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[Cover] Royal Robbins in 2000, at his home in Modesto, California. The photographer 

recalls a lighthearted moment from the same day: “Royal and I were laughing about a 

1960s Sheridan Anderson cartoon of Robbins with a cape, and I suggested we re-create 

it. We found a garbage bag to use as a cape, and a leaf blower provided some ‘lift’ to the 

Great Protector’s shawl.” Jim Herrington  l  [This Page] Pamela Shanti Pack, one of today’s 

strongest offwidth climbers, on Sidewinder (5.11) in Long Canyon, Utah. Andrew Burr
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[Photo] Peter Gallagher on the way to climb South and North 

Six Shooter, Indian Creek, Utah. Ed Webster recalls, “This 

was in the Hexentric years (before Friends first went on 

sale), when few had reached these summits.” Ed Webster
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C O N T R I B U T O R S

At forty-one, JEFF SHAPIRO has flown 
hang gliders and paragliders; he has 

wingsuit BASE jumped and climbed rock 
and ice all over the world. His greatest 
adventure, he says, is being a dad. He 

lives in Missoula, Montana with his family, 
three dogs, three cats and a peregrine 

falcon named Cirrus, his “life coach.” 

CAROLINE TREADWAY is an award-
winning writer and photographer based 

in Boulder, Colorado. Obsessed with story 
in all its forms, she has recently been 

working on films, including a feature-length 
documentary. In 2010 she earned a master’s 

in journalism from Boston University, 
before returning to the mountains.  

After the deaths of her mother and brother, 
LESLIE HSU OH started climbing to make sense 

of her loss. Now, mountains are her mothers. 
Her writing and photography have appeared 

or are forthcoming in Backpacker, Bon Appétit, 
Smithsonian, Sierra Magazine, Travel + Leisure 

and The Washington Post, and her work has 
made the Notables list in Best American Essays.

Over the past forty years, JIM HERRINGTON 
has become known for his photographs of 

celebrated figures and subversive luminaries 
in and out of the music and showbiz world. 
A collection of his black and white portraits 
of early- to mid-twentieth-century climbing 

legends, The Climbers, will be published 
by Mountaineers Books in October 2017.

Born in Iran, SHIRIN SHABESTARI 
began hiking mountains with her dad 
as a young girl. She founded Persian 

Pursuits Limited, and she leads 
trekking and skiing expeditions for 

her company throughout the ranges 
of Iran. Shirin currently resides in 

London with her two children. 

ED ROBERSON is the author of ten books 
of poetry, including To See the Earth 

before the End of the World. A dedicated 
mountain climber, Roberson traveled 

extensively throughout South America 
in the 1960s and 70s. He now lives in 

Chicago, where he is Distinguished Lecturer 
Emeritus at Northwestern University.





Elisabeth Revol, Diamir Icefall 5200m Nanga 
Winter 2015 Non Ox and Alpine Style 
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May , : The serac wall fell with a crack 
of a tidal wave. Crests of ice tumbled and 
churned, filling the air with a spray of crystals. 
Dora Keen and Bill Lang watched mesmerized 
at 8,700 feet, until a blast sent them running 
back toward their snow cave. When the debris 
clouds lifted, the climbers glittered with count-
less shards. Their team was partway up Mt. 
Blackburn, an unclimbed 16,391-foot peak 
in the Wrangell-St. Elias region—far from the 
railroad where they began their approach. They 
had transported their gear by dogsled for days 
up the Kennicott Glacier. Now, they had little 
hope of success, and none of rescue.

It was Keen’s second attempt; her first 
ended a year earlier when a warm summer 
unleashed floods of wet slides. Only a handful 
of other teams had tried to climb Alaska’s high, 
remote peaks. The Duke of the Abruzzi’s expe-
dition, which summited the 18,009-foot Mt. 
Saint Elias, had depended on a large group of 
Italian guides and American porters who drew 
wooden sledges with more than 6,000 pounds 
of food and ten iron bedsteads. Keen had 
simply recruited seven prospectors with experi-
ence in the Alaskan wild. Aware that less time 
on the mountain meant less exposure to its haz-
ards, they brought minimal gear up its flanks, 
relying primarily on snow caves instead of tents, 
and moving as quickly as possible. It was a kind 
of semi-alpine style, which one of Keen’s team-
mates, John Barrett, called “rushing it.”

The blizzard started a few nights prior as 
they slept in a cave at 12,400 feet. At first, it 
seemed like a vast quiet descended over the 
land. Then avalanches roared down a 3,500-
foot couloir, over fragile bulges and deep chasms 
of ice. By May 3, their food was running out, so 
they began plunging downward, unable to see 
cliffs and crevasses through the murk of blow-
ing snow. Now, as they huddled in their burrow 
at 8,700 feet, drifts continued to accumulate, 
while slides rushed past like waterfalls. Within 
days, six members abandoned the expedition, 
taking the sled dogs with them. Still believing 
in the possibility of a summit bid, Keen, Lang  
and George Handy stayed. Newspaper head-
lines predicted the worst: “Marooned near the 
top of Mt. Blackburn, Facing Starvation.”

On May 13, the snow stopped falling.  By 
then, the landscape seemed entirely changed: 
giant pinnacles of ice had toppled, and nearly 
all familiar points of orientation had vanished 
beneath layer upon layer of white. Merely the 
tip of a long bamboo pole still jutted above the 
surface to mark their 12,400-foot camp. The 
slope had become so unstable they could only 
climb with relative safety during brief moments 
between the Northern spring dusk and dawn. 
To avoid ferrying loads, they hauled five packs 
up the steep couloir from ice-axe anchors. At 
times, Keen broke trail through powder so 
fathomless and soft she had to pack it down 
on her knees. A dusting of ash darkened the 
snow—blown from the massive volcano of Mt. 
Wrangell, more than twenty-five miles away.

Four thousand feet from the top of Mt. 
Blackburn, they left most of their supplies, 
hoping to make a rapid push, only to floun-
der and crawl up a fragile ice crust atop deep 
powder. At 14,000 feet, they dug a bivy as dawn 
torched the surrounding peaks; the rest of the 
world lay concealed below thick clouds. In the 
cool of the evening, they reached nearly 16,000 
feet when Lang felt ill and headed down. “Of 
the seven men in our party,” Keen recounted 
in The World’s Work, “one alone remained.” And 
one woman, she neglected to say.

Keen and Handy hunkered in a final snow 
cave, heating a tin of frozen salmon over can-
dles. At first light, the air still felt cold and 
sharp as glass. They began up the final pane of 
ice and snow, its surface furrowed with rifts. 

Along a vast plateau, they wandered through 
freezing gusts until they found what they 
thought was the apex. In the distance, a line of 
smoke rose from Mt. Wrangell. Charred, vol-
canic rocks lay near their feet.

After weeks of ice and snow, Keen could 
scarcely recall forests and rivers, spring mead-
ows and blossoms, buildings and crowds. In 
faraway cities, activists strove to advance the 
cause of women’s suffrage and dreamed of 
what a more independent generation of “New 
Women” might accomplish. On July 31, that 
same year, Fanny Bullock Workman would 
stand atop the Silver Throne Plateau in the 
Karakoram range, around 21,000 feet, hold-
ing up a sign that read “Votes for Women.” In 
Scribner’s, Keen had written, “A new feeling of 
confidence, new zest came over me each day as 
I realized what a woman might do in America.”

The story of Dora Keen’s expedition doesn’t 
appear in some of the most commonly read 
mountaineering histories, including Chris 
Jones’ classic book Climbing in North Amer-
ica. In Ways to the Sky, however, Andy Selters 
described her as “ahead of her time…. [Her 
team’s] savvy lightweight tactics and calculated 
risk-taking were characteristics of expeditions 
not seen again for decades.”

Examples abound of women who have 
approached the mountains in innovative ways, 
explored unmapped ranges, found new routes 
up high, cold peaks or written experimental 
stories. Their tales too often fade into arctic 
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silence, leaving much of popular lore riven with 
crevasse-like empty spaces. In a memoir of ice 
climbing and motorcycling, Harley and Me, 
Bernadette Murphy described her struggle to 
find female role models: “The archetypal stories 
that drive us as a species—the hero’s jour-
ney and its many incarnations—either leave 
women out of the picture, or ask us to mold 
our adventures into a male prototype.” Mau-
reen Murdock, author of The Heroine’s Journey, 
recalls Joseph Campbell telling her that female 
protagonists didn’t fit within his concept of the 
hero’s journey. “The path of the heroine is not 
easy,” she concluded. “It has no well-defined 
guideposts…. There is no map, no navigational 
chart…. It is a journey that seldom receives val-
idation from the outside world.”

 The history of mountaineering is also a his-
tory of metaphors of mythic wildernesses once 
frequently thought to be closed to women. 
When women enter that realm, visibly or 
invisibly, they transform it. In a 1986 gradua-
tion speech at Bryn Mawr, the science fiction 
writer Ursula K. Le Guin told an audience of 
female students: “On the maps drawn by men 
there is an immense...terra incognita, where 
most women live. That country is all yours to 
explore, to inhabit, to describe…. We are volca-
noes. When we women offer our experience as 
our truth, as human truth, all the maps change. 
There are new mountains.”

In  a group of female mountaineers, 
led by Arlene Blum, met with a Jungian psy-
chologist, Karin Carrington, to prepare for 
an expedition that resulted in the first female 
and first US ascent of Annapurna. During the 
same decade that women’s legal rights rapidly 
expanded, female climbers ventured, increas-
ingly, up the world’s biggest walls and highest 
peaks. Traditional gender boundaries seemed to 
be shattering in American society and moun-
taineering. What did it mean to enter a narrative 
of Himalayan expeditions that had been largely 
defined by men? Blum’s teammates asked each 
other. To turn a mountain into a “woman’s place”?

“I could experience, feel, and appreciate 
how deeply our beliefs and the paradigms that 
spring from those beliefs are embedded in us,” 
Carrington recalls, “and how much courage is 
required, to change a paradigm, to be in that 
state of unknowing.” Sarah Weddington, Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter’s advisor on women’s affairs, 
held a White House reception for the returning 
climbers. “The Annapurna expedition proved 
what women could do in a way that a lot of 

people never even thought about,” she told me 
in January 2017, as we spoke about mountain-
eering as a metaphor. Yet the ongoing struggle 
for women’s rights might more closely resemble 
a continually rising and falling line than the sin-
gular arc of a peak. “It shoots down and then it 
slowly climbs again,” she observed.

Today, in the US, stories that demonstrate 
women’s potential still feel intensely relevant. 
New groups of emerging storytellers also bring 
an awareness that old words and narrative styles 
can’t encompass the complexity and multiplic-
ity of human experience in the mountains or 
elsewhere. Georgie Abel, a young climbing 
poet, recalls her search for a voice of her own: 
“I was instructed to stop describing things like 
the landscape, emotions, and complexities of 
relationships…to follow the classic structure of 
man versus nature, but it was impossible for me 
to write this way because it so drastically con-
tradicted my own experience.” Erin Monahan 
says she started the feminist climbing website 
terra incognita as a means to “deconstruct our 
ways of looking at the world, the images we 
constantly see, the voices we constantly hear.”

The women’s climbing festival Flash Foxy 
has surged into something like a movement, 
both online and in the hills. “Even within the 
space of women, there can be people who feel 
disconnected and marginalized,” the founder 
Shelma Jun says. “A lot of what has put me off 
from mountaineering is this kind of colonial 
conquest history of being the first Westerner. 
That’s not where my value with climbing or 
the outdoors or the mountains lies.” She finds 
herself asking how she might reframe the expe-
rience: “What would I put as my benchmarks, 
my goals and my achievements?”

Melise Edwards-Welbourn, whose web-
site, Itsajurg, includes interviews with female 
climbers of color, notes the ongoing scarcity in 
much of climbing media of women who aren’t 
“white, from a middle- or upper-middle-class 
background, skinny, young, fully abled, or 
heterosexual.” Among the climbers Edwards-
Welbourn has featured, Bethany Lebewitz 
created the Instagram page BrownGirlsClimb 
as a place to “share the diverse stories and faces 
of the climbing community.” Lebewitz says: 
“For me, our stories present possibilities. They 
illustrate that deviations can occur from our 
expectations of what a woman should be.... 
This community is growing, the faces are dif-
ferent, and the conversations are changing.” 
The challenge ahead, she says, is “to make 
these spaces more inclusive and accessible for 
everyone.... I’m not sure what it will look like, 
but I know we are certainly capable of putting 
in a good try.”

On January , , Libby Sauter woke 
before dawn at Camp II (ca.18,200') on Acon-
cagua. She’d never climbed to such a high 
elevation, and she wasn’t used to being alone 
in the dark. But she wanted to do something 
out of solidarity with the Women’s Marches 
taking place that day, and her partner wasn’t 
acclimatized. Climbing can be useless, she later 
told me, but its stories are still part of a greater 
dialogue: the power of the outdoors as a place 
to transform ourselves, to acquire skills to help 
improve our world. Clouds, hinting at snow, 
cut off the light of the moon. She lost her way 
and found it again, counting steps and repeat-
ing the words light, fast, strong, until she stood, 
sunlit on the highest point in South America.

Something draws storytellers and adventur-
ers to the heights in quests to understand their 
existence. Stumbling through the night, they 
may go ever farther into a realm where paths 
branch and change, drawn and redrawn with 
each seeker. Forgotten tales reemerge like relics 
beneath the churning ice. Once-silenced voices 
burst with volcanic fire across the glaciers. New 
mountains rise in forms that can’t be traced in 
any maps; their contours move with the drift 
of snow, the weight of footfalls, the flare of 
dreams. Past rigid archetypes of what a hero or 
a heroine’s journey can be, people of all gen-
ders might return from adventures with their 
own stories of lands beyond, overturning old 
notions of dominion and revealing what the 
writer Mailee Hung describes as “a space for 
mystery, self-discovery and resistance.” 

[Photo] Riley Oh gets an early start in her climbing life. 

For the story by her mother, see Page 41. Leslie Hsu Oh
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United State of Climbing

Reading through ALPINIST , I was struck 
by a quote in The Sharp End column: “Our 
precarious situation was so patently obvious 
that I felt an immense…clear-headedness 
that comes only when you…are on the thin 
edge between living and dying.” While Laura 
Waterman meant to describe the quintessen-
tial climber experience—moving from a place 
of fear and despair to renewed focus and clar-
ity of action—those words also delineate a 
shift I experienced as a climber citizen.

A poignant letter to the editor from Tad 
Welch followed, crystallizing a call for action. 
Yet, despite leadership from industry insid-
ers and numerous athlete campaigns, many 
individual climbers appear uninterested in 
climbing advocacy. A 2016 Outdoor Rec-
reation Participation survey reported 2.5 
million climbers of ice, mountains and tradi-
tional rock routes. But only 14,000 climbers 
(fewer than 1 percent) are members of the 
Access Fund, the nation’s largest climbing 
access and advocacy group. By contrast, nearly 

10 percent of gun owners in America are part 
of the NRA, the nation’s largest gun access and 
advocacy organization.

This disparity is particularly salient in our 
era of regressive policy. While enough people 
mobilized to halt the effort to rescind Bears 
Ears’ national monument designation, Presi-
dent Trump’s executive order to review all such 
monuments designated since 1996 now poses 
a potential threat to many climbing areas. The 
fear and despair I have felt about the future of 
our public lands produced a clear-headedness 
similar to that described by Waterman, and it 
was in this state that I identified a disconnect 
between my love of climbing and my lack of 
action for climbing access. 

For over two decades, I took climbing for 
granted. I failed to realize that my favorite 
climbing locations (Red Rock Canyon, Joshua 
Tree, Alabama Hills, City of Rocks, Eldorado 
Canyon, the Gunks, Hueco Tanks, Red River 
Gorge), as well as my many “home crags” 
(Vantage, Leavenworth, Index, Rumney, Shelf 
Road, Holcomb Valley, New Jack City) have 
all had access, policy or stewardship issues 

levied, debated and resolved by local and 
national climbing organizations.

As someone who takes pride in being 
informed, I struggle to understand how this 
happened. Is it me? My vestige of dirtbag 
mentality and rejection of responsibility? Per-
haps it’s the climbing ecosystem: Insufficient 
education around climbing issues and lack of 
critical mass for action? 

Whatever the cause, I am working to 
remedy that disconnect for myself, and for 
others who climbed without considering the 
hidden cost of securing places and policies 
that allow climbing (or outdoor recreation as 
a whole) to continue in a sustainable way. I 
only hope that as people read this, each will 
come to understand, as I have, that it is our 
responsibility as climbers to pay it forward 
in the form of donation, volunteerism or 
advocacy. Every climber should join an orga-
nization that helps protect the wild places 
in which we climb. Climbers are millions 
strong, and it is high time we give back to the 
pursuit we all love. 

—Charlie Ann Lieu, Edmonds, Washington
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The Map Home: 
Neacola Mountains

June , , Laramie, Wyoming: Dawn 
light diffuses through the bedroom window, 
the color of prairie grass. The room fills with 
the smell of coffee and strawberries, the  
synaptic clack of keystrokes. Behind closed 
lids, I can picture my fiancée in the next room, 
typing her dissertation in bare feet. Sleep drags 
me back toward a land of stone and sky, of 
wolf tracks and clean granite and the passing 
shadows of ravens. Hunger pulls me awake. 
I grab my crutches off the wall and make  
staccato steps toward the kitchen.

Lilly leaves for a run with a kiss and her red 
hair dancing in the breeze. I sit in the cool air 
of the kitchen as the high plains rotate into the 
sun’s warmth. In the early mornings, I love to 
immerse myself in the comfort of ritual: the  
rattle of the kettle on the stove, my hands on 

the French press, operating from memory. 
Today it’s harder: I try to sweep the grounds I’ve 
spilled on the floor, only to get a sharp reminder 
from the hip brace—can’t bend that far.

It’s been eight days since the float plane 
motored up to shore on the rising tide and 
lifted us over the rushing blue waters of Cook 
Inlet, away from the muck-sucking tidal flats 
and ice-clad Aleutian peaks, above forests thick 
with grizzly and moose, back into the world of 
clocks and cars and streetlights, the normalcy of 
constant noise. The silence of the wild is already 
far behind, ossifying into memory.

A bottle of painkillers lies within reach, 
but I don’t want to go there yet; sometimes it’s 
best to sit with the pain. The doctors described 
the problem methodically: a hereditary bone 
deformity that wore down tissue for twenty-
eight years, with every step, every mountain 
journey. Inevitable, they said.

On impulse, I retrieve a tightly folded map 

from my rucksack. River mud smudges the 
edges. Grains of glacial silt dribble onto the 
table. As I pry the creases apart, the topogra-
phy crackles, odorous with wood smoke and 
damp moss. This smell transports me back 
to driftwood fires on gravel bars, to the relief 
of emerging from brush-choked forest. My 
climbing partners and I yearned for that fire 
each night, the solace of warm embers and 
a pot of hot beans, the brief rest before our 
coastward voyage began again.

I always come back to this: the sensation 
of pushing our tracks through topography like 
the pencil mark we’d sketched on the map. The 
aviator Antoine de Saint-Exupéry understood 
that imagination can propel us beyond obstacles 
that appear insurmountable. “If you want to 
build a ship,” he wrote in Citadelle, “don’t drum 
up people and collect wood, and don’t assign 
them tasks and work, but rather teach them to 
long for the endless immensity of the sea.”
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Winter : I am a reckless planner of 
adventures. Most of these dreams lie dor-
mant in guidebooks and folded maps, 
stacked on a bookshelf and explored only in 
the recesses of slumber. On occasion, they 
drift against the waking day. In Blank on 
the Map, the British explorer Eric Shipton 
noted that “a fascinating way of spending 
a few hours of leisure is to sit down with a 
paper and pencil and work out in minute 
detail the preparations for an expedition 
into unexplored country,” whether or not 
the project will ever happen. As my finger 
traces squiggles of rivers and ridges, mental 
landscapes gain form and scale, rising out 
of that liminal dimension where unfettered 
fantasies merge with the incremental logic 
of ten thousand brown lines.

In January 2015, the artist Craig 
Muderlak sent me an aerial photo of 
a swooping ridge that culminated in a 
pointed summit in the Aleutian Range. 
We took a moment to ponder, What if? 
A year earlier, I’d met Craig at a Rhode Island 
climbing gym, where I’d noticed his Colorado 
Mountain School hoody and the methodical 
way he moved from problem to problem. On 
a hunch, I’d walked with him to the parking 
lot. I learned that, like me, he’d left Colorado 
to follow a girlfriend with a real job. Two 
weeks later, we were climbing slender columns 
of ice in New Hampshire. When I moved to 
Wyoming for grad school, Craig and I kept 
in touch, and the next year we labored up 
the sleet-battered slopes of Mt. Waddington. 
I knew I could trust him. But this Alaskan 
proposition seemed more far-fetched than 
anything we’d imagined before.

I can’t explain my desire to reject the mod-
ern convenience of an airplane and to hike 
out of the range, other than this way: to a cer-
tain kind of person, a map of wild terrain is 
an irresistible invitation. Craig and I are, for 
better or for worse, this kind of person. And 
thus the dream expanded: fly in to the Neacola 
Mountains of the Aleutian Range, climb the 
Citadel, and then return to the ocean on our 
own power by ski, foot and packraft. We didn’t 
own packrafts, and I’d never been to Alaska, 
but at the point of inception the particulars of 
a dream are always fuzzy and indistinct.

Winter : In January I was driving back 
from the Ouray Ice Park with a friend, David 
Fay, when Craig called with the news. I was 
so surprised I pulled off the road: our expedi-
tion grant application had won funding. Craig 
and I had considered the idea little more than 
whimsy, and we hadn’t really calculated its 
viability. Where could we get packrafts? Were 
those rivers even navigable? Could we physi-
cally carry that much gear? We launched into 
the bustle of preparation: contacting pilots; 
securing David, between his stints as a wilder-
ness therapy guide, as our third team member. 
We had six months to prepare. The sheer 
number of unknowns felt daunting.

Then the whole endeavor was cast into 
doubt. On a chilly February day, I stumbled 
out of an orthopedic clinic into bright sun-
light. I remained composed long enough to 
drive a half-mile before I parked in a field and 
collapsed on my knees. Icy mud soaked my 
pants, my tears fell onto frozen corn stubble, 
and I didn’t care. The MRI image revealed the 
hidden topography within my hip: my femur 
abutted the cupped cirque of the ilium, yet the 
junction between them was ruptured, strewn 
with the debris of bone spur and cartilage like 
a glacier after an avalanche.

The surgeon couldn’t fathom why I’d 
want to embark on a month-long expe-
dition with a torn labrum, but he let me 
choose. I needed an operation by July, 
and he could not, professionally, advise 
rigorous activity. If I took responsibility 
for learning my limits, however, I might 
attempt some calculated risks. There was 
always a danger that I could tear the 
remaining cartilage out of my hip socket. 
A rescue from a remote Alaskan mountain 
range would be perilous, placing an enor-
mous burden on my partners.

That night, I stood in front of the 
pinboard in my room where pages of 
expedition logistics sprawled across my 
grad school thesis notes. Phone numbers 
of pilots and hunting guides overlapped 
with maps marked with rapids and por-
tages, campsites and landing zones, peaks 
and lines of ascent. It was the maps that 
arrested my attention. These cartographic 
illusions were the space in which our 

minds had dared—together—to dream of 
something barely possible.

April , Laramie: Cedar shavings pile on 
the workbench like dry autumn duff. The 
garage billows with steam. I remove a plank 
from a boiling pot and press it into a hand-
built form. The board begins to curve from its 
slender tip, but the strain is too much, and in 
an instant, it cracks open. I curse and reach for 
another rough plank. There isn’t much time. 
We’ll need skis to move about the glaciers, 
but they’ll become an ungainly burden once 
we start rafting and bushwhacking toward 
the sea. As a joke, someone suggested that we 
fashion our own and then burn them when 
we reach the river. I’d never built skis before, 
but summer jobs on framing crews taught me 
enough woodcraft to think I could try. Craig 
and I set to work experimenting with steam-
bending techniques. If these planks break in 
the mountains, we’ll have to adapt somehow. 
The distances are too large to post-hole.

May , Pitchfork Glacier, Neacola 
Mountains: There is a particular desolation 
that arises while watching a ski plane lift off 
from an Alaskan glacier. Craig, David and I 

[Previous Page] Illustration of the Neacola Mountains. The snowy Mystery Mountain (7,035') 

is in the foreground, with the prominent Peak 8908 behind. Drew Thayer describes Peak 

8908 as “a dense, coal-black rock devoid of continuous crack systems.” The mountain, 

he says, “loomed above our camp and our imaginations.” David Fay, Craig Muderlak and 

Thayer made the first known ascent of the peak they called Spearhead (7,100'), the 

smaller summit to the right, via Shred Mode (70° M4, 2,000'). Craig Muderlak l  [This Page, 

Top] Thayer crafting homemade skis.  l  [This Page, Bottom] After weeks on the glacier, 

Thayer notes, the skis were “wearing down...but still functioning.” Drew Thayer (both) 
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hunch in the snow with our gear, motionless 
as the engine whine tapers to a subtle echo and 
leaves only the crystal silence of the wild. We 
are here. Time to pull out shovels, dig shelter 
and prepare for the coming night.

At dawn, the Citadel is etched like a 
knife into a cloudless sky. We waste no time 
approaching its lower flanks. In a range where 
coastal storms rage for a week or more, you 
have to move when the opportunity arises. By 
3 p.m., wet slab avalanches rumble across the 
valley, released by the sun. Soon the light strikes 
the slopes we climb. Pinwheels of snow roll 
around us, harbingers of wet slides. We retreat 
under a lone rock overhang, sit beneath a shared 
sleeping bag and pass a pot of noodles. Without 
speaking, we watch the violet glow of the arc-
tic twilight linger over the range, and I wonder 
how much we have yet to learn here. The vast 
bulk of the mountain remains above us. The 
next morning, we climb onto the northwest 
ridge and find that ice has melted in the cracks. 
Damp snow sloughs off slick rock. The moun-
tain is too warm. It’s time to go down.

In the monochrome world of glacier life, 
all things are dictated by snow and sun. Snow 
provides our shelters, our beds, our water. The 
early summer sun describes a broad arc around 
the arctic sky, pouring heat all day before 
descending for a few hours beneath the jagged 
northern horizon. As visitors in this elemental 
land, our lives adhere to its rhythm: when the 
snow is firm, we ski swiftly across the glacier 
and climb crisp névé; when the snow warms, 
we stumble over flat ground and hunker in 
safety while avalanches crash around us.

May : David is just out of sight above a roof 
of exfoliating granite. We’re two pitches up the 
unclimbed south face of the east buttress of 
Dog Tooth Spire. The cracks we’ve followed 
end here. “It’s about twenty-five feet across,” 
he calls down, “a slab.” A minute later: “It 
looks like 5.8. I’m going.” A whoop resounds 
from the wall above. Craig and I grin. This is 
partly why we wanted David to join us, for his 
strong headspace. When I follow the pitch, I 
struggle with the small holds—5.8 my ass—
but I know David loved leading every inch. 
At midnight we scramble through hanging 
snowfields up the moss-covered crest of the 
buttress, completing the route. Shadowy bulks 

of other spires loom around us in the brief 
hour of darkness, more mysteries beckoning.

Choosing a route up an unclimbed peak 
is as much a reading of vertical terrain as it is 
a manifestation of intuition and desire. From 
our base camp, Craig studies the topography 
with an artist’s eye, sketching delicate, erratic 
lines with pen on paper. David stands on a 
boulder with his arm outstretched. He says 
he’s curious to explore the nuanced, blank 
spaces between the cracks. I scan for long cor-
ners, drawn-out features that will let me test 
my endurance and lose myself in their stories. 
We don’t always see the same routes, and that’s 
the strength of our collaboration. At some 
point each of us will take the lead, trusting in 
our ability to find a way.

May : The wind shifts, and the tarp above 
our snow cave stills. Craig rises from his sleep-
ing bag, alight with expectation, and clambers 
up the frozen stairs into the grey world above. 
He returns with wet snow pasted on his jacket: 
the three-day storm has yet to abate. We read 
and drink tea and play dice games, taking 
small sips from our slim ration of whisky. I 
doodle in the margins of a book and try not 
to think about the dangers that await on the 
Citadel. There are the risks we can accept and 
the ones we must avoid. Our lives hinge upon 
our ability to discern the difference. And other 
lives too. In three months, these friends will 
stand beside me as I exchange vows with Lilly 
at her grandparents’ farmhouse. We need to 
make it there, and we also want to stand on 
top of that mountain. For now, we sit in this 
hole and wait.

May : On difficult climbs, there is a moment 
of commitment that defines the boundary 
between the casual realm of trying and the 
focused practice of doing. We’ve spent the eve-
ning climbing the Citadel’s northwest flanks, 
aiming for a narrow sliver of ice that might 
offer passage up the mountain. As I start up 
a forty-foot pillar of névé, a burst of spindrift 
envelops my body. I grip my tools tight while 
the eddies swirl like a river. I breathe into 
my armpit to avoid inhaling snow. This is too 
heavy. I down climb to a ledge, my confidence 
rattled. David and Craig wait at the bergschr-
und. I know they would tell me to be cautious.

[Photo] Muderlak on the northwest face of the Citadel (8,305'). After climbing 3,000 feet of new terrain via a line they 

named Sliver (AI4 M3 90°), the team retreated below the headwall because much of the snow and ice had melted. 

The famous couple Joan and Joe Firey had made the first known ascent of the peak in 1965. Drew Thayer
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The sky deepens to somber grey. The world 
seems to lose a dimension—edges soften and 
the distance ahead becomes hard to judge. The 
space below yawns wider into the gloom. The 
snow stops falling. I know what I need to do. 
If we’re going to continue, there’s only this 
way. On either side of the pillar, glacial ice has 
polished the granite to a slick sheen, but the 
névé is crisp and firm. I kick my feet deeper, 
relax my hands, breathe. It’s time to go up.

Ahead, a runnel of aerated ice thuds like a 
mealy apple when David tests it with a hammer. 
“Looks like I get the hero pitch,” he says, and he 
laughs. He climbs fast, swinging only once with 
each arm. At the top of the slot, I swim upward 
through powder. The snow quickly softens and 
gains density under the glare of the sun. I crawl 
to the top of a ridge, and my head spins at the 
sheer drop on the other side.

Instead of the safe rock buttress we hoped 
for, we’ve reached a knife-edge of fragile snow. 
The light beats down, melting ice and loosen-
ing cornices. I’m scared just sitting here, yet 
fascinated. In every direction, ranges beyond 
ranges extend into the shimmering distance. 
We share a slow, timid high-five, struggling 
to keep our balance, and we begin the long, 
tedious process of retreat.

After two weeks, the harshness of this envi-
ronment affects us all. David paces around 
base camp, digging holes and building snow 
walls with no purpose. Craig takes solitary 
walks with his sketchbook. I miss color, plants, 
Lilly. I daydream of following her poised and 
balanced movements up a sunny crag. A bird 
appears above our tent, and we follow its loops 
and gyres for an hour, mesmerized by this rare 
sign of life. A grizzly bear ambles through a 
cold, drifting mist, and for an instant I feel 
the paralyzing fear of a trapped animal. In the 
middle of a mile-wide glacier, there is nowhere 
to run. The bear catches our scent and turns 
back. We feel a little less alone, and a little 
more vulnerable.

May : The food we’ve allocated for climb-
ing runs out, so we make a final attempt 
on another free ascent of Dog Tooth Spire. 
Excuses abound: The wall is wet; the line is 
uncertain; I’m tired; I could use a big meal. Riv-
ulets of snowmelt run down the granite. David 
brushes damp glacial silt off small edges and 
presses firmly with the rand of his shoes. “This 
next part should go!” he calls down from the 
first belay. It’s time to try hard again. I almost 
walked away, yet the route turns out to be the 

best of our expedition: eight hundred feet of 
laser-cut cracks in freshly exfoliated granite.

Alpinism forces us to pay attention to 
the world at vastly different scales. On a dif-
ficult ascent, all that matters are two meters, 
two hands, two feet at a time. But pause and 
look out, and your perception grows to take 
in a colossal expanse of sky and snow, the sur-
rounding peaks and the gulf of air between. 
We planned the overall trajectory of our 
journey around broad patterns of weather, 

objective hazards and daylight hours. To stay 
safe in particular moments, however, we must 
return our complete attention to the wall 
within reach. “These hard rocks instruct my 
bones in what my brain could never grasp,” 
writes Peter Matthiessen in The Snow Leopard, 
a book that waits in my sleeping bag at camp. 
It is in these instances of finite focus that we 
transcend our circumstances and are able to 
negate, for a moment, the “I” that demands so 
much space in our minds.
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June : In the evening, we cram the last odds 
and ends into bulging packs—two bags and a 
total of 110 pounds of equipment per person. 
Our slim rations of food should last seven 
days. The ocean lies some sixty-five miles to 
the east, across sixteen miles of glacier, two 
tributaries and a major river. There are no 
mapped paths. David’s sunburned lips crack 
into a thin line. “I’m wondering how much 
I’m about to suffer,” he says.

We lumber forward into the arctic twi-
light, hoping to ski through the night on firm, 
cold snow. Around 3 a.m., we turn to admire 
the dark silhouette of the Citadel for the last 
time. Already, I feel as though my legs are on 
fire. The next day, our skis sink ever deeper 
into warming snow. The rubber straps that 
served as “bindings” have broken, and we tie 
our boots to the wooden planks with webbing 
and cord.

This is the time simply to endure. We chose 
to embrace the size of this land, and now the 

scale is truly visceral. Each step is agony, yet 
I’m buoyed by the view that unfolds before 
us. The mountains open into broader valleys. 
Scrabbly plants emerge between snowfields, 
hinting at the lush world that awaits below.

June , headwaters of the Glacier Fork, 
Tlikakila River: The stress of scarcity grates 
our nerves. We argue about food, the route, 
how to lash gear to a raft. The truth is, we’re 
all afraid of what lies ahead. Craig pores over 
the maps, as if ciphers of parallel lines encrypt 
secret knowledge of the rapids ahead. David 
and I are novice paddlers, so we trust Craig—
an experienced river guide—to lead us. David 
checks and re-checks the cuffs of his dry-suit. I 
can’t stop thinking about my growling stomach. 
I’ve been hungry before, but this is a deeper, 
incessant want that clouds my thinking.

We can’t afford conflict: once we push off 
into the river, we’ll have to trust each other to 
call out rapids and to watch for dead limbs 

that could trap us in the freez-
ing water. On land, we’ll have to 
stick together as we bushwhack 
through forests prowled by wolf 
and bear. “This is hard,” David 
says, “but remember the world is 
still full of abundance.” I have a 
granola bar in my pocket—my 
only food for the day. I give it 
to him for safekeeping. I sit at 
the edge of the rushing melt-
water and meditate, focusing 
on breath and space until they 
become one.

June : A map doesn’t only 
depict the form of a landscape; it 
describes it at a particular time. 
Yet the world is far from static. 
When this range was surveyed 
in the 1950s, a broad glacier 
protruded into the valley east of 
Lake Clark Pass and dammed the 
river, forming the lake shown on 
our map. The climate has since 
warmed, and the lake has mostly 
drained, leaving behind a chaotic 
maze of sprawling moraines and 
steeply dropping rivers. The for-

est is reclaiming the land again, thick with new 
growth. Our only information for this altered 
landscape is a glimpse from the plane and the 
pilot’s guess that it will be “heinous bushwhack-
ing” if we can’t run the rapids.

We reach the confluence with the Tlikakila 
River as the mountains fade into the soft lav-
ender of a brief dusk. Craig spots driftwood on 
a gravel bar and pulls to shore. His voice rings 
with excitement: “I’m making a fire!” Soon we’re 
sitting around the welcome crackle, barefoot for 
the first time in three weeks. By now, we lack the 
strength to haul these loads over another moun-
tain pass, so we decide to forge an overland 
passage through terrain that doesn’t appear on 
our maps to the Big River. In the morning, we 
lay our skis—no longer needed—into the fire. 
Initially I resist the destruction of something I 
worked so hard on, but as the flames consume 
the worn, sun-bleached planks, I think about 
the impermanence of everything we bring,  
ourselves included, into these wild mountains. 

[Previous Page] Thayer on the southeast face of Dog Tooth (7,150'). In 2011 Ben Chriswell, 

Sam Johnson and Aaron Thrasher made the first known ascent of the spire via the east 

ridge (V 5.10 AI). In 2016 Fay, Muderlak and Thayer established Red Dihedral (IV 5.10+, 

1,200') and Birthday Jorts (IV 5.11a, 1,000'). In the 2017 American Alpine Journal, Thayer 

noted that they climbed “clad in the cut-off jean shorts we’d hauled up for fun, because 

you can’t put a price on morale.” Craig Muderlak  l  [This Page] Thayer on Dog Tooth. In the 

2016 AAJ, Erik Rieger surmised that the “remote location, harsh weather, and unnamed 

mountains and glaciers likely play a large part in the range’s obscurity.” David Fay
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I’m reminded of mandalas, Buddhist maps of 
the cosmos, created out of intricate patterns of 
colored sand and then swept away. We watch 
the embers burn to ashes, and we commit to 
the journey ahead.

Once we’ve shuttled loads over the divide 
to Summit Lake, in theory our path becomes 
simple—follow the water toward the sea—
but the land steepens and the river roars. The 
whitewater becomes too intense for our laden 
rafts, and we’re forced to bushwack into an 
arctic jungle of slide alder and creeping vines. 
I can’t even see twenty feet. Grizzly tracks and 
fresh scat lie underfoot. The dense morass of 
this tangled forest scares me, so instead of 
waiting, I lead off into it, grappling only with 
the present task of stepping over this limb, 
prying aside that branch. After two hours, 
we’ve gained one third of a mile.

I learn there is a Zen to bushwhacking, 
similar to that of climbing large walls. It’s too 
much to contemplate the whole route at once. 
Forget the long view. Put away the GPS. Move 
in a hunter’s trance, senses alert, judgments 
quiet, intuiting the path one tree at a time.

