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         Ned Feehally is one of the world’s top climbers and co-founder of Beastmaker, which manufactures wooden fingerboards and climbing training apparatus. He has been climbing for over twenty years, is a three-time British bouldering champion, has competed in world cup finals, and has been at the heart of pushing climbing standards in the UK over the last ten years. He is obsessive about data-led training but passionate about communicating what works and what doesn’t to regular climbers, which is what led him to write Beastmaking. He has climbed multiple Font 8cs, and in 2017 he climbed Trust Issues in Rocklands on his first attempt, joining a very small group of climbers to have flashed Font 8b+. In 2020 he made the first ascent of The Boss, one of the hardest problems on gritstone. He lives in Sheffield with his partner, Shauna Coxsey.
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vii
            FOREWORD

         

         The exponential rate at which our sport has grown is hard to comprehend. The past decade alone has seen grade boundaries shattered, the emergence of countless prodigies, the birth of dedicated elite training facilities and the introduction of climbing as an Olympic sport. Most outrageously, though, climbing has become cool – I mean, no one saw that coming!

         The growth of climbing has seen many people look to the professionals for answers to the question of how to get better. Who doesn’t want to know what the secret is? So, where are the famous coaches, who is doing all the research and where can you buy the best training programme …?

         However, our sport is about so much more than spreadsheets and numbers. It transcends the boundaries between traditional sport and action sport. It’s a sport that at any level combines performance and style while requiring composure and resilience.

         It seems as though we are at a point where the science and the research are trying to catch up, with a multitude of studies and data trying to categorise inexplicable levels of ability that simply do not come down to basic levels of strength or endurance. Climbing is as much an art form as it is a matter of physical ability.

         That being said, most of us can certainly benefit from more understanding of how to train and what to train in order to become stronger. The getting better bit is a little more complicated.

         Ned has spent the last 20 years exploring his fascination with the intricate details of what makes elite climbers good and how they get to the top of the sport. His obsessive tendencies have ensured he’s not only tried and tested pretty much everything he’s learnt, but he’s also (very neatly) documented everything. Ned is practical; he’s pragmatic and is a self-proclaimed geek when it comes to training.

         Read this book with the desire to improve, the dedication to action what you learn and the belief that you can achieve your goals.

         Shauna Coxsey
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         If you’ve picked up this book you are probably interested in improving your climbing, and you’re willing to put some effort into doing just that.

         Great, you’re in the right place.

         It seems as if climbers are always looking for a shortcut to improving. They might pay a coach in the hope that this will automatically make them better, or they might buy an online training programme which has convinced them that it will add a few grades to their climbing. Similarly, they might be happy to buy a fingerboard – and maybe even put it up in their house – before realising that thinking about and actually training on it takes some effort, and the benefits of simply owning a fingerboard are fairly limited.

         However, some people are really keen to improve, but struggle to know exactly how they should go about it, and even where they should start.

         The idea of this book is to provide you with enough information so that you can work out what you need to train, and to help you to train it, but without things being data and jargon dense and too much of a chore to trawl through. I hope that it will give you some new ideas, fresh knowledge and inspiration for your training.

         But, just so we are clear from the beginning: there is no shortcut to improving! You’ll not find a magic formula in this book. It simply doesn’t exist.

         While there is an increasing amount of science and data-driven training information out there, climbing is a relatively young sport. The amount of scientific studies into climbing is still very limited. It feels like we’re at the stage where the science that’s getting done is simply backing up what we have been crowdsourcing in the climbing scene for the past 40 years!

         When it comes to writing, filling up a book with citations might make me look clever, but, let’s face it, most of you aren’t going to be interested in reading up behind the scenes. While I personally find the data-heavy training information out there quite interesting, I appreciate that not everyone is into this. If you’re looking for hard facts, science and references then I encourage you to do some extra reading. My experience is that most climbers either just want to know what is best for them to do, or they just need some inspiration and a place to start – they xaren’t fussed about reading all about the nitty-gritty and specifics of the training protocols. So, rather than diving headlong into the science, I have filtered what I have read and actioned over the years and extracted the most useful and usable nuggets of information to pass on to you as simply as I can.

