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I started this project with one goal in mind – to provide a resource of crack climbing knowledge: the go-to place to learn about this craft. I hope that everyone who picks up the book – even the very best climbers in the world – can learn something (I certainly have from writing it), or at the very least think about a crack climbing concept in a different way.


So, to the readers: this book is written for you.
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The author finger jamming on Mustang (F8a) at Caderese, Italy. © Paolo Sartori
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PREFACE



One of my earliest crack climbing memories is of a notorious route on Peak District gritstone called The Vice – a short, steep hand-and-fist crack that requires a bit of brute force and tenacity, but with the correct techniques is not overly difficult. A confident 12-year-old me spotted the HVS (5.10) grade in the Stanage guidebook, thought ‘that’s within my ability’, and then spent the next 20 minutes dangling on the end of a tight rope with my feet paddling the air and brushing the ground.


I managed only a single move.


It’s not uncommon to have a heartbreaking experience when you start crack climbing as the techniques required are so far removed from anything you might have previously learnt in climbing. But stick with it. Since my own demoralising efforts on The Vice, I have gone on to repeat or establish many of the world’s hardest crack climbs. Miles of outdoor crack experience and indoor wooden crack training, along with many hours of crack climbing coaching, have given me the experience and the confidence to write this book.


My goal from the start was to provide a single point of reference for crack climbing technique. The aim is to show you the different techniques and give you an understanding of why and how you use them. Then you can put them into practice with confidence and your climbing will improve.


You’ll also have the privilege of learning from some of the world’s best crack climbers. Every climber can learn something from the likes of Lynn Hill, Alex Honnold and Peter Croft.


If you think that this book isn’t for you and that you will never go crack climbing, think again. Remember the pocket on that boulder problem you were trying? Or those tufas on that sport climb? There are jams in and between those. Many sport climbers and boulderers miss opportunities to jam, instead pinching, crimping and squeezing around obvious jamming spots. Pick up this book, learn the craft and make climbing easier for yourself.


If everybody who reads this book learns just one thing that benefits their climbing, I’ll be a happy author.


Get jamming!
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Aubrey Hodges gets fingers in Crime of the Century (5.11c) in Squamish, Canada. © Irene Yee
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A NOTE



This book has a mountain of information buried inside of it. A lot of it is illustrated, which will help you to visualise what I’m explaining. However, there is a lot of information which is only described in words.


After a while a book of words describing actions can become heavy and overwhelming, and even when you are focused it can be difficult to visualise the actions described in those words.


To overcome this, I propose two solutions:


Use this book like you would a guidebook. Find the information you are looking for, focus on that information, and don’t become distracted by information from the rest of the book (because, at that time, the rest of the book is not needed). If you lose focus, put it down and pick it up another day. Total focus with a particular section is the key to success.


Mimic in real life the words that are printed on the page. Use your fingers, hands, arms, legs and feet to literally go through the actions in the air as you are reading about them. You might look like a total wally on the bus, at the train station or down the climbing wall, waving and flapping your arms and legs around, but I guarantee it will help you learn.
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BEFORE WE BEGIN KEY TERMS



Before we begin, it’s worth summarising some of the key terms that you’ll come across while using this book.


It should also be noted that for simplicity’s sake, and unless otherwise stated, the techniques described in this book assume that a crack takes a vertical line up a vertical rock face.


Crack features


Rock face – the walls outside of the crack.


Crack wall – the inside walls of a crack.


Crack edge/Arête – where the crack wall meets the rock face. Easily identified if it’s sharp and square cut.


Crack entrance – the point where the space inside of the crack meets the space outside of the crack.


Splitter – a uniform crack separating two rock faces.


Boxed crack – a crack with a back. Essentially the back of the crack prevents you from delving deeper; maybe because of a wall, a narrowing or a chockstone preventing you from doing so.


Flare – a rounded and more sloping feature. When a crack is described as ‘flaring’ you can likely presume the crack edge/arête is a difficult feature to distinguish (i.e. the crack wall blends into the rock face).


Pod – a slightly larger opening (in comparison to the general width) within a crack feature.


Offset/Corner – where one crack edge is set forwards of another, either a little (an offset) or a lot (a corner).