June : In two days we’ve traveled only one 
mile. For lunch, we split an energy bar three 
ways with a bite of cheese. Confined within 
the murky foliage, our thoughts turn inward. 
Craig squints at a patch of sky, anxious about 
rain or grizzlies or something that awaits 
on the far side of the ocean—I don’t have 
the heart to ask. David stumbles in silence. 
He’s only twenty-six, the age of my younger 
brother, but something old and unreadable 
appears in his eyes.

After the terror of each rapid we limp to 

shore, our packrafts brimming with ice water. 
Every time I step over a high limb, pain sears 
my groin. Compared with the enormity of 
the mountain range, our effort feels useless. 
Nonetheless, Craig helps me inflate my raft 
as I struggle with the pump. David surprises 
me with a handful of raisins. I remember the 
words of the poet Rilke, “The purpose of life is 
to be defeated by greater and greater things.” 
I try to perceive each struggle as practice for 
what’s ahead: recovering from my operation, 
finishing school, finding a job, getting mar-
ried. If I can see how the present hardships 
will make me stronger and more giving, I can 
persevere with purpose.

I thought about how my father cried when 
he recalled his heart surgery, not so much for 
the fear of the knife, but with gratitude to my 
mother for being there when he woke up. Is 
helplessness our greatest fear? Like him, I can be 
stoic under physical duress, but the realization 
of love leaves me as we all are, naked and alone 
under an immense sky, desperate for compan-
ionship. On this trek we seek solace in simple 
gifts: laughter and friendship and a meal at the 

end of the day. A continent away, 
my lover goes about her tasks, 
lonely. My decisions, so clear in the 
potent space of dreams, make less 
sense in the blare of the arctic sun.

What am I doing out here, away 
from her for so long? These expedi-
tions are the way in which I know 
myself. I have to grapple with the 
size and texture of this world, not 
just admire it from a distance. In 
Hermann Hesse’s Demian, Eva 
instructs her young admirer, “Love 
must not entreat, or demand. Love 
must have the strength to become 
certain within itself.” Lilly hunts 
for rare botanical specimens across 
Utah and Australia and the Chil-
ean steppe. I draw lines on maps 

and try to follow them. We must believe that 
pursuing our imaginations helps us be more 
capable of love.

June -: Two long portages. Another half-
mile of progress. Craig bushwhacks ahead 
to scout the rapids around the corner, while 
David and I wait with the boats. I yearn 
for the swift passage of the river, but this 
foaming chaos of waves and boulders looks 
intimidating. Craig returns, his eyes fatigued 
with worry. He’s carrying the extra burden 

of responsibility now; we’re trusting our 
lives to his knowledge and leadership. We’ve 
discussed emergency plans if someone gets 
caught in a hole, how to ditch a raft and 
swim, but we all know the truth: losing a boat 
out here would be serious. Craig indicates a 
path between the rapid’s hazards. We enter 
a frothing world of churning water where 
everything happens fast and there’s no time 
to second-guess.

Sucked into a hole, I lean into my paddle 
and power forward until I buck the raft out, 
drenched but afloat. In my peripheral vision, 
I glimpse David struggling through a wave. 
While the forest required plodding patience, 
the river demands a desperate fight. His craft 
vanishes behind the rushing water, and then 
lurches into view again. At the end of the 
rapids, we whoop into the night, intoxicated 
with the joy of being alive. Ahead the next 
lake shimmers, studded with icebergs. Beyond 
that, the Big River runs toward the ocean.

By the next afternoon, we drift out into 
a vast coastal plain, thirty-three miles from 
our lake camp. Marsh grass overhangs the 
banks and seagulls gyre. Craig spots a harbor 
seal. We camp on a sandbar and stare into the 
embers of our last fire. Our line on the map is 
nearing completion. On June 8, we float the 
remaining eight miles to the edge of the land. 
Behind us, the Aleutian Range stretches across 
the western horizon, hiding the Pitchfork 
Glacier and its granite peaks and hundreds of 
other unclimbed mountains.

Hurtling through the sky in a plane, we can 
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easily forget the history of a region, but the slow 
pace of overland travel allows time to contem-
plate journeys that proceeded ours. In the 1967 
American Alpine Journal, David Roberts wrote 
of an arduous trek out of the Kichatna Spires: 
“Those frozen stretches of land seemed to me 
alive with echoes of the wanderings of ancient 
tribes, of migrations in the wake of vast herds of 
reindeer, of the first superstitious voyages into 
the unknown north, and, finally, of the endless 
mythic journeys of our hearts…. What if we 
had climbed a certain mountain?”

There’s no special significance to our 
voyage, yet I feel satisfied at having finished 
something tangible, something I can point to 
on a map. Soon the drone of the float plane 
approaches, and with that sound comes every-
thing waiting for us in the world of clocks: 
my bank account is empty, my hip aches, and 
there’s a woman who needs me back. I remem-
ber a passage from the introduction to The 
Snow Leopard. “And this,” remarked Pico Iyer, 
“is the most important point of the snow leop-
ard…how much every trip that really sustains 
us is in fact a journey home.”

June , Laramie: On the breakfast table, the 
topography unfolds again beneath my fingers. 
For months, this land lurked like a seed in 
the dark recesses of our dreams, and now the 
totality of it—the towering summits and shat-

tered icefalls, the blizzards and rain, the thick  
forest—lies engraved in memory. Contour 
lines march in echelon up the broad expanse 
of a glacier, past our camp and the wandering 
grizzly; they converge at granite buttresses like 
sea waves wrapping around an offshore reef.

These tight whorls, such small aberrations 
on the scale of the range, encrypt the form and 
stature of the lines we chose to try, the pitches 
where we succeeded and sometimes failed. 
My cracked fingertip lingers on unclimbed 
summits and traces the line of the river past 
calving glaciers and deep canyons. I have been 
here; I have seen this country. Such a small act, 
to stand on a place, but so deeply satisfying.

As I rise on crutches to wash dishes, I feel 
the residual fatigue that drags at my limbs and 
the simmer of hunger that lingers in my belly. 
You would think that we now live in a world 
beyond maps. Where are the taco-stained road 
atlases that once drifted with the flotsam in 
the trunks of cars? Today, Google gets you to 
the trailhead. By then, you’ve already scoped 
your line in 3D satellite graphics. A mere two 
ounces of plastic-wrapped silicon, our phones 
are heavy with encyclopedic images, digital 
renderings that give an illusion of almost-
omniscient knowledge. But when we hold a 
paper map, the terrain must still be imagined. 
We conjure its secrets ourselves.

There is a synergy between maps and 

memory. While a photograph can recall a 
moment, a map brings back the whole jour-
ney, not only the viscera of the climb and the 
silence of the summit, but the chill of the wind 
against your sweaty shirt on the approach and 
the sparkle of moonlit granite during a long 
descent. As my finger pauses on each glacial 
inflection and river bend, I can remember the 
moments between: the desperation of strug-
gling through slide alder in the arctic dusk, 
the knowledge of touching stone that has felt 
nothing but bird-shadow.

My dreams spark to life in maps, spread 
open on tables and pinned to walls. Voracious, 
I consume their million brown squiggles. I 
pursue them with breath and limb and pulse 
and digest them into memories. When this 
body of mine dies, perhaps they will open 
my skull and these will tumble out: old 
maps, creased and wrinkled with the color  
bleeding in the folds where they got wet—when 
the bag wasn’t sealed, when the boat flipped, 
when the storm caught us unawares. Their 
edges are blotched with mud and blood and 
residual sand, redolent of wood smoke and old  
noodles, fear transformed to hope by ten thou-
sand steps, ten thousand contour lines, folded 
upon each other, racing off the edges into that 
unknowable terrain within that drives us to 
explore. 

—Drew Thayer, Laramie, Wyoming

[Facing Page] A map of the Pitchfork Glacier and the Neacola Mountains. Joan and Joe 

Firey, with Frances and George Whitmore, made the first reported climbing expedition 

to the range in 1965. As Erik Rieger states in the 2016 AAJ, the indomitable Fred Beckey 

kept his and Hooman Aprin’s 1970s attempt on Mt. Neacola (9,350') secret for nearly two 

decades. Drew Thayer l [This Page] Thayer and Fay paddle on the Big River, finally able to 

relax a little after the long struggle through dense forest and swift rapids. Craig Muderlak
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A Few Seconds

I stare across the dark valley: golden 
light sparks along a line of distant 
peaks. I long to feel the warm glow 
on my face, but the light won’t reach 
me for hours. As I belay Crystal, I shift 
uncomfortably in the snow. The cold 
air burns my lungs. Each breath is a 
cloud of white. The mountains begin 
to shed their layers with the rising sun. 
Ridgelines plunge to the glacier, swal-
lowed up by the icefall below.

We’d arrived in the Kishtwar Hima-
laya two weeks ago. After hearing that 
another team secured the permit for the 
mountain we hoped to climb, we hiked 
into this valley without an objective. 
Wandering above our camp, we stum-
bled upon a goat path that winded up 
the side of a cliff and into a cirque filled 
with a cluster of unclimbed peaks. Roll-
ing hills of moraine gave way to jagged 
shards of ice. Walls towered on all sides. 
Glaciers hung from their heights as if 
suspended in time.

The sharp, 900-meter west face of a sheer 
pyramid lured us, despite the shadows that 
covered its flanks. Finding our way to its base 
wasn’t easy. We tiptoed up frozen slopes and 
navigated around wide crevasses. Carefully, 
we climbed steep blocks bonded by a thin 
layer of ice. Although my hands were cold, I 
was thankful the bitter temperatures kept the 
rocks sealed together.

Frost still coats the stone with its shim-
mering glare. Crystal leads up a snow-covered 
gully, our only option, now, for upward prog-
ress. “Watch me,” her voice resounds from 
somewhere above. The rope slows to a halt. 
Minutes pass. The rope pulls again. When 
it comes tight, I follow quickly, trying to 
warm my body through each step. The angle 
increases, and I scratch my tool overhead, des-
perately searching for placements.

Smears of ice mask the dark rock. I kick 
hard into the snow, but it’s like stepping on 
sugar. I watch the crystals slide down and fly 
out of sight. At the belay, I remove my boots to 
switch into climbing shoes, despite the sting of 
frigid air on my feet. Icicles hang like daggers 
from a gloomy wall. It’s all much steeper and 

blanker than we hoped. “I thought we were 
going to gain a ridge,” I say to Crystal. Her 
face creases in a wide smile. “One more pitch 
down,” she says, and she passes me the rack.

I meander higher, pasting numb fingers 
and toes on edges and slabs. An icy breeze 
chills my spine as I bang a small nut into a 
seam. The climbing is never harder than 5.10, 
but I feel weak and cold, weighed down by my 
pack. I build a belay and watch the sun creep 
toward me. Its fiery rays cast a glittering light 
on the black and white stone. I close my eyes 
and finally feel its warmth.

Higher up, the obvious path ends. Smooth 
facets of rock interlace into a confusing maze. 
We have only two bolts, a handful of pins and 
a long way to the summit. The weather report 
calls for a chance of snow. Doubt and fear rise 
like a shadow, slowly consuming the light. 
“Let’s just try to climb up this,” Crystal says, 
pointing to an unprotected slab.

But I’m not willing to go to that edge, not 
today. “I want to go down,” I say. Stillness fills 
the crisp air. “We chose the wrong objective. It’s 
too cold. Our packs are too heavy. Our objec-
tive is too complex, our style too slow.” The 

mountains remain quiet. The sun disap-
pears behind the cirque, casting us in its 
darkness. “I’m sorry,” I say. I glance up 
at the grey rock that twists toward the 
sky, as if one last look will ease my pain. 
But it doesn’t, and we bail. Our dreams 
disintegrate with each rappel, vanishing 
along with the last rays of light.

Mountains strip us layer by layer 
until our core is exposed, raw and 
vulnerable. Some of us choose to go 
past uncertainty and fear, to cross that 
threshold, knowing that decision may 
cost our lives. Maybe we get lucky 
and we’re rewarded with a summit, a 
new route, a boost of ego, an unseen 
view, justifying the decision to keep 
going. Success breeds ambition, and 
with ambition often comes a pressure 
to push ourselves beyond a reasonable 
measure of risk. I find myself playing 
the scene over and over in my head, 
wondering if I made the right deci-
sion. Perhaps next time I will be more 
fortunate, breach the maze of obstacles 
and attain the summit high above the 

clouds. But that feeling of standing on top will 
soon disappear. It is after all, just a moment in 
time. A few seconds in all the hours and days 
that it took to get there.

—Whitney Clark, the Pacific Northwest

From Rock upon Rock a Mountain Is Made

Two towers lance up from the Hajhir Mas-
sif, a cluster of granite batholiths on the island 
of Soqotra. Dark mists swirl about their tops. 
The thick green foliage of dragon’s blood trees 
spills down the mountainsides.

In 2009 Mike Libecki and Josh Helling 
climbed both of these peaks, the twin spires 
of Mashanig. On the higher summit, they 
found “a distinct cairn of three rocks,” Libecki 
reported in Alpinist 34. “As we lifted the top 
stone,” Libecki wrote, “the seal of lichen 
broke. The rock underneath was clean and 
bare. Someone had been here, possibly many, 
many years before.”

The smallest governorate of the Republic 
of Yemen, Soqotra lies in the Indian Ocean 
between the heel of the Arabian Peninsula and 
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the Horn of Africa. As an anthropologist, I 
was interested in the lives of remote-living 
people in the Islamic world. I’d studied Arabic 
in Syria, traveled through Cairo during the 
Arab Spring and researched nomadic groups 
in the Sahara. As a climber, I was fascinated 
by the potential of Soqotra’s granite spires—
many of which, as far as records showed, 
appeared to be still unclimbed.

The story behind the cairn on Mashanig 
also intrigued me. So, with my longtime 
climbing partner Ben Young, a geologist, I 
began planning an expedition. Ben suggested 
we collect a loose rock from the summit for 
analysis back in the lab. Maybe one of our 
biologist friends could shed some light on the 
age of the cairn from the lichen.

There are a number of possible explanations 
for a mystery cairn on a technical mountain 
summit. In his article, Mike Libecki men-
tioned that their Soqotri guide Thabit had 
suggested that a local man might have climbed 
Mashanig for spiritual reasons many years ago.

Another, perhaps more fantastic, hypoth-
esis points to Sindbad, the storybook sailor 
who became stranded on Soqotra during his 
legendary fifth voyage. According to the tale, 
a monstrous bird of prey called a rukh spirited 
Sindbad to its high mountain nest, where-
upon he fashioned a rope out of his turban 
to escape into the valley below. “What desert 
place had I come to by this daring misadven-
ture?” Sindbad narrates of his epic descent. 
“On the one side of the table-land was a deep 
valley, and on the other, a steep mountain 
which no foot of man could climb…. Here 
there was nothing but desolation.”

Putting aside the diamond-filled valleys 
guarded by venomous serpents, the voyages 
of Sindbad, like many storytelling traditions, 
contain morsels of historical fact. Medieval 
Arab sailors indeed visited Soqotra. And 
in their book Extinct Birds, Julian P. Hume 
and Michael Walters postulate that the 
mythological rukh was based on the Malagasy 
crowned eagle, a giant bird of prey that became 
extinct in the sixteenth century. Gargantuan 
eggs of the extinct Aepyornis might also have 
inspired Sindbad’s story about the huge nest. 
Furthermore, the eco-lodge owner Adeeb told 
me, communities on the Soqotri coast have a 
long tradition of scrambling up limestone sea 
cliffs to collect Egyptian vulture eggs for food. 
Perhaps a castaway climbed Mashanig, leaving 
behind a cairn to mark the way.

The plane banks right, and I catch my first 
view of Soqotra through the windows. A fierce 
northerly wind blows waves against the shore. 
In the offing, the high peaks of the Hajhir lie 
hidden amid a swath of rainclouds. My mind 
whirls with thoughts of wonders awaiting us, 
even as I try to avoid adding to the long his-
tory of Western scholars misrepresenting and 
exoticizing this part of the world. Nonethe-
less, I slip into dreams of unclimbed granite 
big walls and wadis brimming with bizarre 
plant life. I picture hundreds of endemic spe-
cies—perhaps even the fossilized eggs of avian 
megafauna. The name of the island itself, 
Soqotra, may come from “Suq Al-Qutra”—
“the frankincense market.”

But there are no suqs or aromas after 
touchdown on the Yemeni mainland. Through 
customs, a flatscreen television broadcasts 
images of a Yemen fit for a luxury travel maga-
zine: sandy beaches, ancient medinas, luscious 
oases. There was the exotic destination of the 
Western imagining. Still, I know that ahead lies 
a real place. I have to be careful. Soqotra is not 
a theater in which to play out an Orientalist 
fantasy. And in the words of Edward Said, the 
people I will meet are not dramatis personae to 
be “confined” or “enclosed” on stage.

On the island, Ben and I meet a local 
guide, Issa, and our driver, Ahmed. “Ahlan we 
sahlan li Soqotra,” Ahmed says, welcoming us, 
and he shows us to his pickup.

The road from the airport runs abreast of 
a rocky shore. Scores of endemic bottle trees, 
their trunks swollen and distended, cling to 
steep limestone bluffs. As the cliffs give way 
to a sandy coastline, we pass lines of old Rus-
sian tanks, artifacts of the Cold War, rusting 
in the sea air.

Ahmed veers off the pavement onto a dirt 
road, and we are in Hadibo, the island’s main 
population center. Shopkeepers sip tea in the 
shade of an overstocked shoe stand. Soldiers 
sun themselves, their shirts unbuttoned, in 
the military post outside town. The distant 
summits of the Hajhir Massif appear inter-
mittently through the clouds.

Days later, we gaze up at the range 
from the end of the road, standing with 
local residents as they point out the names 
of the peaks: Girhimitin, Soqotri for “the 
sure throw”; Herem Hajhir, Arabic for “the 
Hajhir Pyramid”; and Hazrat Muqadriyoun, 
Soqotri for “the false tooth.” Then there is 
Mashanig—the two perfectly vertical towers 
that form the high point of the Hajhir Mas-

sif. In addition to learning more about the 
summit cairn and the area’s climbing history, 
we hope to climb a new route on Mashanig.

Ben and I follow porters we’d hired to 
help ferry our gear—Abu Maryam, Fahad, 
Abdullah and his two sons—up a precipitous 
boulder-strewn path. All five of them are goat-
herds. Abdullah is the senior of the group, a 
Bedouin born in the mountains. Arabic, the 
lingua franca of this part of the world, is his 
second language. Soqotri, a language endemic 
to this island, is his native tongue.

We pitch our tents and watch the sun set 
behind the mountains. A coronet of orange-
pink clouds encircles the towers of Mashanig. 
Silhouetted by the fiery light, a giant pillar of 
rock spans the void between the two peaks. 
Mishifo, the locals call this pillar, meaning 
“bridge.”

The night turns crisp, and the camp-
fire crackles. Between cups of sweet, red tea, 
Abdullah tells us stories of his mountains. Issa 
translates the Soqotri into Arabic, and I fill 
Ben in on the details. Many years ago, Abdul-
lah tells us, the twin towers of Mashanig were 
a single, giant spire. One day, the entire massif 
was hit by a fierce storm. Winds were so strong 
that they ripped trees from the ground, scat-
tering the grazing herds to and fro throughout 
the range. When the storm passed, the goat-
herds emerged from their shelters to discover 
that the great tower had been split in two by a 
mighty thunderbolt. Thus, the name they give 
it today—Mashanig—“the split one.”

Abdullah continues: with the skies clear, 
a woman named Naziyeh approached the 
mountain in search of her flock with her 
infant son, Nazouza, in tow. Arriving at a high 
ledge on the side of the greater Mashanig, Ph
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Naziyeh suspended a hammock between the 
two peaks for her child while she sought her 
scattered goats and cattle.

The child, nursed through infancy in this 
premodern portaledge, grew into a strong 
man, a bold climber and protector of his herd. 
When his flock ceased eating the grasses at 
Mashanig’s base, Nazouza began searching for 
fresh pastures higher on the mountain. Even-
tually he found himself on the highest summit 
of Mashanig, having made the first ascent of 
the peak, alone.

I reach for my notebook even as I ask 
Abdullah for more details.

“He climbed to the summit because there 
were fresh grasses there,” Abdullah says. “The 
very next day, he returned with a calf thrown 
over his shoulder.”

Abdullah’s stories continue long into the 
night—tales with buried treasure, giant rukh 
and dragon’s blood trees on the summits. 
Later, as I crawl into my tent, I muse on the 
account of Nazouza’s climb. Could a goatherd 
have free soloed the Great Mashanig Tower?

Ben and I set out with Fahad to climb 
Mashanig early the next morning. Abdullah 
shouts out to us as we leave camp. “Yallah! 
Be safe!”

We leave Fahad at the base and head 
for the seemingly unclimbed north face of 
Mashanig. Ben and I scrabble up a bushy 
chimney to the sleek lower face. A hanging 
pergola of greenery-clad roofs juts out from 
the vertical sweep. As we gain altitude, the 
clouds thicken and the plant life thins. The 
rock becomes smoother and wetter under 
hand. After hundreds of meters, we follow 
a staircase of ledges to the summit ridge. In 
the gathering dusk, we spot the summit cairn 
stacked three stones high, just as it was in 
Libecki’s photographs—an unassuming rock 
pile covered in lichen.

On all sides, rock walls sweep away beneath 
us. Surely these cliffs are too steep to have 
been climbed without modern techniques and 
equipment. And yet, the cairn is there. The 
air darkens and awakes me from my reverie. 
Drizzle-laden clouds close in around us, 
and before we can further ponder Nazouza’s 
ascent, our investigation into the peak’s 
climbing history comes to an abrupt end. Ben 
has forgotten his headlamp. Tonight will not 
be spent swapping stories with Abdullah and 
his sons back at camp. We settle in for a cold 
summit bivy.

The grey clouds swill. Rainwater trickles 

down my sleeve, and I rub the wetness 
between my fingertips. Soaked and huddling 
beneath an aluminum space blanket, we share 
an energy gel for dinner. Ben and I spoon for 
warmth, sleeping fitfully.

At daylight, we begin rappelling. Halfway 
down, we realize that neither of us had 
remembered to pack out a summit rock. Ben 
will not be able to do his detective work in 
the lab. We’re both too exhausted to care too 
much. The experience—the act of being here, 
on the ultra-highpoint of an island—seems 
enough. We don’t need to solve the mystery 
to feel content.

The next morning, Ben remains in camp 
with an infected foot while I go to explore the 
west face of Girhimitin, the shining wall to 
Mashanig’s left. On the previous day, I’d noted 
a hanging meadow at the base: a logical start-
ing point for any big-wall endeavor on this 
aspect. A band of water-smoothed limestone 
cliffs, however, appears to prevent access.

But Abu Maryam claims otherwise.
“Fi tareeq!” he exclaims. There is a way. 

“But it is an animal track, and we will be fol-
lowing in the footsteps of the herd.” He mimes 
the motion of crawling through dense foliage.

Though the big toe on my left foot is also 
a bit infected, I gingerly don my sandals, and 
we go.

Abu Maryam boulder-hops upstream 
barefoot. Seemingly at random, he veers left, 
and I follow him along a small goat track. We 
scramble up through the thick green before 
dropping down into a vine-clad ravine.

“This way,” he calls.
We speak in Arabic, but when my lin-

guistic ability reaches its limits, Abu Maryam 
reverts to his trilling Soqotri.

We continue up the wadi for a time, and 
the boulder-stream turns into a slope of loose 
talus. I lumber clumsily behind until we arrive 
at the hanging meadow I’d spotted during the 
rappels off Mashanig. The west face of Girhi-
mitin towers above. Abu Maryam sits as I pull 
out my camera and start taking photos.

I tell him about yesterday’s climb and men-
tion the summit cairn. Abu Maryam muses 
that the rock pile might be the remnants of 
a retaining structure to keep Nazouza’s flock 
from wandering off the mountainside. Or, 
he suggests, perhaps it was built as a personal 
waypoint to guide Nazouza onto and off the 
summit. Neither of us can be certain.

Abu Maryam tells me a story of his friend 

Ali, who had been searching for his goats near 
the Herem-Mashanig col when he’d noticed 
one of them climbing a steep wall. As Ali 
scrambled after it, the goat simply continued, 
up and over the summit of Herem Hajhir. Ali 
soon found himself hanging precariously from 
the cliffside. There, he discovered the skull of a 
cow—perhaps one of the legendary Nazouza’s 
cattle, or the remains of a rukh’s dinner.

I look up once more at Girhimitin’s west 
face, studying its potential lines a little closer. 
Abu Maryam explains that Girhimitin is 
Soqotri for “a sure throw” because, so goes the 
story, in a previous age, a Bedouin goatherd 
scaled the mountain, using the height advan-
tage to launch a spear at an oncoming host of 
marauders from the north.

Abu Maryam asks me when I will climb 
this wall.

“Not on this trip,” I tell him. “When I 
return to Soqotra, inshallah.”

He nods. “When you return, I will show 
you the way again.”

As I turn my back on Girhimitin, I know 
now that I will not be the first to stand on its 
summit. But what does it matter? Exploratory 
“firsts” are often as not myths themselves. The 
truth, in many cases, is that others have visited 
these places long before modern climbers 
have—explored the same valleys, climbed the 
same peaks, and returned home with their 
own tales. Current techniques and equipment 
enable mountaineers to reach summits 
we might never otherwise have thought 
attainable. But what of the other possibility? 
That people have been climbing mountains 
like Mashanig and Girhimitin for centuries.

The myth of Nazouza may be simply 
that—a myth. But perhaps it is not the literal 
factualness that matters so much as the artistry 
of the words and their deeper cultural mean-
ings. Regardless of whether Nazouza was a 
real person, Soqotri goatherds have a connec-
tion with these cliffs and towers that goes far 
beyond what outsiders imagine.

On our way back down the boulder-
stream, Abu Maryam pauses. Then, grabbing 
a handful of stones from the scree, he piles one 
on top of the other. He mutters something to 
himself in Quranic Arabic. I ask him to repeat 
it slowly, word-for-word, so I can translate.

“Inn al-jebel min al-hasa.” And from rock 
upon rock, a mountain is made.

Yes, I think. The truth of these mountains 
begins with a cairn.

—Christopher Elliott, Squamish, Canada Ph
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Peru

 In training we were told
 at what altitudes we’d be
and that altitude did things.

 We’d space out along the climb
 and re-group mysteriously
in black-out rhythms.

 Frank had been out ahead
 I came on him lying dead or like it
stretched out resting across the trail.

 Just as there’s a moment
 when a motion stops
how you still feel to be moving,

the earth, picking up in its rotation that point,
carries the entire sky and a condor motionless into view.

—Ed Roberson, Chicago, Illinois
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Freedom Catalogue

The machine which at first blush seems a means 
of isolating man from the great problems of 
nature, actually plunges him more deeply into 
them. —Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

I. 4:30 a.m.
A marimba rings in the dark. The super-
computer in my pocket, modestly named a 
phone, has stripped the Guatemalan national 
instrument down to a tinny jingle, using parts 
from a network of twenty-eight countries. The 
silicon semiconductor won’t get me up a thou-
sand feet of uncharted gneiss. Nor will the 
radio frequency modules or alkali-aluminosil-
icate sheet glass. But in combination they will 
help me reach the base by dawn.

Fumbling to the chimes, I find my head-
lamp, made in China (my spare was made in 
Malaysia). Night becomes day thanks to 320 
lumens shot from another semiconductor, 
energized by reactions between zinc and man-
ganese oxide.

My climbing partner Alex and I are in the 
Cloud Peak Wilderness, a place, at least by law, 
“where man himself is a visitor who does not 
remain.” A cirque like this, at once guarded 
and guarding, must have inspired the word 
fastness. All night long, the wind hammered 
us, like an admonishment for pretending to 
belong here. As if to confirm this suspicion, 
the first two things my hands touch in the pre-
dawn are tiny masterworks of industrial craft.

Layers of nylon and polyurethane (ground 
cloth, tent, mattress, sleeping bag shell) shield 
my body from the chilled earth and the cold 
sky. My warmest layer is perhaps the cruelest: 
workers in China likely plucked half a dozen 
geese live to fill my old sleeping bag with down.

Closest against me cling three synthetic 
clothes from China: stocking cap, boxer briefs 
and long johns. More plastic, from Israel and 
Colombia, bound with recycled silver dioxide 
to inhibit bacteria, covers me. The only thing 
not made from hydrocarbons is the New Zea-
land wool on my feet.

Finally: coffee, Costa Rica. Steel and 
aluminum stove, propane and isobutane—
ignited prehistoric plankton—South Korea. 
Hot water and caffeine drizzle through sili-
cone into my blue polycarbonate mug. In the 
dark, a mile west of the steaming mug in my 
hands, stands a wall.

For about ten generations, humans have 
lived in a world transformed by the Industrial 
Revolution. People nearly everywhere now 
wield, directly or indirectly, enormous energy 
and material resources, far beyond what was 
available before steam engines and mecha-
nized tools. Without breaking a sweat, on my 
drive to the airport, I harnessed power equiva-
lent to 76 draft horses. I flew west between 
jet engines as powerful as 10,000. The scale of 
this astonishing power is still relatively new in 
history. It is the precondition to this catalogue 
of equipment that made a single day of free-
dom of the hills possible.

In one day, without counting food or first 
aid, I used 117 different items. Of these, I 
found the manufacturing source of 97 and 
the raw materials of 113 products. (The diz-
zying supply chains that produced my iPhone, 
however, could fill a book on their own). From 
ascenders to ropes and jackets, my gear was 
made in 18 different countries: half in East 
and Southeast Asia (most of the soft goods) 
and one-third in the United States (mostly 
hard goods). Many of the remaining items 
were made in Western Europe. A handful of 
products came from Latin America. Workers 
labored to extract raw materials from wells, 
pits and mines in dozens of other countries. 
Forty percent of my gear contains the result-
ing aluminum or steel, and a full two-thirds 
contains synthetic polymers.

Here, up against the crest of the Bighorn 
Mountains, about as far as I can get from a 
road in this country, I am draped in hydro-
carbons. I light them on fire. I jug them. They 
brought me, like a tip of a spear, to a wild and 
high place. But the mountains offer no free-
dom from the conundrums of wielding so 
much extraordinary, extra-human energy.

II. 6:10 a.m.
Alex and I leave camp and make for a gla-
cier, the only one within 100 miles. It’s in 
ragged shape: its edges peel away from the 
rock; its ice is pockmarked and sunken. Water 
flows on its surface. A 1903 USGS pho-
tograph shows it 100 feet thicker. Our first 
pitch didn’t exist then. Decades from now, 
Pitch 1 may be Pitch 2, as if another strip of 
ice had been mined out.

Our small footprints on the glacier melt by 
nightfall, but we leave more indelible ones in 
the sky. One hundred years from now, some 
carbon dioxide (CO2) released by my activi-
ties will still be overhead, trapping infrared 

heat. To stabilize the climate, scientists have  
proposed limiting annual emissions to 2 tons  
(CO2  equivalent) per person. Today, the aver-
age American produces 20. The jet fuel burned 
on my flight here alone released one ton of 
CO2 attributable to me. Yet I am lost deep in 
a crowd: every ton from me joins another two 
billion released each year globally.

Over time, humans have collectively altered 
the atmosphere. Some gear makers, adopting 
and advocating for more sustainable practices, 
have tried to contribute in small but valuable 
ways to mitigate the damage. Yet only massive 
and collective action across societies can stave 
off the more wrenching effects of climate 
change. These consequences will be the worst 
in many places our gear is made, like low-lying 
Southeast Asia, vulnerable to rising sea levels 
and intensifying monsoons and typhoons.

On the glacier, Alex and I reach our stashed 
nylon haulbag (Vietnam: 3 tons CO2e per 
capita; 10 million people at risk with seas one 
meter higher). We put on pre-racked synthetic 
harnesses (Philippines: 1 ton CO2e per capita; 
14 million people at risk with seas one meter 
higher). Leaving behind iodine-treated water 
in a copolyester bottle, we cinch the haulbag 
and walk to the lines we fixed yesterday above 
the randkluft. From the south comes the can-
non shot of rocks ricocheting down a couloir. 
The sun, glaring through the troposphere, 
burns our bare necks as we step onto the wall.

THE FREEDOM OF THE HILLS, the subtitle of the 
bible of climbing instruction in the US, puts 
freedom at the center of our strange pastime. 
To be free is to lose boundaries, to become 
unbound: a possibility that draws me to the 
mountains. In a 1960 letter, Wallace Stegner 
defended the idea of wilderness for offering an 
experience that approaches my own sense of 
this possibility: “The chance to see ourselves 
single, separate, vertical and individual in the 
world, part of the environment of trees and 
rocks and soil…part of the natural world and 
competent to belong in it.”

While wilderness, an idea fraught with 
ecological and historical complications, is only 
one way to experience this freedom, Stegner’s 
use of the word competent stands out. Freedom 
of the hills is an accomplishment, not merely a 
gift: a competency that begins with our innate 
primate ability to move over terrain and is then 
refined through adventure, practice and lots of 
material aid. Like any accomplishment, it may 
feel simple or even effortless in the moment, a Pa
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spontaneous act. Perhaps it needs to feel that 
way to draw us in. But the more competent 
we become on difficult ground—the more 
we feel we belong in the vertical parts of the 
world—the more we rely on a long catalogue 
of technology and shared knowledge.

Climbing offers an exhilarating and occa-
sionally transformative way of feeling at home 
on the planet. But in the sense of competency, 
climbing is merely an extension of the rest of 
our globalized, industrialized lives. Perhaps we 
are all just cyborgs. With the possible excep-
tion of a naked, chalk-less, barefoot free solo, 
any trip will involve a gear list that points to a 
similar conclusion: whatever freedom we find 
in the hills is highly attenuated, a product of, 
not an escape from, modern life.

III. 10:00 a.m.
Alex and I are six hundred feet up a sea of 
petrified taffy. I belay from a small ledge. The 
nylon rope, one of many climbing technolo-
gies that originated in World War II, catches 
Alex as he pries out of a heel hook to leap away 
from a loose flake. As hail turns to snow, I keep 
dry and warm under a pullover and raingear 
(polyester and nylon). The hydrocarbons keep 
adding up: another pitch, another oil well.

For the most part, we climb clean. The old 
rock accepts new metal: aluminum, brass and 

steel from Wales, China and Spain. Protection 
is sparse. On one stretch there is none except 
thin pins, chromium-molybdenum steel 
made strong with carbon from coking coal. 
I pound the steel into small seams, resonant 
with rising pings.

Industry from near and far converges at 
my stance. To the east, massive strip mines line 
the coal-rich prairie. To the northwest, met-
allurgical mines ship coal to Asian steel mills 
that send back most of my rack. Downstream 
of those mines stand aluminum smelters run 
on cheap hydroelectric power. A few meters 
to my left, a sheen of water under a roof will 
eventually make its way through a turbine on 
the plains to electrify a nearby oilfield.

My rubber soles (Italy) smear against a 
pink crystal bulge, a shrug in the stone. I reach 
up, pad about, find nothing. From below, 
disguised edges blend into this white dike. I 
lock-off harder with one hand and flutter tap 
the other high above me again. I am commit-
ted now. At the apex of my reach, my trilling 
fingers uncover a three-digit edge. I exhale, 
and then crank to the next stance.

Higher up, I stem against a shallow pilaster. 
Shuffling, I swing my right elbow above my 
head, my fingers slotting behind the crisp edge 
of a flake. Cold rock, a layback, another ledge.

Another pitch, and thunder sounds retreat. 

We know a heavy storm is moving in: I received 
a weather report the night before by hiking to 
the top of the nearest moraine with my phone.

In cataloguing material things on this 
climb, I have left out the many non-material 
things we bring along: the training, the techni-
cal knowledge and experience; the relationship 
between Alex and me; our sense of adventure; 
the jobs that supply income and vacations; the 
life insurance and health insurance that pro-
vide us and our families with a safety net.

Every climber knows the shiver in the 
spine that draws us back to the rocks, just as 
anglers are drawn back to streams or surfers to 
the coast. A strange alchemy can arise in the 
interplay between the earth, our own knobby 
existence, and the partners who share our ropes 
or pads. The potential for it is always present.

Most of the time, my movement through 
the world is habitual, on predesigned paths: 
sidewalks, crosswalks, subways, hallways, esca-
lators, on-ramps. The cabin fever that afflicts 
me is a symptom of this built environment, 
and the freedom of the hills is an antidote. Yet 
like scuba divers or astronauts, climbers ven-
ture out entrusting our lives to technology. 
Our stories often downplay the irony: the civ-
ilization we flee is the same that lets us access 
climbs and survive them, the source at once 
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of both disaffection and succor. This tension 
doesn’t resolve itself: we live in it.

IV. 3:00 p.m.
The wind has returned in artillery gusts 
from the south, then the west and then the 
north. It has encircled us again.

I contemplate a dash to the summit, 
searching for clues on our 7.5-minute USGS 
map, a product of aerial photography, satel-
lite navigation systems and federal income 
taxes. My compass has a sapphire bearing and 
a tungsten needle. Neither compass nor map 

disclose what mountains host the sapphire or 
tungsten mines. We decide to descend.

With the warming climate, the standard 
descent—a snow gully to the north—now 
melts out early in the summer. The bare gully 
is too dangerous. As summer wears on, the 
rockfall becomes a constant barrage. When 
the hail returns, we wrap our rappel ropes 
(Switzerland) with polyurethane to keep the 
sharp gneiss from cutting the nylon.

In order to descend, climbers here and 
in many places struggle to leave no trace. 
Invoking the text of the Wilderness Act of 

1964, access advocates have argued that fixed 
anchors enable “outstanding opportunities for 
solitude or primitive and unconfined type of 
recreation” and are sometimes “necessary to 
meet minimum requirements for the adminis-
tration of the area for the purpose of this Act.” 
It seems whatever we do, we change things.

