gain a  high plateau then scramble south to  the summit .

WATCHTOWER to WARBONNET:  The remainder  of  the Traverse 
i s  most ly  hik ing over  rocks  and ta lus  wi th a  l i t t le  easy scrambl ing and 
careful  downcl imbing,  part icularly  near  the summit  of  Warbonnet .

FINISH:  I f  you are complet ing the Traverse  in  a  day from the 
car,  cont inue south from the top of  Warbonnet  sk ir t ing Sundance 
Pinnacle  to  the west  to  arr ive at  Big  Sandy Lake.  I f  retur ning to  the 
Cirque,  scramble down between Warbonnet  and Sundance Pinnacle 
toward North Lake then hike back over  Jackass  Pass  to  the Cirque.

Beta: Standard Rack, one 60 meter rope. Most rappels are fixed but extra stoppers and small hexes 
should be brought just in case. Early to mid-season there may likely be snowbanks where you can 
melt snow for water. Late season or in dry years there may be no water for the entire traverse.
Stats: 19 miles, 11 peaks, 7,500 feet of  elevation gain, 5.8 difficulty, 12 rappels.

Photo © Steph Abegg
Cirque of the Towers from Pingora

The Cirque of the Towers
from Texas Pass
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