Corner wall – the crack wall becomes the corner wall when the crack wall extends past the crack edge, outside of the crack feature entirely, and forms a corner (a large offset).


Technique terminology


Technique – the way in which you place a body part into the crack.


Positioning – the way the body is positioned on the rock to achieve movement.


Movement – the way the body moves to make upwards progress.


Jam – a body part placed actively or passively in a crack feature.


Stack – two body parts used in combination in the crack as a single unit.


Guppy/Cup – the act of wrapping the palm of your hand around a rock feature, then using your fingers and thumb to clamp either side of it. Imagine wrapping your hand over the top of a large aubergine.


Gaston – taking a hold with your palm facing away from you, with your thumb pointing towards the floor and elbow out to the side, is known as a gaston. Imagine trying to prise open elevator doors.


Bomber – a jam that is incredibly positive. You could probably hang a car off yourself from something this good.


Jam stability


At the beginning of each technique, the jam is listed as either being a powerful, marginal, balance or resting jam.


Powerful jam – a jam that can be used forcefully (powerfully) for pulling or pushing. It will feel positive and you should seek out this kind of jam. If it is done correctly you could hang from this jam and nothing else.


Marginal jam – a jam that can be pulled or pushed on; this should be done with care and precision to ensure the jam sticks. A subtle movement within this jam can make it suddenly feel very poor and possibly lead to a failure of the jam.


Balance jam – a jam that is poor; you shouldn’t expect to be able to pull or push on this kind of jam. You might use this jam to help gain purchase so that you can move other body parts, and you will need to be able to put weight through other body parts when using this jam. This jam alone will not keep you in the crack and on the rock.


Resting jam – a jam which is very solid and can be used powerfully, but which can often restrict body movement. This kind of jam is very useful for resting or placing gear from.



Illustrations key
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Contact area between rock and body part.
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Red arrow shows pressure and in which direction when skin touches rock. The dotted red arrow indicates an area we can’t necessarily see and may be hidden by another body part.
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Black arrow shows pressure and in which direction when skin touches skin.
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Pressure on the wall behind a body part we can’t necessarily see.







[image: Illustration]


Movement of a body part: twisting, rotating, flexing, etc. The letter indicates the order in which these movements should be performed.







[image: Illustration]


Direction of push or pull to enable the climber to move off a jam. If the arrow points towards the body part which is jamming, this indicates a pushing action. If the arrow points away from the body part which is jamming, this indicates a pulling action.
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Twisting point around which the body part should move/pivot.
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Front-on view.







[image: Illustration]


Side-on view.
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Bird’s-eye view.





Body parts


This book assumes you know the names of the main body parts (i.e. that you know your knee from your elbow), but the different parts of the hand are a little more complicated. Here’s a breakdown of how I’ve referred to the components of the hand throughout this book.
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Mike Hutton making an early morning ascent of Don Whillans’s classic gritstone hand crack The File (VS 4c) at Higgar Tor in the Peak District, UK. © Mike Hutton









[image: Illustration]


Roger Brown soaking up the atmosphere on the granite hand crack of Living in Paradise (VS 4c) at Paradiset, one of the many crack venues on Norway’s magical Lofoten Islands. © Mike Hutton
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1 THE FIVE RULES OF CRACK CLIMBING



There are five basic rules to abide by when it comes to climbing cracks. If you follow these rules and apply them to all aspects of your jamming techniques then you will experience less pain and a higher level of enjoyment and success. The different techniques and jams covered throughout this book will refer back to these principles, and while you might return to this chapter later, it’s important to make sense of these five rules at the outset.



RULE 1 FILL THE SPACE EFFICIENTLY



Crack climbing is: climbing the spaces between and inside the rock. So, with all jams, you should try to fill those spaces as efficiently as possible. You therefore want to insert as much of the body part you are jamming with inside the crack as possible before you even start doing any of the techniques needed to execute the jam itself.


Many people start performing the dynamics of the jam before the body part is in the crack. This means they get less surface area of jam touching the rock – and therefore a poorer jam. Why use only two fingers on a large crimp when you could use all four? It’s the same with jamming: why insert only half of your hand when the crack can gobble your hand to wrist depth? Get that body part right in there.