In his  essay “The Murder of the Impos-
sible,” Reinhold Messner criticized what he 
called the “plumbline generation” for impos-
ing its will “in a fury of pegs and bolts” on 
direttissimas that couldn’t be freed. In what 
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became an iconic articulation of self-restraint, 
Messner argued for free climbing natural 
lines and leaving too-difficult lines for future 
climbers.

A non-climbing friend of mine jokes that 
someday they’ll install an open-air elevator on 
my favorite walls, and he’ll ride past me laugh-
ing. I wouldn’t mind sometimes having an 
elevator for the descents. But shortcuts would 
miss the point.

The ideal of progress by hands and feet 
alone is at the heart of what free climbers do. 
We use the technology catalogued here to 

place ourselves in a position of willful weak-
ness. I think of this position as if I am entering 
a clearing. Outside its perimeter, I constantly 
overcome my meek resources: a fixed wing-
span and the energy contained in a single 
human body. But once I step inside, I accept 
those limitations again. In such vulnerable 
moments, at once intimate and sublime, our 
machines actually bring us closer to nature.

The freedom of the hills is not the freedom 
to do anything you want. It is much narrower: 
to do only what you can, by your own lights, 
in a place otherwise out of reach. We discover 
it most vividly in brief interludes when our 
movement is least encumbered by the technol-
ogy that nonetheless enables it.

I submit this catalogue as proof of some-
thing true of much of modern life: the social 
and environmental cost of reaching these 
out-of-reach places, and returning safely, is 
unsustainably high. Yet I still think the modest 
freedom we exercise there deserves the name. 
In an era of overflowing means, self-restraint 
is a virtue worth celebrating. We need more, 
not fewer, ways to enter into contact with the 
Earth, our home. We also need a lower price 
of admission.

—Spencer Gray, Washington, DC

K’é yił yał tx’i’: Saying Something

Along the Tohickon, which may origi-
nate from a Lenape word meaning “Deer 
Bone Creek,” cliffs of red Lockatong argillite 
and Brunswick shale form the unusual High 
Rocks of Pennsylvania. I balance beneath the 
shadow of leaves stubborn enough to with-
stand the blunt of winter, my feet planted on 
either side of an exposed root, on the slip-
pery slopes of a gorge entangled with fallen 
trunks. Through my zoom lens, I study my 
husband, a splash of warmth against a can-
vas of rock, as he lifts our giggling kids above 
his head by their belay loops. Apart from the 
sound of a hawk landing on a branch of tulip 
poplar, the roar of the creek drowns even the 
noise of my breath.

My camera rests gently on the wispy black 
locks of our five-month-old. She is so quiet, so 
content swinging her legs from the sling across 
my chest that I sometimes forget she is now 
part of this scene. On the buttress above, our 
eleven-year-old, Kyra, has worked her way up 
a crack and is trying to find a hold on friable 
shale. Since age three, she has been determined 

to win a NASCAR race or to earn an Olympic 
medal in Snowboard Cross, maybe both.

I feel my heart quicken when I see the 
uncertain dance of her fingers across a smooth 
lip. I don’t want those fingers to become mine, 
scarred at age twenty-one, fingertips raw from 
scaling peaks after I lost both my birth mother 
and brother to liver cancer. I don’t want her to 
climb the way I did, without fear, the higher 
and riskier the better, because I thought the 
worst thing that could happen to me had 
already taken place, and I was untouchable.

Kyra sweeps glances of awe at the world 
from her height. Only after she touches the 
roots of a cedar growing at the top of the cliff 
does she take the time to find me.

Everything in the Diné (Navajo) world-
view is bound by four Sacred Mountains. 
Shortly after my birth mother died, I met 
Ursula Knoki-Wilson of the Táchii’nii or Red 
Running into Water People Clan. She folded 
my rough and calloused hands inside hers. I 
became the daughter she never had.

She used to tell me to call her “Rez Mom,” 
but now she has borne the weight of “Mom” 
longer than my birth mother had. One day, 
we walked in Monument Valley until the 
red sand worked its way into the creases of 
our faces, hands and heels, between our toes 
and in our hair. Thunderbird Mesa towered 
above us. Cooling off in its shade, Mom bent 
down and sifted the earth through her fingers. 
When she lifted her hand, the red sand coated 
my face.

“The thundergods are housed here. Some-
times I will come here and sit, just to feel the 
energy. The sand will protect you wherever you 
go,” Mom said, and then she handed me a bag 
to collect some of it. Resting my right hand 
on the earth, I felt heat lick like flames up my 
arm. I closed my eyes and sank on both knees.

Mom pointed at the Ye’ii Rainbow in 
sandpaintings and explained that mountains 
talk to each other. She taught me how to 
orient myself according to the four Sacred 
Mountains. Placed at the cardinal points to 
deflect or absorb harmful energies, they allow 
life on Earth to exist in balance.

The East Mountain, Mt. Blanca, also 
known as “white shell mountain,” is in Ala-
mosa, Colorado. Mt. Blanca is a Fourteener, 
the highest and most difficult of the four to 
climb. Symbolizing thinking, the east is the 
direction of new beginnings or a time to revisit 
a journey.



Riley, our three-year-old, orders her dad 
around while he fits her into a full-body har-
ness. At the start of the trail to High Rocks, 
she had already organized us into her favorite 
characters from Frozen: her dad is “Kristoff,” 
she is “Elsa,” I am “Anna,” and Joe Forte—the 
learning center director at the resort where my 
kids train on a snowboarding team—is “Olaf.”

Our eight-year-old, Ethan, sits at Joe’s feet 
and flips through a trad rack. Ethan runs his 
tongue nervously over his front teeth held 
in place by a splint after a freak flag-football 
accident that ruined his snowboard season. 
His forehead crinkles with irritation until 
suddenly a smile ripples across his face. Later, 
Ethan tells me that he’s finally figured out 
what to do with his life. He could become 
“Batman” through rock climbing.

Joe is spending one of his days off with 
us. With years of experience as a guide, he 
thinks Kyra could develop more trust in her-
self through the methodical, slow-paced act 
of rock climbing. “There’s no one she has to 
compete against except herself,” he said.

Now, he speaks to Kyra in a steady voice, 
calming her as she struggles to remove an extra  
cam he placed in a crack. Beneath a worn 
beanie and kind hazel eyes, you’d never know 
that he struggles with Lyme disease. He always 
places the needs of others before his own, even 
though he suffers from headaches, blurred 
vision and dizziness. This is the character of 
the man roped to my kids: as selfless as the 
mountains he loves to climb and ride.

The South Mountain, Mt. Taylor, also 
known as “turquoise mountain,” is in Grants, 
New Mexico. Mt. Taylor can be hiked within 
a day and is the easiest to scale. The south is 
the direction of planning and learning, a time 
to implement and act.

A few months before we climbed at High 
Rocks, Mom came to help me with the birth 
of my fourth child. In front of our fireplace, 
she kneaded dough to satisfy my craving for 
fry bread. Her fingers pulled then pushed the 
dough against the mixing bowl in a rhythm 
that always brought me back to the Rez. 
Thwump. Thwump. Like the sound of my 
weaving fork against the yarn in my loom.

“Everything has a spirit and needs to be 
respected. Thwump. Thwump. In Navajo, we 
call it K’é yił yał tx’i’, which means ‘it’s say-
ing something with a kinship feeling.’ We are 
all related. That’s why you have to ask per-
mission of the mountains, water, trees before 

you have an adventure on them. Thwump. 
Thwump. You don’t just come into my house 
without knocking on my door, right?”

Sprawled on her stomach, Kyra wrote 
down every word she heard. Ethan paused his 
Minecraft game to listen. “Mountains all over 
the globe are our cousins,” Mom said. “They 
are mothers and protectors. That’s why you 
have to do the honoring. Thwump. Thwump. 
When I went to Tibet and stood at the foot of 

Everest, I could feel the rhythm of that moun-
tain in my soul. Before I climbed her, I found 
a water source.” Mom explained that girls offer 
white shell or coral, while the boys offer tur-
quoise or obsidian. “If you don’t have any of 
these things, then you can pick a young flower 
with berries or a rose. Make sure you face east, 
like the way I taught you to always begin with 
Mt. Blanca, then move in a clockwise direc-
tion while saying a prayer.”

I wrote down the prayer that Mom taught 
us and memorized it. Before we leave the 
house, I always remember to ask permission 
from mountains, rivers and trees, but once I’m 
outdoors, much to my frustration, I forget.

A month before we went to High Rocks, I 
left the baby and toddler with my neighbor 
and hiked with my husband, Kyra, Ethan, Joe 
and several other snowboard coaches to a gla-
cial pothole that rose out of the Susquehanna, 
which may derive its name from a Lenape word 
meaning “Muddy River.” The temperature that 
day hovered around 25 degrees, so cold I could 
see my breath condense into phantom curls.

We crossed sections of the river in various 

stages of thaw or freeze. A whisper of move-
ment underneath the ice lured me to an oak 
leaf preserved at the peak of autumn with all its 
imperfections. I felt a kinship to remnants of 
another season. A breeze long gone had carved 
artful designs deep into a portion of the river 
that had pooled and frozen, thick and white.

Trailing after the others, I hid behind my 
camera. When I could no longer hear foot-
steps, I took off my gloves and ran my hand 

over the surface of the river, reading the pat-
terns of snow that melted into rain, rain that 
turned into sheets of sleet.

The wind blew my down jacket open. I 
looked over my shoulder, feeling exposed, 
and then pulled the hood down over my eyes. 
Without the chatter of my kids, I became 
uncomfortably aware of the thoughts that 
have hunted me since my birth mother died. 
Life pools in my cupped hands like water, and 
I can’t figure out how to hold onto moments 
of joy before they slip through my fingers: a 
mother’s kiss, a first ascent, the words I do, the 
tiniest baby toes.

At a fork in the trail, my husband waited 
as still as the river birch grove, pretending to 
check his email. He shook his head when I 
tangled my cold gloveless hands in his.

The first time my kids climbed outdoors 
was two years ago at the New River Gorge. 
On a pitch that day, my son froze too scared 
to move. Kyle Kent, a grade school teacher 
and rock-climbing instructor, counter-bal-
ance ascended to Ethan, and he said the only 
words that could’ve gotten our stubborn little  
“Batman” to take action: “I’m your Robin.” A 
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half hour later, my son became the first in our 
family to rappel off the Endless Wall.

When my son, my daughter, then my hus-
band disappeared into a sea of trees without 
a sound and it was my turn to walk back-
ward down a lip that receded with each step, 
I choked. I wished that I had rappelled first 
so I could have captured photos of the first 
time our kids found courage. My husband 
never asks why I take so many pictures, and 

I never say what’s running beneath the sur-
face, like decayed and swollen wisps buoying 
up. I no longer remember what my brother 
and mother look like or how their arms feel 
around me. When my mother was dying, I 
swore to her, I won’t get married. I won’t have 
kids without you. I thought those words could 
hurt her enough to hang on to life. She had 
told me that becoming a mother was the best 
thing that ever happened to her. I didn’t want 
to understand what that meant without her. 
I broke that oath, and now I see how it pro-
tected me from loss.

Every muscle strained to stay on the 
micro-edge foothold, refusing to obey Kyle 
who yelled, “Let go.” 

Our mind is our biggest limiting factor and 
our own impression of ourselves is what holds us 
back, Joe once said. By the time my toes slipped, 
my mind had already moved on to concerns 
about how my body had changed with child-
birth. Gravity yanked me swiftly down into 
branches and leaves. I entered another dimen-
sion, dark yet familiar, layered in sandstone 
and shale deposited by ancient rivers. 

And just as every muscle resisted spinning, 

I leaned back against the ropes and gave in to 
leaves drifting down on my face like snow.

The West Mountain, San Francisco Peaks, 
also known as “abalone shell mountain,” is in 
Flagstaff, Arizona. As Arizona’s highest summit, 
San Francisco Peaks is the most visited of the 
four Sacred Mountains. Symbolizing the activi-
ties of daily living, the west is the direction 
where you learn from your mistakes.

The coaches eyed the rising Susque-
hanna River nervously as Kyra and 
Ethan used etriers to aid past the first 
six feet of blank schist to reach the start 
holds. Neither of them seemed to mind 
the cold or the difficulty. Joe’s teaching 
of Arno Ilgner’s irrational vs. rational 
fear was working:

“If you checked your harness, rope, 
carabiners and your belay device and 
you communicate with your partner 
well, you should have no fear of hitting 
the ground. That’s an irrational fear. 
We know all the systems are in place. 
It’s safe. How would you apply that to 
snowboarding?”

“Being afraid at a competition to do 
a trick I’ve practiced all season?”

“Yes, if you’ve done the trick a mil-
lion times, you have no reason to be scared. 
On the flipside, if there’s another athlete that’s 
trying to pressure you into doing a trick you’ve 
never done before, that’s a rational fear.”

As I packed away my camera and made my 
way toward the family, my daughter asked for 
another turn. By that time, the river, nearly the 
same color as the schist, had risen about a foot. 
Without informing her belayer, Kyra leaped 
onto the first etrier and missed. Because the 
rope wasn’t yet taut, she fell waist-deep into 
water so cold and translucent that you could 
count the rocks beneath the surface.

Before I could react, Joe pulled Kyra out 
of the water and back onto the wall. Every-
one extended a hand to bring her in, but she 
shook her head. Only one word did she utter 
between shivered gasps, “Climb.”

When I arrived at her side, she had 
completed the pitch twice as fast as she did 
earlier. The coaches patted her on the back. 
Kyra handed Joe back the soaked fingerless 
gloves that he lent her. He poured her a cup of 
hot chocolate and told her about another one 
of Arno’s concepts: “You have to have a certain 
amount of confidence and trust in yourself 

but not so much ego that you think you are 
undefeatable.” I checked her little hands. 
Nothing bleeding, just mud caked beneath 
the nails. I kissed her fingers before I warmed 
them in my gloves. None of us had brought an 
extra change of clothes, and she still had about 
a mile or two to hike out to the car in her wet 
shoes and socks. She didn’t seem to mind.

She announced, punctuating each word 
with chattering teeth, “Never give up.”

The North Mountain, Hesperus Peak or 
“obsidian mountain,” is north of Mancos, 
Colorado. Hikers say their favorite of the four 
is Hesperus because of the difficulty of route 
finding. The north is the direction for reflec-
tion and evaluation, for looking forward.

Back at the gorge, the Tohickon rushes by 
with such force that it’s hard for us to hear 
each other. Joe says to Ethan, “If the crack in 
the rock is parallel, then you use a cam. If the 
crack forms a V, then you need a nut. See how 
they are shaped like a wedge?” He smooths his 
red beard.

Balancing one hand against the red argil-
lite, a trad rack in the other, Ethan braces 
his feet in etriers. There is no toprope, but 
he is only about a foot off the ground, and 
Joe can look over his shoulder to evaluate his 
placements. I wish that someone like Joe had 
introduced me to climbing in this way instead 
of college boys showing off their skills to try to 
win my heart.

When he and Joe finally settle upon the 
nut that fits the crack best, Ethan shifts his 
weight to one etrier. Joe helps him unclip the 
other and reattach it to the protection he just 
placed.

“OK, now ease onto it. Do you think it will 
hold you? Give it a good bounce to make sure.” 
The pieces of gear hanging around Joe’s waist 
clang against each other like bells. It’s a sound 
I fell in love with when I joined the Mountain-
eering Club at the University of Sussex.

Once Ethan realizes the protection he 
placed is solid, he looks at me and raises 
his eyebrows in delight. He gingerly aids up 
and down a few times, then repeats it with 
more confidence. I can see his mind firing 
connections: from this “aha” moment to 
the triumph he felt the first time he scaled 
a 55-foot climbing wall to perhaps one day 
rescuing someone by aiding through nightfall 
or storms.

Our three-year-old climbed for the first 
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time at a gym last year. Without any hesita-
tion, she had moved from one colorful hold 
to the next with an elegance I had no idea 
someone so young could possess. There was 
no expression on her face, as if she had been 
doing this for years. 

At High Rocks, the minute her dad hoists 
her up on the argillite, she bursts into laugh-
ter. She can’t concentrate. As if the sun, wind, 
water, or rocks are having a conversation with 
her, she keeps bubbling over with giggles. Joe 
boulders at her side, patiently returning her 
hands and feet to holds. She’s more interested 
in “flying,” and the only words she manages to 
string together over and over are: “Olaf don’t 
fall down.”

As we pack up to leave, our son takes off 
his helmet. He is careless with it, and it rolls, 
then bounces faster and faster down the gorge 
toward the creek. The descent is so long that 
we can still hear one thunk after another even 
though it has disappeared from sight. He 
retrieves it only to let it slip out of his fingers 
once again. This time, he collapses in a heap 
of frustration. Joe smiles at me and nods. 

None of us hike down the gorge to help 
Kyra and Ethan. We can’t hear what they 
are saying, but after a long while we see my 
daughter return with the helmet, which she 
then promptly clips to her bag. My son trails 

far behind her. Both of them complain that 
they got more bruises from retrieving a hel-
met than from the climb.

I am overwhelmed with pride and jealousy 
that my kids are understanding lessons that 
have taken my lifetime to earn. They will be 
eager to tell their friends what happened, but 
disappointed that no one gets it, because how 
do you explain something as personal as real-
izing a profound truth about yourself.

Without acknowledging that there is the 
weight of a baby strapped to my chest, I feel 
my bones settle reluctantly into my new rela-
tionship with climbing. It’s OK, I comfort 
myself. It’s no longer all about you.

K’é yił yał tx’i’, I whisper to my five-month-
old. Like my camera, she zooms in on Joe, her 
siblings, her dad, the cliffs, creek, trees. She 
chews on the cowhide of my climbing gloves. 
Her eyes are wide, fascinated by all that is being 
said. When I place her hands against the argil-
lite warm from the sun, she presses her palms 
gently against the stone the same way that she 
touches my face and hands when she nurses, 
both hesitant and confident, an exchange so 
private and raw I have not acknowledged it 
until now.

I don’t need to tell her to respect the 
mountain. She already knows how.

—Leslie Hsu Oh, Delaware

Tea Song

Dad sings his tea song as he pours warm tea 
out of his flask into a plastic mug. Only the 
two of us know the tune. I unwrap a coffee-
flavored sweet, and I ask the question that most 
six-year-olds would on a journey, “How far is 
it, Daddy?” He looks up from under his thick 
spectacles, and he squints against the early 
morning sun. “Not far,” he says. He smiles 
through the black moustache. “Only an hour 
or two away.” He starts putting the flask, the 
mugs and the sweets back into the old dusty 
rucksack. I long to see the top. Dry, rugged 
slopes dotted with rocks rise toward the blue 
sky. Thistles sway in the breeze. A grasshopper 
jumps from behind a rock. I glance at my dirt-
speckled boots and pick out the thorns stuck 
on my big woolly socks. He tells me how well 
I’ve done so far. Far below our sleepy town of 
Karaj, Iran, blinks its lights. Mum must be 
still in bed. I am so high up! I bounce to my 
feet and say, “Let’s go.”

Twenty-five years pass. I strap my one-year-
old son in the child carrier, which I have stuffed 
with toys, drinks and snacks, and I shift the 
pack onto my back. It feels heavy. But I need 
to train for Damavand. At 5610 meters, it’s 
the highest peak in Iran. I leave the terraced 



adidasoutdoor.com

© 2017 adidas AG

B
en

 E
rd

m
an

n 
&

 J
es

s 
R

os
ke

ll
ey

UNBEATABLE 
GRIP

The TERREX SCOPE GTX® features  

STEALTH® rubber outsole and a waterproof  

GORE-TEX® membrane for unbeatable  

grip on wet and rocky surfaces.





47

Ph
ot

o:
 D

re
w

 S
m

it
h

Victorian house in London where I now live, 
and I head toward Greenwich Park. I check to 
see if my boy is comfortable. He is babbling 
happily. As I walk down the leafy streets, I stare 
at my trekking boots. I need to break them in. 
I feel the breeze in my hair while I pass tourists, 
joggers and mums pushing strollers. I arrive at 
the steep path. “Let’s go.”

I can hear my mum’s voice in my head as 
I go up and down the hill. Couldn’t you find 
a better thing to? I grew up in Iran just after 
the revolution, the overthrow of monarchy 
and the establishment of the Islamic Repub-
lic. Behind our house rose the beginnings 
of the Alborz Range, its arid, snow-streaked 
summits hinting at adventures far above the 
flat rooftops of Karaj. More than 900 kilo-
meters long, this chain of mountains stretches 
from the northwest to the northeast of Iran, 
skirting the Caspian Sea and forming a nat-
ural barrier between the dry, hot deserts in 
the center of the country and the lush green 
coastline in the north.

Most of the girls I knew stayed indoors 
with their mothers, watching a lot of televi-
sion. They focused on trying to imitate older 
women and yearned to put on nail polish and 
makeup. After I got back from climbing with 
my dad and his friends, I recounted every detail 
to my mom, following her around the kitchen, 
wanting her to stop and listen. She continued 
cooking, offering only the occasional glance or 
raised eyebrow in response. Dad made a guilty 
smile and said he understood.

Before each trip, Dad woke me early to 
avoid the summer heat. I laced my stiff leather 
boots and jumped in the car. We drove to a 
meeting point where his friends joined us. I 
listened intently as the big men discussed the 
routes, and then I took my place, right after 
Dad, who led the party. I had to hike with 
large steps so I wouldn’t hold up the men 
behind me. We didn’t have fancy gear. Dad 
bought my jacket and backpack from second-
hand markets near the border with Turkey and 
Azerbaijan—clothes that people somewhere in 
Europe must have given to charities or thrown 
in recycling bins. I wore handmade Iranian 
boots from a tiny basement shop in Tabriz. 
The leather was stiff, and I always had a black 
toe from the descents, but that didn’t bother 
me. I wanted to prove to the men and myself 
that I could be part of the team.

The first seven years of my childhood coin-
cided with the Iran-Iraq war. I remember the 
sirens blaring and the bombs rumbling in the 

distance. When we ran under our basement 
stairs in a blackout, I was too young to under-
stand and fear. Afterward, I clambered up 
on the roof to see the destruction and watch 
the smoke rise from a distance. I knew that 
soon Dad and I would be off again to the 
mountains where there were no sirens and no 
bombs, only a world of wonders: porcupine 
spines and snakeskins to collect, trees to climb, 
rocks to scramble. The realm of butterflies and 
streams, of wind and the tea song.

Down in the city, I had to cover my head. 
In the mountains, I could stand tall on a 
summit and feel the wind in my hair. As I 
followed Dad up the zigzagging, dusty paths, 
I placed my feet exactly where he would, and 
I heard the pebbles shift under my boots. I 
learned to ask what lay beyond the horizon. 
I dreamed of the Himalaya. Of the Alps. The 
Pamirs and the Andes. Dad never said, “You 
can’t do that.” He said, “If there is love, if 
there is will, you will get there.”

Back at home, I sat on our red carpet with 
its familiar intricate curves and lines, its pal-
mettes and medallions. As I leafed through 
a Farsi translation of Everest, the Hard Way, 
I imagined Dougal Haston and Doug Scott 
finding their way up the world’s highest moun-
tain. I gazed through the huge glass window 
into the garden, where the sun lit the walnut 
tree, and the cat slept in the balcony shade, 
and I dreamed of following in their steps. I 
pictured myself standing before the immensity 
of that dark triangle of rock and snow, watch-
ing the foreboding jet-stream plumes race over 
the top, and feeling small but strong.

I decided I needed to climb Iran’s tallest 
peaks to prepare for those faraway dreams. I was 
nine when Dad and I reached the top of Mt. 
Salaban, the third-highest summit in our coun-
try, an isolated extinct 4800-meter volcano in 
the northwest Azerbaijan province, where my 
parents came from. The blue shimmer of its 
crater lake captured my imagination—as it had 
for generations of Iranian Azeris. The songs of 
ashiq musicians seemed to infuse the rolling 
green foothills with the string melodies of saz 
and kopuz instruments, and with the voices 
of young shepherds quavering, fading away in 
the mountain breeze. I watched the Shahsavan 
nomad girls ride on their horses. I wanted to 
feel that way, proud and free and in control, in 
a harmonious rhythmic dance with the wild 
places I’d come to love.

When I was ten, I summited Iran’s second 

highest peak, 4850-meter Alam Kooh, the 
highest of the Alam Kooh and Takht-e Soley-
man massif, a dense jagged network of peaks 
and ridges to the west of the central Alborz. 
Dad and I followed the normal route across the 
Hesar Chal Plateau—a green basin that seemed 
like a sanctuary guarded by high mountains. 
Here, I always felt as though I were walking 
through chapters of old stories, following the 
paths of local herders, foreign explorers and Ira-
nian adventurers. The dark ramparts of Alam 
Kooh dominated the western skyline, beyond 
which lay the Salambar Pass and the Valley 
of Assassins. In the 1930s, when the British 
travel writer Freya Stark crossed the Alborz, she 
stopped to look at the Haftkhan Glacier and 
the Takht-e Soleyman peaks in awe, resisting an 
urge to climb the mighty summits on her way 
to the Caspian Sea.

The vast, shadowed wall of the north face 
of Alam Kooh rises about 600 meters from 
the base of the Alamchal Glacier. Long, dark 
crevices slice through monolithic stone toward 
scattered overhangs and spiny needles. At first, 
foreigners explored the massif, but once the rev-
olution took place, the peak was mainly left to 
Iranian climbers. Standing at its base, I could 
imagine these warriors of rock and snow bat-
tling through spindrift and bitter cold. Local 
alpinists established numerous routes, though 
many lives were lost to stone fall. Despite 
decades of attempts, no one succeeded at a win-
ter ascent of the north face until 1991. That 
season, Mohammad Nouri’s expedition spent 
twenty days on the wall, struggling up the first 
few pitches of the classic Arash Route. One 
climber lost toes and a few fingers to frostbite. 
After the rest of the team abandoned the wall, 
Nouri soloed to the top in a mere four days.

By age fifteen, I was naturally drawn to 
Damavand. The roof of the Middle East. The 
second-highest volcano in Asia. I could see its 
perfectly conical shape every day from Tehran. 
Its snow-capped summit shone above green 
plains dotted with red poppies, an image that 
I associated with a love for everything Persian. 
Its name intertwined with so many of our 
myths. This was the peak where Zahhak, the 
tyrant king with the snakes on his shoulders 
(from Shahnameh: The Persian Book of Kings), 
was imprisoned for the rest of his life. From 
its summit, the legendary Arash-e Kamangir 
shot his magical arrow to indicate the border 
of Iran and the land of Turan.

But Dad’s health deteriorated, and after 
major bypass surgery, he gave up climbing 
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altogether. There weren’t many moun-
taineering clubs, then, and you couldn’t 
climb on your own as a fifteen-year-old 
girl. I went to university, married an 
Indian man, moved abroad, had my two 
boys and settled in London. Whenever 
I returned to Iran to visit family, the 
mountain still glimmered, barely visible 
behind the thick haze of the capital, and 
I felt a pang of sadness.

In  I decided it was time: at 
ages one and six, my children were old 
enough that I could leave them with 
my parents for a few days. Day after 
day, I hiked up that hill in Greenwich 
Park with my little boy on my back to 
train. When I called my dad to tell him I 
wanted to go back to climb Damavand, 
he listened quietly. I could hear Mum in 
the background saying, “But why? What 
about the kids?” Now that I was a mother, 
even Dad thought it was time for me to forget 
those dreams. Nonetheless, he and one of his 
friends agreed to travel with me to the foot of 
the mountain, where they would wait while 
my cousin and my husband accompanied me 
to the top.

At Goosfand-sara base camp, the golden 
dome of the little mosque shone against the 
white, smoking peak. I buried myself in one 
of the hugs Dad gave me on the top of every 
mountain. Except this time, he was sending 
me off to Damavand without him. During the 
five-hour trek to the high hut, as I watched the 
ground in front of my boots, I fell into a trance-
like rhythm, the pace of following my dad for 
more than ten years. The pebbles shifted under 
my boots the same way. The rocks and the 
flowers looked familiar, but Dad’s footprints 
were no longer ahead of me. Now I had to 
choose where to put my own feet. The path 
winded through volcanic rock, wild mint and 
giant poppies, and I heard the music we once 
played on Dad’s wooden cassette player as we 
roamed the mountains. The earthy songs of 
Mohammad Reza Shajarian and the raw tenor 
of Shahram Nazeri rose and fell, blending with 
the rugged, dry peaks of my childhood home.

Early the next day, we set off for the sum-
mit. I couldn’t help taking bigger, faster steps 
as we neared the top—a pile of yellow stones 
beyond which there was only blue sky. Where 
is Dad to tell me to slow down, to remind me to 
look around, to enjoy the scenery? I sat on a rock, 
well away from the tiny fuming sulphur vents. 

I could see the main vent just below to the east. 
A dense tube of smoke fumed upward, roaring 
and rumbling. I hoped the wind didn’t change 
direction. I looked down. My heart pounded. 
My breaths became shallow and fast.

My husband was still plodding fifty meters 
or so below. I couldn’t keep going without him; 
that would be against Dad’s rules. He always 
waited for everyone to catch up so we could 
hold hands and step on the summit side by 
side. I tried to regulate my breathing, and as 
my husband got close, I reached for his hand. 
In the midst of the sulfurous rocks, the colorful 
banners and plaques, I spotted the frozen sheep 
from Dad’s stories. He had told me many times 
about how the animals got lost in a storm and 
wandered from the foothills to the top, where 
they died. I began to cry. If Dad were here, he 
would have embraced me. He would have con-
gratulated everyone, including strangers, and 
checked if they were OK. He would be so proud. 
I am here. On top of Damavand.

Years have gone by. Dad is now in his sev-
enties. He still finds joy in talking about 
mountains with me and his old friends. After 
setting up a trekking and skiing company, I’ve 
taken clients up Damavand numerous times. 
At first, as a female expedition leader, I found 
that local drivers, mule herders and hut war-
dens looked to the men for instructions, but 
over time, they became more familiar with me 
and showed more respect. Every time I travel 
to Iran, and the plane approaches Tehran, I 
see the summit of my dreams, snow-capped, 

almost translucent in the early morning 
light. When our van pulls out of the tun-
nel on Haraz Road, and the peak reveals 
itself once more—a flash of white above 
the plains—I feel the same excitement.

Over the years, I’ve seen Dama-
vand, again and again, from other peaks 
around the Alborz Range, its triangu-
lar white summit, sticking out above 
the clouds, behind the rolling blue 
and brown ridges. I’ve remembered the 
myth of how all the neighboring moun-
tains lean toward it, as if bowing in 
respect. The day I stood atop Damavand 
was supposed to be a closure. Instead, it 
was as if I’d picked up an old book I’d set 
aside, partway through reading it, and 
began turning the pages forward again.

I found the independence, at last, 
to visit those ranges beyond the hori-
zons, hiking beside the gushing streams 

through the Valley of Flowers in the Garh-
wal Himalaya, placing the frontpoints of my 
crampons on tiny granite edges along the 
jagged traverse of the Aiguille du Plan. But 
I still return to the mountains of my child-
hood to relive moments deeply engraved in 
my unconscious. And now, when Iran appears 
so often in the news amid discussions of global 
tensions, and worries of an uncertain future 
darken my thoughts, I go back to that geogra-
phy of memory, and I find hope there.

On my most recent trip to Iran, I make my 
way to the top of Azimiyeh, the small peak that 
Dad and I used to visit every weekend. Two 
hours before, he dropped me off at the parking 
lot and said he would be back to pick me up. 
I feel free, and in control, finally comfortable 
spending time in the mountains alone. I have 
the summit to myself. I let my scarf slip and 
my hair loose in the morning breeze. There 
are a few more grey strands, but I still feel like 
that little girl. I take out the flask and pour the 
warm tea into a mug. As I cup the tea in my 
hands, drawing warmth into my cold fingers, I 
bring it close to my face and breathe its famil-
iar aroma, redolent with dry sunshine, thistles 
and stone, with coffee-flavored sweets, child-
hood oblivion and joy. I sing the tea song, and 
the words float across the mountains of Alborz 
that stretch east and west and the little green 
villages nestled between—before vanishing in 
the wind that drifts far and wide, beyond all 
the horizons.

—Shirin Shabestari, London, England Pa
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A climber moves above a void. Light 

flashes across a bulging granite cliff. 

Below him, the rope hangs free, offer-

ing no visible protection. Snow and sky fade into 

a noonday white. He seems to exude perfect 

composure amid the surrounding emptiness, 

aware that his life depends on contact with the 

rock. As a boy, Royal Robbins became entranced 

with this photo in James Ramsey Ullman’s book, 

High Conquest. It offered a vision, he recounted 

in his memoir, of what he wanted to “become.” 

Later, as one of America’s most influential climb-

ers, kayakers and mountain writers, he would 

return to that dream of self-transformation, 

to a sense of being that arose from nothing-

ness. From the sunlit walls and the swift rivers 

of the Sierra to the snow-streaked spires of the 

Alps and the Alaska Range, he strove to enact 

a dream of a bold, wild, free and beautiful exis-

tence. “Life is full of virtual worlds that compel 

people to create them,” Pat Ament conjectured 

in his biography, Spirit of the Age. And in the pro-

cess, Robbins himself became the embodiment 

of much of the mythology of Yosemite’s Golden 

Age. In the stories now told of him, fragments 

appear of a history turned inside out to hint 

at hidden realms of experience—narratives of 

the collective unconscious of a community, its  

ideals, its flaws, its achievements and its searches 

for redemption. Between the cracks in the stone 

and the words on the page, we might see, as well, 

glimpses of an individual human, of a boy who 

once sought escape from despair in what he 

called “a world of granite and light.” —Katie Ives

Granite
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There Are Left the Mountains
DOUG ROBINSON

As a young teenager in the late 1940s, Royal was adrift on the streets 
of Los Angeles, wondering what to do with his life. Much later, in his 
memoir, he recalled a sense of “vaguely groping for answers to half-
formed questions…. All I could see was a gray fog of nothingness.... 
Again and again I asked the question, What am I going to be?”

What a gulf, between that lost soul and the commanding presence 
that Camp 4 historian Steve Roper encountered in 1959 two years after 
his Half Dome climb: “An aloof-looking chap, Robbins had perfect bear-
ing and a measured speech pattern.” Where that transformation came 
from felt mysterious, even to Royal. Which is why, decades after the 
story we know so well of his leading role in the Golden Age of Yosemite, 
he flew back to his hometown of Point Pleasant, West Virginia. There, 
he tried to reconstruct a shattered childhood. “I have a vague sense there 
was once something different in my life, and I have lost it forever,” he 
wrote. “A feeling of something precious, once 
real and now gone, sweeps over me.” 

That sense of existential void had haunted 
Royal throughout his youth. His father—
Royal Shannon Robbins—abandoned the 
family when Royal was a tot, leaving him 
with little more than his distinctive name and 
some tales of being an adventurer in Alaska. 
His mother took up with another man, who 
insisted the boy adopt his name instead. A 
machinist, Royal’s new stepfather moved the 
family to L.A., but drank himself out of job 
after job and beat both mother and son. 

By Royal’s early teens, his mother divorced 
his stepfather and allowed Royal to return to 
his original name. Nonetheless, he felt a sense 
of “drowning in a sea of anarchy and aimless-
ness.” With two pals, he rode freights out into 
the Mojave. Once, as he jumped to the roof of 
a moving boxcar, he tumbled toward the edge 
and barely survived. They began stealing from 
purses in neighborhood bedrooms, delighting in doing it while the owners 
were home. “Money was a secondary goal,” Royal wrote. “Our burglar-
ies were more about adventure.” Which landed him in juvenile hall for 
several days. After that, the three went their separate ways. One of them 
ended up in the state penitentiary. And Royal? “I was saved by climbing,” 
he explained. “Nothing came close to the joy I felt moving over rock.”

At age fourteen, Royal went on a Boy Scout trip to the High Sierra. 
Backpacking along the John Muir Trail, he felt entranced by the “world 
of granite and light, of lakes and streams, meadows and forests, deer and 
marmots.” They came to Fin Dome, and the leaders had brought ropes. 
Royal delighted in how natural it felt to clamber up the stone, but also 
in something else. “When I touched the rock, it had in turn touched my 
spirit,” he wrote, “awakening an ineffable longing, as if I had stirred a 
hidden memory of some previous existence, a happier one.” 

When the L.A. Boy Scouts began to turn away from climbing, 
Royal bumbled onward without them, recruiting equally novice friends. 
A pin popped during one naïve attempt, but he escaped with only a 
broken wrist. Then he bumped into the Rock Climbing Section of the 

Sierra Club at Stoney Point. “I was astonished to see…. Real climbers!… 
Friendly and encouraging, they seemed the best people I had ever met.” 
A photo from that time shows a gangly sixteen-year-old in high-top  
canvas shoes, liebacking on sandstone, bursting with upward enthusiasm. 

Royal had lucked into meeting the leading climbers of the day, who 
soon took him along to Tahquitz Rock, Southern California’s premier 
crag. On Royal’s second trip, his new mentor John Mendenhall handed 
him the lead on the crux pitch of Sahara Terror, then as hard as anything 
there. Royal saw the offer as “taking a kind of fatherly interest.”

The next year came the Open Book. As you scramble up the brushy 
hillside at the base of the south face, the dihedral comes suddenly into 
view, soaring over 300 feet, shockingly steep against the general slab-
biness. Mendenhall had first climbed it five years before, and it was 
unrepeated. Climbers had begun using nylon ropes, but a long tradi-
tion of “the leader must not fall” still lingered from the era of far-weaker 
hemp. Royal climbed up to the base of a jutting flake that Mendenhall 
had aided. “I was willing to accept one or more falls as the price of 

getting up this climb free,” he recounted—a 
very cutting-edge attitude for 1952. He ham-
mered in a piton, then, steeling himself for “a 
maximum effort,” backed it up with another. 
Poised there, he planned carefully, before he 
launched upward with “a sequence of precise 
moves.” Moments later Royal stood up on top 
of the flake, “grinning like a fool.” 