         I have been lucky to have climbed and trained with some of the best climbers in the world. I am both passionate and endlessly fascinated by training and improving. I am always on the lookout for ideas and new information. I like to think I’m not nagging people the whole time, but I do try to absorb as much information as I can when I climb and train with others.

         There is a great diversity of strengths and weaknesses among top-end climbers which I find particularly intriguing. Everybody is different and everybody has a slightly different approach to training and trying to improve. Ultimately, the best climbers are those with the right mentality and mindset, not necessarily those who are physically the strongest. Improving our proficiency at climbing seems to be about aggregating marginal gains and ironing out weaknesses across the whole spectrum of climbing ability, as much as it is about doing more pull-ups or hanging off a smaller hold than anyone else.

         Everything in this book is based on my personal experience – and long-winded discussions with others who know what they’re talking about – and it highlights what has worked for me (and the people I know) over the years. I hope it works for you too.

         
            [image: ]

            When it comes to training, there isn’t a right or wrong answer. Everybody is different. You are your own experiment.

         

         A BIT MORE ABOUT ME

         I wouldn’t describe myself as a talented climber. I started when I was nine years old, but it probably wasn’t until I was 16 that I got heavily into climbing, and started training for it and taking it seriously. And it wasn’t until I was about 26 that I actually began to feel strong and started climbing at a level which I felt was pretty good.

         The point I’m trying to make is that I don’t think I have a huge amount of natural talent for climbing. I am not physically the strongest, most flexible, fittest or most technically gifted climber out there. However, over the years I have thought a lot, trained a lot, made small steps of progress and have occasionally managed to climb up some rocks and get a few decent competition results along the way.

         I think that my strongest attribute is my ability to organise my training and really push myself hard. Although it never feels like hard work, I was – and still am – constantly driven to do things which I think will benefit my climbing and contribute to my goal of wanting to become a well-rounded boulderer. I think this is definitely more of a mental strength than a physical one. I’m also not one to follow the crowd. If I think a training method or approach is useful, I’ll go for it, regardless of how daft everyone else thinks it might be.xi
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         xiiThe result of this is that I have slowly become stronger and more technically able over the years and have achieved way more on rock than I ever would have dreamed as a youngster. I’m not claiming that anyone can become the next Adam Ondra through training, but I do think that everyone is capable of getting to a fairly decent standard with a bit – or a lot! – of work. The real trick is to play the long game. You’ll not improve instantly. But if you enjoy what you’re doing, then over the years you’re bound to see steady improvement.
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            Throughout this book I’ll try to add to my personal experience with examples from someone who I know pretty well who is smaller and lighter than me and who has naturally very strong fingers and almost flawless technique.

            Since Shauna and I are married, I should say how wonderful, kind, generous and amazing she is, and how I’m proud of her and that she makes me a better person. Fortunately, though, for the purposes of this book I can simply say that she is one of the best climbers in the world and leave it at that. Phew. Shauna has climbed for over two decades. She has mostly focused on competition climbing and has won 11 bouldering world cups (winning the overall twice), qualified for the Olympic Games and has bouldered Font 8b+ on rock – possibly the second woman in the world to do so. She’s mentally very tough and stubborn (lucky me) and she trains incredibly hard.

            While I’m sure she’s my biggest fan, writing this book has made it quite clear that she is also my harshest critic!
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            TRAINING: THE BASICS
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         WHY TRAIN?

         Have you ever stopped to think about what you want to get out of climbing?

         Do you just enjoy going climbing? Do you want to generally improve? Become a very well-rounded climber? Do you want to train for one particular boulder problem or route? Or a trip? Do you want to win an Olympic medal? Do you want to free El Cap? Or do you just really want to be able to do a one-arm pull-up? Maybe you just love training.

         All of these goals are totally valid, as is every goal. Goals can be highly specific or more general. You might have one big goal or lots of smaller goals. The wonderful thing about climbing is that it has something for everyone. However, each individual goal will have many different paths to it, and finding the most efficient path can be a real challenge.