There are three points to remember when filling the space efficiently:


1Put the body part going into the crack into its thinnest dimension/orientation: a thin cross section means more of the body part can be inserted into the crack.


2Relax the body part going into the crack: a relaxed body part will be easier to wiggle and ease in and will better mould to the crack’s shape. A tensed-up body part will form a rigid block which will stop you getting it further inside. Let’s try and understand this concept better:


Imagine you have a large, rectangular stone brick and you want to fit it through a smaller round hole (square peg/round hole concept). The logistics of this are impossible: first, the brick is larger than the hole you are trying to fit it through; second, its shape is different. However, imagine this brick was made of plasticine: you would be able to press, mould and squeeze the plasticine brick through the hole to the other side. The stone brick is rigid and keeps its shape: it definitely can’t fit through the hole. Whereas the plasticine brick is soft, malleable and can change its shape to fit through the hole. So, make those body parts soft and malleable like plasticine when you insert them into the crack.


3Expand the body part and make it rigid (using one of the jamming techniques covered in this book) only when it is inside the crack: an expanded body part will fill the space more efficiently and will have more surface area in contact with the walls of the crack. A rigid body part with a solid shape will struggle to come out of the crack. So, take that plasticine body part that you have just inserted into the crack and make it rigid – and it won’t come back out! Winner winner jamming dinner.


These three points sound very simple, but people often neglect one of them – usually the first or second – which consequently makes it difficult to achieve a solid jam.




Common mistakes to look out for:


• The final position of the jam has already been executed outside of the crack, before the body part has been inserted inside.


• The body part you are trying to jam with is not fully inside the crack. Part of it is still sticking out.






RULE 2 USE YOUR BODY AS A JAMMING DEVICE



When the part of your body that you want to jam with is inside the crack, you have to expand it to fill the space and make it stick. There are lots of different ways that this jamming and expansion can be achieved.


Let’s imagine your body is a big jamming device, similar to a rack of gear, with lots of different shaped and sized pieces. What you do with your body when you are crack climbing is the same as what you do with your climbing gear: insert it into cracks.


• A rack of gear has lots of pieces of different sizes, from the smallest micro-wires through to the biggest cams and Big Bros. Likewise, your body has lots of different size options available to insert into the crack, from the diameter of your pinkie finger right through to the length of your whole body.


• Your gear has lots of options for ways it can expand and twist to make sure it sticks in the rock. Your body also has lots of twisting and expanding mechanisms thanks to the movement in your joints.


• Your gear generally needs two or more points of opposing pressure to stay in place. Your jam also needs two or more points of opposing pressure on the crack walls to make it stick. (It’s important to remember that a jam will only work when body parts are touching both sides of a crack feature.)


There are two ways that your body can jam: passive and active.


Passive (like placing a wire): the jam is created by constrictions in the rock which allow a body part to be slotted in and wedged, enabling your jam to stick. The jam works because the constriction becomes too small for the body part to pass through. This type of jam requires minimal strength and you should look to try and use this type of jam as a first option.


Active (like placing a camming device): the jam is created by a range of movement from you – either by twisting, rotating or expanding. A downwards force (your weight pulling on the jam) along with this movement of the jam creates outward pressure and friction on the crack walls enabling your jam to stick. A downwards force (or pull) is hugely important in making the jam stick. Let’s try and understand this concept better:


Imagine you placed a camming device into the rock and hanging from it was a car. It would be impossible to retrieve this camming device; you wouldn’t even be able to move it. However, if you swapped the car for a feather, you would be able to move or rotate the cam easily inside the crack and retrieving it would be simple.


The same principle applies to jams. The more weight you put through a jam, the better it will stick (providing your force of outward pressure against the crack walls can match up to the weight you are putting through it). So, if you lean back, trust the jam and put your weight through it, it will feel more positive. Maybe climbing with a car attached to you would in fact make it easier … !