Royal had begun to own his newfound 
place in the climbing hierarchy. He was also 
starting to sense what got him there. As he 
studied the subtle divots of the rock, he had 
a growing sense that a chess-like sequence of 
precise foot placements, executed with finesse, 
lay behind achievement. A few years later, he 
relied on this blend of close observation, imag-
ination and raw ambition to complete the 
2,000-foot Northwest Face of Half Dome with 
Mike Sherrick and Jerry Gallwas. Halfway up, 
Royal solved a nearly blank section with an 
imaginative combination of free climbing, a 

bolt ladder and a pendulum. Ever since, it has been known as the Rob-
bins Traverse. Hindsight marks their first ascent clearly as the dawn of 
Yosemite’s Golden Age, though at the time hardly anyone noticed.

Each time Royal left the mountains, however, the old despair 
returned, and in 1952 he had finally abandoned high school after barely 
starting it. Now, feeling a deeper hunger for perspective, he signed up 
for an English class at L.A. City College. He loved Moby Dick for its 
tale of being “on a quest,” and was even more moved by the poetry of 
Walt Whitman, who “wrote of the importance of believing in yourself.” 
But it was Ralph Waldo Emerson who delivered Royal an insight he 
craved, that “one doesn’t get educated by going to school, but rather by 
working, living, and reading great books.” Part of the Transcendentalist 
movement, Emerson also believed that through losing yourself in con-
templation of woods, hills and meadows, you could shed your ego and 
glimpse the divine meaning of the world. “Nature is meant to conspire 
with spirit to emancipate us,” Emerson wrote. Royal dropped out of 
school for the last time, walking away to the echo of one more of Emer-
son’s lines, “character is higher than intellect.” 
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In the early ’s in Camp 4, I can’t say that I “met” Royal exactly. It 
was more like I came under his influence, though by then the same was 
true of every climber in Yosemite. His example championed an adven-
turous style of climbing—without inventing it, Royal had sure carried 
it forward—so thoroughly that it gelled into our unconscious context. I 
was still a teenager, quivering on modest leads and overdriving pitons to 
protect myself. It was through a piece of Royal’s writing that he began, 
indirectly, to mentor me. In 1966, during a visit to England, Royal 
had admired the way that British climbers pioneered crack climbs that 
looked a whole lot like ours in Yosemite, only on small gritstone out-
crops. He enjoyed their routes, but what really surprised him was the 
form of protection. No pitons, ever. The Brits considered them unsport-
ing. Instead, they slotted nuts by hand into fissures in the rock. When 
he came home, Royal imported the style, and he brought along a few of 
the rudimentary nuts too.

The first nuts-only climb Royal did in Yosemite, Chockstone Gorge, 
may forever languish in obscurity. His second one, Nutcracker, was 
destined to become Yosemite’s most popu-
lar route. The climbing reminds me of one 
of Royal’s lyrical passages: “We will take that 
pleasure cruise, just the two of us, moving 
lightly over the rock, just for the fun of it. It’s 
the other side of climbing…. For now, I am 
content. I’m in balance.”

Royal had to share. He had become the 
climbing editor of Summit, and his contribu-
tion for May 1967 was an article about clean 
climbing—though it was yet to be named that 
—called “Nuts to You.” The idea resonated 
with me. I untied a few runners to string them 
with three or four sizes of brass machine nuts. 
Those worked brilliantly in the blocky alpine 
granite of the Palisades where I was guiding, 
and a little more grudgingly in the smoother 
and often flared cracks of Yosemite. My fellow 
guides got swept up in this new game. 

Climbing is intimate. You’re connecting 
with the stone, exploring, adapting. At its 
best, you get into a flow. Safeguarding yourself interrupts that state. You 
disengage from movement, from the heart of it, to find protection. It’s 
difficult, now, to remember all that was involved in hard-steel climbing, 
in pounding pins. You had to rear back from the rock, to break the inti-
macy of ascent to bash away at a blade of metal, lodging it into a crack, a 
weakness in the flank of the cliff—an act that chipped away at the crack.

Climbing clean is way less disruptive. Drop the violence to keep on 
adapting. Discover the shape of a crack to fit in strong pro. Your eye 
is down next to it, two inches away sometimes, tuning in to rugosi-
ties inside a crack, adjusting a nut or a cam for maximum bite, for best 
security. Intimacy with the medium stays with you. It, rather than force, 
carves out safety. And when you move on, it’s easier to slip back into the 
flow since you’ve barely interrupted it. 

Royal felt this keenly. In his 1971 manual Basic Rockcraft, he extolled 
“the silent communion between man and rock, the feeling that one is 
with the rock, the greater sensitivity to its minute variations and con-
figurations, the knowledge that one is not violating the rock, smashing 
it with pitons.” 

Parts of what we were then beginning to leave behind are now so dis-
tant that we have to re-create their archaic feel to appreciate how far we’ve 
come. Imagine becoming aware of another rope of climbers down the 
Valley by hearing the ringing tone of a piton driven into stone. Musical, 
even, but it breaks the mountain silence. Bong bongs, the large folded 
aluminum pro for wider cracks, two inches wide, even five, were named 
for the odd clanking noise they made on your rack, a little like a cowbell 
sounding across an alp. As Royal wrote more, our ideas sharpened. In his 
1973 Advanced Rockcraft, he explained, “Whack-whack-whack in goes 
the pin, we clip to it, and bulldoze our way upwards.... Pitons formed 
a barrier between us and the rock.” In contrast, by climbing clean and 
quiet, “we were forced to become more intimate with the rock, to work 

more on its terms—to climb better…. If we 
will just see those parts of ourselves for which 
pitons are the substitute.”

Finesse, not force, right? The dancer’s way.

Royal’s big-wall partner Yvon Chouinard 
quickly joined the clean-climbing movement, 
and in the early ’70s I ended up working at 
his tin-shed shop, helping design nuts (which 
I named “Stoppers”) and writing a manifesto 
for his catalog, “The Whole Natural Art of 
Protection.” Fittingly for Royal’s inspiration, 
I decided to go back to his original route on 
the Northwest Face of Half Dome without 
hammers. By 1973, Dennis Hennek, Galen 
Rowell and I had tuned up the natural art 
on progressively bigger climbs, and we were 
able to romp up the climb, knitting together 
strong, omnidirectional anchors out of tools 
that, weighted the wrong way, would just slip 
out. Thanks to publicity in National Geo-

graphic, the clean-climbing revolution was slam-dunked. 
Around the same time, Royal invited me to guide for his climbing 

school. Ever the explorer, he took us to an unclimbed region south of 
Yosemite that he called the Hinterlands. Picture Tuolumne-style domes, 
scores of them, scattered across a wooded plateau, accessed only by dirt 
roads. Fred Beckey, of course, had raced through, cherry-picked a couple 
of the bigger lines, and then darted onward. On each trip, Royal’s itin-
erary included a schoolroom-style topic for the students, such as clean 
climbing. Turning the teaching over to his guides, Royal slipped away 
onto the domes. There, he soloed around, finding line after line to send 
us on later.

Sometimes, while I taught, I could see Royal in the distance, alone in 
the unexplored wild. Ever curious, he would wander from a sure-thing 

[Opening Spread] Royal Robbins at his home in Modesto, California in 2000. Jim Herrington  

l  [Facing Page] Robbins at age fourteen, Bee Rock, California. Robbins recalls his first 

time climbing in his memoir To Be Brave: “When I touched the rock, it had in turn 

touched my spirit, awakening an ineffable longing, as if I had stirred a hidden memory 

of a previous existence, a happier one.”  l  [This Page] One of many notes that Robbins 

wrote, later found among his possessions. “It’s not whether you are winning or losing. 

It’s how much of yourself are you using? Good things don’t necessarily lead to a posi-

tive attitude. But a positive attitude leads to good things.” Royal Robbins Collection (both)
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crack out onto an open slab just because it appealed to him: a line of 
subtle scoops on the rock beckoned; the feel of fine granite under soft 
tennis shoes encouraged sure feet and delicate finesse. Nonchalant in the 
confidence he’d earned over the decades, he might down climb the next 
line over just because it meant more climbing, and why not? Fully at 
home with his chosen medium, he was always happy to find a paradise 
of stone and ready to share the bounty. Once as I brooded about the way 
some climbers hoard “their” secret spots, I asked Royal’s opinion. His 
instant response: “The more the merrier.”

In the 1990s, I brought my own climbing class from Foothill Col-
lege to the Hinterlands, after telling them the story of how Royal turned 
me on to the place. We were packing ropes and lunches by the dirt 
road when a shiny black Land Rover rolled up. A smoked-glass window 
whirred down. There was Royal. His shining eyes grinned hello. It was 
an unlikely backcountry reunion (arthritis had cut down on his climb-
ing), but the real surprise was his cargo, a raucous load of Boy Scouts. 
Royal was giving back once more—all those decades after the Scouts 
had rescued him from the streets of L.A.—by intro-
ducing yet another generation to wild country.

Royal died on March 14, after a long illness. In 
the weeks that followed, his old climbing partner 
Yvon Chouinard wrote on Patagonia’s blog, “Every-
one who knew him will recall his stubborn, lifelong 
integrity…. But his greatest achievement was his cre-
ative intelligence.” Chouinard went on to elucidate 
how that intelligence led to Royal’s leadership, to his 
ability to envision, inspire and organize his friends 
onto those wall climbs, back when there was little 
chance of retreat, and none of rescue.

I think of other manifestations of that creative 
intelligence as well. Royal was a seeker and a reader 
who yearned for ideas that might heal the earthquake 
faults from his childhood, the absence where there 
could have been a father. “What would the Hardy 
Boys have done?” he wondered at one painful junc-
ture when he was eleven. The void had been eased by 
wildness; he naturally turned to poetry, to philoso-
phy by other searchers like himself. You can see it in 
the names he gave to a couple of big first ascents in 
Alaska in 1969: Mt. Nevermore and Mt. Jeffers.

The poet Robinson Jeffers was a telling choice. 
Also raised in L.A., as a young man he had been drawn away from soci-
ety by a longing for untrammeled places. In 1913 he settled on the Big 
Sur coast, where he cultivated a long view of the surrounding imperma-
nence. He noted his observations with as steely a gaze as the hawks that 
populate his poems:

While this America settles in the mould of its vulgarity,
heavily thickening to empire,
…corruption
Never has been compulsory, when the cities lie at the monster’s feet 
there are left the mountains.

Then too, in his vision of the mountains, Jeffers seems to yearn 
toward a perspective that’s beyond our human vantage point. As if to 

say, Step away from our self-centered view of nature to see, or at least catch a 
glimpse, of how we might appear to nature, as merely one part of its vastly com-
plex whole. Now, I wish I could rewind time to ask Royal his take on Jeffers’ 
lines. I think of Jeffers as one of the progenitors of deep ecology, among 
the first to articulate a far-beyond-us perspective, peering at humanity 
from some rock-solid stance at a healthy remove out in the natural world. 
I fancy that Royal had been reading Jeffers when he invoked the uncaring 
force of a storm building off the Pacific onto the North America Wall: 
“There we sat, in the furious, inky night, lashed by wind and rain, tiny 
mites tied to a great rock…. Mankind is truly insignificant.” 

Royal Redux
JOE FITSCHEN

Royal Robbins’ legacy is now complete. There will be no more addi-
tions. But there was a time when no one, not even Royal, knew he 
would eventually establish a string of big and bold ascents and would 

be regarded as the best rock climber in the country 
for many years. 

Although I had seen Royal at practice climbs 
and admired his devil-may-care style, I didn’t really 
meet him until 1954 when he volunteered to drive 
my mother in her car to Hemet, California to fetch 
me from the hospital. After taking a devil-may-care 
150-foot fall down the back side of Tahquitz Rock, 
I was too banged up, at first, to form much of an 
impression of him. Later, as we began to climb 
together, I noticed how he wouldn’t quit trying to 
crack the problems he couldn’t solve. For others of 
the period, failure marked the limits of their ability 
and was no big deal. For Royal it did not go down 
easily. Surely his limits were somewhere higher. 
And, of course, he was right. 

At the time, Royal had already done a dozen 
new routes at Tahquitz but none in Yosemite, 
although he had made second ascents of the north 
face of Sentinel Rock and Yosemite Point Buttress. 
He didn’t have a car, so it wasn’t easy for him to get 
to the Valley. Also, he worked at the Union Bank 
in Los Angeles and could only go to Yosemite on 
three-day weekends, Memorial Day and Labor Day. 

In 1956 Royal called me and said that Mark 
Powell had spotted a route on the previously unclimbed south face of 
Liberty Cap. Would I like to join them over the Labor Day weekend? 
Sure. I was surprised not only that he asked me, but because South-
ern California climbers had wondered if Royal had given up climbing. 
All during the spring and summer he hadn’t come to the RCS prac-
tice climbs and wasn’t seen at Tahquitz Rock. Nevertheless, here he was, 
leading the first pitch on Liberty Cap.

The climb itself was not momentous, but it was challenging enough 
for Mark and Royal who did all the leading. I was along for ballast and 
to take out the pitons. It was hot, and we didn’t have a lot of water. I 
hunkered at belay spots for hours, listening to the roar of Nevada Fall 
below. The sunlight traversing across my back marked the passage of 
time. As the light waned, Mark was still struggling with some intri-
cate nailing. When I joined him and Royal, I found they were belaying 
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standing in slings. It was getting dark. No, it was dark. It looked as 
though we’d have to spend the night there, our tennis-shoe-clad feet 
cramping in the slings, our tired bodies denied the relaxation that could 
lead to sleep.

And Royal piped up, “I’ll go up and see if there is a better place up 
there.”

“It’s too dark to climb.”
“So stay here, then. Give me a belay.”
And off he went, making moves by feel rather than by sight, free 

climbing into the gloom. From time to time, he would bang in a piton 
for protection, and from below we could see sparks shooting from his 
hammer blows. Finally, a thin voice drifted down from above. “Looks 
like there’s room for everybody. Come on up.” And we did, except that 
here and there both Mark and I took tension on the rope, partly to save 
time but also because we couldn’t figure out how Royal had made this 
or that move in the dark. 

It was a terrible bivouac spot, one that repeatedly promised dawn 
would arrive shortly, but reneged each time. Royal stood on foot-size 
ledges, while Mark tucked himself into an alcove on a sloping ledge with 
his feet in slings so he wouldn’t slide off. I sat in a small tree growing 

out from the rock. Still, it was better than sling-cramped feet. During 
my waking hours, I heard Royal and Mark shuffling around trying to 
get more comfortable, but we endured in silence like the stars. We had 
drunk all our water, and now our thirst was amplified by the glimmer 
and din of the Merced River pouring over the fall below. 

Years later Mark and I reminisced about that climb and agreed that 
we had both come to the same conclusion, that whenever the situation 
got bad, Royal could be relied on to figure a way out. And indeed, I 
had further evidence of this. During our first ascent of Arches Direct, 
he persevered for ten hours on the hardest aid pitch of that time, tak-
ing a fifty-foot fall on the first day and a thirty-foot fall on the second. 
On the north face of Lower Cathedral Rock, he completed a bold two-
pitch lead up the edge of a 300-foot-high flake (bold because he placed 
little protection; little protection because the entire flake was loose and 
vibrating). And on the northwest face of the Higher Cathedral Spire, 
he ventured into the Chimney of Horrors—a dark, flared, overhanging 
chasm that seemed determined to spit out any intruders. If either the 
leader or follower fell, he would end up in space. For all of its sixty-foot 
length there was no place to drive a piton, although Royal somehow 
managed to place a bolt partway up that gave a bit of comfort to the 

[Facing Page] Royal Robbins depicted as Superman in one of Sheridan Anderson’s famous 

cartoons. Historian Joseph E. Taylor writes of the artist, “His pen-and-ink drawings deftly 

mocked the sometimes too-serious tenor of Camp 4.” Sheridan Anderson collection  l  [This 

Page] Robbins (left) and Tom Frost on a 1964 reconnaissance of the North America Wall,  

Yosemite. In 2009, Robbins commented on Supertopo.com: “I see I stand accused of 

having a monster ego. Tamara [Robbins] has defended me well on that charge, but I 

would have pleaded ‘Guilty.’ Who cares? My main question would be, ‘Is he or she hon-

est?’ I think that honesty is the real measure of the person, and of writing.” Glen Denny
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leader, but little to the follower (me).  
Other climbers no doubt have their own tales of Royal’s dogged-

ness in the face of difficulty and sometimes danger. It was part of his 
overall drive—to climb big and climb hard. But it would also seem that 
the Liberty Cap climb reminded him of what he found so compelling 
about climbing, the challenge and the adventure, and most of all, per-
haps, the sense of freedom—the ability that came with calm courage to 
go where others wouldn’t or couldn’t. The following June, Royal, Mike 
Sherrick and Jerry Gallwas climbed the 2,000-foot Northwest Face of 
Half Dome. It was a wall so steep that when they tossed their haulbag on 
the morning of the fifth day, it didn’t touch rock until it hit the ground. 

The rest of the summer, he and I spent most weekends at Tahquitz 
Rock, cramming four or five climbs into each day. After dinner, we sat 
around a small campfire and drank jug wine and solved some of life’s most 
perplexing problems. He would tilt his head back, the firelight reflecting 
off his glasses, and start laughing because although he had the answer, he 
couldn’t remember the question. In 1958 we were both inducted into the 
Army, but except for that hiatus, one adventure led him to another like 
a string of dominos. There was no money in climbing, then, and there-
fore not much of a future, but a climber didn’t need much. What Royal 
needed was to keep climbing, even when things got dark.

Royal
JACK TURNER

In late March , Layton Kor and I went to Yosemite to attempt what 
were then the hardest rock climbs in America. Our goal was to complete 
at least one “classic testpiece.” I was only twenty years old, and I’d been 
doing difficult routes for less than a year. There were no guidebooks, no 
topos, yet. The residents and their achievements seemed to me to inhabit 
the realm of myth. They were reportedly dismissive of non-Californian 
climbers, and the scene at Camp 4 was said to be rife with excessive testos-
terone and hard-edged male competition. I was, frankly, scared.

Several days after we arrived in Camp 4, Layton, TM Herbert and I 
were at work on a boulder problem at the uphill edge of Camp 4. We all 
tried it repeatedly, and we all fell off. Royal Robbins came over to watch. 
I recognized him from photos: a slim man with a steady gaze. TM sug-
gested that he try our little problem. It was simple. You stood before it, 
placed your hands on a sloping ledge, pushed up and brought one foot 
on top. Then you tried to stand up, teetering against the slightly over-
hanging wall above and…fell off.

Royal rose onto the ledge leisurely, in a slithering glide, his cheek 
pressed against the wall as though he were listening to a faint melody, 
his features devoid of any evidence of struggle. Then he jumped down 
and smiled. Layton, who usually faced life with a wonderfully goofy 
smile, looked dead serious and obviously irritated. I was stunned at the 
clear gulf in our abilities. TM, humorous as usual, said something to 
the effect that although I wasn’t a very good climber, I was supposedly 
a good chess player.

Royal said, “Want to play a game?”
“Sure,” I replied. “When?”
“Why not right now.”
We proceeded to his picnic table, set the board, and settled into the 

intense intellectual combat of minds that is chess, oblivious to the world 
around us.

Like everything else we do, chess is an expression of character, and 
as I would soon learn, Royal played chess the same way he climbed: 
bold, methodical, implacable. His plays were creatively conceived, disci-
plined in practice. But I had studied books of openings and end games. 
I fought back with erudition, my default mode.

I won the game. 
Royal insisted that we play another…right then. That became our 

routine: if he won, the day was over; if I won, we must play another 
game. Royal was not a good loser. 

He won. 
After that we played often, drank cheap wine and talked. He loved 

rare words—he taught me the meaning of “incipient”—and he had a 
subtle sense of humor that centered on puns, for which he was notori-
ous, and on other plays on words. One day he was watching Steve Roper 
and Joe Oliger through binoculars while they climbed, and someone 
asked him how they were doing. Royal replied, “Roper is leading and 
hauling all the gear.” After Royal did the first free ascent of the Kor-
Turner route at Lumpy Ridge, he renamed it the Turnkorner because a 
hard crack at a roof went around a corner.  

An easy explanation for our partnership was that I was not a mem-
ber of Royal’s competitive climbing circle, and we had something in 
common we loved. But being friendly with Royal was political. If there 
was a unified dismissal of non-Californians, there were also cliques in 
Camp 4 and internecine struggles about routes and ethics. It was a war-
rior culture that honored ancient virtues: courage, audacity, strength. 
It abhorred timidity, weakness and failure. Tradition was a matter of 
stories and maxims because no formal history had yet been written. 
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Where you placed in those stories mat-
tered. Beneath them, an unspoken sorting 
progressed around the trinity of risk, com-
petence and trust: something was at stake; 
something could be earned; something could 
be lost. Honor was social, the judgment of 
your peers. Dignity was your view of yourself. 
Both were always contingent, always vulner-
able as new stories arose. 

Royal had the good fortune of often 
being first: the first to climb a Grade VI, Half 
Dome; the first to solo El Cap, and the first to 
make many of the early free ascents and speed 
records. Being first marks the point you enter 
the history of your tradition; you cannot be 
displaced in importance at some point later. 
There is a sense that much of what followed 
in the history of Yosemite climbing is just a 
series of footnotes to Royal.

Some climbers who had been in the Valley for years barely knew 
Royal and found him impossibly aloof, more an ethical position than 
a complicated human being. I found him pleasant and approachable, 
but because of our association, I faced snarky comments and adversarial 
stances. Even TM once sicked me on a steep offwidth that went through 
a roof, pretending it was the next lead. Instead, it was an extra pitch at 
the top of the climb. But in this era before guidebooks and topos, I had 
no way of knowing. The wide crack was well-protected, so I went for 
it—and fell off four or five times. Finally, TM lowered me and laughed. 
“Royal is the only person who has been able to climb that.” Ha, ha, 
ha. Got to keep those outsiders in their proper place. I admired TM 
so much I was not even angry. I was also coming to realize that Royal’s 
abilities were the gold standard for Yosemite rock climbing.

To me, Royal proved a gifted and generous teacher with a Carte-
sian sense of explanation: clear and distinct. My knowledge of the finer 
points of rock climbing was meager. I was strong and fast and igno-
rant. Despite that, Royal insisted we swing leads; he firmly believed 
you learned by leading. Technique demands attention and practice, and 
Royal forced both. Layton and I were not pure: we thrashed, we placed 
pins and hung off them, we muscled, we got up with little thought of 
style. For Royal, style merged with ethics in the design of a route and 
its execution. Both had to be “clean,” performed with nothing extra: no 
surplus ropes, bolts, food, water, hardware or time.

After nearly a month in Yosemite, Layton was getting antsy. We still 
hadn’t done our classic testpiece. Furthermore, the shorter climbs were 
already trashing me. What to do?

“How about Half Dome?” Layton said. 
I said “You’re nuts,” or something to that effect.
“How about the Steck-Salathé on Sentinel?” 
“Jesus, Layton.” Grimace. “Yvon Chouinard said his arms ached 

after every lead.” The climb was sixteen pitches, twice as long as any-
thing I’d climbed and continuously hard, with cracks, offwidths and 

chimneys—not my forte. Most parties still 
bivouacked. Layton wanted to do it in a day.

We agreed not to tell anyone. If we failed, 
we would be shamed out of the Valley. We 
would take one rope—no retreat—and a 
small pack with gorp, water and sweaters. 
Royal’s influence was showing.

We bivied at the bottom, and I led the 
first pitch in the dark. We climbed the Steck-
Salathé in eleven hours, faster than some of 
the locals’ times. We were puffed with pride. 

When we got down, Royal told us he had 
led the second ascent in 1953 at the age of 
eighteen. Layton and I were less puffed.

Royal’s ideas about ethical tactics applied 
to his friends, too. He asked me if I would 
join him to climb the Chouinard-Herbert 
Route on Sentinel before Yvon and TM fin-

ished it. Their slow progress, bolts and fixed ropes irritated him. He 
believed we could complete it in a day. 

I declined. Yvon and TM had been very kind to me—apart from 
TM’s stunt with the crack—and to steal their route seemed a betrayal. 
“Don’t worry about them,” Royal said. “They’ll take care of themselves.”  
But he quickly continued, “OK, let’s do the El Cap Tree Direct Route.” 
I had never heard of it. I would never forget it.

Glen Denny and Frank Sacherer had made first ascent the previous 
December over a period of two days. It was said to be grueling. Royal, of 
course, as usual, wanted to do it in one day.

On the approach, Royal tumbled in loose talus and broke his glasses; 
the sad frames and shards of glass among the leaves seemed to my anx-
ious mind an omen. Should we go back? Of course not. Implacable.

I led the overhanging but easy first aid pitch and belayed in slings. 
Royal took a long time on the difficult second lead (he praised Denny), 
squinting his way up an expanding flake, then a thin crack in an oth-
erwise blank face. As he hammered in the next piton, the one he was 
standing on began to slip; he distributed his weight on both, and gradu-
ally shifted it onto the new one, as if making a ballet move in slow 
motion. I pulled many pins when I followed, sailing around in the air 
like a distraught bird, my Swami belt tight against my ribs. We reached 
the tree at dusk, just as the fading light gilded the tips of the walls across 
the Valley.

We started down the standard route, unroped, I believe, side by 
side with me in front because of my 20/20 eyesight. Headlamps? What 
are headlamps? Darkness induces silence. I retreated into my primeval 
brain, that inner region attentive to danger, to feral beasts and inca-
pacitating injury, to falling out of trees or off cliffs. The chattering mind 
disappeared. We didn’t speak. I descended slowly, my focus riveted to 
each move, yet conscious of the yawning void beneath me. What is the 
secret of the Great Matter? a young monk asked. The Master replied: 
Attention! Attention! Attention! Out of the corner of my eye, I was 
vaguely aware of headlights drifting in streams along the valley floor—

[Facing Page, Left] Royal and Liz Robbins, Tuolumne Falls, 1968  l  [Facing Page, Middle] Rob-

bins on Shiprock (Tsé Bit’a’í), in 1964, before climbing on this sacred formation and oth-

ers in the Navajo Nation became forbidden.  l  [Facing Page, Right] Robbins plays chess, 

1992. In the 1930 American Alpine Journal, Albert Russell Ellingwood compared rock 

climbing to chess: “The winning of the game depends…on strategic skill and the versa-

tility that fructifies from experience.” Pat Ament (all) l  [This Page] Another one of Robbins’ 

notes: “We all control, by decision or indecision, where we are. Climbing [mountains] 

prepares a man for his work in the world. For his area of service.” Royal Robbins Collection
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another world, far away. A lone Stellar jay squawked in the forest.
When the ledge narrowed and steepened, we roped up. Royal found 

a place for a sitting belay behind a small flake. No anchor. Without pro-
tection, I headed down the increasingly slippery traverse until it ended 
abruptly in empty shadows.  

Suddenly there were lights below. Royal’s girlfriend (and future wife) 
Liz had arrived in the parking lot and cleverly angled her car up a bank 
so the high beams provided slight illumination for us. I could vaguely 
make out a glimmer of a ledge below, but there was no obvious way to 
reach it. I started down a crack. After a few feet, my foot swung free 
under the overhang. Fuuuuuck! 

I jammed back up the fissure with my left arm cramped, my hand 
a crumpled claw, and I crawled up the ledge until I hit wall above—the 
foreboding North America Wall. Dry heaves. I scrapped around until I 
found a crack with a Bugaboo. Not much. I 
didn’t care. I wailed on that long, thin blade 
with my twenty-two-ounce framing hammer 
until it held. Then I did the same with another.

Royal came down, calm and composed, 
and continued to the rappel bolts on the 
ledge, moving more, it seemed to me, by 
touch rather than sight, by touch’s equivalent 
of peripheral vision, as though he knew what 
the rock would do. 

When we reached the ground, Liz gave us 
both hugs, and we went home to Camp 4. 
Whew.

Later in May, Royal was heading for 
Europe and I was driving home, so I gave him 
a ride as far as Boulder. We dropped down to 
his mother’s house in L.A., and then headed 
across the desert. As soon as we crossed into 
Utah, Royal saw the Mexican Hat.  

“Has it been climbed?” he asked. 
“I don’t think so.”
“Let’s do it.” 
I supplied the “Right now?”
Mexican Hat is a funky little hunk of sandstone—a pedestal with 

a pancake on top with horizontal overhangs all around. We took turns 
placing pins up an awkward crack in the roof. There was a small summit 
cairn and an old stick, probably the remains of a flag. (It turns out that 
locals had climbed it with a ladder.) 

We lazed about; we enjoyed gorp and water and studied the vibrant 
splashes of red, ochre and sienna sandstone that stood in stark contrast 
to the silvery grays of Yosemite granite, Royal’s home ground. 

“Uh, well, Royal, how do we get down?”  
We had no bolt kit, and the few cracks were flakey junk. Royal’s 

solution was creative, as usual. We would rappel simultaneously off two 
opposite sides. I wondered how long it would have taken me to think 
of that, and why I had not thought of it before our ascent. The answer 
was as clear as it was in my chess game: I sometimes lacked his form 
of improvisation. Do I believe we really did that? I believe it now in 
my imagination, but I have repressed all memory of how we got off  
Mexican Hat. 

We drove on to Boulder arguing about the meanings of dignity 
and honor. I was curious to know how he thought I’d fared in my two 

months in the Valley. Royal was encouraging. Had he said otherwise, I 
would have dropped dead on the spot. I had not failed. I had not turned 
aside. I had not lost face. That was enough, for him.

The next May, I was back in the Valley in a storm. Hard rain. I hung 
out at Ansel Adams’s gallery, reading in his tiny bookshop. I went to the 
Lodge and ate popcorn. I asked about Royal, hoping for a game of chess. 
Royal’s gone, folks said, to Berkeley. That night the rain turned to snow.

In the morning, Liz came to the picnic table where Layton and I 
were making breakfast, and she told us that Royal was not in Berke-
ley. He was soloing the West Face of the Leaning Tower. That news 
took a while to sink in. The previous autumn, three climbers had com-
pleted the first ascent after eighteen days of climbing over a period of ten 
months—a serious siege. That is to say, precisely the kind of ascent that 
Royal hated. I don’t believe that is too strong a word: a stain, as it were, 

upon his beloved Valley. 
Would Layton and I go look for Royal? 

Liz was worried. That she asked us non-locals 
was telling. 

We drove to the Bridalveil Falls park-
ing lot in Layton’s junker car and headed up 
through the boulders, not really knowing 
where we were going. Layton had his binoc-
ulars. We looked up—nothing. We climbed 
higher, cursing the slick lichen-covered rock. 
Slowly, the parking lot disappeared beneath 
us, obscured by the falling snow, and we 
entered a wilder realm that isolated us from 
the quotidian world of cars and tourists. We 
looked again—nothing. We went higher. 
Then Layton saw Royal. We found a slab and 
lay down side by side to study him. 

We saw a powder puff blue of a down 
jacket and a rope. He was prusiking. It was as 
though he was hanging from a cloud. I won-
dered how well a prusik knot worked on a 

frozen Goldline rope. Then I noticed that the rock was overhanging so 
far the snow was falling without touching him.

Layton was silent. We took turns looking.
“How in the hell does that work,” I asked, completely baffled. Lay-

ton remained quiet, deep in contemplation. We lay there for a while and 
watched, enchanted by an experience of something unique—not just 
the first major solo climb in Yosemite, but a work of mastery realized, an 
ideal given dramatic form right before our eyes. The risk, the audacity, 
the vulnerability, the wildness of it all was condensed into one: this man 
alone on a big wall. Then Layton said, “That fucking Robbins, no matter 
what you do he’s always one step ahead.” 

And it was true. Layton and Royal were at the beginning of their 
legendary careers, and they would eventually climb together, but there 
was a sense, which Layton would acknowledge, that Royal was always 
in the lead.

Royal made it, of course. We never told him we were spying.
After that, our lives diverged. Eventually I drifted east to gradu-

ate school, circled the drain of academia, went down the drain, and 
emerged into a new life leading treks in the Himalaya, guiding in the 
Tetons, and writing. I saw Royal several times at trade shows. We played 
our last game of chess in my apartment in Chicago, where I was teaching 
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philosophy. Then, for forty years, silence.
I look back with gratitude on my early years in the Valley with Royal 

and Layton. I was a callow, reckless kid with the good fortune to climb 
with legends. Because of that experience, I felt older, more courageous 
and more serious about life. But there was something else about spend-
ing that time with Royal. I would describe it as an association with 
someone who has a path. Royal was a seeker with personal ambitions 
beyond climbing and with the gravitas to match. I could not have artic-
ulated that idea then, and I don’t think Royal could have either, but 
he was on a path—spiritual, religious or otherwise, depending on your 
druthers—and that path was part of what made him unique, part of his 
influence on everyone around him. 

When I learned that Royal had died, my first reaction was not a 
thought but an image, an image of a blue orb slowly spinning beyond a 
veil of snow, a courageous, steel-willed, grace-
ful man at ease in his world, a world few of us 
will ever know. 

A Flower along the Road
PETER HAAN

A giant, isolated stand of Matilija poppies 
has mysteriously flourished for my entire life 
below the tiny community of El Portal on the 
road to Yosemite Valley—hundreds of miles 
from its original habitat in the semi-arid zones 
of Southern California and Baja. Someone 
must have planted it, decades ago, for travelers’ 
delight. Also known unromantically as Fried 
Egg Flowers or as the Romneya coulteri, these 
enormous, dazzling white blooms with a pure 
yellow center have a nearly mystical beauty—
like a vision of something too improbable and 
enchanted to be part of a mundane world.  

During the early Seventies, however, few, 
if any, of us climbers knew that the Matilija poppy was faltering. The 
state’s largest native flower, the Matilija spreads through rhizomatic 
growth, an unseen stem-like process hidden down in the dirt, plant to 
plant. Once set, after a year or so, it can become as robust as bamboo, 
producing dramatic stands more than eight feet high and twenty feet 
wide. But the young plants are fragile, vulnerable to any sort of dis-
turbance to their fledgling subsurface network. Knowledgeable nursery 
growers often ceremoniously ignite a thin layer of pine needles over new 
seedbeds to launch the plant, as it seems to germinate with the effects of 
flash heat from fire in the wilds.

In 1971 Royal and I were being chased around Southern California 
by a late winter storm. The northerly front was about a thousand miles 
long, its dark clouds singed with sparks of lightning. All we wanted was 
to have a break, to climb on dry granite in clean air—and to think, in 
silence, about the private challenges we knew lay just ahead for each of 
us. Royal was not quite forty, and I was twenty-two. Back home, up 

north, Liz was now pregnant, and he felt unprepared for the approach of 
fatherhood and the end of his youth. (Decades later, he would say that 
having children was the only good thing he ever did in his life.) 

Royal had a red VW bus with a small and unreliable engine and 
a not-so-aerodynamic shape. Its zero-to-sixty required, at best, thirty-
seven seconds, and it was on its fourth motor already. Yet few people 
drove more miles than Royal and Liz did in those years. By this point, 
the bus had rattled along loaded with men, women and song, up and 
down the continent on many adventures that would become legendary 
in the history of American rock climbing.   

I worked for Royal, then, down in the windowless basement climb-
ing store that he and Liz had begun under a Modesto paint shop. But I 
was also his climbing partner and co-spy for new areas. After fourteen 
years of school, I had nothing except climbing to provide me with a sense 

of identity and traction. I was beginning to 
sense that it was not enough to constitute a 
whole life, and I feared that I’d later feel I’d 
made a vast mistake, choosing a direction for 
myself that led only to emptiness. 

The storm kept batting us around the 
bottom of California, forcing us east, away 
from familiar places, such as Tahquitz and 
Joshua Tree, and off into the great Mojave 
Desert. The cold, unending rains occasion-
ally turned to wind and snow. The tiny 
motor of the microbus always appeared on 
the verge of softly dying a slow death beneath 
the floor. Nonetheless, we ventured farther 
and farther, until the endless driving began 
to seem like some unidentified quest into a 
landscape more galactic than terrestrial. Lost 
in our thoughts, we took turns wrestling the 
VW wheel over ever-worsening roadways and 
through hefty gusts, still finding nothing.

Past the nearly abandoned railroad town 
of Kelso, we reached the edge of more profound desert than either of 
us had seen before: a lunar expanse of strange dunes and arid outcrop-
pings. We’d heard that a few climbers had been out here somewhere, 
exploring secret granite formations that sparsely dotted the distance. We 
hoped to discover climbing, along with much-needed quiet, light and 
warmth. For hundreds of miles to the north, the storm was still blowing 
and darkening. Brief spots of sun burst overhead, only to be quenched 
by the next flood of clouds. 

As we passed briefly through one of these breaks, a roadrunner raced 
after unseen prey—so fast I barely saw it—before it vanished into circles 
of ancient creosote bush. Royal was quicker, and he loved birds; he rev-
eled in the roadrunner’s arrow-like passing, perhaps imagining briefly 
what it would be like just to be such an animal, soaring and diving 
across the ground, enrapt with victories. Little else in sight was alive. 
After some hours, what seemed like a Matilija poppy turned up along 
the side of the narrow dirt road. Royal stopped the bus. He knelt in the 

[Facing Page] Royal Robbins cuts a bloom from a plant in the Mojave Desert, March 1971 

Peter Haan  l  [This Page] Note found among Robbins’ papers: “Better to light a candle than 

curse the darkness. BE A CANDLE. Make many acts of love, for they set the soul on fire 

and make it gentle.” In Camp 4, Steve Roper writes, “Robbins strove always to learn new 

words, new ideas…. Perhaps, as a high-school dropout (he later got his diploma through 

night school courses), he felt he had to catch up with his climbing peers, many of whom 

had several years of college under their belts.” Robbins went on to write several clas-

sic books and many articles detailing his philosophy of climbing. Royal Robbins Collection
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sand beside the shrub. Without 
speaking, he gently sliced a single 
flower from the diminutive plant, 
one of several it had managed to 
put forth. We continued on. We 
didn’t know the poppy could be  
rare, nor what a fight it might 
have won to be able to produce its 
blooms from somewhere hidden 
beneath the rough-hewn road-
way. To us, in that moment, it 
represented some nameless and forsaken beauty, far out in what seemed 
like an endless wasteland—an emblem or a grail. 