         Your goals can be anything, but it’s important to make them realistic and achievable because otherwise they’re just dreams. If you currently climb Font 7a and have decided you want to climb 8b in a year but you have a full-time job and a busy family life, then it’s probably not going to happen … or you might end up in big trouble at home!

         We have to think about how training for our goals can fit into or around the rest of our lives. What – if anything – are we prepared to sacrifice for our goals? How important to us are our goals?

         We need to be prepared to assess our strengths and weaknesses relative to our goals. This will give us an idea of what we should spend time working on to reach our goals. Focusing our training specifically on what we want to achieve is very important, otherwise we may well be wasting our time. Having goals is important for progression as it provides the motivation to work hard as well as being a good reference point for figuring out what we need to improve to achieve our goals.

         Personally, I have always wanted to become a well-rounded boulderer. That’s my ultimate goal. I want to be able to travel to climbing areas all over the world and stand a good chance of being able to do the best boulder problems there.

         I set myself many small goals. I have a goal for every training session and every climbing trip. I even have projects on my home board that have been goals for years. But my overarching main goal has always been the same, and I constantly spend time assessing my ability with the aim of improving my weaknesses so that I can become well-rounded and skilled across the whole range of climbing styles.

         The problem-solving aspect of climbing is the thing I enjoy the most. I have never fancied spending months on end trying exactly the same moves over and over and over. I can see the appeal of this style of climbing, but for me it’s just not as much fun as rocking up at a boulder problem and trying to climb it, right there and then. I think that’s why I enjoyed my time competing – it’s the ultimate test of overall climbing ability. Competition climbing showcases the strengths of the climbers but it also exposes their weakness. I liked the challenge of having to perform in any given style on demand. I guess my approach to rock climbing is similar.3
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            What is ‘training’?

            Before we get stuck in, we should consider what training is by its traditional definition: Purposefully subjecting the body to physical or mental stress in order to promote adaptations which make it better at dealing with that stress over time.

            Training requires:
Overload: In order to make strength gains, we need to train at an intensity which the body finds difficult.

            Progression: Our bodies need to be constantly stimulated to make new improvements in strength. Repeating the same exercise at the same intensity over and over again will not lead to improvement.

            Repetition: Our bodies will not adapt to a training stimulus instantly. We must perform an exercise over a number of sessions in order to stimulate improvement.

            Recovery: Our bodies can only adapt and get stronger if we give them time to do so. Between sessions we need to rest in order for our bodies to repair and recover. Insufficient rest will mean our bodies won’t be able to adapt to the training we are doing, and this will probably eventually lead to injury – or just being too knackered to climb properly.

            Specificity: Our bodies will adapt to the exercises that we are doing – that’s all they know! We can work as hard as we want at something, but if it’s not specific to climbing, it won’t improve our climbing.

            And the result of stopping training is:

            Reversibility:4 Any physical trait that has been improved by training will be reversed if the training is stopped. This doesn’t happen instantly, but over time our bodies will ‘de-train’ and lose strength if that strength isn’t being used.
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         CLIMBING, TRAINING & LIFE

         The problem with a lot of information about training is that it’s often unrealistically focused towards hypothetical individuals with unlimited time, facilities, funds and motivation. If this is you, then it will be easy to optimise how and when you train, what you eat, when you go climbing, when you see the physio and so on. But, if this really is you, then you should spend most of your time going climbing, as you’ll improve and have loads of fun in the process.

         In reality, we have all sorts of stuff to contend with in our lives, and this tends to be the ultimate limiting factor in preventing us from reaching our maximum climbing potential. Not that this is a bad thing. Climbing is only a tiny part of life and if all we have is the ability to climb up rocks then we’ll probably not have the most fulfilling time on this planet.

         My hope is that this book will provide a ‘normal’ person with the tools to help them get the most out of their climbing, and without them having to sacrifice too much from their everyday life.

         CLIMBING IS THE BEST TRAINING FOR CLIMBING

         Before we get going on the training stuff, I’ll cover my back with the ultimate caveat:
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            Training for climbing will not guarantee that you will become a good climber!