PASSIVE (STATIONARY) JAMS
Chock jams



The crack will give you wider and narrower spots (constrictions) to jam between. If you insert your jam into a wider part and slide it into a narrower part it will automatically lock – with no effort required from you – due to the constriction in the rock being smaller than the body part you have inserted. You should always look for passive jams first as they require the least amount of strength. Your body gives you lots of different sizes of chocks to place, ranging from the sizes of your fingers and toe knuckles, right up to your body as a whole, with everything in between – hands, feet, knees, and so on. No strength or twisting is required from you to secure the jam; it is naturally secure as it is not able to pass through the narrowest section of the constriction. The gear example is the placing of a wire: an equivalent jam would be sliding a hand jam into a constriction (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Hand wedged like a nut.






Expansion jams (passive)



It is possible to place into a crack a body part which is larger than the crack entrance itself. The body part you are inserting just has to be able to mould to the crack’s shape, so a softer exterior to the body part you are inserting works better for this – your forearm or your leg, for example. If you manage to put a body part into a crack which is bigger than the crack itself, the body part will naturally want to expand back to its original shape. This passive act of expansion is what makes this kind of jam stick.


Instead of a gear example, imagine an unpoppable balloon. If you pushed an unpoppable balloon into a crack, it would narrow to fit through the gap, but would then want to expand back to its original shape. By expanding, it exerts opposing outwards pressure on the walls and therefore sticks inside. Exactly the same principle works when you are squeezing your body part into a crack. Your forearm or your leg should be like an unpoppable balloon. Bear in mind that this will only work with a few body parts, as not every body part can squidge down easily and then expand again … without breaking bones!



ACTIVE (MOVEMENT) JAMS
Twisting jams



If you insert a body part into the crack in its narrowest profile, when you twist it, it will give you a bigger profile, helping you to fill the space and create the opposing pressures needed on the crack walls to make the jam stick. The movement of a body part outside of the crack can act as a lever to help generate a greater twist (although it should be noted that a lever doesn’t necessarily have to be used to create twist). For example, the movement of the forearm, when executing a thumb-down finger jam, emphasises the twisting of the fingers inside the crack. With twisting jams, it is important to pull or push in the direction that the lever is moving. So, with our finger jam example, the lever is moving down, and this means you should keep a consistent downwards pull. If you start to pull out or up the jam won’t work. The gear example is the twisting of a cam hook.



Rotational jams



This is where one side of a jam remains stationary and acts as a pivot point for the other side of the jam (the movement point) to move around. Where the movement point of the jam touches the crack wall, an outward/downward force is exerted from your body weight. This force creates an outward pressure against the crack walls at the pivot and movement points, making the jam stick. The gear example is the rotational forces of a Big Bro: an equivalent jam would be the rotation of the forearm in a chickenwing jam.


Expansion jams (active)


This is a jam that acts like a camming device. You insert a part of your body into the crack in one shape, then when it is inside the crack you can tense, expand or reshape the jam to make it bigger. A downward force (your body weight), along with the outward force put on the crack walls via the expansion of the jam, is what makes the jam stick. It differs from a passive expansion jam because you are actively tensing, expanding or reshaping the body part.


Expansion jams are particularly useful because you can pull in a 360-degree rotation around the jam and it should be just as solid in any direction: you can either pull down, out, up or push away on the jam. For example:


• Pulling down: the jam is used in the same way you would use any jam. You pull down on it in order to move your body up.


• Pulling out: this could be used if you are at the start of a horizontal section after climbing some vertical terrain, for example at the start of a roof. You make an outwards pull on the jam in order to reach out into the horizontal roof.


• Pulling up: this could be used if you are undercutting and need to pull up on the jam in order to make a move up.


• Pushing away: this could be used if you are manteling on to a jam and you need to push up and away from it.


The gear example is the expansion of a camming device: an equivalent jam would be the expansion of a hand jam.



COMBINATION JAMS



You can use single or multiple body parts for combination jams.


Using single body parts: a single jam can be inserted into the crack and then two or more of the above techniques can be performed at the same time. This often creates a much more solid jam. An example of this would be using the active expansion and twisting actions in the cup and twist technique for a hand jam (3.1.5).


Using multiple body parts: if a single body part isn’t big enough to fill the space on its own, you have to use a combination of jams with multiple body parts. All of the above techniques, either passive or active, can be used in combination with multiple body parts. The gear example is using a slider nut: an equivalent jam would be using different combinations of hand stacks.