Much later, the flower took on a different, larger meaning for us. 
Around that same time, the landscape specialist Art Tyree was work-
ing to cultivate a nursery variety of Matilija poppies. The wild plant 
remained scarce and sensitive. Had we known of its status, back then, 
we would not have removed the bloom; instead we would have left it in 
the world where it belonged and was needed. 

Perhaps, however, something else was already burgeoning, still invis-
ible beneath the surface of our own consciousness. Soon, Royal and I, 
along with other partners, would become more aware, as well, of the 
impacts that even climbing can have on ecosystems—and of how our 
hands were not clean despite our intentions. Royal had just recently 
begun to introduce nuts and hexes in California, bringing the concept 
of clean climbing from Britain. Over time, his general environmental 
interests extended farther still as he embarked on that last leg of an ever-
growing spiritual journey, long implied by the wanderings of his youth.

More recently, I learned that our flower was the Mojave pricklepoppy, 
a common native of the desert, though I never got a chance to tell Royal 
that we hadn’t erred so greatly. In that winter of 1971 and for a long time 
after, the story of the bloom still seemed like ours. We had stared at our 
mysterious flower until it gave up in tatters on the stamped metal dash-
board of the red bus as it finally bumped northward, once more. 

Giants and Castles
PAT AMENT

And so we move to the next ledge of the dream. Royal Robbins has 
completed his earthly career. The urge is to jest, to offer up one of Roy-
al’s own tricky sallies, that he has departed on a final solo ascent. There 
is no easy comic turn, no elegant remark, at such a loss.

The Golden Age of Yosemite climbing, from the 1950s to about 
1968, is a memory. The few of us who remain are a last surviving tes-
timony to a style of life the world in some measure has discarded. We 
creatures-of-old are stuck in a time capsule we entered and would never 
quite escape. Royal’s name alone evokes those spring days when we set 
out to renew ourselves, every smell of forest, every hold of rock, a sense 
of power. The story is set against a background of sun-bright pines and 
terraces of granite. In afternoon, a quick shadow—a climber—reaches, 
leans, makes a tentative thumbnail step, a move in balance, upward 
through a stretch of ghost holds. He is careful, because, as he has learned, 
hubris always gets its comeuppance. 

Whatever relation Royal’s achievements had to other parts of the 
country and other lands, they flowed from California tradition and sen-
sibility. It was a different Yosemite, each fineness of granite, every hat 

trick of technique, breakthrough, 
or steady advance a relic of a time 
that came as close as any would 
to the excitement and essence 
of what climbing is. You had to 
climb with him, to have stood 
before those great untouched 
walls, to appreciate the sublimity 
of the spectacle. 

Photos of his stern persona, 
his stare outward, upward, across 

distances of Yosemite granite, haunted American Alpine Journals. I will 
never forget when, in high school, I saw those black and white portraits 
by Tom Frost, Glen Denny and others that since have become classic. 
They seemed to be an account of rare individuals who were in the right 
place at the right time and who somehow found each other. In one 
image, on the third pitch of the Salathé, Royal stood in an aid sling. He 
stared directly at the camera, through its lens, into my heart. At that 
moment everything else seemed archaic.

Royal wrote of Yosemite, “It is called ‘the Incomparable Valley,’ for 
the grace of the waterfalls, each with a distinctive personality, the diver-
sified rock forms, the grand forests, the verdant meadows, and moody, 
meandering Merced river.” He described his companions in elevated 
terms. They were able to have the dream and sustain it. None, though, 
during that era was more a hero than Royal. His dedication to climb-
ing, his boyhood love, was unusually mature, and his young adventures 
had decisive effects—first on his compatriots on rock and then on the 
world of mountaineering itself. Yet he did not initially fit so well into 
the known and predictable, back-scratching ecosystems of climbers. A 
freight-hopping, hubcap-stealing juvenile, he did not at first understand 
precisely how to pay respect to the old guard. A few established veterans, 
such as John Mendenhall, soon dismissed the idea that Royal’s conduct 
was subversive and acknowledged him as up-and-coming. 

More than up-and-coming, Royal was way up and gone...into 
new realms of difficulty. On a 1951 lead of Higher Cathedral Spire, 
he continued far above the normal traverse left and created an outra-
geous variation Roy Gorin described as “definitely not recommended.” 
In 1952 Royal led Mendenhall’s “Open Book” free, a tricky 5.9 at a time 
when that upper grade was only about to arrive. The next year, he led 
his pals, in tennis shoes, up the north wall of Sentinel, the second time 
those 1,800 feet had been climbed. High into this undertaking, Royal 
pioneered the macabre, nerve-blowing crawl space people later called 
the Narrows.

Indeed, what an uncommon errand to want to venture up the 2,000-
foot Northwest Face of Half Dome as a ragged young man in 1957, before 
others imagined such a wall would be climbed. With homemade pitons 
and in some version of Army surplus, pliant, clunker hiking boots—
not finely crafted rock shoes—he found a route into those perpendicular 
realms, with mates equally young but willing to tie to his rope. 

Royal had a sense of Yosemite’s exceptional orogeny, the granite carv-
ing and mountain making of eons. There is nothing arbitrary about 
nature’s construction of Half Dome. It stands so visible from the Valley 
floor. Who might not see it as a logical place to dream of a route? Gran-
ite and light have a powerful, ready availability. That in Yosemite there 
is so much of it, even a climber might be left speechless. Perhaps this 
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is one reason Royal was so austere, his 
thoughts more often than not hermeti-
cally sealed. What more could be said 
than what nature had done?

Though some of its most conspicu-
ous flakes were about to crack away, 
explode into dust at the bottom, Half 
Dome was a metaphor of permanence. 
You could get lost up among all that 
exfoliation yet feel it was a solid place. 
Time—for a while—stood still. Psych 
Flake only made your heart stand still. 
Dave Rearick, who joined Royal for the 
third ascent of the wall, has told how 
Royal chimneyed up behind this giant 
detached formation, his back on the 
main wall as his feet pushed outward 
against the flake. Rearick was terrified. 
Royal declared, “Think of the hundreds 
of years of ice that have pressed against 
this flake. No two mere mortals are 
going to disturb its presence.” Only a 
few years later Psych Flake fell off the 
wall—presumably under its own power. 

Some of us knew, better than others, 
that a day was gone at the speed of sun-
set. We had only so many years to risk 
and create. There was not time in one day 
to accomplish everything that seemed to 
burst from within, not time enough to fill up eternity. Part of the grandeur 
was the mystical phenomenon of friendship combined with adventure, so 
much exhilarating play at such sheer height. Our senses were enlarged. 
Royal wrote that climbing “awakened our minds and spirits to a lust for 
life and a keener awareness of beauty.” To climb, for us, was an identity, 
and the rock was where we expressed that identity.

I hated the speed at which the hours vanished, and I sought to 
imprint in memory every gesture, facial twinge, each change of light or 
weather. I once learned in a bio-psychology class that memory is more 
acutely formed when adrenaline flows. Thus my near-photographic mem-
ory of my formative days of climbing! Whereas the typical eye would see 
granite as a lifeless mass, we viewed all things as alive. We were aware, 
in a quiet afternoon on a wall of granite, when a slight dark crept across 
the forest as a cloud traveled in front of the sun. We felt the movement 
of air, a day as it passed to night, and night to day. A single raindrop hit 
the granite. A gust rose in several pine limbs.

For anyone who encountered the young Royal, there was no doubt 
as to his aggressiveness, nerve and aplomb. Within a few years he took 
on an unspoken leadership. Many climbers had more physical power. 
Few could match his combination of creativity and will. He loved the 
passage of rock that took just the right touch, the subtle foot position, 

balance, correct spirit, or willingness 
to overcome a scary step. He loved 
the moment of reckoning—when he 
needed to find a combination of moves 
and to do so before his strength ran out. 
He had an understanding of the hori-
zon, of space, and his position in it. A 
theme of his seemed to be to know mat-
ter inside out.

The 1960s were about looking 
for adventure into the steep places of 
ourselves. Some turned to drugs to 
facilitate this. Others found mystical 
experience more than amply through 
the sentience, enlightenment and intro-
spection of climbs. There existed an 
utter reality. We went up onto its walls. 
Yet metaphor reaches only so far, and 
we spidered backward along overhangs 
as well. In some part, with a few of his 
more sensational climbs, Royal taught 
us not to despair—even when it felt we 
might not be able to take one step more.

I think it was Schopenhauer who 
said our initial years give us the text, and 
the rest of life supplies the commentary. 
This explains why I am so wordy. Yet a 
part of me wonders what I should share 
about Royal. Those who knew him 

caught the spirit, were hypnotized by its happiness, immersed with him 
in what was akin to, but not quite, a secret society.

When I was a starstruck adolescent, Royal seemed governed by the 
very heavenly bodies. It was as though he saw his life from its beginning 
to the end. I have always tended to paint my friends in a grandeur they 
find complimentary but somewhat absurd. Royal admitted at times to 
his own pretense. He took on different poses with dramatic effect, fist 
on hip, elbow extended outward, a frown, a kind of sneer. Yet he was like 
the rest of us, had the same tortures of feet in those tight shoes. He had 
bad bunions. He got just as weary on certain climbs. He loved the good 
cheer of a friendly fireplace or campfire, or table, where he could enjoy 
company and a beer or wine.

How does one convey the strength of a subject who is also fragile, 
complicated, fallible? Royal had been a quiet boy, and an unusual one, 
his loving mother said to me in a phone call from her home in South-
ern California when I worked on his biography. She told me how he 
listened to classical music at a young age. Forsaken by an adventurer 
father and abused by an alcoholic stepfather, Royal created for himself a 
certain aloneness. His occasionally grim and staid comportment became 
as legendary as Valley light. The realms of granite were a stronghold of 
protection that surrounded and guarded him. He withdrew upward on 

[Facing Page] Royal Robbins at Outdoor Retailer in the 1980s. Royal and Liz launched their 

equipment business, under the name Mountain Paraphernalia, in 1967. In June of that 

year, Liz had made the first female ascent of the Northwest Face of Half Dome, with Royal. 

A photo taken by a tourist of the bedraggled couple inspired them to start making and 

selling climbing clothes.  l  [This Page] Robbins in the late ‘70s or early ‘80s. The note 

reads: “Rappelling: The climber has wrapped the rope around his body in a large ‘Z’ to 

create friction, and will now walk backward down the rock controlling his descent with 

his rear (Right) hand; Front (Left) hand is for balance only.” Royal Robbins Collection (both)
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a wall, away from the world’s ills. 
A kid will run with an identity, and Royal grew into his unusual 

name. He knew something important was at hand. There was a develop-
ment of lexicon, a creation of words, an analysis of ideas and equipment, 
and at last, a method of communication between one spirit and another. 
With an unyielding seriousness and a strict ethic, tempered by his natu-
ral wit, Royal cultivated experience at the same time he tried to master 
it. He had an enormous store of resolve—or should I say he was relent-
less. He reflected about what it meant to go beyond fear and weakness, 
to seek a boldness that gave life worth. 

I don’t think Royal was humble. He knew who he was, took a certain 
righteous pride in what he achieved. He had contempt for people who 
appeared not to practice his intensity of adventure. Royal could destroy 
a person’s reputation with a sentence or a quiet act. He stole one first 
ascent from two climbers he felt might place too many bolts or revert 
back to the use of fixed ropes. Royal enjoyed competition. If I hesitated 
at a move, he took over. He liked that, to step in as gallant knight. Yet he 
was not slow to praise when I led a pitch he found difficult to follow. He 
prided himself in his honesty. Indeed, he was principled and he wanted 
his life to be about truth. Yet he was human. He felt frustrated whenever 
he did not have an absolute grasp on the truth. There were things he hid 
from himself, about himself. Like many of us, I believe he carefully built 
the image of who he hoped to be. 

While some saw Royal as an intellectual snob, I felt he had a search-
ing, sportive mind. He could be cynical, in flashes. His flair for revel 

and play went from chess to verbal mischief to libation-induced games. 
There were times he amused himself at the expense of someone else. I 
have wondered if such moods arose out of suppressed tensions from his 
childhood. As the years went by, Royal was kinder. Friends saw him as 
ready to listen, gentle, and inclined to offer advice. He had an uncanny 
ability to sense when a friend was down. Several times he either wrote or 
phoned me when I went dark. Or he showed up at my door, silent, with 
a sullen look, a rope over his shoulder, ragged knickers, like a lost tramp 
in need of a climb. On one such occasion, I doubt we said as many as 
a dozen words the entire day. The communication was more through 
glances and mutual respect. 

I have in me a running film of endless details of our friendship: 
That first time we met, in 1963, in the dark of the Longs Peak shelter, and 
he dripped with moody menace.... RURPs and fifi hooks on a wall above 
Chasm Lake.... In Eldorado, on the headwall of the Yellow Spur, sunlit far 
above pines.... At Castle Rock in Boulder Canyon where he free climbed a 
route he called “Athlete’s Feat....” a route that would prove to be one of the 
first of a 5.11 grade, and with a dangerous runout above a blade of rock.... 
The way that audacity melted to a sweet smile when he looked into my 
mother’s trustful eyes, after he invited me to travel with him.... The stars 
above Shiprock as he and Liz and I descended so many hundreds of feet.... 
Rappels through those same stars on Castleton.... 

On our last climb, he summoned me to the Hotel Boulderado for 
breakfast before we limped up Boulder Canyon granite, his hair silver. 
Later in life, he continued to be quiet at times. Yet he cared more about 

[This Page] Royal and Tamara Robbins, Langdale, Lake District, England, September 1976. 

John Cleare  l  [Facing Page, Top] Robbins on the Salathé Wall (VI 5.9, 2700', Frost-Pratt-

Robbins, 1961) El Capitan. They placed 484 pitons and 13 bolts overall. After the climb, 

Robbins recalls in My Life: The Golden Age, “We felt more ‘conquered’ than ‘conquering,’ 

which was fitting because James Ramsey Ullman, in High Conquest (the book that in-

spired me to become a climber), makes the point that climbing mountains is more about 

conquering one’s fear and weakness than conquering the peaks themselves.” Tom Frost 

l  [Facing Page, Bottom] Tamara Robbins carrying a vodka bottle. Royal Robbins Collection 
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what you said. He gave more weight to 
the look on your face. Rather than oppress 
you with his intellectual superiority, he was 
inclined to provide solace. This progression 
was as formidable as the grand climbs.

Imagine Royal as your personal tour 
guide on your first trip to Yosemite. To see 
the Valley, now, still touches a thrilling, pri-
meval world of imagination. Each ascent has 
its own meanings, hidden beauties and dis-
coveries, secrets we shared. I began to learn 
these climbs were about character, the paths 
we took inward. We gradually came to know 
where we were, that such moments were 
sacred, mystical and fleeting. The summit 
was not so much the goal. It only meant the 
route was done, that again we would return 
to our self-existent affairs for a while. When 
we climbed, we knew partnership of a qual-
ity not easy to find elsewhere.

There is an old aphorism that young 
children do not want to hear about young 
children. They want to hear about giants and 
castles. A wall was a giant. It was a castle. And 
Royal was our prince, and he led the way.

The Truth 
TAMARA ROBBINS

The Truth. Dad used it as his password for 
many things, and those two words do a good 
job of summing up the man. “What is it like 
to be Royal’s daughter?” a question I usu-
ally dismiss in its premise, as I have no reference point. He’s simply my 
dad. Now, however, I’ve come to think that by ignoring that question I 
may have failed to grasp the rarity of this experience, the rare fortune of 
witnessing true personal growth. So, what was it like? Lonely and nur-
turing, uncomfortable and adventurous, empowering and loving.

Dad was apprehensive at the idea of having a child, and true to 
character, he was honest with Mom: “Go for it, Lizard [his nickname 
for her]…. Have the kid, but I will probably be on a rock!” I was born  
September 20, 1971. On September 26, 1971, Dad left for a climbing 
trip in Europe. During my first year of life, he traveled from British 
Columbia to Lovers Leap, Queen’s Throne, Tahquitz, Yosemite, the 
Tetons and the Alps, establishing more than a dozen significant routes. 
Mom cared for me, with the help of an assortment of quirky Yosemite 
characters, elderly good-spirited neighbors, Grandpa and Mimi.

Dad’s fears about parenting softened upon my arrival. Still, I grew 
up in an environment focused around climbing and inhabited by climb-
ers—meaning there was hooliganism mixed with intensity and intellect. 
One photo shows me as a toddler carrying a vodka bottle (let’s presume 
it’s filled with water) between the pines in a campground. At times, I 
remember Dad as a loving, happy presence. Sometimes, his energy made 
me uneasy. At age four, I drew a portrait of him with red bolts bursting 
from his mouth and head.

When I was still young, Dad gave me 
one of many lessons about doing things “the 
right way.” A group of climbers was play-
ing cards or dice, and I tried to participate. 
Someone offered to help explain the game 
to me. Dad said, “Don’t help her. That’s my 
daughter. She will learn it on her own.” His 
implication was that to give me an advan-
tage was actually to hinder me. Through the 
years, he was loving, but tough.  He double-
checked my cleaning of the dinner table by 
bending down to eye level so he could see an  
unnoticed crumb.

Dad believed that a good life must 
involve adventure, but he also wrestled 
with his instincts, beliefs, desires, priori-
ties. In the ’80s, he started using notepads 
daily to jot down everything from to-do 
lists to affirmations and quotes. He crossed 
off each item once he had dealt with it. In 
1996 he wrote me an email with the subject 
heading “Purpose, Life, Love, Self-Mastery, 
Happiness”:

And one simple but not easy start is to 
resolve to ALWAYS DO WHAT YOU SAY 
YOU ARE GOING TO DO. Keeping your 
word is the basic building block of integrity. 
And the habit of keeping your word gives 
your words great power. A commitment to 
keeping your word will cause you to, for one 
thing, watch your words. And that is an excel-
lent discipline in itself. And it will help you 
become aware of what your actions look like 
compared to your words.

That same year in another email, he stated:
I mean to live this year as if it were my last (May God grant that it 

won’t be so.), and will hate every time I fall below that standard and fritter 
seconds, minutes, or hours away (much less days!) in foolishness, resentment, 
weakness, or any of the seven deadly ones. I have been full of good intentions. 
Watch and see what happens when action takes the place of intention.

His disciplined approach shouldn’t imply that he followed all the 
“rules.” In fact he had his seatbelt warning alert and daytime headlights 
disabled: his car should not dictate how “safe” he was; self-governance 
was paramount. He occasionally excused me from school (under false 
pretenses and unknown to Mom) to go skiing or kayaking. He main-
tained that mischievous spirit throughout his last illness until the very 
end, trying to walk without help or sneaking chocolate whenever pos-
sible. It wasn’t really the treat he was after; the scolding he received from 
my mom or his caregivers put a smile on his lips.

Brave, kind, truthful, intense, curious, humorous and humble, Dad 
provided a living example of how to get from here to there. He left behind 
a map of his life’s journey—composed of stacks of photos and piles of 
countless, meticulous notes. The thread that runs throughout is that of 
integrity: his commitment to live well, with intention and grace. 

Of course, the mantra Dad left us (he was one step ahead always) 
sums up most of what I just wrote: “Keep on Climbing!” 
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[Photo] Pamela Shanti Pack on The Sorcerer (5.11+, 300', FFA Dunn-Coyne, 1978), Moab, 

Utah. Pack says she seeks out offwidth climbs that are “burly, dirty and dangerous.... 

But to me, they’re beautiful. They’re about the adventure, the experience.” Andrew Burr



AT FIFTY-FIVE, she looks as spry as she 
did more than thirty years ago in the 
classic Yosemite photos. She ties her 

shoes, and we chat about some of the routes 
she’s climbed over the years. Her approach, she 
says, has been “uncompromising.”

It’s one of those hot autumn afternoons, 
a summer stray. We are high above Boulder, 
Colorado, in the Flatirons. The sky is royal 
blue. “I’m no longer a professional climber,” 
she says as she cinches her harness. “I’m a full-
time mom.” Above us, the route Death and 
Transfiguration looms. The wall, streaked with 
lichen, turns crimson in the sun. Hill twists 
her hands into a shaded crack. Toeing on a few 
exposed patches of rock, she moves up to a steep 
dihedral, crouches and then disappears just as 
quickly over the roof. Watching Hill puzzle 
her way up the smooth stone, it’s clear that her 
physical strength complements her mind: her 
intellectual ability to problem solve and her 
psychological capacity to break into the highest 
levels of performance.

“Bring your shoes?” she asks as she low-
ers off the climb. Her glacier-blue eyes flash. I 

knew this “area classic” would be harder than it 
looked. I reach into my pack to find my gear: it’s 
not every day you get to climb with your hero.

I don’t have many heroes, but I count Lynn 
Hill among them. I began climbing in 1998, 
five years after she made the coveted first free 
ascent of the Nose on El Capitan. For many, she  
catalyzed a paradigm shift. The steep, 2,900-
foot wall sweeps in a dramatic arc of sun-struck 
granite, forming a dizzying vision from the Val-
ley floor. Now widely regarded as 5.14a, it was 
likely the most difficult big-wall free ascent that 
anyone had completed at the time. She repeated 
the feat in a day the following year. Not until 
2005 did Tommy Caldwell became the second 
person—and first man—to lead every pitch free 
in fewer than twenty-four hours.

To some, Hill’s achievement signaled that 
the gender gap in climbing had closed. Other 
benchmark moments followed, marking wom-
en’s rise in all genres of the pursuit, as Charlotte 
Austin points out in Alpinist 52. In 2005 Ines 
Papert placed first overall in the difficulty cat-
egory of the Ouray Ice Festival competition. In 
2008 Beth Rodden became the first person to 

CAROLINE TREADWAY

SHIFT
PARADIGM

I TRY NOT TO STARE AT LYNN HILL, BUT I DO ANYWAY: 

AS IF I COULD EXTRACT THAT QUALITY THAT MAKES HER 

STILL SO EXCEPTIONAL. I FIXATE ON HER HANDS. THEY 

ARE TANNED, PETITE AND MUSCULAR, WITH THE LOOK 

OF A WORN SADDLE. IN ONE FLUID MOTION, SHE COILS 

THE ROPE BELOW THE MAROON SANDSTONE CLIFF, AND 

THEN SHE BENDS TO FILL HER DOG’S WATER BOWL.

65



complete Meltdown, a thin 5.14c crack believed to be the most dif-
ficult single-pitch trad climb in Yosemite. In 2009 Kei Taniguchi 
was the first female mountaineer to receive a Piolet d’Or, for the first 
ascent of the icy southeast face of Kamet, a 7756-meter Himalayan 
peak. Last year, Lise Billon became the second woman to be given 
the award, for her climb of the northeast pillar of Cerro Riso Patrón, 
a rime-crusted peak deep within Southern Patagonian fjords. Mean-
while, Sílvia Vidal has forged hard aid routes in the intense solitude 
of alpine big walls. In bouldering and sport climbing, Ashima Shi-
raishi and Margo Hayes have continued to prove that women can 
accomplish some of the most challenging problems in the world.

With the growth of digital and social media, female voices 
resound more widely and loudly than ever before. For much of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, most women remained on the 
margins of adventure literature. Their mountaineering writings, 
often in personal journals, were less frequently published. Classic 
books by female authors, such Monica Jackson and Elizabeth Stark’s 
Tents in the Clouds, Gwen Moffat’s Space Below My Feet or Dorothy 
Pilley’s Climbing Days, only seldom made recommended lists. Glossy 
magazines generally highlighted a few stars, such as Lynn Hill or 
Catherine Destivelle, but many other accomplished women were 
relegated to notes in alpine journals. With today’s diverse array of 
digital media outlets, it’s much easier for women to self-publish, and 
to curate stories and images that they themselves control. Online 
platforms help forge connections between climbers and activists 
across distant regions, building momentum and growing audiences 
for more inclusive stories. Last year, the Flash Foxy Women’s 
Climbing Festival sold out within twenty-four hours. In the wake 
of She Sends and Women’s Adventure Magazine, many new Web and 
print publications, such as Misadventures, terra incognita and Whoa 
Mag, celebrate women’s experiences in the outdoors.

Nonetheless, nearly a quarter century after her historic free ascent 
of the Nose, Hill and other top-level female climbers are often por-
trayed as outliers in meager company. As a photographer, I’ve been 
immersed in the climbing world for the past twelve years, and I’m fre-
quently asked to shoot with women. Last summer, I watched Heather 
Weidner climb a wedge of granite laced with thin seams, protecting 
herself with small offset cams as she became the first female climber 
to complete China Doll (5.14R) without clipping any of its lead 
bolts. But when I tried to list all the women who climb hard tradi-
tional routes, off the top of my head, I came up with only a few. As I 
did more research, I realized this group was larger than I’d assumed: 
in addition to Hill, Rodden and Weidner, Barbara Zangerl has also 
repeated 5.14 routes relying on removable gear; Steph Davis, Pamela 
Pack and dozens of other women have attained 5.13 in that style, 
while Hazel Findlay and Emma Twyford have climbed hard trad at 
the British rating of E9 (which signals high risk and commitment).

 Of course, grades fluctuate over the years. Any number sys-
tem is reductive and somewhat arbitrary—a soundbite that fails to 
translate the full adventure of moving on rock. Yet there’s something 
about the idea of a rock climber testing the upper limits of technical 
ability, without the security of a line of bolts, that serves as a power-

[Photo] Steph Davis on Sunset Tower (5.13) Moab. Davis strives for “awareness” in 

climbing, she says, “To perform like you need to perform but to hear everything, see 

everything. It’s hard to be that present. That’s the eternal challenge.” Krystle Wright



ful symbol. When I watched an old video of Lynn Hill below the Great 
Roof, an infinite sweep of granite at her feet, I was mesmerized. The rock 
looked as smooth as still water. Her fingertips vanished into a barely per-
ceptible fissure, and she seemed to move without a ripple. I obsessively 
rewound the tape, as if by studying this footage I could uncover a secret. 
Like a beginner studying the performance of a virtuoso, I saw the notes 
of something intricate and elusive. I tried to imagine what she was feeling 
in that moment: fearless, powerful, wild. And I wanted that for myself.

In search of a shadow of that experience—and to try to understand 
the barriers women have faced to attain it—I sought out interviews 
with trad climbers who have carried on in Hill’s legacy. A few of them 
cited concerns that discussions about gender detract from climbers’ 
accomplishments and from the experience itself. Some believe those 
dynamics aren’t relevant to them personally. They want to be seen simply 
as climbers, not “female climbers.” Others say the activity—and the 
industry that surrounds it—doesn’t exist outside of society; rather, it is 
an outgrowth of it, reflecting the politics, culture and biases of the age. 
As Julie Rak notes in a recent English Studies in Canada article, climbing 
narratives produce “a specific kind of climbing subjectivity which relates 
climbing to Western notions of selfhood.” Historically, those concepts of 
selfhood have largely been constructed around white, male experience. 
And that perspective continues to dominate advertisements, film festivals, 
magazines, books and awards—despite climbing’s increasing diversity.

The number of women climbing at the upper limits of hard trad 
is growing. The stories I’ve assembled here don’t combine into a neat, 
cohesive narrative; they are merely fragments of much longer, more sub-
tle and complex stories. Together, they encourage us to ask: What does 
it mean to climb “free”?

THE JOURNEY that led to Lynn Hill’s groundbreaking ascent took 
place in a setting that once seemed relatively devoid of female 
presence. American women’s participation in climbing was 

reaching a low point in the 1960s, at the same time that the rise of aid 
climbing attained its height—a correspondence that does not appear to 
be coincidental. During the years after World War II, popular media 
helped perpetuate a notion that women’s place was in the home (even 
though many working-class women continued to hold jobs out of 
necessity). And as climbing historian Kerwin Klein wrote over email, 
“middle-class women weren’t generally encouraged to grow up playing 
with hand tools.” The heavy use of pitons, to some, was an expression 
of stereotypically “masculine” brutality. Greg Child described that 
notion in Chris McNamara’s Yosemite Big Walls (2000) as a “forced 
entry, a violation, a pounding of spikes and smashing of the rock into 
submission.” In a 2014 interview with Alpinist, Joe Fitschen remarked, 
“I am loathe to admit it, but at the time it just didn’t seem to be the kind 
of thing young women should be doing…. The advent of hammerless 
climbing took a lot of the violence out of the sport.”

The clean-climbing revolution challenged mountaineers to leave 
pitons and hammers behind in favor of climbing on removable gear. 
Doug Robinson’s 1972 essay “The Whole Natural Art of Protection” 
described the use of nuts and hexes to American readers as a paradigm 
shift in climbing philosophies. He argued that it was more ethical to 
depend on skill and technique to advance up the rock than to rely on 
ponderous, damaging equipment. “Clean is climbing the rock without 
changing it; a step closer to organic climbing for the natural man,” 
Robinson wrote. With the spread of easy-to-place camming devices, not 

long after, clean climbing soon became the norm for many climbers.
The same year that Robinson’s influential essay appeared in the 

Chouinard Equipment catalogue, Title IX became law, forbidding 
gender discrimination in federally funded education, including sports 
programs. In an article for Alpinist 17, Lynn Hill noted a connection 
between the social change of the Sixties and Seventies and the developing 
ethics of the climbing world. Born in 1961, she had grown up at time of 
intense anti-war protests, women’s marches and environmental activism. 
“As a climber,” she wrote, “I’ve felt connected to a similar nonconformist 
culture, one opposed to society’s increasing materialism, pollution and 
corruption. Our approach to the rock—clean, traditional climbing, 
with the least dependence on equipment—was an extension of this 
ethical viewpoint.”

The rise of free climbing also ushered in approaches that many 
deemed better suited for women. In a 1973 Mountain article, Jim 
Bridwell described the new style as a hybrid “boulder-ballet.” Lynn Hill 
reiterated the metaphor of classical dance in her 2002 book Climbing 
Free. The switch from heavy hammering to a lighter and more flowing 
upward progress, she wrote, “allowed us to dance on our fingers and toes 
over many sections of rock that [Yosemite pioneer John] Salathé would 
have aid-climbed.” In a 2010 study, University of Sheffield researcher 
Rachel Dilley observed that female free climbers of varying ages and 
abilities reveled in a sense of expanded space and range of motion, in a 
feeling of harmony between their body and mind, and in the ability to 
transcend restrictions traditionally associated with their gender.

Yet the notion that climbing is more appropriate for women if it’s 
focused on beautiful choreography instead of engineering tactics can per-
petuate stereotypes. Emphasizing “feminine” qualities reinforces the idea 
that women who climb are women first and athletes second. In a 2014 
paper, “Women’s engagement in risk sports from 1980 to today,” French 
sports sociologist Maud Vanpoulle noted that this idea creates “caricatures 
that an approach is more feminine if it’s graceful and safe and more mascu-
line if it’s committed and forceful.” At the start of the twenty-first century, 
images of female climbers in advertisements and media still tended to 
focus on young athletes in elegant body positions on plastic holds, bolted 
cliffs and beachside boulders. It remained relatively less common to see 
pictures of women muscling their way up cold, granite walls, high above 
their last small cam. And while women’s participation in climbing has 
become greater than ever before, Vanpoulle concluded, those at the high-
est level of performance “still belong to a category of exception, one that 
evokes astonishment and admiration, or that disturbs.”

The level of women’s acceptance in rock climbing can be measured in 
popular lore. In a 1970 edition of Summit, Royal Robbins had heralded 
the influx of strong women to Yosemite—such as Elaine Matthews, the 
second female climber to complete a Grade VI wall in America, and 
Beverly Johnson, whose list of daunting ascents, including the infamous 
Crack of Doom, lay “to rest any notion that women can’t excel in crack 
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climbing.” Nonetheless, the “male chauvinism” that Robbins observed 
in the local community persisted. Three years later, when Johnson and 
Sibylle Hechtel made the first all-female ascent of El Cap, men in Camp 
4 laid bets on whether they would fail. If Johnson free-climbed a 5.10, 
other Yosemite climbers downgraded it to 5.9. Later, when Johnson part-
nered with Jim Bridwell on various first ascents, if she could free the route, 
Bridwell graded it at 5.10. Anything she couldn’t do became the basis for 
determining the grade 5.11. In the competitive culture of the time, it 
seemed, Yosemite’s grading system functioned as a means for some male 
climbers to try to define hard rock climbing as a purely masculine domain.

Despite the accomplishments of Johnson, Hechtel, Matthews and 
other female climbers of their day, Galen Rowell quipped in his 1992 
introduction to The Vertical World of Yosemite: “Women are conspicuously 
absent from the climbs in this book. I have no apology to make here 
because it is not my place to change history. There simply were no major 

first ascents in Yosemite done by women during the formative years of the 
sport.... There indeed were women recreational climbers...but their skill 
level was far below that of the best men.” Eighteen years earlier, Johnson 
had, in fact, established the Grade VI Grape Race, with Charlie Porter—a 
major first ascent that the 2008 guidebook Yosemite Big Walls acknowl-
edges as “maybe the [most] exposed El Cap route to wind and rain.” 

For a long time, Camp 4 retained its reputation as an island of 
machismo. Lynn Hill writes in Climbing Free that her formative climb-
ing years in the late 1970s were “directed by a fraternity of men.” Though 
women were more visible than ever in political and public life, Hill found 
that, in the climbing world, “there was little encouragement, or frankly, 
inclination for women to participate.” Meanwhile, women’s involvement 
in organized sports in the United States began to flourish. The number of 
girls playing high school sports had grown nearly fivefold since the passage 
of Title IX. As this generation of athletic young women came of age in the 
early 1980s, they brought those abilities to rock climbing, among other 
pursuits. At the same time, on cliffs across the globe, women were increas-
ingly demonstrating their physical equality to men. In 1982 Australian 
Louise Shepherd made her way up the iconic Separate Reality (5.12b), 
an overhung, twenty-meter-long crack in Yosemite that Ron Kauk first 
climbed just four years prior. And in 1984, Lynn Hill led Vandals, the 
Shawangunks’ first 5.13: an incipient seam whorled with black and white 
quartz. As she hung from the soaring prow of rock, she seemed poised on 
the nose of some great, aerial nautilus, at home in a wild, elemental world. 
Within a few years, Hill became the ambassador for US climbers in com-
petitions abroad. Eventually, she would apply those same acrobatic sport 
techniques to push the limits of hard traditional routes even farther than 
most climbers had ever imagined.

HILL’S GROWING LIST OF ASCENTS, culminating with her first 
free ascent of the Nose in a day, challenged male hegemony in 
the Valley and elsewhere. “Lynn shattered the gender barrier 

so thoroughly that no one could put the pieces back together again,” 

John Long wrote in the foreword to Climbing Free. In 1958, when War-
ren Harding, Wayne Merry, George Whitmore and Rich Calderwood 
made the first ascent of the Nose, they hammered more than 675 pitons 
into the wall over forty-five days. By free climbing the Nose, as scholar 
Dianne Chisholm notes, Hill claimed “a territorial and historical right 
to master and better what men had previously achieved and with a tech-
nique so spare it virtually stripped the venerated route.” With the iconic 
phrase, “It goes, boys,” Hill brought publicity to the idea that women 
could not only climb as hard as men—they could at times surpass them.

By the time I met Lynn Hill, I felt as if I already knew her. In 1998, 
at age twenty-two, I tore an image of her out of a magazine and taped 
it to my bedroom wall. The photo was of Hill on the Nose, taken from 
above. She looks coiled up, like a cat about to pounce. The late afternoon 
sun etches out tensed muscles. Her eyes focus on something just outside 
the frame. Whenever I passed the picture, it transported me from drab 

New York, with its deadening responsibility, to golden Yosemite: a land 
of apparent possibility and freedom.

After I started college, I got a job at a local gym as a route setter, 
and I found myself in a crew of friends whose overarching goal was 
to find new boulders between the City and the Gunks. We spent long 
days tramping around the tick-infested forests, looking for anything to 
brush off and attempt. The process of discovery became a ritual that 
gave me purpose. I never thought much about being the only woman 
in the group: I’d always felt like “one of the guys.” Though I knew other 
female climbers were out there, they weren’t where I was. At twenty-five, 
I packed up and drove west to Colorado, home to spacious slabs of gran-
ite and some of the strongest climbers in the world.

Shortly after, I met Steph Davis.

WITH IMPRESSIVE ASCENTS, first ascents, and free solos, 
Steph Davis is one of the most accomplished, high-profile 
athletes of the past thirty years. In the last decade, her focus 

on mixing BASE jumping with climbing has given her a reputation for 
fearlessness. While many women, rock climber Rosie Andrews wrote in 
a 1984 Mountain article, “have been groomed with…little emphasis on 
risk taking,” Davis prefers not to concentrate on psychological or gender 
barriers. She often says, “Doubt creates danger.”

Davis began climbing as a University of Maryland student in 1991. 
Within a few years, she traveled West to seek out crack climbs in Colo-
rado, Utah and Wyoming. Placing her own gear gave her the ability to 
decide how to protect herself, instead of following lines of pre-placed 
bolts. In 2003 she became the second woman to free climb El Capitan in 
a day, by the way of Free Rider (Alex and Thomas Huber’s 5.12 variation), 
along an airy traverse that avoids the overhanging, flared crack of the Sal-
athé Headwall. At the Huber Pitch, she leapt upward, aiming for a fissure 
above the smooth granite face. In High Infatuation, she described feeling 
“stunned, like I’d just exploded through an actual wall to another place 
and was looking around, shaking off bits of drywall.” She described the 

“LYNN SHATTERED THE GENDER BARRIER SO THOROUGHLY THAT NO ONE 
COULD PUT THE PIECES BACK TOGETHER AGAIN,” JOHN LONG WROTE.
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[Photo] Lynn Hill on Outer Space (5.10), Eldorado Canyon, 

Colorado. She says of her early years, “The whole first 

ascent idea came to me through other people. I think 

men want to go out and conquer, and put their names in 

guidebooks.” Chris Noble



sense of transformation, again, in the foreword to Chris Noble’s book, 
Women Who Dare: “Climbing is a conduit, a metaphorical plug that we 
can use to link ourselves into powerful, life-altering forces. The desire for 
connection…ultimately leads us to be our best selves.”