         

         5Climbing is an endlessly complex sport. It’s not simply a matter of holding on and pulling really hard. Climbing is not a closed sport with predetermined routines or movements that need to be mastered and then performed on cue (unless you’re a speed climber, then it’s exactly that!). It’s an open-ended sport with an infinite number of different moves to master, and it requires strength across the entire body.

         The age-old saying that ‘climbing is the best training for climbing’ is essentially true. The more hours we spend climbing, the more we will learn about it, the more our bodies will adapt to it and the better we will become.

         However, I strongly believe that the best way to improve climbing ability is to go climbing a lot, and to supplement this with very focused training to speed up the process of improvement, while hopefully also reducing the likelihood of getting injured.

         
            The main physical factors in climbing

            In my opinion, in no particular order, these are:
Finger strength/grip: The ability to hold on. This is always the most important factor in climbing. If we can’t hold on to the holds, we’ll not stand a chance of doing the next move. And if the holds feel big when we grab them, we’ll be capable of moving much further off them on the next move.

            Footwork: The ability to weight our feet as we climb. Having our feet on is one thing, but getting as much weight through them as we possibly can is the goal.

            Flexibility/mobility: The ability to get our bodies into the positions which are the most efficient for each move. I don’t think there is such a thing as a climber who is too mobile.

            Connection: The ability to move everything in sync, so that our bodies can flow upwards with minimal thought or superfluous movement. This is very hard to ‘train’ – it is generally learned through years of climbing a lot and by practising with purpose.

            Core strength: The ability to get the lower body into the correct position and keep it there while we move upwards. Comes from the shoulders, stomach, lower back and glutes. But it can also involve everything from our toes to our fingertips. This is often mistaken for the ability to do a sit-up, or for having a six-pack.

            Pulling strength: The ability to move between the holds. Comes largely from the arms, shoulders and back.

            Pushing strength: The ability to press down on holds. Mostly comes from the legs, or occasionally the arms when in grooves, on mantelshelves or on a lot of modern competition-style boulder problems.

            Of course, we also need good movement skills, steely determination and a strong mental game, but each of these would need an entire other book to do them justice.6

         

         GENETICS

         Everyone is different. We come in all sorts of shapes and sizes. Genetics play a huge part in our overall outcomes. This applies to climbing, just as it does everything else in life.

         There’s no guarantee that you or I can become the world’s best climber by training more than anyone else. At the top end of climbing, a lot of people train very hard, but very few people become the best. Everybody is dealt a particular skill set – for some people this will overlap well with climbing, but for others it might not.

         Some people have very long arms, some people are naturally quite light for their height, some people have ridiculous levels of finger strength without seeming to really work at it, some people can do a one-arm pull-up off the couch. These are all useful traits for climbing, but non-climbers wouldn’t necessarily see them as beneficial. The problem is that it isn’t always clear where our natural abilities lie and how well our bodies suit climbing until we start getting stuck in and testing out our limits.

         The challenge for us all is to make the most out of the hand we are dealt. Whether or not we have the genetic ability to be the best shouldn’t affect our ability to get a huge amount of enjoyment out of climbing. The really fun part is to see how far we can go with what we have, and to try to enjoy working it out along the way. We have to figure out how to stack the deck in our favour, and make our strengths and weaknesses work for us, not against us.

         As I mentioned before, I don’t think I’m genetically all that gifted for climbing. While I have naturally quite long arms and wide shoulders (thanks, Mum and Dad), I am also naturally fairly heavy (for a climber) and have sweaty hands – not necessarily ideal traits for hard climbing.

         Fortunately, I was gifted with and encouraged by my parents to develop a strong work ethic, a high boredom threshold and the ability to suffer and try hard. I also can’t stand imperfection in anything. These mental traits have served me very well over the years – in some respects!