Common mistakes to look out for:


• Not looking for passive jams as a first priority.


• Not keeping the correct direction of pull on twisting jams and trying to use them in a 360-degree rotation like can be done with expansion jams.


• Pushing or pulling your weight through the pivot point rather than the movement point on rotational jams.


• Making poor contact on one of the crack walls when using expansion jams.


• Trying to use jams individually when placing them in combination rather than letting them complement one another and work together in harmony.






RULE 3 KEEP EVERYTHING IN LINE WITH THE CRACK



All body parts should be twisted and orientated in such a way that makes their final position – before you move up on them – parallel and in line with the crack. Let’s try and understand this concept better:


Imagine that climbing a crack is like climbing a ladder. Easy! The legs of the ladder represent the edges of the crack and each ladder rung is a jam. Now imagine you’re climbing the ladder and your limbs and body are parallel with the ladder’s legs. Your elbows will be pointing downwards as this generates the best force for pulling yourself up with your arms. Your knees are pointing upwards as this generates the best force for pushing yourself up with your legs. If your elbows and knees start twisting out to the side, then this will affect their ability to pull up and push down on the ladder’s rungs. It will start to feel like you are pulling and pushing outwards to the side – and climbing efficiency will be lost. Exactly the same principles apply when climbing a crack: elbows should be down and knees should be up. When everything is in line with the crack, effective jamming is in action. If your body parts aren’t in line, you will not be able to pull up and push down as effectively. So, climbing a crack is like climbing a ladder.




Common mistakes to look out for:


• Trying to open the crack like an elevator door. This will make your elbows rise up and point out to the side – no longer in line.


• Pressing your feet on to the insides of the crack walls in a smearing action. This will make your knees point out to the side – again, no longer in line.


• Being bunched up. If your hands and feet are too close together both your elbows and knees will have a tendency to point outwards and away from being in line with the crack.






RULE 4 USE STRUCTURE NOT STRENGTH



With all crack climbing, you use the frame (structure) of your body to stay in and on the rock. Joints, ligaments and bones: you are aiming to lock these into the crack in such a way that you can hang off them using minimal or no muscle/tendon contraction.


Imagine a body with no soft tissue, just a skeleton with ligaments holding the bones together. If you twisted, rotated and expanded the skeleton’s bones you would be able to create shapes which could fit and lock into cracks without any ‘holding power’ from the absent muscles and tendons. This is what you are trying to achieve when using your body in a crack.


You are locking your body into the rock. Not holding your body on to the rock.


• Joints twist, rotate, flex and extend. If you perform these actions correctly for the right size crack they will automatically lock, and you will only need to use limited holding power. Use these actions to lock your body into the rock rather than holding yourself on to the rock.


• Ligaments hold the bones and joints together and stop them from separating. When you hang from the joints, you are also hanging from the ligaments. Hanging from joints and ligaments uses a lot less energy than hanging from muscles and tendons. Imagine dangling off a pull-up bar one-handed with no feet: you would be able to do it for a lot longer with a straight arm (hanging from bones and ligaments) than with a bent arm (hanging from muscles and tendons). This means you can hang from the rock using your body’s structure rather than its strength. This is a valuable tool: make sure you use it.


• Bones are different sizes and widths. If you slot your bones into the correct-sized crack they will jam without you having to use any strength. Use different sizes of bones to lock yourself into the rock, instead of holding yourself on to the rock.


• Skin is your contact point with the rock. This contact between the rock and your skin has friction which keeps you on the climb. Friction is an essential part of jamming as a lot of the time there is a great deal more skin contact than in any other style of climbing. Hands, arms, legs, torso, you name it – you’ll probably use it against the rock while crack climbing. Jams rely on friction to stay in the crack. Use your body parts to get more friction against the rock, as larger amounts of friction will mean you won’t have to hold on as hard. If you practise where the ‘stick-slip point’ is, then you can learn to climb whole routes just above this threshold, gaining maximum efficiency from friction and using less strength.* Structure not strength!




Common mistakes to look out for:


• Feeling like you are holding on to the rock.


• Crimping, or any other finger grip position, inside or on the edge of the crack. If you feel as though you are using any normal climbing grip, it will mean you are trying to hold on to the rock rather than making your body parts fit into the rock.


