
he last pitch of the climb 

presents a number of 

technical problems. The 

holds are fragile and 

far apart; the incline, sheer vertical. 

The summit is well within reach, only 

a few careful moves away. This is no 

ordinary big-wall ascent, however. 

The peak in question is none other 

than Trinity Towers, just north of 

Trinity Church, a mere three blocks 

from Ground Zero. the neo-Gothic 

edifice is one of Lower Manhattan’s 

architectural gems and the current 

subject of a careful conservation 

and structural analysis. The collapse 

of the World Trade Center on 

September 11 rocked every building 

in the neighborhood to its very 

foundations and blanketed the area 

with pulverized gypsum and debris.  
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Undertaking the survey is a team led by Kent Diebolt, founder of 
Vertical Access, a decade-old private firm specializing in building assess-
ments in extreme locations. 

“A British mountaineering friend from graduate school suggested I look 
to ropes as an ideal medium for getting around on buildings,” Diebolt 
told ICON. “Ropes are relatively inexpensive, nondestructive, and afford 
a level of control and maneuverability simply not available using far more 
costly scaffolding.” Using a range of techniques derived from rock climbing, 
search-and-rescue, and caving, Vertical Access has devised ingenious meth-
ods by which to move about on and within steeples, domes, and towers. 

“The ropes are a means to an end,” says Diebolt. “We are actually in the 
business of information-gathering so that our clients can make informed 
decisions about conservation needs and project costs before construc-
tion documents are prepared. We use a variety of methods to gather the 
information, including photography and live-feed video. We also undertake 
annotated elevations in CAD format that are incorporated into databases.” 

A contractor by training, Diebolt readily admits just how much he 
has learned from the architects and conservators he has worked with on 
projects such as the Chrysler Building in New York, the Chicago Tribune 
Building, and the state houses in Massachusettes, New Jersey, Kentucky, 
and West Virginia. Other “peaks” that have appeared on Diebolt’s exten-
sive climbing resumé include the High Gothic Harkness Tower at Yale 
University in New Haven, CT; Low Library at Columbia University; and the 
Jefferson Davis Monument in Fairview, KY.  

In addition to Trinity Towers, Diebolt has undertaken a number of 
other building assessments in historic Lower Manhattan in the wake of 
the terrorist attack—among them the gargoyled terracotta facade of 55 
Liberty Street—underwritten in part by the Lower Manhattan Emergency 
Preservation Fund. Established by WMF in cooperation with the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation, the Preservation League of New York State, 
the Municipal Art Society, and the New York Landmarks Conservancy, the 
Lower Manhattan Emergency Preservation Fund makes grants to stabilize, 
renovate, and restore damaged historic sites in Lower Manhattan. With 
more than 65 individual landmarks and six historic districts, the roughly 
3.9-square-kilometer area of Lower Manhattan is one of our nation's most 
important architectural zones. On October 11, 2001, the area was inscribed 
on WMF’s 2002 list of the 100 Most Endangered Sites in recognition of the 
buildings at risk after 9/11.—AMHS