         I grew up climbing with a friend who was physically the opposite to me. Slim, light, fit, naturally strong fingers, handsome etc. He could casually do a one-arm pull-up on a mono without any real effort. An amazing training partner. But, ultimately for him, climbing just wasn’t that much of a challenge so he never got truly stuck in, and never really achieved anything near his potential. Not that that is a bad thing. He always was, and continues to be, a lovely chap and he got a lot of enjoyment out of climbing.

         I think of Shauna as having some fairly good genetic traits for climbing (which isn’t to say she doesn’t work really hard too!). She’s got long arms and naturally strong fingers, and she’s mentally very tough. She also adapts to training unusually quickly. Just a few sessions doing a new exercise is enough to see her making massive improvements. Being fairly short often holds her back on longer moves, but when she’s on small holds on steep terrain, or on very bunched footholds, she’s just unstoppable.7
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         It’s worth assessing where your genetic strengths and weaknesses lie. It’s great for getting the excuses in, and it can also keep your ego in check when you find something easy! You can decide when it’s best to work your weaknesses, or just roll with your strengths. Sometimes it’s great to climb on things which suit you. And knowing exactly what you’re bad at is a good thing for your training.

         The great thing about climbing is it’s totally random with many different avenues to explore, so there is something for everyone.

         CAN ANYONE CLIMB HARD?

         I think the average climber is capable of reaching a decent level with determination, good facilities and the ability to train without getting injured. But can anyone climb F9a or Font 8b and above?

         No, probably not.9

         I suspect that a lot of people have the genetic, physical ability to do so, but don’t have the mental fortitude – they can’t be arsed – or the time and/or funds to do so. While others are mentally very strong but they just lack the physiological traits required for hard climbing.

         The main limiting factor for the average climber is mental, not physical. A lot of people like the idea of being a very good climber, but aren’t prepared to work for it, or change anything in their lives to make it happen. Generally speaking, the best climbers are the ones who are prepared to work the hardest.

         If you’re a physiological outlier – you’re particularly tall, or particularly short, for example – you’ll be able to reach a higher maximal level more quickly (if you can find specific projects that fit your body), but your progress will probably slow down more quickly as you’ll run out of things that suit you and you’ll have to start working on your weaknesses in order to keep improving and climbing harder.

         Every genetic trait – physiological and psychological – sits on a bell curve. The majority of people sit around the middle of the curve, close to the 50th percentile. The number of people reduces as you get further away from the 50th percentile.

         It’s often assumed that climbing grades are absolute, and correct. They are not! They are based on subjective assessments from various ascensionists. As a climb gets more ascents the grade is more likely to settle down as a consensus on the route or problem’s difficulty is reached.

         So, grades are based on the average ascensionist. The further from average that you are the less grades will apply to you! I suspect it’s easier for a physiological outlier to climb a small number of hard climbs than it is for an average person. However, the physiological outlier will have a much-reduced list of things that fit their body type, and most climbing might even feel harder than average for them.

         On the other hand, the average person will have a much bigger pool of things that they can theoretically do, but likely fewer things that will feel particularly easy for them.
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         Height is the classic example here. Imagine an average climber who climbs with a tall and gangly climber. The tall climber will of course find the slabby/vertical, reachy climbs and dynos easier than the average climber. But the average climber might find any sort of bunched move, steep climb, rockover or toe hook easier than the tall climber.

         But also your finger size, shoulder width, thumb size, torso length, leg length, how brave you are, how hard you are willing to try – ad infinitum – are all traits which vary from person to person and will determine how easy or difficult a particular climb will feel to you.11

         With the recent growth of climbing, training facilities and knowledge are becoming more and more advanced. While at the cutting edge grades are advancing slowly, the level of the average climber has shot up.

         At the cutting edge of rock climbing the limiting factor now seems to be finding bits of rock which are hard enough to be a real challenge but are not impossible. While also fitting the specific morphology of the potential first ascensionist. The difficulty of a rock climb is – should be! – dictated by the randomness of nature. Millions of years of erosion doesn’t necessarily cater for really good, hard rock climbs.

         Perhaps the future of hard climbing is purely indoors where difficulty is theoretically infinite and can be tweaked and adjusted indefinitely, and replicated around the world for everybody to try?