When Davis began climbing, she didn’t meet many other women 
who participated in the pursuit. “I always struggle when people ask me 
about being a woman and a climber,” she says. “I focused on what I 
wanted to climb and who I wanted to climb it with.” In Women Who 
Dare, Davis says that binary ideas of gender can limit the full potential 
of being human. “Living within labels and categories keeps us within 
[a] pot, where everything is great until our roots are crushed up against 
the walls. Then freedom comes only from smashing the pot to send off 
shoots in every direction and grow freely without restriction.”

In 2007 Davis became the first women to free solo the Diamond on 
Longs Peak. She chose the Casual Route, at 5.10 considered the “easiest” 
route up the wall, an east-facing swath of sheer granite veined with shad-
owy cracks. At an altitude of nearly 14,000 feet, Davis had to lean out of 
the chimney and lunge for the next granite hold, a thousand feet above 
Chasm Lake. “It wasn’t just about doing it,” she recalls. “It was about 
feeling a certain way while I was doing it and that didn’t happen the first 
time…. Doing it was one thing, but to truly experience it was another. So 
I did it again.” Almost immediately, Davis went back to the wall and free 
soloed the much harder Pervertical Sanctuary, after rehearsing the route 
first on lead. As a musician, Davis finds perfection in constant practice.

She also takes an active role in sharing her experiences. Through 
her books and articles, Davis attempts to translate, for her readers and 
herself, the transcendence that arises from conquering her fear—that 
elusive aspect of climbing that borders on the inexpressible. For Davis, 
the connection between the flow of climbing and writing is innate, and 
each is fodder for the other. In 2005 she finally free climbed each pitch 
of the Salathé Wall (5.13b/c), working her fingers into the old pin scars 
left by past generations of aid climbers. Afterward, she reflected, “I was 
light as a dandelion seed, completely in control, perfect at last. For a few 
precious seconds, I reached the inexorable flow I had been craving on 
the entire route. I was finally free.”

Six years passed before the New Zealand climber Mayan Smith-Gobat 
completed the second female free ascent of the Salathé. Smith-Gobat’s 
mother, herself a mountaineer, had watched some of her earlier attempts 
from El Cap Meadow. “I hope I can be an inspiration,” Smith-Gobat 
told ClimbingNarc.com, “and show that there is no reason for there to 
be so few girls out there on those big walls.”

SPRAY FROM THE WATERFALL wets Beth Rodden’s face. The crack 
fizzles to a black, shining thread. Her feet usually slip. She 
wiggles the tips of her fingers into the granite seam, searching 

for an edge, for anything to take the weight off her feet. The waterfall 
roars in her ear. She has spent nearly two months working the route, and 
today feels no different. Midway up, the crack narrows to a thin pleat, 
into which she can squeeze no more than half a finger pad. Her hands 
shake. She toes at the wall, hopelessly. Below are two small cams placed 
only partway into the rock, each one barely the width of a thimble. At 
least there are two, she thinks. She wills her feet onto the slick granite and 
lunges for a meager lip of rock. This time, her feet stick. It’s February 14, 
2008, and Beth Rodden has just established Meltdown, 5.14c, one of 
the hardest trad routes in the world.

Rodden had begun climbing at a gym in Davis, California, in the 

ninth grade. Soon she became a regular at indoor competitions and 
reigned as the US Junior Champion from 1996 to 1998. She also 
climbed frequently at Smith Rock with her friend and mentor, Brittany 
Griffith. At age nineteen, she took a semester of leave from UC Davis 
to redpoint the first 5.14 sport climb in America: To Bolt or Not to Be, 
established by Jean-Baptiste Tribout in 1986. The route ascends a ruddy 
prow of volcanic tuff via a constellation of miniscule, skin-slicing edges. 
Lynn Hill, her hero, cheered from the base as Rodden finally succeeded.

That night, over a pizza celebration at her house, Hill asked Rodden 
to join her, Nancy Feagin and Kath Pike on an upcoming expedition to 
climb first ascents in Madagascar. Before then, Rodden had only ever led 
5.6 trad; as she recalled in Alpinist 12, “Most of my pieces had popped 
out when I lowered.” Though she had been training for the X Games 
in San Francisco, Rodden accepted the invitation. The women, led by 
Hill, eventually established Bravo les Filles on a steep big wall in the 
Tsaranoro Massif. Rodden says she mainly jumared, “trying not to be a 
nuisance.” Because of a previous commitment to a sponsor, she had to 
leave a week before the ascent was finished.

Nevertheless, as Rodden wrote in Outside, she had developed a sense 
of “radical self-reliance” on the climb. “I came back a much stronger per-
son, not just as a climber, all around,” she tells me. In the spring of 2000, 
Rodden left the competition circuit in search of more adventure. “I went 
straight to Yosemite and was like, ‘I need to learn how to trad climb,’” she 
explains. There, she began climbing with Tommy Caldwell, and the duo 
went on to establish some of the most difficult trad routes to date, includ-
ing Sarchasm (5.14a), a foreboding, high alpine arête on Longs Peak. In 
2005 they repeated Hill’s free ascent of the Nose, alternating leads.

Like Hill, Rodden has been subject to claims that her physique is an 
unfair advantage when it comes to finger-sized cracks. “Maybe people 
were so blown away by what Lynn did, they needed to come up with a 
reason why,” Rodden says. “It wasn’t just because of her small fingers…. 
[Tommy] has the fattest fingers I’ve seen.” At 5'1", Rodden thinks of her 
size as both a blessing and a curse, depending on the climb. But Rodden 
doesn’t focus on traits she can’t change. “If I can’t do something, I don’t 
dwell on the fact that I’m too short or my fingers are too small,” she 
says. “I’m like, how do I get around this?” Rodden treats her approach 
to climbing as part of a life philosophy. “Try to enjoy what you have.”

Until recently, Rodden says, she never perceived sexism as a problem 
in the climbing industry. Then in April 2016, on a panel discussion 
during a women’s adventure festival in Durango, Colorado, Rodden was 
asked about her salary as one of the most successful American climbers 
ever. From the late 1990s through the 2000s, Rodden recollected that 
she and Tommy Caldwell had the same sponsors. “I was on equal 
amounts of climbing covers and putting up first ascents. But without 
fail, Tommy would always get paid more.” At the time, she says, she 
thought, “Oh, whatever, of course he would get paid more, he’s rad!” 
But in retrospect, Rodden mused, “Maybe that’s not right.”

PAMELA SHANTI PACK IS UP to her elbows in a roof. She swings one 
leg overhead, then the other, crooking her toes in a shallow fis-
sure that slices a hunk of Sherman granite into a fossilized loaf of 

bread. “I’m going to do my best impression of a pretzel,” she says, and 
she twists herself into the ceiling until just her top half hangs out: a worm 
in the mouth of a robin. “Whew! Dizzy!” Her blond hair swings on the 
breeze, her gold-studded ears glinting. “I don’t know why I thought this 
would be easy,” she giggles as she hangs upside down. Her voice is husky 
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[Photo] Beth Rodden on Meltdown (5.14c), Yosemite: “I’m definitely not the super-brave, 

bold one.... I have the ability to turn it on, when necessary. I’m not someone who walks up 

to a climb and says, I’m going to own this. I’m like, OK, let’s see.” Corey Rich



[Photo] Barbara Zangerl on Extra Lean, (5.12-), Indian Creek, Utah. What Zangerl 

appreciates most about trad climbing, she says, is “the challenge: to feel that high 

level of focus, to be totally concentrated on climbing at your limit.” François Lebeau



as if she’d been partying all night. She hoists herself into a half pull-up and 
lets out a yelp. In half an hour, it seems she’s gone nowhere. Little by little, 
she works her way over the mantel, and then lowers to rest.

Over the course of her climbing career, Pack says she has made more 
than sixty first ascents and more than a hundred first female ascents. She 
has a degree in art and architecture from Yale and works part of the year 
on a seafloor-mapping boat on the Bering Sea, where she does every-
thing from taking skiffs onto the open sea, to repairing the engine. The 
rest of the year, she lives out of her truck at various crags. “I didn’t want 
to be one of the best female offwidth climbers in the world; I wanted to 
be one of the best offwidth climbers in the world,” Pack says.

In 2009 she established Gabriel (5.13c), a sixty-five-foot roof in Zion 
National Park, into which she squeezed her entire body, upside down, 
and climbed inverted. It was, for many years, considered the hardest 
offwidth in America. In 2012 she made the first ascent of Forever War 
(5.13c/d R), a flaring, eighty-five-foot-high gap between two blocks of 
weathered granite in Vedauwoo, which is now one of the area’s hard-
est. Her more recent new route, American Horror Story, is a four-pitch 
“adventure climb” in Indian Creek. The “artful” fourth pitch, which she 
named The Freak Show, is the steepest: a hundred feet long, overhung 
at 45 to 60 degrees, it requires “circus-style” climbing, as Pack wrote in 
Rock and Ice. She believes that climbs reveal everything about their first 
ascensionists’ imaginations. “Most people see the blank canvas, but they 
don’t see the possibilities.” Over a lifetime, a collection of new routes can 
accumulate into something like an “autobiography,” she says. “I want 
my routes to tell stories. It’s like writing a book: I want people to read it.”

Still, she says she struggled to gain acceptance. “As I became a known 
climber, I started being attacked quite a lot. I think my case was differ-
ent because offwidth was still a holdout for men.” Any climber who has 
encountered a wide crack knows that offwidth climbing is rarely elegant 
or graceful. “There’s a lot of physical brutality,” Pack grins. “It’s not very 
glamorous.” She re-tapes and paints a stripe of black sticky rubber over 
her palms. It looks as though someone rode a bike over her hands.

Pack has faced criticism from a number of men, she tells me. “What 
they don’t realize,” she says, “is how much they inspire me. Every time 
they gave me shit, I was like, ‘I’m gonna steal one of their projects.’ And 
I did! Every chance! I’m like, ‘What’s that guy working on?’ I’m going 
to go do the FA.” She laughs, and I feel as if we should be drinking beer 
at a bar, not huddled under a forgotten crack at Vedauwoo, waiting out 
the rain. I watch as vultures teeter over a swale of gooseberry and aspen. 
Dark clouds roll up from the south. The air is an elixir of sage and law-
lessness. “I really have loved being a woman on the frontier,” she says.

“A woman who has done good work in the scholastic world doesn’t 
like to be called a good woman scholar.... Call her a good scholar and 
let it go at that.... I have climbed 1,500 feet higher than any man in 
the United States. Don’t call me a woman climber.” 

— Annie Smith Peck to The New York Times, 1911

WHEN I STARTED DOING first ascents, I just called them 
first ascents,” Hill says. “The rock doesn’t discriminate.” 
Some climbers say the first female ascent label emphasizes 

the very idea it’s designed to fight: that women should not be held to 
the same standards as men. Hill now believes that, for certain routes, 
it’s still important to know if a woman has done them. Stories about 
groundbreaking first female ascents send a powerful message: the most 

inaccessible spaces on rock walls are not just a domain for men. Women’s 
achievements have long remained unheralded, their stories untold. By 
alleviating some of that cultural anonymity, first female ascents could 
provide a measure of ongoing progress toward equality.

Over the phone, Austrian climber Barbara Zangerl tells me that the 
honorific “first female ascent” is not important to her. “I would never 
choose a route just to be the first women to climb it,” she says. “Of 
course, it’s a cool side effect.” After a pause she adds, “It works pretty 
well for the marketing point of a professional climber. But for me that 
would not be a motivation.” In 2014 she made the first female ascent of 
Prinzip Hoffnung, a 5.14 trad route named for a book about utopian 
ideals that translates to “the principle of hope.” Trad climbing is rare in 
Austria. There are a plethora of sport routes where Zangerl could add 
“first female ascent” to her climbing resume. But she resists the trend. 
“It’s really not something special if the only professional female climber 
around is climbing the hardest female ascents,” she says. More recently, 
she became the second climber of any gender to redpoint Gondo Crack 
(5.14b R), in Switzerland, without depending on any of its protection 
bolts. The seventeen-meter route follows mere slivers in polished beige 
and bluish gneiss—a line so strenuous that she carried a cam in her 
mouth so she could place it more quickly.

As climbing grows, and more dollars flow into the industry, it’s likely 
the marketing value of the first female ascent will continue. Neverthe-
less, hard trad climber Madaleine Sorkin tells me, “I find it inspiring 
when a woman does something that no other woman has done before, 
and I probably always will. To pretend that women have the same 
opportunities as men in climbing is complete BS.” Accounts of women’s 
experiences on cliffs and mountains continue to propagate the idea that 
they, too, can be active protagonists with adventurous life stories. The 
value of this, for today’s young women, is immeasurable.

ON HER ELEVENTH BIRTHDAY, Hazel Findlay went climbing with 
her dad at the coastal cliffs near Pembrokeshire, her home 
in southwest Wales. They rappelled in together, descend-

ing toward the ocean. At the bottom, he told her, “Just climb out.” So 
she picked a path up the grey, salt-slicked blocks and headed up. She 
remembers the spray wetting her fingertips, the smell of springtime and 
sea. “That’s climbing in its purest form,” she recalls. “You don’t know 
what’s going to be there, you don’t have a guidebook entry, you don’t 
know if someone’s climbed it before.”

With her first ground-up first ascent at age eleven, Findlay joined a 
long legacy of bold, traditional leaders. Decades before the trend of clean 
gear spread to the US, British climbers had shunned pitons, wriggling 
chockstones and later machine nuts into small fissures of gritstone. In 
2011 Findlay made the first female ascent of Once upon a Time in the 
Southwest, E9. The climb meanders for fifty meters over a slab of grey 
stone on a sea cliff in Devon. Findlay memorized where the pieces go, 
in what order, and which rope to clip. She practiced it multiple times 
on toprope before leading it from the ground up. But Findlay feels 
something is missing from that “headpoint” style. “The adventure is 
kind of gone,” she says.

Findlay knows that numbers convey little about the reality of a 
climb. She says some first ascents were easier for her, physically, than 
certain second, third or fifth ascents of routes that proved to be more 
rewarding. In a 2012 interview with Beth Rodden, Findlay explained 
that she wasn’t motivated to rehearse hard routes on El Cap; she’d 

“
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rather show up with a rack and a map. For those who view climbing 
as a quest to align internal and external discovery, grades may seem an 
insignificant measurement, one that neither successfully describes nor 
quantifies such subjective experiences, which remain, essentially, private 
and mysterious. Today, at age twenty-eight, Findlay agrees: “I’ve always 
thought that bravery was about stepping into the unknown.”

As more women explore the world’s unclimbed walls, their individual 
strengths and perceptions may lead them to imagine different possibili-
ties, adding new visions to the repertoire of climbing. But perhaps the 
very fixation on “firsts” deserves scrutiny. When climbing histories and 
media focus solely on the claiming of unknown terrain, they harken to 
Victorian ideals that celebrated imperialism and the conquest of nature. 
This perspective can obscure more ineffable experiences, from the close 
bond that forms between climbing partners to a sense of wordless har-
mony with the natural world. By approaching first ascents in our own 
style, we might find a way to discover something new—a place of our 
own, in the mystery.

WHEN I STARTED OUT as a climbing photographer, all my 
colleagues were men. At the crag, they captured images 
of the strongest guys on the hardest routes. The world of 

women climbers seemed neglected, a hidden niche, and I felt I could 
portray something that others were missing. Cracked red fingernails 
on blanched sandstone. A heel hook in silhouette. These weren’t cover 
shots, or, necessarily, images of difficult climbs. But they were raw and 
unapologetic—attempts to capture the unexpected moment unfolding 
without the watching eyes of men.

Most of my male photographer friends liked to direct models, using 

extensive lighting and Photoshop to construct the beauty they wanted 
to see. What I wanted, more than anything, was to find my own style. 
Not to imitate, but to create; a process that seemed alchemical, elusive. 
For a decade, I felt I was alone. But in the past few years, the number 
of women telling stories in a variety of media—photographers, writers, 
filmmakers and producers—has increased. Now I can be a mentor, and 
be mentored by my peers.

As an educated, privileged American, I realize that I’m lucky to take 
certain freedoms, opportunities and comforts for granted. To dedicate 
so much of your life to climbing implies a certain level of financial 
stability and free time. Both Hill and Rodden have spoken about their 
search for ways to balance climbing and motherhood. Neither of them 
had children when they were at the height of their hard trad climbing 
years. The earliest mountaineering clubs in Britain and North America 
were generally exclusive to white, middle- and upper-class climbers, a 
legacy that continues to influence the sport and its literature.

For many people, there are downsides to the spread of social media, 
including the loss of privacy and inner solitude. An obsession with 
personal, digital representation can prevent immersion in immediate 
experiences. But the positive aspects of removing barriers to publica-
tion, particularly for those who have struggled to have their voices heard, 
are undeniable. It’s easier, now, to find images of women “pushing their 
boundaries, exploring more, being adventurous, whereas that was encour-
aged more in men before,” trad climber Kate Rutherford says. Hill says 
she’s excited to see the momentum of strong young climbers, and to share 
her love for the pursuit. “But they don’t see there’s a problem,” she says. 
“They think the battle was won, like I did when I was a kid. I thought 
girls did have equal rights. But let me tell you, the fight is not over. The 
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battle is not yet won.”
In a recent interview with Alpinist, Flash Foxy founder Shelma 

Jun says that she sees a need for conversations about gender to include 
the experiences of women climbers from a much wider range of back-
grounds, as well as people who don’t identify as either male or female. 
“Even within the space of women, there can be people who feel discon-
nected and marginalized,” she says. “As a woman of color, climbing has 
always been political to me. I’m not bringing politics into climbing; 
my climbing experience, because of who I am, is political.” While the 
number of women climbers continues to grow, many other under-rep-
resented groups of climbers are also gaining momentum, supported by 
organizations like Outdoor Afro, Brothers of Climbing, Latino Out-
doors and BrownGirlsClimb, as well as HomoClimbtastic, a popular 
climbing festival in West Virginia.

A 2015 report from the Outdoor Foundation estimated that a total of 
2.5 million people participated in trad climbing in 2014, for an increase 
of 3.8 percent over the past five years. Of the total participants, they found 
a gender ratio of 61.7 percent men to 38.3 percent women. The report 
on sport climbing revealed that the gap there was almost closed: with 4.5 
million participants, 53.1 percent were men and 46.9 percent women. No 
survey data is available, however, on gender-nonconforming individuals.

IT WAS THE SUMMER of 1995. Then a toddler, Brette Harrington sat 
on the back of a boat, trying to find the nerve to jump in. She looked 
down at the inky water. And up at the snowy mountains surrounding 

Lake Tahoe. Suddenly, she plummeted toward the surface, swallowing icy 
mouthfuls. Disoriented, she bobbed in her lifejacket. Her parents threw 
her a rope, but it slipped out of her hands and sunk into the blue. She 
hated to look down, where the bottom was invisible, hundreds of feet 
away. Again, her parents threw the rope. This time, she held on tight.

This past August, in the North Cascades, Harrington got that same 
sinking feeling. She and Marc-André Leclerc had spent seven days clean-
ing and aiding eleven pitches of loose, mossy rock from a gleaming 
swatch of granite on Mt. Rexford. Near the top of the second pitch, her 
forearms started to ache and stiffen, her calves shook. Ahead was noth-
ing except finger lock upon finger lock, stacked up the steep, sprawling 
wall. She climbed until her grip released, and she hurtled past most of 
the pitch. Her gear held, but the rope sustained substantial damage. 
They pressed on to complete the first ascent on the wall.

Late last year, I sat in my Colorado living room, chatting via Skype 
with Brette Harrington, who was in the Caicos Islands. Across the stut-
tering connection, she appeared in a pixelated blur of tan limbs and 
sun-bleached hair. I struggled to picture her on a stormy, snow-blasted 

summit on Baffin Island—how she spent last summer— instead of on 
a sunny boat. Clearly, my own perception of women still needs to shift.

Harrington got her start on sport routes in Rumney, New Hamp-
shire. But soon, like Hill and Rodden, she moved on to traditional 
climbing. In 2015 Harrington climbed nearly all the pitches of the Free 
Muir (5.13c) on El Capitan, apart from one 5.12a traverse. She has also 
focused on charting new territory, sometimes without a rope. That same 
year, she became the first person to free solo the route Chiaro di Luna, 
on the Fitz Roy massif in Argentine Patagonia, a buttress that extends 
over a thousand feet into the icy air. It wasn’t nearly as technically dif-
ficult as some of her past ascents, but it felt more intense. In Alpinist 
51, Harrington wrote of the climb, “Every detail was crystal clear, as if I 
were looking though a microscope. This was a gift the climb gave me: to 
evaporate the chatter of daily life and to unveil a present reality.”

When women become the authors of their stories, whether it’s an 
article, a photograph, a film, a first ascent, or simply a shared moment 
of self-transcendence, they wield the power to shape the perception of 
women and the experience of future climbers. When women cultivate 
their own stories, in their own style, they leave a legacy of independence. 
I never thought about being the first. I never thought about breaking 
a gender barrier. I never thought about becoming a mentor. But I have 
learned to lead myself.

It’s not just about having a voice. It’s about using that voice. And 
braving what follows: the starlight, the storm or the silence. 

MADALEINE SORKIN TELLS ME, “I 
FIND IT INSPIRING WHEN A WOMAN 
DOES SOMETHING THAT NO OTHER 
WOMAN HAS DONE BEFORE, AND 

I PROBABLY ALWAYS WILL.”

[Facing Page] Brette Harrington on Riders on the Storm, (VI 5.12d/5.13 A3, 1300m), Torres del 

Paine, Chile, as she and Mayan Smith-Gobat tried for the first free ascent. (Smith-Gobat 

wrote of a prior attempt in Alpinist 55.) Harrington is wary of the “first female ascent” label: 

“If it’s just another way to grab attention, it holds women back.” Drew Smith  l [This Page] 

Hazel Findlay on The Doors (5.13), Cadarese, Italy. Findlay says, “When I know a woman 

has done a route, I feel like it is more within the realms of possibility for me.” David Pickford
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UNDE THE

C L A U D I A  C A M I L A  L Ó P E Z



INFLUENCE

The unwavering Cordilleras etched my sense 

of place as I grew up in Colombia. Framed 

by my bedroom window, glimpsed through 

interludes in winding clouds, the glaring and 

impossibly white layers of the Nevados stirred 

my imagination. Life in my grandparents’ 

home was an amalgamated world with 

wild animals—vibrant toucans, an old tapir, 

a loud peccary and playful coatis and 

kinkajous—inside a big courtyard. The open 

wilderness stretched beyond. The wooden 

frame became a viewfinder when I opened a 

present on my eleventh bir thday: a camera.

[Photo] The plateau below Camp II on 

Cho Oyu (8188m), Mahalangur Himal, on 

the border between Tibet and Nepal. 
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SINCE I LEARNED TO WALK, I had to wear 
orthopedic boots. My uneven, imperfect legs 
still powered me skywards on the nearby hills 
alongside my schoolmates. On Friday afternoons, 
mountaintops graced with weathered Virgins 
or crucifixes were the prize for an arduous 
day; pristine emerald lagoons the last stop 
before supper. In the distance, the Nevados 
remained a mystery behind their churning fog, 
their névé beyond the grip of my clunky boots. 

My grandmother’s garden provided the set ting 
for my first photographs. I searched for hidden 
objects, dir t, roots, worms, getting as close 
as the optics allowed me. I was sure the 
camera could see things forbidden to me. I 
wanted to believe the fox in The Little Prince: 
What is essential is invisible to the eye. 

The first portrait I did was of a Romani woman in 
our local market. The azure fabric of her clothes 
allured me, the layered skir t dancing around 
her body. We didn’t speak; we just looked at 
each other. I wanted to see her and not the 
stories about her, the memories revealed in the 
nuances of contour, the deep orbits of her eyes. 
I got so close her breath almost fogged the 
glass. I was twelve years old and inquisitive. 

[Facing Page] The Khumbu Icefall in 2016. Two years prior, an avalanche 

near here resulted in the deaths of sixteen Nepali expedition workers 

(see Alpinist 47).  l  [This Page] The photographer’s first portrait in 

1980 of a Romani woman at the market in Manizales, Colombia. 



But I was broken. For two years, during the daily siesta, 
unwelcome hands had touched me. I had learned to 
dissociate myself from them, to detach my prepubescent 
body from my forming soul. In my late teens, I quit 
wondering what lay behind the clouds, where my legs 
could take me, what invisible truth my camera could 
reveal. Instead, I traded mountaintops for the cavernous 
halls of El Infiernillo (Lit tle Hell), an afterhours disco 
with its impenetrable bright orange door unlocked 
only with a secret knock. Under dimmed lights, I hid 
behind jet-black nail polish, lipstick and kohl liner. 
If there was anything essential invisible to the eye, I 
sure was not seeing it; darkness had overtaken me.

Seeking her own reinvention after a failed marriage, 
my aunt Maria Victoria had lef t Colombia in her 
late twenties. She found herself in France pursuing 
a PhD in mathematics. She also found a Frenchman, 
mountaineering and solace. At the height of her 
physical and mental strength, she returned to Bogotá, 
with the Frenchman in tow, as well as a small arsenal 
of climbing gear and mountaineering books, iridescent 
waterproof clothing and big plastic boots. At the time, 
few climbers had explored the clif fs and mountains 
of Colombia. To her, the immense walls of ice and 
rock reflected dreams of vastness, possibility, vision.  



Meanwhile, I had become feral. The city 
was a landscape in constant replay, a unison 
clamor of pedestrians and honking cars. I 
roamed the hard pavement of twisting alleys, 
following corners that bent and vanished into 
night, on a continuous route to nowhere. 

Maria Victoria took me under her care. I lef t the 
streets for her apartment. She fed me, gave me a 
room bathed in sunlight and reintroduced me to 
the mountains. First, she attached me to the end 
of her rope at Suesca, the local climbing crag. 
Trapped inside taut shoes, my feet hesitated 
on miniscule rock protrusions. I had to trust the 
balance of my imperfectly corrected legs. My 
fingers searched for features of hard sandstone, 
still invisible to me.  Empty space opened all 
around; I was held by four precarious points. 

[Photo] Denali (6190m), Alaska. The photographer 

says, “This photo is of a section called the 

‘End of the world,’” near Fourteen Camp. 





I pressed my face against the rock in a desperate effort to 
feel grounded, and I tried to crawl upward. I never knew 
I was afraid of falling until my foot slipped. My heartbeat 
hurried; my breathing got louder as I clung tightly to a 
narrow ledge. I swore. My aunt refused to lower me. There 
was only one way out, she told me, and it was up. I cursed 
even louder. I looked up. I looked down. To see the route 
meant that I also had to feel it with my body. I couldn’t 
keep my mind separated from it anymore. I had to become 
whole. Behind the thick and silvery hanging moss, the route 
began to reveal its contours: I could read the lines and 
foretell the moves along a path of orange fungi-covered 
slabs. My graceless upward crawl morphed into a nimble 
dance. I reached the anchors, my kohl liner smeared. 

Our visits to the crag turned into a weekly pilgrimage. The 
click-clack of the metal on the harness became a perfect 
metronome of anticipation. I followed the secret code 
of chalk marks, finding my own rhythm as my body re-
created what lay in my mind. Detached speculation wasn’t 
possible in the second before a dyno—only precise moves 
in that mysterious language of rock climbing that unified 
intention and resolution, the intangible and the palpable. 

Later, she took me to the glaciers.

I was engulfed by the mysterious Nevados I had gazed 
at through the window frame of my childhood home. 
I became infatuated with the immensity of the range, 
the way the shif ting ice reshaped itself as the glaring 
sun warmed its core, the vortex of winds that swept up 
everything in its path, the fleeting visibility that tricked my 
senses while I gambled with a set of moves. Maria Victoria 
taught me to be self-reliant, but also to trust my partner, her. 
She guided me over the thin snow bridges of the crevasses. 
She showed me there was a world within myself that 
could be expressed through my relationship with nature. 

I was ready to search again for what is essential and 
invisible to the eye. My old camera was at the bottom 
of the bin of my past life; it had gathered enough dust 
and mold to become just an artifact of memory. So I 
saved some pesos and bought a new one. This camera, 
in its majestic shape, could see a world without fears. 
Combinations of apertures and speeds; mathematics 
and physics; light and darkness: Subject. A modern-day 
alchemy that turned flesh and matter into latent images on 

[Facing Page] Vijay Viswanathan, Ouray, Colorado.  l  [This Page]  Clockwise from 

top left, photos of climbers: Jangbu Sherpa, Tom Hornbein, Robert Rich, Lynn Hill, 

Rangdol, photographer Claudia Camila López (after summiting Ama Dablam in 

November 2006), Chad Jukes, Tsundue (and child), Jim Donini, Victor Saunders.
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silver crystals or trapped pixels. I began to get close 
again to the strangers who enthralled me with their 
presence. The encounter was like a dance that took 
place in silence, and when I could see the essence of 
the moment come to a standstill, I pressed the shut ter. 

A couple of years into our adventures, Maria Victoria 
fell on a climb in Suesca, swung in a pendulum and 
hit the lower part of her head on a rock outcrop, 
just below the protection of her helmet. She slowly 
drif ted into unconsciousness. Then the coma set in. 
By the time I made it to the hospital, my mom had to 
make the decision to unplug her from the machines 
that kept her in the limbo of a wrecked brain. 

A decade later, when I chose my first Himalayan climb, 
my aunt was central to my decision. Ama Dablam means 
“Mother’s necklace” in Tibetan; the long ridges on each 
side of the summit reach down like the arms of a mother 
protecting her child. My aunt had often talked about 
the mountain, her features, the steepness, her beauty. In 
honor to Maria Victoria’s memory, I set out to pursue her. 

When I arrived in base camp, the presence of the 
mountain was arresting beyond any photograph I 
have seen or any story I have read. She stood like an 
immense icon, her open arms embracing me as I was. I 
felt Maria Victoria’s presence with every step, and when 
the route got harder and colder or the abyss beneath 
my feet weakened my spirit, she was the one who 
did the hard work. Once more, I followed her lead. 

A few prayer flags twisting in the wind marked the 
highest point with the assurance of a rite of passage. 
In the fleeting visibility, I saw what was invisible to my 
eyes: I was unbroken, complete. I felt an ending and a 
beginning wrapped in the euphoria and hypoxia, under 
the influence of the forces of matter and energy, vastness 
and contour—a transitory moment that would have to 
be sought again. Turning away from the wind, I dug 
through the dense layers of clothing, and with my aunt’s 
old, dull knife, I sliced up a piece of the T-shir t I was 
wearing, hers. Kneeling down, I pressed the shir t against 
my heart, and then let the wind carry its 1980s fuchsia 
over the whiteness of the unwavering range. Maria 
Victoria was free, now, to wander over the Himalaya.

[Photo] The north face of Ama Dablam (6812m), Mahalangur Himal, Nepal. Though 

the massif is one of the most ascended mountains in the Nepal Himalaya, the 

northwest face was unclimbed until 1996, when Vanja Furlan and Toma  Humar 

completed the Stane Belak-Srauf Memorial Route (VI 5.7 AI5 A2+, 1650m). 
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Even if you’re going to live three thousand more years, or ten 

times that, remember: you cannot lose another life than the 

one you’re living now, or live another one than the one you’re 

losing. The longest amounts to the same as the shortest. 

The present is the same for everyone; its loss is the same for 

everyone; and it should be clear that a brief instant is all that is 

lost. For you can’t lose either the past or the future; how could 

you lose what you don’t have —Meditations, Marcus Aurelius

September 27, 2016, Kishtwar Himalaya, India: Just after 3 a.m., I peer 

up through a dark, windless morning. Steam rises from my unzipped 

jacket into the crisp predawn air, clouding the blue light of my head-

lamp. My focus narrows to the rhythm of setting picks and crampons 

into cold, squeaky snow and ice. I kick a solid step, close my eyes 

and try to slow the pounding in my chest. My climbing partner Chris 

Gibisch, on the other end of the rope, is 200 feet away. Here, there’s 

only the frozen mist of my breath for company. It’s painfully obvi-

ous the entire south face of Brammah II—and the corniced skyline 

above—funnels into the drainpipe-shaped runnel of ice we’re climb-

ing.  I open my eyes and blow a 

bead of sweat from my nose. As I tilt my head back to look up, to 

thoughts and dreams that I have trouble relating it to stark realities 

of stone, ice and snow. On the previous afternoon, I’d walked across 

the undulated glacier, rope dragging behind. Squinting in the sun, 

I’d traced a route up a debris cone to a thin ribbon of sun-bleached 

ice, which bisected 800 feet of rock walls and provided access to 

the upper mountain. From there, a swath of golden stone and white 

snow seemed likely to connect to the summit. To me, the line made 

sense. The face remained still and silent. 

Clouds exploded as Chris and I reached the base. A series of 

avalanches decimated the ice of our intended route, leaving a tor-

rent of running water. It was a strange, almost sickening feeling to 

be so sure the choice was sound, merely to have that logic over-

thrown with such dead certainty.

An hour later, while Chris slept next to me in the tent, I heard 

the rumble of a large rock cartwheeling from high on the face. “Get 

up, get out!” I yelled. I rolled onto the cold, wet slush of the glacier, 

wondering which way to dive as the stone picked up speed. With 

police station in Gulab Garh had told us, “There are no helicopters 

for rescues, no SAT phones allowed in the Kashmir.” Beside me, 

Chris rubbed his eyes, shook his head and calmly walked back to 

the tent. “We better get up early, man,” he said.

b r e a t h e
d e e p

words by Jeff Shapiro  |  photography by Chris Gibisch
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I hoped the mountain would remain frozen solid before sunrise. But 
occasional stone volleys echo like the chop of an approaching helicopter. 
Chris shouts from below. I hold my breath to be sure I heard correctly: 
“Lightning to our southeast, Jeff! Lightning to our southeast.” 

Stars fill the black sky, shimmering like hoarfrost. I glance over my 
shoulder: flashes of electricity silhouette the jagged skyline of the Him-
achal Pradesh like strobe lights flickering above a massive arena. Within 
moments, I’m mesmerized. It’s as though the lightning reflects the way I 
see life this morning: spontaneous, unpredictable, beautiful and violent. 
A question rings in my ears: Should I be here? 

When I was a young boy, the romance of exploration attracted me to 
the Himalaya. Books like Eric Shipton’s Nanda Devi described a time 
when simply finding the way to a mountain could be an adventure. For 
weeks in 1934, Shipton and his companions Bill Tilman, Ang Thar-
kay Sherpa, Pasang Bhotia and Kusang Namgir looked for an entrance 
to the inner sanctuary of Nanda Devi. Beyond the labyrinth of the 
Rishi Gorge, a secluded world unfolded of alpine meadows and bright 
peaks. “My most blissful dream as a child was to be in some such val-
ley, free to wander where I liked, and discover for 
myself some hitherto unrevealed glory of Nature,” 
Shipton wrote. “Now the reality was no less won-
derful.... Of how many childish fancies can that be 
said, in this age of disillusionment?”

In such stories what matters is not merely a 
line on a topo. Notions of grades and numbers 
lose all meaning. The approach becomes as impor-
tant—if not more so—than the ascent. With 
modern technology, we can typically research 
an objective until most of the “unknowns” are 
gone. Something deep within me awakens when 
the logistics involve statements such as I have no 
idea. Climbing big new routes feels like seeking 
an answer to a question I don’t know how to ask. 

Many of the high peaks in India’s Kishtwar 
National Park have rarely been climbed, if at all. 
Approximately 425 square kilometers of forests 
and valleys provide a home to snow leopards, 
Himalayan black and brown bears, massive lam-
mergeiers and Griffon vultures. Since the early 
1980s, the area had been mostly closed to foreign 
climbers. In 2013 the government started issuing 
permits again. Numerous summits remain elusive.  

Almost a year prior to our trip, Chris and I sat in the dining room 
of his house in Missoula, Montana, leaning over maps gently lit by my 
laptop screen. The dim glow danced through our glasses of whisky as we 
discussed possibilities. His voice took on a higher pitch, and he spoke 
more quickly, like a child excited about a wild world. When the steep 
faces and pointy summits of Kashmir emerged, he almost knocked his 
glass off the table. “Check that shit out!” he said, his words slurred with 
laughter. A black and white spire sharpened into view, towering over a 
chaotic glacier. This is it, I thought. The image felt right. 

Three previous teams had climbed the 6486-meter peak, Brammah 
II, in 1975, 1981 and 1993. All three had followed the same route up the 
Northwest Ridge. The other side of the mountain remained unclimbed. 
In Tracks in the Snow, Krzysztof Łoziński depicted the approach to the 

south aspect of Brammah II as riddled with tarantulas, great cats and 
brown bears. In the 1976 American Alpine Journal, British alpinist Rob-
ert Collister lamented: “We could not find a viable approach and failed 
to set foot on the mountain…. The route into and up the Kijai Nullah 
from the south via La was investigated at the end and found long and 
difficult and impracticable for loaded men unless a way was first cleared 
with machetes.” 

As I read these sentences out loud, Chris and I laughed: this was 
indeed where we wanted to go.

A week before Chris and I were scheduled to leave Montana, I sat on 
the rim of a cliff in the Bitterroot Mountains, preparing for a flight in 
my wingsuit. The August sun warmed my shoulders through my sweat-
soaked shirt. A jet-black raven rose on a morning thermal amid erratic 
yellow leaves. My phone buzzed in my pocket. I should check in case 
it’s Kara, I thought. But the message wasn’t from my wife. My friend 
Chad Copeland had sent the simple text: Kyle and Scott are missing and 
overdue. Immediately, I called him and learned that Kyle Dempster and 
Scott Adamson had last been seen partway up the north face of the 

Ogre II, in Pakistan, before clouds obscured the 
ice-streaked granite wall.