• Climbing bunched up with arms and legs continuously bent. If your arms and legs are continuously bent, you will be using a lot more muscular strength, rather than the structure of your body.






RULE 5 MORE SURFACE AREA BETWEEN SKIN AND ROCK EQUALS A BETTER JAM



The more contact that your jam has with the rock, the better it will feel. By orientating your jam correctly to the rock’s profile, you will get more surface area of the jam touching the rock and therefore a more solid jam. Let’s try and understand this concept better:


Your climbing partner has made you a jam sandwich. Between the two slices of bread is a layer of strawberry jam. They pass you the sandwich, but when you bite into it you find they haven’t spread the jam right to the edge of the slices, so all you get is a mouthful of bread. You find they have only spread the strawberry jam in the centre of the sandwich and there is very little surface area of strawberry jam touching the bread. Very disappointing. You ask if the jam can be spread right to the edges of the bread, so covering the whole area. You try the sandwich again, this time getting a mouthful of strawberry jam and the jam sandwich tastes great.


Let’s take this strawberry jam sandwich example and apply it to crack climbing. The slices of bread represent the crack walls and the strawberry jam represents our body jam. When you put your jam in between the crack walls, if there is minimal surface area contact between skin and rock when you engage the jam, then just like your strawberry jam sandwich, the end product will be disappointing. However, if you create lots of surface area contact with your jam and the crack walls, then just like your fully spread strawberry jam sandwich, the taste – of success – will be sweet.


More surface area between skin and rock equals a better jam.




Common mistakes to look out for:


• Using the incorrect side of your body (right or left) to execute the jam.


• Using only passive and active jams when combination jams could be used. For example, just using a cupping action in a cupped hand jam, when in fact cupping and twisting can be used.






SUMMARY THE FIVE RULES



1 Fill the space efficiently: insert as much of the body part into the crack before executing the jam.


2 Your body is a jamming device: your body has lots of different sizes and shapes and ways of moving and expanding. Use these body ‘tools’ to jam, twist, rotate and expand to make the jam stick.


3 Keep everything in line with the crack: imagine climbing a crack like you would climb a ladder.


4 Structure not strength: you should be hanging from joints, ligaments and bone. You should lock your body into the rock, not hold your body on to the rock.


5 More contact equals a better jam: by using the profile of the rock and your body, in unison, you will maximise contact area with the rock, and have more friction and therefore a better jam.
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Jasmin Caton on Tantalus Wall (5.11c), Squamish, Canada. © Andrew Burr
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Beth on The Meltdown, Yosemite, USA. © Corey Rich/Cavan Images
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MEET THE MASTER



BETH RODDEN


Beth cemented herself as one of the best with repeats of many of America’s hardest cracks and corners. She then stepped things up in 2008 with her own route, The Meltdown (5.14c), in Yosemite, an incredibly tenuous and delicately powerful testpiece. Such is its difficulty, The Meltdown waited over ten years for a second ascent, by Carlo Traversi, who called it ‘a benchmark in the history of climbing’.


FAVOURITE CRACK CLIMBING AREA?


Yosemite. It’s hard for me to think of crack climbing without thinking of the Valley. It’s where I learnt to crack climb. I spent my first few seasons living out of my two-door hatchback car in the parking lot of Yosemite Lodge. I’d wake each morning and try to convince anyone to go out climbing with a skinny little sport climber and promise not to drink too much water or complain too much. It’s the most humbling climbing area I’ve ever been to, constantly teaching me that 5.8 can challenge or thwart you at any time in your climbing career. But aside from the history and the humbling nature of the climbing, it just has so much good, fun climbing. I find the Yosemite granite challenging and to be the best type of climbing, making you have both good technique and strength. I’ve been climbing there for almost 20 years and whether I get to climb on something I’ve done a hundred times, or something that I’ve never been on before, it’s so fun for me to climb on the impeccable granite and have an adventure.


FAVOURITE CRACK CLIMB?