         
            Glossary of basic training terminology

            Strength: The amount of force your body can exert against resistance.

            Power: Strength x Speed – the ability to exert strength rapidly.

            Recruitment: A measure of how many motor units are working in a muscle. The more motor units that are working, the more strength your muscles can output.

            Neuromuscular: Relating to the nerves and the muscles which they control. Muscles can only switch on and provide strength when a nerve tells them to do so.

            Density: Relating to the cross-sectional area of connective tissue/muscle.

            Isometric: Static – an isometric exercise involves using strength but not causing movement around a joint.

            Plyometric: Getting muscles to exert maximum force in the shortest time possible.

            Rep: A single repetition of an exercise. For example, one pull-up, or one hang on a fingerboard.

            Set: A work/rest cycle involving a number of reps with a defined rest period between each.

            Load: The total amount of resistance used to perform an exercise.

            Aerobic: Requiring oxygen to produce fuel.

            Anaerobic: Not requiring oxygen to produce fuel.

            Hold vs grip?:12 A hold is something that you grab on to. A grip position is the shape your fingers and hands make in order to hold on in a particular way. For example, you might use a crimp grip on a very small incut hold.

         

         A SHORT HISTORY OF TRAINING FOR CLIMBING

         With the help of Jerry Moffatt I have tried to outline the history of training for climbing over the last few decades. It’s fascinating to see how far it’s come in such a short time. You’ll be pleased to see that both training techniques and climbing fashion have moved on a bit since the early days.

         1950s AND 1960s

         John Gill saw climbing, especially bouldering, as a gymnastic pursuit rather than purely a training exercise for mountain climbing. He considered bouldering to have artistic merit beyond the pure difficulty of the climbing. He introduced the use of chalk to climbers and carried the strength and training methods he learned as a gymnast into the world of climbing. He was doing one-arm front levers in the 1960s!

         LATE 1970s

         People mainly did pull-ups and traversed on stone buildings. Jim Collins made the first ascent of Genesis (5.12+) in Eldorado Canyon – the hardest route in the world at the time. He trained for it by traversing along buildings.

         EARLY 1980s

         John Bachar set up a training area with a ‘fingerboard’ in Camp 4, Yosemite. He called it ‘Gunsmoke’. Cool name, huh? Bachar originally trained as a pole vaulter and was coached by Joe Douglas, who later became Carl Lewis’s coach. This background wore off on Bachar, who seems to have been the first person to structure his fingerboard training and apply athletic training methods to climbing in general.

         Jerry visited the US, climbed with Bachar and brought a lot of Bachar’s ideas back to the UK with him.

         At this point, bouldering was only ever really done as training for routes.13
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         LATE 1980s

         Wolfgang Güllich and Norbert Sandner invented the first campus board in Nuremberg, and a few people started to build their own. Jerry visited and started to add a few other holds to the campus board so that he could make up problems rather than just laddering up the rungs.

         Home walls started to be built in the cellars of Sheffield. At first these were horizontal roofs which people campussed across. The idea was that if you could climb without your feet, things would feel easy once you went outside and had your feet on the rock! But it was soon realised that climbing with your feet on would be a bit more useful …14

         
            
[image: ]JERRY MOFFATT ON THE CAMPUS BOARD. © JERRY MOFFATT

            

         

         Jerry built a 45-degree board in his cellar, ‘just about the best training device’ he ever used. He made the holds out of wood as resin holds were hard to obtain at the time. He wanted to train on poor footholds, so he made these himself by driving a screw into the board and smearing resin over the screw head to make a small lump to stand on.

         Jerry made himself a fingerboard in 1987 which he used to train on and test his strength when he travelled. It had a 10-millimetre edge, a 20-millimetre edge and a few finger pockets. He used to do pull-ups and one-armed hangs on it. It’s still screwed on to the back of the original campus board in Nuremberg.

         EARLY 1990s

         Commercial climbing walls started to get built around the world. Resin holds became more readily available, and suddenly climbing walls could set and change boulder problems and routes.
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