I stuffed my wingsuit back into my pack and 
hiked down to the van. The intensity leached out 
of the pastel blue sky and the golden leaves. I felt 
only death. I remembered my last conversation 
with Kyle: he called me on his way to a memo-
rial for a climbing partner. He knew that I was 
also grieving for two friends who had died during 
a BASE jump. I think we both had a sense that 
talking with each other might soften the edges of 
these voids. 

“It’s one thing to be sad about losing a brother,” 
he said, “but, because I also consider my own 
mortality relative to my choices while climbing…
seeing the aftermath…that definitely connects us 
to the loss in a way that adds a strange level of 
question, don’t you think? If we love living, is this 
really a responsible path?” 

After the extensive search failed to find any 
trace of Kyle and Scott, those words haunted 
me. I’d spent my entire climbing life trying to 
recognize the difference between unjustified and 
justified fear. I believed that I could attain that 

priceless skill of knowing when my impression of danger arose from self-
doubt and when it was real. I convinced myself that if my decisions were 
sound, if my motivations were pure, and if I was mentally and physically 
prepared, I’d stay safe. The loss of friends such as Kyle and Scott—alpin-
ists whom I respected for their years of experience, their competence in 
risk management, their strength of mind and body—suggested that my 
belief system was perhaps just a faulty justification for desire.

Logically, I know that mountains don’t care how experienced or new 
we are to their environment, how good or bad. I think they have no 
sense of love or anger, and yet somehow they seem to have a soul, a tan-
gible energy that I can’t see, but feel. It makes sense to me that people 
in various cultures have considered them to be gods. I feel that I need 
to tread with respect in their presence, hoping “they” let me in and back 
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out again. When I stand on a summit, and the thin, crisp air fills my 
lungs under a massive sky, I feel a sense of overwhelming gratitude—but 
to whom? 

What results is undeniable. By climbing in the mountains, I real-
ize I’m small, insignificant and vulnerable. My ego crumbles, and my 
perspective expands. The borders between myself and my surroundings 
appear to dissolve. My senses become more acute. I feel sunsets instead 
of merely seeing them: the ripening of their colors seems to evoke the 
scent of flower blossoms. A particular peace fills me, elusive, indefin-
able. I breathe deep, and recognize how I fit into the natural world, not 
through the filters of my ego, but through the recognition that I’m only 
a minute component of a larger story. 

When I return home to Missoula, a morning hug doesn’t seem like 
a trivial gesture. I wrap my arms around my wife and daughter, and I 
feel their hearts press up against me. From my log rocking chair on our 
porch, I watch my wife on her tiptoes, watering the hanging plants while 
hummingbirds feed from a glass ball. I listen to my daughter talk about 
her friends from school, the way her speech quickens as she tucks her 
hair behind her ear. And I’m fully present, able to recognize the wonder 
of simply sharing our existence. 

Is this fleeting feeling that results from 
the recognition of my own mortality what 
I’m after? And, if I’ve already learned it, why 
do I seem to need the reminder? When I try 
to think rationally about whether all this 
is worth the risk, what concerns me is not 
how I’d be affected by a fatal accident—
because I’d be dead, unable to feel any 
suffering. What worries me is the pain my 
absence would cause to the people I love—a 
torment I’ve witnessed far too many times 
among friends and families of climbers and 
BASE jumpers. During the days before our 
departure, I found myself looking down a 
lot. I thought my wife might see the doubt 
in my eyes and ask the hard questions that I 
no longer knew how to answer.

In the past, when asked what makes a 
good alpinist, I’d given the cliché response: 
“A short memory.” Now this sounded like 
such a weak and trivial statement.

One night, Chris and I stayed up late 
drinking whisky in his Missoula home. On the wall behind us, there 
was a blown-up photograph of him climbing the last pitch of Winter 
Dance—a friend had presented it as a souvenir from one of Montana’s 
most iconic ice climbs. Only a single plate on the counter and his open 
laptop gave hints that anyone spent time within his tidy rooms. “Well, 
what do you think?” I asked. He shrugged. “I think we should go,” he 
said. My gaze drifted to two large, time-lapse photos of a nighttime des-
ert landscape, capped with the dusky blue hues of the Milky Way and 
star trails, above his dining room table. 

“To go to India and not reach a summit or possibly not climb at all, 
fits within the category of risk management,” Chris said. “We can con-
sider each step along the way, and we can try hard to keep our decisions 
responsible, but not to go at all would be a decision based on fear—fear 
of what might happen, what might go wrong.” 

With that, we reiterated a mantra that served us well in the past: 
Take things one step at a time; solve one problem at a time; pay attention to 
every moment for its full value. Nothing more. 

When the time to depart for India came, I was relieved by the finality. 
With our liaison officer D.K. Yasad, we drove from Delhi to the moun-
tain town of Manali, arriving at midnight. In the morning, outside the 
hotel, misty, wet clouds evaporated off ridgelines of dark-green fir trees. 
Our handler, Kaushal Desai, took us to his house where his crew was 
loading two expedition jeeps. The cool alpine air felt clean. Kaushal 
picked fresh apples from the trees in his yard, and he threw a piece of 
fruit to each of us with a relaxed smile. 

Soon the jeeps carried Chris, D.K. and me, along with twelve por-
ters, Kaushal’s trusted guide Tara Chand and our cook, Vivek, toward 

the white-capped giants that overlooked town. As we crested Rohtang 
Pass with windows down, I basked in the warmth of the afternoon sun. 
Bright prayer flags flapped in a katabatic wind. The road we were on 
served as a main artery for Jammu, Kashmir and the Himachal Pradesh. 
A family of four, riding together on a motorcycle, skipped past us, 
bound for the next settlement. 

Ahead, the tires of our jeep rolled within inches of a precipice that 
dropped 1,500 feet. I hid my lack of faith behind a smile each time our 
driver, Saila, looked at me. He bobbed his head along to the music that 

[Opening Spread] Alison Criscitiello and the author Jeff Shapiro at the Manu Temple in  

Manali, Himachal Pradesh, India, after Criscitiello had told him about the recent death of 

her climbing partner Anna Smith in the Miyar Valley. Shortly before leaving Montana for  

India, Shapiro had learned that Kyle Dempster and Scott Adamson had gone missing on 

the north face of Ogre II (6980m) in Pakistan.  l  [This Page] Shapiro on the approach to the 

south side of Brammah II (6486m), with Arjuna (6230m) in the background. 
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blared through the radio, laughing quietly to himself as if he found the 
whole scene entertaining. 

Days later, we rolled to a stop above the wide Chenab River. White-
water roared, and its fine spray collected in tiny droplets on my skin. 
Chris and I and the porters—along with hundreds of pounds of gear 
and supplies—crossed the river by a cable trolley that we took turns 
hand-hauling. My shoulders tired, I was grateful for the interruption 
when local residents showed up with sheep and goats on their way to 
higher pastures. Eight animals at a time rode in the small basket with 
two shepherds. The thunder of rapids and the bleats of sheep blended 
into a disturbing cacophony.  

I still felt light, in that moment, without any responsibilities other 
than to pay attention and immerse myself in the experience. Chris and I 
had agreed not to hold on so tight to personal ambitions or expectations 
that we wouldn’t be willing to retreat. There, on that sunny morning, 
crossing the river felt like one of many options and beginnings ahead. 
On the other side, I began to sense a weight building, an accumulation 
of consequences with each step forward.    

The porters picked up the loads and started laboring up a narrow, 
hoof-printed trail over rocks and mud into the Kijai Nala. The sweet 
fragrance of six-foot-tall cannabis plants suffused the warm breeze. By 
midafternoon, we were drenched with heat. The high-pitch hum of cica-
das and the musical calls of monkeys and birds grew louder than the 
rush of big water over steep terrain. 

The next morning, as we entered a small clearing, a herdsman invited 
us into his seasonal shelter for tea. Stacked stones covered with tarps pro-
vided shade while we rested on soft straw. After handing us each a cup of 
warm chai, he pointed into the forest. While D.K. translated, the herds-
man told us in a calm, soft voice that a leopard had killed one of his cows 
just a few hundred meters above our camp during the previous night.

As we continued up the canyon, I couldn’t see past the underbrush 
that lined the trail, but I imagined the leopard in the shadows between 
the leaves. The din of a glacier-fed creek accompanied us, its water tum-
bling, invisible, through massive boulders. That night, sweat-soaked, the 
porters dropped their loads with expressions of exhaustion and relief. I 
fell asleep with an uneasy feeling. I had set out on this trip thinking of 
risk and suffering in terms of myself and my loved ones. It was becom-
ing increasingly clear, now, that the porters were struggling. And while I 

had chosen to go on an adventure, they had accepted the work as one of 
the only ways to earn a seasonal income to support their own families.  

A day later, we arrived at a log bridge suspended fifty feet above 
whitewater. Four residents were attempting to get their cattle across 
when one cow slipped and disappeared into the rapids. One of the older 
porters in our group put down his load, waved his hands and shouted in 
distress. Chris dropped his pack, ran back across the bouncing bridge, 
grabbed the man’s load, placed the traditional strap that secured its con-
tents across his forehead and carried it over the span. The porters hooted 
at Chris, and then, one at a time, they crossed the river. The older man 
arrived last. He sighed and put his arm around my shoulder.  

By afternoon, the porters lagged far behind. “I can’t believe how hot 
it is up here,” Chris said, when we stopped to rest. “No way those guys 
are going past this point.” Ahead, 2,000 feet of precarious goat trails 
zigzagged up a muddy, grass slope. Nearby, a torrent of water fell from 
the glacier above. Years of avalanches had deposited a mound of ancient 
snow and ice at the bottom. We were still four miles short of where we’d 
wanted to establish our base camp, but we couldn’t expect the porters to 
carry their unwieldy loads up that slippery rise, where a misplaced step 
might cause them to slide for hundreds of feet.  

When the porters arrived, within minutes, they piled their loads on 
the ground next to us, shook our hands and walked down the faint trail 
that vanished back into the green depths of the forest.  

The mountain we’d come to climb was still invisible. Rays of afternoon 
light created rainbows in the waterfall mist as a broad-winged lammer-
geier flew over our heads, chased by his shadow on the grey granite walls. 

“OK, so the first order of business is to find the mountain, eh?” I 
said. Chris laughed. Tara and Vivek set up the cook tent, while Chris 
and I pried out rocks and transferred dirt, leveling off spaces for the 
other tents and creating rain gutters to keep the floors dry. 

Chris took one earbud out, and bluegrass blared loud enough for me 
to hear. “Don’t forget your headlamp,” he said. “Psyched to use the last 
light to see what’s above the waterfall. You psyched?” 

I squinted up at the switchbacking goat trails. Bright images of a 
cold, icy mountain passed through my mind. “Indeed, let’s go have a 
look,” I said. I thought about how many times I’d seen Chris shoul-
der his pack over the years with that same gesture of confidence and 
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[Facing Page, Left] Jeff Shapiro and Chris Gibisch on the trolley over the Chenab River.  l  

[Facing Page, Right] The road to Gulab Garh.  l  [This Page] Marko Prezelj and Jeff Shapiro 

study possible routes on a photo of the south face of Brammah II. In Alpinist 54, Prezelj re-

flected, “Every fleeting moment is a choice.... We decide where to look, how to react and 

how to capture this illusion of reality.... Several people in the same situation will tell con-

trasting stories. They’ll take disparate photos in the same places and on the same trips.”

trust. Without waiting, he grabbed his poles and 
started walking. Whatever might happen, I knew 
we’d remain brothers. 

It had taken us three days to get our supplies 
to this camp. Although the trail system was much 
easier to follow than the descriptions we’d read, 
and we hadn’t yet found any tarantulas or bears, 
we did have an encounter with a leopard. One 
out of three wasn’t bad.

Panting, we crested the grassy slope and 
clambered up to the edge of an ancient, 
shrunken moraine, a few hundred feet above 
the glacier. Below us, the massive river of ice led 
to a cirque bordered by the sheer, jagged tow-
ers of Arjuna, a peak we knew from maps to be 
adjacent to Brammah II. We still couldn’t see 
the peak we hoped to climb. Its base remained 
some six thousand feet and six miles away.

Each sunny day over the next eleven days, 
we mapped another possible stage of the 
approach, venturing ten to twelve miles round 
trip from base camp. I thought of Shipton 
and his companions as we encountered each 
mystery and occasional dead end. With tem-
peratures high, my mind stayed alert. Again 
and again, rockfall thundered or ice collapsed 
like the bang and shattering glass of a high-
speed car crash.

Eventually, we were forced down onto the 
central glacier. In front of us lay a cracked 
surface with silty blue water flowing through 
runnels like the corridors of a giant, watery 
maze. As we tried to trace a line through it, 
we jumped over chasms that began an icy sap-
phire and faded to deep black. At the head of 
the lower plateau, an impenetrable jumble of icy blocks and pinnacles 
confronted us. Ramparts of sheer rock rose on each side. Seracs teetered 
above the weatherworn rock slab of the left wall. But at first glance, a 
ramp of cracks and corners seemed to offer the most probable access to 
the south face of Brammah II. 

Then I noticed the fallen ice blocks that glimmered below the slab, 
each one freshly white, cold, heavy. I had the urge to run—up or down 
didn’t matter. Instead, I stood still. I must really want to climb this moun-
tain. Chris must have felt the same way: in silence, he quickly changed 
from his running shoes into his ice boots and crampons. 

“If we move efficiently,” he said, “we’ll cruise this and be out of the line 
of fire in five minutes max.” And without even looking at me, he started 
climbing. I jammed my hands into wet cracks and focused on water-pol-
ished footholds to keep from glancing up, too often, at the seracs. 

On our return to base camp after that initial foray, I felt something 
that bordered on shame. A BASE-jumping partner once said that peo-

ple who consistently take voluntary risks often 
fit into two categories: either they feel too much 
or they feel too little; the prospect of mortality 
acts as a stimulant or a sedative. I knew climbing 
under those seracs was irresponsible, and yet if I 
was honest with myself, I felt galvanized by the 
experience.   

That evening, we heard strange voices out-
side our cook tent. To my surprise, there stood 
the respected Slovenian climber Marko Prezelj—
I recognized him from photographs. As he 
extended a strong hand and looked me right in 
the eyes, I knew all the stories I’d heard about his 
zero-bullshit policy were true. I liked him imme-
diately. Behind him was his partner—a tall man 
with a calm gait—Urban Novak. He’d been close 
to Kyle, and although we’d never met, I could tell 
by Urban’s subdued smile that he knew Kyle and 
I had also been friends.

Hayden Kennedy along with Manu Pellisier 
and Marko and Urban had established two routes 
in the Kishtwar the season before. Technical, big 
and uncertain, their climbs inspired us—because 
of their commitment, even more than the ter-
rain. They’d planned to return to the region this 
year, but after our friends were lost on the Ogre 
II, Hayden postponed his trip. Marko and Urban 
now intended just to explore the Kijai Nala for a 
few days to learn more about potential climbs. To 
ward off the rain, they’d strapped umbrellas to the 
sides of their packs. “No stress,” Marko said with a 
confident smile, “just trekking and photography.” 

That evening, Chris and Marko wandered off 
to talk about camera lenses and light. Urban and 
I stood next to the river. Despite the loud roar of 

the water, we spoke quietly about Kyle and Scott; it was their love of 
life that we remembered most. As the air cooled and glowed with dusk, 
I felt something akin to peacefulness. It made sense to be thankful for 
them here.  

Over the next few days, our acclimatization and reconnaissance trips 
provided the last answers Chris and I needed to approach the south 
face. Because of the shape and girth of the lower massif, we still hadn’t 
seen the lower half of the wall, but Marko took photos from an adjacent 
ridge. He and Urban pointed out an ice ribbon in the center of the face 
that, to them, seemed like a logical ascent. Urban told us he’d narrowly 
missed getting hit by large ice blocks under the dreaded serac band. 
“Yeah guys,” he said. “I wouldn’t go that way.”

In the morning, a low, dark mist parted just long enough that we 
could see the once-bare mountains coated with a layer of fresh snow. 
Chris and I wished our friends safe travels as they left to explore another 
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valley. Rain pattered on the roof of our tent while we played card games and 
complained about the wait. Then the forecast changed: five days of high pres-
sure with moderate winds and only a slight chance of afternoon precipitation. 
We packed almost immediately. 

In search of a safer way past the seracs, we navigated around crevasses to 
the far side of the glacier and bouldered up loose blocks and granite chock-
stones lodged deep inside a corner packed with dried mud, gravel and ice. 
When we finally reached the upper glacier, I looked back at the serac towers. 
Large, white facets gleamed where blocks had recently calved. 

A few hours later, we set up our tent as stars emerged in a clearing sky. 
Above us, another 1,500 feet of talus and slabs of ice led to a hanging glacier 
under the south face. Among the many unknowns that remained, I wasn’t 
sure if we’d acclimatized enough. During our wanderings, we hadn’t yet been 
above 15,500 feet, nor had we glimpsed the mountain we’d come so far to 
climb. But if the action and essence of alpinism is lived in the present, it’s the 
future potential that holds the romance. 

Our inward power, when it obeys nature, reacts to events by 
accommodating itself to what it faces—to what is possible. It needs no 
specific material. It pursues its own aims as circumstances allow; it turns 
obstacles into fuel. As a fire overwhelms what would have quenched a 
lamp. What’s thrown on top of the conflagration is absorbed, consumed 
by it—and make it burn still higher. —Meditations, Marcus Aurelius

Now, on the quiet, icy south face of Brammah II, all I can think is Yes 
and Up. A strange calm creeps in, and somehow, in the morning dark, I don’t 
feel as though we’re alone. With each flash of lightning, the landscape quiv-
ers with power.  

“It doesn’t matter,” I shout to Chris. “Let’s keep moving.” The shadow of 
the next rockband dances in my headlamp beam. Down seems to represent 
talk and excuses, while Up means listening to an insecure future; it requires 
curiosity, and undeniably, will. Without a fierce motivation, I know success 
is improbable at best. Belief by itself is not enough. Then again, what is my 
definition of success?

More than a thousand feet up, the lightning fades into the dawn. As the 
sun climbs above the horizon, its radiance spills gold onto the rock. The sky 
turns from a cold twilight to a soothing blue, and the fragility of our momen-
tum seems secure—for the present. 

A sense of joy rises from the cold air in my lungs and the familiar rhythm 
of swinging tools, my crampon points perched on angular rock edges and 
sun-softened ice. I feel like a glass being filled with crystal clear water. The 
horizon expands into an infinite landscape of ridgelines that fade behind 
ridgelines. Our tracks on the glacier continue to shrink. Eventually, they van-
ish in the spreading sun. 

The light grows warmer, reflecting off our south-facing mirror of rock 
and ice. I yell to Chris that I’m out of water, so we stop at an overhanging 
rockband to melt ice and dirty slush. I want to chop a bivy ledge, but Chris 
insists that we look for a place to pitch the tent on the ridge. In the end, his 
logic outweighs my thirst and exhaustion, and he continues up a ropelength 
of heat-shimmering ice. When he looks down and gives me a hands-up sig-
nal, I mumble the mantra Scott lived by, No weak shit.

[Photo] Jeff Shapiro just past the crux rockband on the south face of Brammah II. In Tracks in 

the Snow, Polish climber Krzysztof Łozi ski wrote of finding bear scat at 4200 meters in the 

Kijai Nala in 1979. During a lower bivy, he said, hordes of tarantulas surrounded his team. 
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Chris and I slap hands between heavy breaths as I pass his belay and 
approach the only flat spot on a long and heavily corniced crest. My 
altimeter shows us to be about 20,000 feet above sea level. The expanse 
of ice and rock seems to waver, silvery as a mirage. Everything feels 
wildly remote and vast in a scale beyond explanation. Two Himalayan 
crows soar past in a late afternoon thermal, cawing as if surprised to see 
us. My head pounding, I squawk a reply. 

Around midnight, Chris and I wake with hot faces and persistent 
headaches. When we leave the tent at first light, I’m still sluggish and 
wobbly from the effects of our rapid altitude gain. It feels like relief to 
be forced to move slowly and precisely, to set my frontpoints on knobby 
golden granite. My vision pulses in sync with each thud in my chest. 
Step by step, we progress to the upper reaches of a broad ice face. An 
undulating line of cornices marks the boundary between the mountain 
and the sky.

Clouds drift fast overhead. Five hundred feet of rock rear between us 
and the summit slopes. As we get closer, a series of cracks, corners and 
shallow chimneys appear like a secret passage. I look down at the rope 
that links me to Chris. He stands on his front points; an immensity of 
knife-edge ridges and jagged peaks stretches out behind him as far as the 
eye could see. I feel as though we’re in the midst of a lucid dream. Only 
the fiery sensation in my hands seems real. 

“Nice lead,” Chris says, when he joins me, and soon he’s commit-
ted to the orange and white chimney above. Pieces of ice pinball down 
the tight walls, whizzing past my belay as he hoots with pure joy and 
removes his gloves to grasp the cold rock with his hands. At the top of 
the wide, ice-filled crack, the sun blares again. Chris is silhouetted by the 
white light. For a while, I forget how out of breath I am—I am simply, 
purely, happy. 

One false summit swells after another. Finally, I sense the mountain 
coming to an end. Only sixty meters farther, I settle in the snow beside 
Chris, next to a tooth of rock that marks the top. We can go no higher. 
We sit in silence for a while, shaking our heads at the vastness that sur-
rounds us. At that moment, anything feels possible and everything 
makes sense. Within the magic light that only happens with the sun on 
the horizon, I see the long history of our climbs together reflected in 
Chris’s sun-cracked smile. We hug, slap hands and take the obligatory 
photos before agreeing about the truth in the cliché: The summit is only 
halfway. Chris puts away his camera. “This is beautiful man,” I say, “but 
let’s get the fuck off this thing.” 

We tie off the stone tooth with a loop of thin webbing and rappel 
from the summit while the sun dives farther below a hazy horizon, past 
the vanishing point and into infinity. I long to lie down. Darkness drifts 
across the mountain, and we still have far to go. The ropes get stuck. 
Over the years, Chris and I have alternated taking care of each other. 
When one becomes weak, the other strengthens. This night, I feel a rare 
verge approach: the intense sun, heat and thirst of the day steamed out 
my energy. All I have to say to Chris are the simple words, “I’m worked.” 
Quietly, he ties into an end of the rope, and he goes to free our snagged 
line, fifty feet above. 

Even after nineteen hours of nonstop climbing, I could only place 
my full trust in him. Out loud in the dark, we repeat our mantra, “One 
step at a time. One problem at a time.” By midnight, we’re back at 
20,000 feet. In the small radius of our headlamp beams, the world 
breaks into fragments. It feels comfortable to limit my perspective, for a 
time, just to what appears right before me. Unable to find anywhere flat, 
we settle for chopping seats into the ice simply to sit down. With our 
harnesses and helmets still on, we climb into our bags and fire up the 

[This Page] Pneuma (VI AI4 M5, 1300m, Gibisch-Shapiro, 2016) on the south face of Bram-

mah II (6425m).  l  [Facing Page] Gibisch and Shapiro atop Brammah II. In the 2005 Himala-

yan Journal, Charles Clarke quoted from a 1971 expedition report of the second known 

attempt on the peak: “The ice was so glassy our axes merely produced shallow craters 

in its jet-black surface…. [H.N.] Edmundson slipped and...dangled from an ice screw that 

was secure for only two inches.... The retreat was started in thick mist and falling snow.” 
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stove. It’s going to be another long night. 
A distant storm strobes the horizon with lightning, and my vision 

expands again. Chris and I watch the sky for hours, talking about the 
day. Soundless, each flash illuminates islands of far-flung clouds, but the 
sky directly above our perch remains saturated with stars. Poised on a 
steep wall, deep in the Himalaya, I feel a strange kinship to shipwrecked 
sailors adrift in the middle of an ocean’s yawning expanse. The difference 
is that we’re exactly where we want to be. 

Two days later, a calm falls upon us after we return to base camp. So 
much has happened, and yet I can no longer find words for what we’ve 
done. Perhaps the cost of living in the present during an adventure is 
that the part of my mind that generates memories doesn’t work the same 
way as it does in the rest of my life. It’s as though immediately after “it” 
happens, “it’s” no longer relevant. The only relevance is how the experi-
ence has somehow become a part of me, how it has changed the way I 
look at the world and the way I fit within its boundaries. I long to return 
home, less because I miss my wife and daughter for my own sake and 
more because I want to support their dreams, now, in every way.

Is there some inner alchemy that turns risk into peace? Or was there 
another, safer way to attain what I was searching for? Was I just spiritually 
lazy? In 1972 Bernard Amy published a short story in Mountain about 
an imaginary climber who strove through ever-harder routes to become 
“The Greatest Climber in the World”—only to learn, after a long quest, 
that “the ultimate stage of the spoken word is silence. The ultimate stage 
of climbing is not to climb.” By the time his protagonist attains true 
enlightenment, he no longer touches the rock itself. 

Once more, I’m free from the weight of anticipation. My heart full, 
my gaze opened, I look down the Kijai Nala, where the boulders, the 
whitewater and the forest all appear radiant with their own immanent, 
teeming life. The air is still warm, but the birch leaves are turning from 
green to brilliant yellow. Many are already blowing in the wind, covering 
the rocks with gold. The seasons are changing through another natural 
cycle. I too feel transformed. 

On our way back to Manali, we see our friend, Ali Criscitiello standing 
in a teahouse in the center of Udaipur. White glacier glasses sit perched 
on her flat-brimmed hat. Her dark curls cover part of her face. Warmed 
by the morning sun, as I walk toward her, my steps feel light. She is talk-
ing on the phone. Her gaze is serious. I feel the need to give her space, 
but when she ends the call, I ask her how her trip went. She tells us that 
she and her partner Anna Smith attempted to establish a route in the 
Miyar Valley, deep in the Himachal Pradesh, and that Anna lost her life. 

For the next few days, Chris and I try to be a constant presence for 
Ali, just walking and breathing together. Within her own grief, I sense 
weight from the devastation Anna’s family was experiencing, far away in 
Canada. On the day of Anna’s cremation ceremony, we sit by the river, 
listening to the songs of birds and the hum of the whitewater. Buddhist 
monks chant, pounding on prayer drums and ringing bells. Tears stream 
down Ali’s face, and I realize it’s the first time I’d seen her cry. I put my 
arm around her. We stay there, Chris on one side and Ali on the other 
for a long time. Our partnership of two has become a team of three. 

In Alpinist 8, Steve House writes: “Alpinism, when spoken about, 
is already dead. It lives only in the moment of action. It is alive in our 
observations, our judgments, our decisions, our movements, our suc-
cesses and, more often, our failures.” The amazement of witnessing the 

power of an avalanche, the wonder of watching the dancing lights of 
an Aurora while high on a wall, even the sting of disappointment I’ve 
felt when I’ve backed off a hard route for no other reason than fear—all 
those sensations are fleeting. Only vague memories of their intensity 
linger, dim and insubstantial as shadows.  

At the same time, the most profound moments of climbing happen 
when I relinquish control, let go of my ego and my conscious mind, and 
I see the world from a new vantage point as an indistinguishable part 
of a vaster, luminous whole, and not at its center. Traces of that aware-
ness remain within me like the striations left on stone from retreating 
glaciers. The deepest impressions—the ones that ingrain new under-
standings of trust and love—are just as inexplicable, but they undeniably 
persist, long after a climb is over. Such experiences, I think, help create 
the bonds between climbing partners.  

In that same article, Steve writes, “But you will not be able to share 
your I with me any more than I can share my me with you.” The fulfill-
ment of the adventure merely ends with me, I’ve realized, unless I can 
somehow share it with other people. When I question the purpose of 
my life, my answers usually begin with trivial, self-serving accomplish-
ments, with ideas about pursuing self-exploration or personal growth. 
But because such responses relate only to my own desires, they don’t 
seem to be enough, as if I’ve been somehow missing the point. Stories 
might not convey the power of alpinism, but the way it changes me 
can influence my actions. I remember what Kyle Dempster once wrote, 
“What matters most are the brothers and the sisters you choose to walk 
with—and to laugh with—through the fire.” 

As the smoke from Anna’s funeral pyre rises into the sky, I think 
about the frozen breath that escapes our lungs on cold mornings. It’s as if 
Anna is breathing herself into the world, her body and being becoming 
part of everything. In a treatise on Stoicism, I’d come across the Greek 
word Pneuma, which can mean “breath” or “spirit” or “soul.” In its 
introduction, Gregory Hays describes Pneuma as “the power—the vital 
breath—that animates animals and humans. Pneuma is present even in 
lifeless materials like stone or metal as the energy that holds the object 
together—the internal tension that makes a stone a stone.  All objects 
are thus a compound of lifeless substance and vital force.” 

The sun has begun to set; its light now heats the back of my neck. 
Clouds that formed from afternoon thermals slowly dissolve, drifting 
into nothing. A yellow leaf floats by in the fast-moving river and disap-
pears around the next bend. I feel the presence of love from my friends 
on either side of me, and within the moment, I see life. 
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F U L L  V A L U E
RICK ACCOMAZZO   I   ILLUSTRATIONS BY ANDREAS SCHMIDT

Pulled Apart 

A lucid dream: a full moon, and I am alone, 
balanced on a slippery granite slab at the top 
of a towering cliff. Just below my heels, the 
slab turns vertical and drops for thousands of 
feet. The slope above me radiates a faint moon-
glow, but the cliff below is in shadow, black 
and silent. The vast emptiness is terrifying, 
yet I must look down. I am scanning, squint-
ing, searching to find someone. It’s too dark. 
Then a great roar, and the entire face detonates 
into incandescent light. Perfect clarity. I can 
pick out where he must be—far, far down the 
great wall. There is a brilliant orb that is the 
source of the light, and it accelerates across 
the night sky: a sun’s passage, yet this sun goes 
the wrong way, from west to east, tracking a 
day in just a few seconds. The light creates a 
precise, charcoal outline of my standing form 
projected onto the grainy slab in front of me, 
but the shadow is racing impossibly from right 
to left. Then the sun goes out—as if someone 
threw a switch—and it is gone as fast as it 
came: darkness again, even darker, now, since 
my eyes can’t adjust. The roar lessens, fades,  
and all is quiet.  

July : Tobin Sorenson’s lead. Gib Lewis 
and I lean back to watch, and I belay with the 
rope looped around my waist. It’s a summer 
morning in Yosemite, and we’re halfway up one 
of the Valley’s greatest walls, the South Face of 
Mt. Watkins. Even from the best vantage point 
atop Half Dome’s Visor, it’s hard to understand 
just how immense Mt. Watkins is: rising 2,800 
feet high and sprawling for a horizontal mile 
on the north side of Tenaya Canyon.

There’s still only one climbing route up 
Mt. Watkins, and we’re right in the middle of 
it: granite stretches up, down, right and left as 
far as our eyes can see. But Tobin’s attention 
seizes on the tiniest fraction of this colossal 
mass of rock, a mere quarter inch. He’s float-
ing comfortably on toeholds, his left hand 
grasping the edge of a small corner. He has 
his head cocked to the right, and he uses his 
other hand to fiddle with a wired nut, trying 
to make it stick in a tiny constriction. A Lost 

Arrow piton would have made the placement 
secure, but Tobin won’t consider that option. 
He’s risking a fall right onto our belay in 
order to climb this route using only alumi-
num wedges. This is the latest style: to try to 
eliminate placing pitons on big walls. It’s even 
reached the cover of National Geographic with 
the first “clean” ascent of Half Dome. That 
game is why we’re here.  

The nuts that secure Gib and me to our 
belay are good. I nestled them in cracks myself, 
but we’re trusting a lot of weight to these slivers 
of metal, about the width of three quarters 
stacked on each other. I do a swift calculation 
in my head: Gib and I together, plus sleeping 
bags, food and water equal around 380 pounds. 
The anchor is fine to hold our weight, but if 
Tobin were to fall and put the magnified force 
of an accelerating body onto it…. My imagina-
tion spins out of control: My body is wrenched 
toward the carabiner as the rope holding Tobin is 
pulled taut. There’s a loud pinging sound: the nuts 
pop out of their granite nests and fly straight out 
toward my face. Then a confusion of ropes and 
bodies pitching downward….

Snap out of it! 
My rational self reasserts itself: the system 

that secures us to the rock, and to life, is sound, 
“bombproof,” as we like to say. But I know we 
often say that word just to reassure ourselves in 
less-than-bombproof situations. Finally, Tobin 
says, “Got a good one in!” He chuckles with 
delight: Tobin, on the surface at least, is a kid, 
naïve, exuberant, relishing everything. 

At that moment, I become conscious of 
a deep satisfaction, both with where I am 
and how I got here. I am besotted with the 
splendor our view affords us: the three of us 
are the only humans as far as the eye can see; 
sculpted waves of granite lead to a cobalt sky; 
and the forest of Tenaya Canyon is laid out in 
immaculate, dark-green shades below. There 
is a preternatural sharpness to the image as if 
seen through one of those 1940s stereoscopic 
viewers. I follow Tenaya Canyon from where 
it starts at the base of Half Dome, and then 
on as it leaps in granite steps toward the plea-
sure domes and greenswards of Tuolumne 
Meadows. The river is the only movement 

in this tableau, and it slides and sparkles, but 
makes no sound. We’re too high to hear it. As 
I look down canyon, my gaze is constantly 
drawn to Half Dome, but from this vantage 
point it seems completely new, no longer 
bulky and squat as it appears from the valley 
floor. Instead, it’s a tall, curved sculpture, cut 
by the great exfoliation of the Northwest Face.  

We are three friends who have climbed 
together for years, who have complete trust 
in each other, and who are moving smoothly 
and proficiently up a giant wall. It is far from 
effortless, but it’s the kind of work we’re good 
at and love. We’re part of a clan of valley 
climbers that’s competitive, often crude, and 
sometimes cruel. But it’s still a family of sorts, 
and our abode happens to be one of the most 
beautiful places on the planet. 

I couldn’t have imagined, then, that I 
would return to this spot, under very different 
circumstances, a little more than a year later.  

October , , : a.m. A full moon 
overhead, but in the shadow of the great wall, 
there’s profound darkness. With a jerk of my 
head, the beam of my headlamp penetrates 
past my feet, toward the same shallow corner 
that Tobin led the year before. A brief flicker of 
recognition, and then back to the task at hand. 
Rapid events have put me here: hovering in 
space, fifteen feet away from the rock. Until 
now, this would have been an unimaginable 
vantage point, except perhaps in a wild dream 
of nocturnal flight. I have descended in half 
an hour most of the face that Gib, Tobin and I 
climbed over two days. This time, I slid down 
a rope of gargantuan proportion compared to 
the ones we’d used on our ascent: 12 millime-
ters thick and 1,200 feet long. One end of the 
line is attached to trees, pitons and nuts on the 
summit of Watkins, where six climbers from 
Camp 4 and four rangers huddle together. The 
heavy rope funnels through a carabiner brake 
too hot to touch. I’m pulled backward by my 
pack; its straps dig into my shoulders. My 
walkie-talkie periodically crackles with static.  

The purpose of our descent into the night 
is to reach a climber who is lying unconscious, 
tied to a ledge about two feet wide and five 
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feet long, just beyond the range of my head-
lamp. He has fallen fewer than 24 hours ago 
because the unthinkable happened: his rope 
broke.

That afternoon had been like any other 
autumn day in the Valley. 

October , : p.m. Slanting rays illumi-
nate the cliffs and the trees. Golden oak leaves 
drift to the ground. I’m sitting at a table in 
the Yosemite Lodge cafeteria. The glass-walled 
space is the meeting point for the occupants 
of Camp 4, where Jim Bridwell, the monarch 
of the Valley realm—browned and wizened 
by innumerable first ascents under the piti-
less sun—holds court at a round table in the 
mornings. No one buys anything more expen-
sive than one cup of coffee (but with endless 
refills). The very thrifty scrounge those little 
containers intended to flavor coffee—a dozen 
or so will make a nutritious and satisfying 
glass of milk. The most impoverished of the 
lot engage in “scarfing”: grazing on food left 
by more conventional patrons of the establish-
ment. It’s not unusual to see the boldest of the 
scarfers spot a tourist just when he pushes his 
chair away in preparation to stand to leave. 
Before the vacationer can fully extend his legs, 
a climber snatches the tray and returns to the 
roundtable with a plate of scrambled eggs or 
toast. The visitor’s reaction is unpredictable: 
amusement, horror, or occasionally rage and 
shouting.

Richard Harrison, one of my original high 
school climbing partners, comes through the 
doors and winds around the tables toward me. 
Nothing much phases Richard: his philoso-
phy can be summed up in his favorite word: 
“casual.” To Richard, most of life is just not 
worth getting worked up about, “It’s casual.” 
Usually, he displays this attitude with a sar-
donic smile and a distinctive, leisurely gait. 
This time, however, he is clearly in a hurry, his 
shoulder-length hair streaming behind him. 
“Rescue on Watkins,” he tells me.

I jog over. What fun the last one was: 
taking helicopter rides up and down Half 
Dome; sitting on top for hours tending the 
ropes, eating Park Service food, laughing at 
how, in a matter of hours, we’d been magi-
cally transformed in official eyes from “C4Bs” 
(Camp 4 Bums) to respected and indispens-
able rescue experts, capable of safely pulling a 
couple of wet and cold climbers off the North-
west Face. It had been a nice bonus to pick up 
the Park Service check at the “general delivery” 

window of the Valley post office, including an 
extra buck an hour for “hazard pay.” Here was 
a kind of “government climbing grant”—even 
better than the unemployment checks the 
C4Bs picked up in Fresno.

At the rescue cache, a few Camp 4 regulars 
are already sifting through the Park Service 
inventory of climbing equipment. I learn that 
the rangers were looking for me because of my 
recent ascent with Tobin and Gib—there’s an 
urgent need for fresh knowledge of where that 
meandering route goes. 

Chris Falkenstein is there, and it takes a 
few minutes before I realize that he was one 
of the climbers involved in the accident. He 
descended 1,000 feet via rappel and ran the 
three miles from Mt. Watkins to start the 
rescue. The effort of that journey is evident in 
his gaunt face, disheveled hair and hunched 
shoulders. His partner Bob Locke, known as 
“Bobo,” has fallen a long way, and the rangers 
have decided to attempt to reach him immedi-
ately, even though night will soon fall. 

We jam into the back of a park service 
pickup to transport us to a meadow below 
Washington Column, where a helicopter will 
meet us. The truck has a revolving light on its 
roof, and our faces are strobed in yellow and red 
light as we ride through the warm, twilight air. 

: p.m.: As the ancient Bell 47 helicopter 
rises over the lights of the Ahwahnee Hotel, 
the piston engine wails. The chopper is so 
underpowered that it can’t climb straight up. 
Instead, it switchbacks from one side of the 
Valley to the other, the same way a hiker does 
on the Yosemite Falls trail. When the aircraft 
shudders and then rises toward the mass of 
Half Dome, I forget my unease. Inside the 
glass bubble of the cockpit, I am surrounded 
by familiar granite faces on every side. Each 
one glows eerily in the moonlight.

Mike Graham, Dale Bard and a ranger are 
already on top, and we quickly get to work 
hauling ropes to the edge of the great South 
Face. I introduce myself to the ranger, but I 
know Mike and Dale well. Mike and I had 
just returned a month ago from a summer of 
alpine climbing in Chamonix. He’s one of the 
only surfers in my Southern California circle 
of friends: sun-bleached brown hair, a thin but 
muscular frame, and a golden, beach-boy tan. 
Dale is a smaller, bashful, almost shy man with 
outsized forearms. He’s a close friend of Locke. 
Just last summer, he and Locke had teamed 
up for a landmark first ascent in Tuolumne, 

the spectacular Oz on Drug Dome. Dale has 
already stacked a couple of ropes on top of 
his pack, and he bounds ahead of us toward 
a ledge on the shoulder of Watkins that might 
provide a line of sight to Locke.         

It feels as if we’re on an alien planet as we 
stand together on the luminous rock above the 
rim. We call in unison into the abyss, “Bobo.” 
Only a faint echo replies. We set to work 
rigging.

Since the gradually sloping slabs prevent 
an easy vantage point to see over the edge, we 
tie a rope to a tree, and Dale rappels to make 
the first reconnaissance. He reports from the 
lip that we’re too far to the west, and he comes 
back up on Jumars, while Mike and I hustle 
to set up another rappel 200 feet farther east. 
Before Mike tosses the coils, he says, “Look,” 
and he shows me the elaborate knot he has 
tied at the end. Everyone knows the lore about 
a rescuer who rappelled off the end of his rope 
at the top of El Cap. This time, it’s my turn to 
back down to the edge.

Just as I reach the point where the cliff 
drops off, a Coast Guard C-130 lumbers 
up the valley at eye level, its four turboprop 
engines rumbling and growling. A massive 
military plane, it’s designed to transport up 
to ninety-two fully equipped troops. This 
one is mostly empty, except for the monster 
searchlight in its open side door. Powered by 
an auxiliary jet engine inside the plane, the 
light is capable of illuminating a 3,000-foot 
granite face like a giant drive-in movie screen. 
In an instant, it’s high noon on Mt. Watkins. 
At first, I’m dazzled by the otherworldly glow, 
but I shake myself and remember to lean out 
and scan the rock for landmarks. There it is: 
the great buttress that splits the face. Follow 
that down to the multilevel platform where 
we’d bivouacked. I can’t see Bobo, but I know 
he must be just below. 

October , : a.m. Dale has a walkie-talkie, 
medical supplies, extra ropes and gear hanging 
all over him. Everyone else is in position to 
handle the two 1,200-foot ropes, one for lower-
ing Dale, the other for belaying. Ranger John 
Dill is not that much older than the climb-
ers, but there’s no doubt that he’s in charge. 
Although we’re in the midst of a complicated 
nighttime big-wall rescue in the Park, Dill 
directs the action as if it’s routine. He knows 
everyone by name and never raises his voice. 

In the valley, climbers and rangers are 
natural antagonists. Here, with our common 
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goal, we forget our mutual wariness and talk 
only of anchors and rope management, of 
double-checking harnesses and knots. The 
team sits in a line, ready to lower the belay 
rope slowly, using Jumars as grips. As Dale 
rides slowly over the lip, the radio crackles 
with his voice: “Man, you should see these 
jam cracks!” The climbers all smile.  

Despite all our calculations, he finds 
he’s off to one side of the plumb line. So he 
reports that he’s going to pendulum to the 
ledge about 200 feet above Bobo. Silence 
on the rope line. Silence from Dill and the 
rangers. No breeze. The air is completely 
still. Finally, Dale says, “I’m turfed out at 
Sheraton Watkins.” 

The rangers look at us quizzically, and 
we translate: he’s on the big ledge at the 
midpoint of the face, which the first ascent 
team had named for its spaciousness and 
comfort. Dale fixes a directional anchor and 
continues down.  

Then he tells us that Bobo isn’t answer-
ing his calls. No more jokes and sarcasm; we 
lean forward to hear the radio exchanges. 
After another few moments, Dale says, loud 
and clear, “He’s dead. I’m coming back up 
to the ledge.” 

We are frozen in place, speechless, 
except for a whispered “Damn” and an 
angry “Fuck” from behind me on the rope 
line. 

“Wait, Dale, are you sure?” John Dill 
asks. 

Dale spits out his next response in rapid-
fire: “There’s no pulse, he’s not breathing, 
his skin is cold, and he stinks….” A pause 
for emphasis. “Yeah, I’m sure.” 

We pull the belay rope quietly up while 
our eyes look across Tenaya Canyon toward 
the summit of Clouds Rest, at a few faint 
stars, or at the oceans on the moon. I was 
supposed to descend next, but the plan 
seems pointless now. It’s about 3:00 a.m., 
and I’m about to voice my doubts when 
the radio erupts again: “Send Rick. I’m not 
spending the night down here alone.” 

There is a tone in Dale’s voice that no 
one wants to argue with; Dill nods at me. 
I get ready for the long rappel. Dale’s head-
lamp is a tiny beacon in the black depths 
while I ride down, slowly spinning. On the 
ledge, we cover ourselves with sleeping bags 
and give in to exhaustion. One last thing: 
I follow the rope with my beam from the 
knot at the anchors above to the figure-eight 
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on my harness, before I pull the headlamp off 
and find the switch. I submerge into the dark 
tunnel of the bag and shut my eyes.

 a.m: Morning dawns flat and grey, but Dale 
and I are unaware of it. We are dead to the 
world on our tiny, horizontal planet within a 
universe of vertical granite. The deafening roar 
of jet engines and the guttural thump of rotor 
blades startle us awake. The sinister, olive drab 
nose of a military helicopter rises toward us 
from about 100 feet away. It’s a UH-1 “Huey,” 
a jet-powered machine instantly familiar from 
news accounts of the Vietnam War, which 
ended in defeat last year. When it’s level with 
us, the helicopter hovers for a while. The pilots 
in the cockpit stare, motionless, like extrater-
restrials in mirror-visored helmets. We learn 
that Dill sent the chopper to wake us; we had 
switched our radios off before going to sleep. 

Our job is now to get the body into the 
litter, which has arrived from the summit on 
one of the lines. If I lean out, I can see the blue 
sleeping bag on its lonely shelf. Of course, I’ve 
been aware of the risk of dying in the moun-
tains, but here death will be right in front 
of me. Dale and I rig parallel rappels. As I 

approach the narrow ledge, I recognize Locke’s 
face. I’ve seen him before around Camp 4. 
The bright-colored ropes and slings, the rock 
shoes, chalk bag and rope—which to me had 
always symbolized fun and adventure—now 
seem incongruous. 

We have to wrestle the body into a shiny, 
black bag. On the count of three, Dale and I 
lift his friend into the litter, our faces masked 
by our bandana headbands against the smell. 
My mind wanders from the task at hand, and 
a realization comes to me with terrible clarity: 
Climbing is not worth this; it’s all useless....

I’m dazed and empty as we watch the litter, 
hanging vertically, move upward in surges 
of ten or twelve feet at a time—the summit 
crew members heave on the rope like a team 
of rowers.

As we get ready to rappel the rest of the 
route, Dale says, “Check this out.” He holds 
up a section of Locke’s lead rope. The cause of 
the accident is horrifyingly clear. Each of the 
dozen white strands of the core looks as if it 
has exploded into tiny balls of fluffed perlon. 
There’s no sign that it was cut on an edge; the 
rope seemed to have simply pulled apart from 
the force of a fifty-foot fall. The ledge where 

Chris belayed was littered with pieces of alu-
minum, and it took me a minute to recognize 
what they were: shattered carabiners. 

Chris later described how Locke’s life was 
almost spared. He was making a mantel move 
above and right of his last protection when he 
slipped and swung back into the same corner 
where Tobin had fiddled with the nut. Locke 
hung suspended several feet above Chris’s 
belay, held by only a couple of the core strands. 
Chris started lowering him, but when Locke 
was just out of his reach, the two remain-
ing strands broke. Improbably, the haul line 
stopped Locke’s fall at its end: 150 feet below. 
Chris began a long, heroic effort to save his 
partner. First, he descended to a point above 
Locke, and was able to haul him, hand over 
hand, up to a small ledge. He put Locke, who 
was still conscious, into a sleeping bag with 
food and water nearby. Using the remnants of 
the mangled ropes, he made a series of short 
rappels, scrambled down the long approach 
slabs, and ran down the wooded canyon to 
start the rescue. 

Now Dale and I descend on autopilot: 
slide down the ropes, search for anchors, pull 
and thread the ropes, wait for the whistling 
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that signals that the rope is free of 
snags, repeat. After many rappels 
and endless scrambling down the 
lower slabs, we reach the ground. 
Dill directs us via radio to wait by a 
large boulder next to the river. The 
helicopter circles and then descends 
with an awesome din and furious 
downdraft. The pilot gently touches 
one skid to the rock, and we step 
inside for the ride to camp. 

Back at the rescue cache, the 
rangers offer us six packs of beer. We 
hear refrains of “good job.” We speak 
in hushed voices, now, except for an 
involuntary, “Oh man,” when we 
smile and recall helicopter maneu-
vers and aerial, moonlit perspectives 
on Watkins and Half Dome. Then 
we notice a somber man talking to 
the rangers. “Bobo’s father,” someone 
whispers, and we look away and step 
back, impelled by the sheer force of 
a parent’s anguish. 

On our way up Mt. Watkins, 
Tobin, Gib and I experienced the 
best of what climbing offers. We 
were members of an arcane guild, 
and we had crafted a nifty ascent on a flawless 
face. Our skills had been hard won over the 
years, through a long and sometimes perilous 
apprenticeship that trained our bodies and 
focused our minds. We had known the cama-
raderie that comes from sharing dangerous 
situations and narrow escapes—such as the 
time when Gib fell seventy feet while soloing 
a Sierra Eastside icefall, but came away with 
only minor injuries, or when a frozen waterfall 
collapsed hours after Tobin and I topped out. 
We had immersed ourselves for days in pro-
found natural beauty that we could never fully 
describe back on the ground. We had peered 
out, snug and dry, from an overhanging wall 
behind a cascade—the result of a summer 
storm—as it fell fifty feet away. The watery 
curtain obscured our view of Half Dome, 
and when the sun reappeared, and the flood 
thinned to only a veil, the image wobbled and 
shimmered before our eyes like a mirage. And 
we had looked down, from high on El Cap, 
as the pine trees seemed to radiate away from 
its marble-white base in a pointillist array of 
spiraling green dots.       

But the dark passage down Mt. Watkins 
was a journey into the netherworld of climb-
ing: a stark reminder that any stretch of the 

vertical—whether on a big wall or a small 
crag—can, in a moment of inattention or bad 
luck, plunge us, and those close to us, into 
despair, grief and horror. 

Four years after the rescue attempt, in 
August 1980, I had moved to Boulder from 
Southern California and married the love of 
my life. Gerry and I lived in an apartment 
in a charming, older neighborhood near 
North Boulder Park. We talked of starting a 
family, sooner rather than later. I graduated 
from law school, passed the bar, and began a 
nine-to-five office job. As an antidote to the 
culture shock of wearing a tie to work, I had 
my climbing friends and the consolation of 
great crags near Boulder—all brand new to 
me—just a short distance from my door. It 
was harder to find time to climb, but when I 
did the rosy, textured sandstone of Eldorado 
Canyon and the Flatirons was delightful to the 
touch. I found fascination in deciphering new 
passages on boulders within walking distance 
of my house (a pastime that I still engage in, 
though the circuit of doable problems con-
tracts each year).

It was in October that I got the telephone 
call at our apartment. 

“Mr. Accomazzo? 

“Yes.”
“I’m a reporter from a newspa-

per in Calgary, Canada. I under-
stand you’re a friend of Tobin 
Sorenson.” 

“Yes, I am.”
“I’m very sorry to tell you that 

he has died in a climbing accident.” 
Tobin had been attempting 

the second ascent of the formi-
dable north face of Mt. Alberta, a 
remote and ice-shrouded peak in 
the Canadian Rockies, first climbed 
by George Lowe and Jock Glidden. 
He was found at the foot of the face 
with his pack in a tangle of ropes, 
pitons and carabiners. He was rope-
soloing an aid pitch, when a piton 
pulled. The force of the fall had 
ripped out his self-belay. 

I hung up the phone and leaned 
over, almost physically ill. Gerry 
grabbed my arm and said, “What’s 
wrong?” but I was not there.

I was back on Mt. Watkins in 
the shadow of a huge wall. Through 
the colorless flat light, I looked 
down at a lifeless body tied to a 

narrow ledge by a severed rope. The cord had a 
dark sheath, but a dozen white strands spilled 
out of it, each one ending in a ball of puffed 
fiber. 

After Tobin’s funeral, I went through my 
slides, trying to refresh my memory of him 
in Kodachrome color: Tobin climbing a new 
route at Joshua Tree, all bright sun, tawny rock, 
and red PA shoes; or Tobin reading a book in a 
bivouac cave in the Canadian Rockies, brown 
hair, tanned face and burnt-orange sweater 
framed by black-streaked and mottled granite. 
After going through a few trays, I found a slide 
from Watkins. Gib had led, and the haulbag 
was on its way, so Tobin was sitting alone at 
the belay, suspended on nuts placed sideways 
in a flaring crack. Acres of grey rock spread 
out below him, and a helmet of shaggy brown 
hair obscured his face. I called to him, and he 
looked up: a young man doing exactly what 
he wanted to do, without a care in the world, 
right where he belonged. I smiled, reliving the 
moment. 

But as I studied the photo, in the back-
ground, below and behind him, I could make 
out the spot where a rope pulled apart, and 
what came after: shattered carabiners, dreams, 
and a life. 
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W I R E D
REFUGE   I   PAULA WRIGHT

Niagara Escarpment, Ontario. A canopy 
of trees shaded the dark, dripping wall. Seeds 
drifted down from the branches above. Some 
found their way onto ledges on the cliff face. 
Others, nudged by the breeze, landed in a 
pocket of stone, kept cool by a patch of moss. 
On an adjacent cliff, Kathryn Kuntz searched 
for a route through the smooth, weath-
ered limestone that separated her and 
the next anchor.

Kuntz grew up in a city, where she 
thought that nature was something 
you found on a golf course. When 
she began climbing, the community 
opened up a world of knowledge to 
her about the outdoors. Climbers 
knew the names of birds, herbs and 
flowers; they seemed to have a deeper 
connection to the place than some of 
the other recreationalists who breezed 
by on the trails did.

But conservationists perceived 
climbing as a threat to the fragile, 
vertical ecology. In 1988 scientists 
found an ancient cedar forest—a rare, 
pre-settlement holdout—growing on 
the crest and face of the cliffs. Clear-
ing plants and soil from cracks and 
ledges, a practice ironically referred 
to as “gardening,” often accompanies 
climbers’ development of new routes. 
Since climbers began venturing up 
the escarpment in the early 1950s, 
first ascensionists had unknowingly 
destroyed trees more than 300 years 
old. Now reports circulated about 
ongoing studies that blamed climbers 
for devastating impacts on snail popu-
lations, as well as on lichens, moss and other 
vulnerable plant life. A total climbing ban 
seemed imminent.

Kuntz, however, wasn’t convinced that 
climbers were wholly to blame. As she studied 
the scientific research, she noticed what she 
thought was a substantial, methodological 
error. In the spring of 2000, she went to the 
University of Guelph to meet with Dr. Doug 
Larson, the director of the Cliff Ecology 
Research Group, whose lab had published a 

number of studies linking climbing activity 
to vegetation disruption. Fresh from complet-
ing her undergraduate thesis on biodiversity 
conservation, Kuntz told Larson: “All your 
research is wrong.”

Larson glanced at her over the rim of his 
glasses. “All right,” he said. “Let’s prove it.”

Stories of conflicts between climbers and 
conservationists abound. In 1999 a Science 
article noted, “Researchers venturing onto 
remote bluffs find them to be oases of diver-
sity, but rock climbers are taking out species 
even as scientists discover them.” But Access 
Fund Executive Director Brady Robinson 
believes that climbers are essential to the future 
of conservation. “As climbers have more and 
more contact with wild places…the more vis-
ceral and intense their experience is, the more 

likely they are to dedicate their time, and lives, 
to protect these places,” he tells me.

Though the pursuits of climbers and scien-
tists often appear to diverge today, they were 
once profoundly linked. At the end of the 
eighteenth century in the New World, moun-
tain ranges served as borders to the growth of 

both empire and scientific knowledge. 
In trekking to the heights, explorers 
carried thermometers and barom-
eters. They observed and catalogued 
trees, plants and flowers, adding to 
the awareness of potential resources 
for expanding imperial powers. Their 
notes on the features of the terrain, 
including soil consistency and slope, 
assisted prospective settlers on the 
American frontier in the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth century.

Some of these explorers practiced 
what came to be known as “Hum-
boldtian science,” an approach that 
scholar Laura Dassow Walls summa-
rizes with the tenets, “Explore, Collect, 
Measure, Connect.” Based on his acute 
field studies, Humboldt attempted 
to weave together grand, arching 
theories about patterns that governed 
the earth. Descriptions of nature, 
Humboldt wrote in his 1845 treatise 
Cosmos, should be scientifically accu-
rate “without being deprived thereby 
of the vivifying breath of imagina-
tion.” An accomplished mountaineer 
himself, Humboldt became famous 
for achieving the altitude record for his 
era on Chimborazo (19,286') in 1802. 
Though he lamented that the climb 

resulted in little useful data, the record stood 
for another thirty years.

The lineage of mountain literature con-
tinues from Humboldt through the canon 
of American nature writers, including Henry 
David Thoreau and John Muir. Thoreau 
believed that people didn’t have to venture 
far to encounter the wild—there were 
enough mysteries in the succession of plants 
and the behavior of animals in the woods 
and hills surrounding his home in Concord, 
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Massachusetts. On occasion, however, he 
wandered farther afield. Thoreau’s notes on 
plant life atop New Hampshire’s Mt. Monad-
nock take up several pages of his 1858 journal. 
During his hike up the mountain, he paused 
to admire the tough, sun-baked lichens that 
grew on “the steepest and most exposed parts 
of the high rocks alone…where you would 
think it most difficult for them to cling.” At 
the summit, Thoreau found himself think-
ing, oddly, of the beach. Both landscapes, he 
remarked, “depend for their sublimity on soli-
tude and dreariness. In both cases we feel the 
presence of some vast, titanic power.”

For Thoreau, the wild was a power-
ful “tonic” to an increasingly industrialized 
society: one possessed by manufacturing and 
aspirations for wealth and power. Fellow 
mountain explorer John Muir also worried 
that the swift growth of the American empire 
would soon consume the wilderness. “Nothing 
dollarable is safe, however guarded,” Muir had 
said, writing in defense of the doomed Hetch 

Hetchey valley. The American Humboldt, 
as Walls describes him, Muir undertook his 
first major expedition in 1867, walking over 
a thousand miles from Indiana to the Gulf 
of Mexico. His intent was to survey plant life 
as a botanist. Two years later, Muir climbed 
unroped up a steep, knobby slab of rock to 
stand atop Cathedral Peak, one of several first 
ascents he made in the High Sierra. Soon 
afterward, he devoted himself to the study of 
geology, and his firsthand observations in the 
mountains led to advances in glaciology.

Humboldtians such as Thoreau and Muir 
wrote extensively against the specialization of 
knowledge, which increasingly fractured the 
study of nature into individual fields. Practi-
tioners of Humboldtian science believed that 
isolated observations in the laboratory, from 
numbering cells under a microscope to count-
ing stamens on a flower, contributed to a mech-
anized vision of the wild. “The earth is not a 
mere fragment of dead history, stratum upon 
stratum like the leaves of a book, to be studied 

by geologists and antiquaries chiefly, but living 
poetry…not a fossil earth, but a living earth,” 
Thoreau wrote in Walden. Accurate measure-
ments and careful observations were vital, so 
long as they combined with long treks in the 
mountains, direct studies of soil in the field, 
and knowledge of when the first migrating 
birds returned in the spring.

Thoreau and Muir are not primarily seen as 
scientists today, but as philosophers or nature 
writers. As specialized scientific pursuits rose in 
prestige at the end of the nineteenth century, 
more criticism of the generalist approach 
emerged. Without methodical laboratory 
analysis, British scientist William Thomson 
stated in 1885, natural history was “merely 
looking at external beauties.” In the meantime, 
climbing began to emerge as a pursuit for its 
own sake, as more and more people headed 
into the steep terrain of the vertical wild.

In both climbing and science, innovative 
equipment has led to places once thought 
beyond the scope of possibility. Carabiners 

[Opening Page] One of the oldest eastern white cedars on the cliffs of the Niagara Escarp-

ment. This tree germinated in the year 1134, making it 883 years old today. Climbers likely 

trimmed the branches on its northern side to make way for a climbing route in 1992. At the 

time of the photograph, two living branches on the south side of the tree were keeping it 

alive, though scientists haven’t been back to survey whether it survives today. Peter Kelly  

l  [This Page] Peter Clark conducts research at the New River Gorge. Peter Clark collection  
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and nylon ropes helped climbers access 
increasingly difficult walls, while more sophis-
ticated microscopes brought scientists ever 
closer to the smallest units of microbial life. 
Yet as Thoreau had warned, a mechanistic 
view of nature risked turning the environment 
into something to be consumed and abused 
for personal enjoyment or for profit.

Dr. Doug Larson at the University of Guelph 
made his career studying the physiology of 
lichens. Though he became a global authority 
on the subject by the mid-1980s, the school 
administration warned him that his funding 
would end if he didn’t find ways to interest 
more donors. “People don’t care what happens 
to rock scum,” he tells me over the phone. As 
the closure of his lab loomed, Larson looked 
for ways to transfer his work to another field. 
He soon wrote a grant to study the physical 
ecology of the Niagara Escarpment. With 
those resources, he created the first lab ever 
devoted to cliff studies.

In 1988 Larson’s Cliff Ecology Research 
Group made an important discovery on the 
Niagara Escarpment. Limestone buttresses 
line up for miles in this unique vertical 

ecosystem, where white cedars twist their way 
out from the cliffs. The trees, Larson noticed, 
bore a striking resemblance to krummholz, 
the gnarled dwarf trees found in high alpine 
environments. The research team initially 
assumed that European settlers had cleared 
most all old-growth woods in the Toronto 
area. But the cliffs formed a refuge habitat for 
an ancient, vertical forest. Some trees had ger-
minated over a thousand years ago.

In their first published paper on the effects 
of climbing in 1997, Larson and his co-author 
Peter Kelly noted major disturbances to the 
cliff vegetation. Their survey sites showed 
that on climbed faces, nearly a quarter of the 
ancient eastern white cedars had suffered cata-
strophic damage: limbs cut, bark worn down 
to tissue, chainsawed stumps protruding from 
cracks where once a tree had been. Larson 
commented in 2002, “When some people 
think of rock climbing, they’re thinking it’s 
part of nature, but in fact what we’ve shown 
is that they’re destroying the very thing they’re 
climbing to see.”

The perception of cliffs as liminal zones, 
as borders and edges between other places, 
Larson theorized, long prevented ecologists 

from viewing them as distinct realms in their 
own right. Climbers, too, might imagine that 
the plant life on vertical walls is abundant 
elsewhere, when in fact, cliff faces act as sanc-
tuaries for ancient and rare species. Because, 
historically, they have been difficult to access, 
cliffs are one of the few sites free from the 
disturbances that come with human interven-
tion in a landscape, including animal grazing 
and controlled burns. In region by region, as 
mountaineers reached the tops of the highest 
peaks, they had transferred their exploratory 
fervor from untouched summits to pristine 
vertical walls. The places where humans seem-
ingly couldn’t go got smaller and smaller. As 
rock climbing increased in popularity, con-
servationists worried that the climbers were 
trampling vital evidence on understudied cliffs 
around the world.

Dr. Richard Knight, a professor of wild-
life conservation and a climber, began study-
ing climber impacts in the late 1990s. Over 
email, he tells me he became interested in 
the subject because he was worried that both 
“climbers and land managers didn’t seem 
concerned about the rights that cliffs have.” 
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With Richard Camp, a fellow scientist and 
climber, Knight surveyed cliffs at Joshua Tree 
National Park for plant and animal life. On 
routes with even moderate climbing activity, 
they found cracks that once provided plants 
with a refuge from the arid desert floor had 
been scrubbed clean, the soil removed. Native 
woodpeckers, hummingbirds and warblers 
appeared at unclimbed cliffs, but they were 
absent at popular crags where, instead, inva-
sive species—often better suited to adapt to 
new habitats—thrived.

In a 1998 paper in Conservation Biology, 
Knight and Camp recommended that land 
managers educate climbers about their impact 
on the native biodiversity at cliffs. “By using 
the authority of the resource,” they reasoned, 
“land-management agencies may see increased 
compliance by concerned recreationists.” More 
and more, conservation would depend on 
closing the gap between science and climbing.

As concern for cliff vegetation grew, 
some climbing management plans recom-
mended drilling bolted anchors in lieu of 
using trees. But the additional bolts rankled 
some traditionalist climbers. In the 1972 
Chouinard Equipment catalogue, Doug 
Robinson’s essay, “The Whole Natural Art of 
Protection,” had outlined the clean climbing 

ethics many practitioners still follow today, 
advocating for the use of removable pro-
tection, including hexes and nuts, but also 
bushes and trees, over fixed hardware. In 
the same booklet, Yvon Chouinard and 
Tom Frost declared that a dramatic increase 
in the numbers of climbers had resulted in 
a “deterioration of the climbing environ-
ment” that hurt both “the physical aspect 
of the mountains and the moral integrity of 
the climbers.”

“Clean climbing” did not mean avoid-
ing impacts to vegetation. While rock scars 
from hammered pitons troubled Robinson, 
he described other traces of human passage 
as more acceptable, including “a runner-
smooth ring at the base of trees and a few 
bleached patches where lichen had been 
worn off.” Tools may still be required, he 
added, for “cleaning dirt, weeds or moss 
from prospective nut cracks.” Yet, Robin-
son’s prescriptions were more guidelines 
than rules. “I have no problem, in theory, 
with bolting to protect trees,” Robinson 
wrote in a recent email. At a well-fre-
quented single-pitch crag, where clifftop 

trees have succumbed to wear and tear, he 
would prefer to see a two-bolt anchor—
instead of climbers going back another thirty 
feet “to find a tree to abuse.” But on multi-
pitch climbs in the vast Sierra, the damage to 
the rock from bolting, he explained, would 
outlast the natural life cycle of any individual 
fir or pine: “I cannot get too excited about a 
few trees and lichens and cliff plants that have 
the misfortune to be on popular routes. Bolt 
next to ’em if it makes you feel better, though 
I will feel a tinge of sadness for the metallic 
intrusion as I clip them.”

Peter Clark, a research scientist with Cliff 
Ecology Environmental Consultants, has 
noted the repercussions of rigid anti-fixed-gear 
ethics at crowded cliffs across New England. 
At areas such as Rose Ledge, climbers regu-
larly wrap slings and webbing around trees. 
As the friction abrades the bark, it exposes the 
delicate phloem—the living tissue that carries 
energy from leaves to roots. Compounding 
this harm, the constant shuffling of climb-
ers while they maneuver about to build such 
anchors, compacts and erodes the soil, leaving 
the roots exposed. Even partial damage to 
bark or roots can lead to a tree’s death. As a 
result of intense climber traffic, trees across 
the cliff edge have died back, leaving the area 
“fundamentally denuded.” At the New River 

Gorge, where Clark conducted research for 
his master’s thesis, bolts are often positioned 
a few feet below the top of the cliff. There, he 
found “functionally no disturbance” to trees 
or topsoil directly above the route.

On the other hand, the convenience 
of bolted anchors can also increase a route’s 
popularity, thereby augmenting impacts at 
the base of climbs. Strewn packs and rope 
bags bruise tender ground cover, and belay-
ers stumble into shrubs, snapping branches 
underfoot. The cliff base soon becomes a 
ribbon of dirt and dust.

Finding a balance, Clark says, may be hard.

Over the last twenty years, motivation for 
cliff studies has increasingly come from climb-
ers themselves. In 2002, after Kathryn Kuntz 
petitioned Dr. Larson to join the research 
group at Guelph, he became her advisor. 
Kuntz went to work surveying cliff sites on the 
Niagara Escarpment. She hired Alex Folkl, her 
climbing partner, to dangle her off the edge 
while she scraped samples of lichen and moss 
from the limestone face. Satchels of specimens 
dangled from her harness as she relayed notes 
to Alex through a walkie-talkie.

Kuntz’s critique of previous studies on 
the Niagara Escarpment was that they failed 
to account for the microtopography—the  
numerous crevices, pockets and ledges—that 
made cliffs attractive to climbers in the first 
place. In her analysis, Kuntz noted that biodi-
versity levels on climbed cliffs matched those 
on pristine cliffs with near-identical rock 
faces. Climbers were most likely to develop 
new bolted lines in the 5.10+ to 5.14 range 
on steep, wind-scoured walls already inhos-
pitable to mosses, lichens and leafy plants. 
These climbs, Kuntz found, had little to no 
impact on the variety of plant life scattered 
about the cliff.

As route development on the escarpment 
favored more technical, athletic movement, 
first ascensionists were less likely to need to 
dig soil and green stems out from pockets and 
crevices in the rock. By the time of her study, 
more than a decade had passed since scien-
tists first reported the vast age of the forest on 
the rocks. Before that announcement, climb-
ers and other visitors had assumed that the 
trees were mere garden-variety cedars—the 
same as those in every nursery and backyard 
around town. Destruction of the ancient 
cedars ceased, Kuntz observed, when climbers 
became aware that the Niagara Escarpment 

[Photo] Alex and Kathryn Folkl (née Kuntz) at Rattlesnake 

Point, Ontario. After serving as her advisor in the Cliff 

Ecology Research Group, Dr. Doug Larson officiated at 

Kathryn and Alex’s wedding in 2008. Courtesy, Kathryn Folkl   
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was home to this rare forest. She published 
her findings, with Larson as co-author, in 
Conservation Biology in 2006. Three scientists 
I interviewed for this article stated that Kuntz’s 
site selection method set a new standard for 
reliable impact measurement. In the process, 
she had confirmed that conservation biolo-
gists could benefit from viewing cliff habitats 
through a climber’s eyes. This study, however, 
didn’t lead to more conclusiveness about 
climbing impacts on cliff biodiversity. More 
terrain remained to explore.

Last year, in the journal Biological Con-
servation, ecology professor and rock climber 
Andrea Holzschuh summarized and com-
pared all the climbing impact studies available 
on major research databases—from the first 
paper in 1995 to the latest in 2015. Of the 
sixteen studies, two focused on birds; fourteen 
focused on cliff vegetation. Of those four-
teen, four studies were located on the Niagara 
Escarpment; three in the Jura Mountains; 
two in Illinois; one in both the Franconian 
Jura and Swabian Alb; one across three sites 
in Minnesota; and one each in the New River 
Gorge, Joshua Tree National Park and the 
north shore of Lake Superior.

The studied sites represent merely a frac-
tion of crags worldwide. And only three of 
them, Holzschuh found, met the methodolog-
ical criteria (accounting for rock face micro-
topography) outlined in Kathryn Kuntz and 
Doug Larson’s 2006 report. The remainder, 
Holzschuh wrote, contained “potential selec-
tion bias.” The data was inconclusive. One 
study discovered that when climbers visited 
certain new areas, they increased the genetic 
diversity of lichens growing on the rock faces. 
Another found the opposite effect. One study 
on the threatened shadowy goldenrod revealed 
that climbers had trampled or snapped more 
than half the flowers scattered about a crag. 
Another found that, by gardening crevices on 
alpine walls, climbers had actually helped dis-
perse the seeds of a rare, ancient plant along 
the base of the cliff, where the talus was now 
spotted with tiny, new evergreen hummocks.

As climbing continues to grow in popu-
larity, conservationists and land managers 
“urgently require a scientific basis” for their 
climbing management plans, Holzschuh 
concluded. Ecologist and climber Michael 
Tessler, who has researched climber impacts 
at the Shawangunks, agrees. But finding 
funding remains an obstacle. “For most of us, 

these studies are side projects, not our main 
research goal,” Tessler explains. “There aren’t a 
lot of resources to do this kind of work.” Lack 
of resources isn’t the only impediment. “You 
have to be interested in the organisms,” Tessler 
says. Varieties of mosses and lichens are hard 
to identify, and perhaps harder for the average 
nature enthusiast to appreciate than the deli-
cate flowers of orchids, or the massive trunks 
of ancient redwood trees. Tessler adds, “You 
also have to have the rope skills. To find that 
combination of people is really rare.”

Larson hopes that climbers can lead the 
way when it comes to conservation manage-
ment. “People who climb on rock are seeing  
habitats and organisms that have done their 
best to protect themselves from danger, 
forever,” he says. “If we humans can’t protect 
these sanctuaries from us…if we can’t figure 
out how to enjoy a place without hurting it, 
what chance does the rest of the landscape 
have?”

Logan Canyon, Utah. Waves of limestone 
emerge from ripples of green. A few plants, 
barely the size of a finger, appear in pockets 
and crevices scattered about the cliffs. The 
petite, purple-flowered Maguire primrose is 
endemic to the canyon: it grows nowhere else 
in the world. But the canyon is also home to 
over 700 climbing routes, immensely popular 
with residents in the nearby college town.

In the early 2000s, land managers had 
threatened to prohibit climbing because 
of concerns about the threatened primrose 
species. Several climbers thought that both 

they and the primrose could peacefully coexist 
on the walls, and they volunteered to assist 
with botanical surveys in the canyon. From 
2008 to 2009, they found that primrose 
populations survived, even when located near 
popular bolted routes. Because of the flower’s 
limited range and habitat, de-listing it as a fed-
erally protected species does not seem possible. 
But land managers are no longer threatening 
to close down the entire area to climbing. In 
partnership with climber naturalists and the 
Access Fund, the Forest Service has begun the 
initial scoping phase for a climbing manage-
ment plan in order to allow the pursuit to con-
tinue sustainably.

In the early history of mountaineering, 
when exploration and science were closely 
linked, much of the knowledge that adven-
turers gained served the expansion of colonial 
empires. Aided by the growth of industrial agri-
culture and energy extraction, entire forests and 
prairies, plants and animals have gone extinct 
in the wake of such conquests. But Humbold-
tians such as Thoreau never gave up hope that 
the union of science and imagination, merged 
from vigilant observation and undisciplined 
awe, would lead to an integrated theory of 
nature—one that didn’t separate humans from 
the environment, but that showed how they 
were profoundly, irrevocably linked.

On cliffs around the world, climbers have 
the potential to advance this kind of knowl-
edge. From edge to edge, pocket to pocket, 
we chart meticulous observations of the land-
scape as we experience the face of the earth a 
few feet at a time. Yet how often do we hesi-
tate before we pull a tuft of dirt or moss from 
a crevice, or scrape a layer of lichen from a 
ledge? In American Rock, Don Mellor writes, 
“I fear, sometimes, that in the frenzied quest 
for high-end difficulty ratings, we risk seeing 
our places as simple means to an end.” Tales 
of individual achievement, or even self-dis-
covery, may depict the landscape as a mere 
backdrop—a resource for material or aesthetic 
enjoyment—rather than as an environment 
rich with a multitude of creatures and plant 
life. Communities driven by self-involvement, 
as Thoreau cautioned, will eventually put the 
land and, by extension, themselves, at risk.

At the end of the day, along the escarp-
ment, as the outlines of ledges and pockets 
disappear into the rock, we would do well to 
remember that climbers are not the only ones 
seeking refuge on the mountains and cliffs. 

[Photo] Maguire primrose, a threatened species in Logan 

Canyon, Utah. Guidebook author Casey Hyer says, “If 

you go to a wall where the primrose is growing, you just 

admire it. It adds to the ambiance,” he says. Casey  Hyer   
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Camp in the portaledge, sleep in your car or couch 
surf: Our new 19-degree 850 Down Sleeping Bag 
does it all. Inspired by the bag Yvon Chouinard 
built for himself 45 years ago, today’s version is 
an elegant real-world design that’s exceptionally 
warm, ultracompressible and holds up to season 
after season of use. Also available in 30-degree and 
Hybrid options. patagonia.com/sleepingbags

This sleeping bag contains only Traceable Down, 
traced from farm to factory to help ensure the birds 
that supply it are not force-fed or live-plucked.

The 
Patagonia 

Sleeping 
Bag

I N T R O D U C I N G

850 Down 
Sleeping Bag
19°F / -7°C



Fast and Light. The lightest GORE-TEX® Pro 
jacket for climbers and alpinists. Maximum 
breathability and minimum weight.

ALPHA FL JACKET