One of my all-time favourite pure crack climbs is The Phoenix (5.13a) in Yosemite. I flashed the route back in 2002. It has everything from pure finger locks to thin hand jams. It’s slightly overhanging, gets you pumped out of your mind and is everything you’d want in a crack climb. It’s hard to beat its location right next to Cascade Falls, and with beautiful vistas of the lower valley. I’ve gone back a couple times when I’m feeling the desire to get pumped and a good workout, and I’m never disappointed in my decision to return. Definitely a great one!



MEMORABLE CRACK EXPERIENCE?



I’ve long been trying to redpoint Ahab in Yosemite. It’s a route at the base of El Cap and my nemesis. I’m terrible at wide climbing, but I love a good challenge. One day I thought that I might be able to do it cleanly on top rope: I was feeling fit, I remembered what I did from the previous week, all things were going in my favour. I started up the climb and got into position. I squirmed and squeezed and grunted and groaned and thought I was making great progress. My shoulders were burning, my knees were sore and my ankles bloody. I thought for sure I was near the top of the hard part – when I looked down I found that I was only a few feet off the starting ledge. Alas, wide climbing still eludes me. Randy [Puro] walked up and promptly flashed it after my failure, which to this day is one of the most impressive sends I’ve seen.


THE KNOWLEDGE


Start easy in Yosemite, build a good base. If you are climbing much harder sport or gym routes, the harder-rated climbing might feel easier to you, but inevitably on a long route, you are going to encounter some real Yosemite old-school climbing which will be like nothing you’ve encountered in the gym or at the crag before. So make sure you are at least somewhat comfortable on that stuff – I’m still learning this lesson!




Pop Quiz


1. Finger cracks or offwidths? Finger cracks


2. Stemming or roof cracks? Stemming


3. Hand jam or hand stack? Hand jam


4. Knee lock or chickenwing? Neither! If I have to choose: knee lock


5. Tape or no tape? Tape


6. Cams or wires? Wires


7. Sandstone cracks or granite cracks? Granite


8. Short and hard, or long and pumpy? Long and pumpy


9. Pressure wound or rock rash? Rock rash


10. Colour preference of crack climbing trousers due to unfortunate mistakes, red or brown? Red








* Stick-slip point: the point where the jam goes from sticking and you are able to pull on it, to slipping and failure. This failure is not to do with pump/power/fatigue or any other physical aspect; it’s purely related to the jam slipping because not enough twist, expansion, or rotation has been put through it and therefore there is not enough friction to hold it in the crack.
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Mike Holland screaming on the classic Swedin-Ringle (5.12-), Indian Creek, USA. © Drew Smith
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2 FINGER CRACKS



Finger cracks are one of the most fickle sizes, as a small variation in crack or finger size can make a big difference to difficulty. Just one millimetre larger or smaller can be the difference between a move feeling easy or impossible.


Imagine a thin crack. Two people walk up to the route. One is a ballerina and one is a lumberjack. The ballerina has hands as thin as paper and fingers the width of matchsticks. The lumberjack has hands the girth of a tree trunk and sausage-like fingers. The ballerina climbs and dances up the rock, fingers locking and jamming with ease, whereas the lumberjack can’t fit a single sausage inside the crack and topples like a felled tree. Now, if we were to widen the crack by a few millimetres and again take our two climbers, we would find that our ballerina’s fingers would rattle inside the crack and she would have to use more difficult techniques to make them stick, whereas our lumberjack’s fingers would lock and jam easily. With finger-width cracks, very small changes can make a big difference.


The thought of sticking your body’s smallest digits into a crack, twisting them in ways they haven’t evolved to twist, and then pulling your body weight up on them, obviously makes people queasy and dislike this type of climbing. Fair enough! However, with the correct techniques, finger cracks can be climbed with relative ease.


This chapter covers crack sizes where you can only insert the tips and joints of your fingers inside the crack, right up to the width where you can use your thumb and fingers in combination, but can’t yet fit the knuckles of your hand inside.



2.1HAND TECHNIQUES IN FINGER CRACKS



2.1.1Locker finger cracks


The dreamy finger jam: your fingers should sink, seat and twist into the jam like a key in a lock. They will be buried inside the crack up to the base of your fingers and the jam will feel good.


THUMB-DOWN JAM: INDEX FINGER


powerful jam, active twisting jam


As this is an active movement jam it can be used to great effect on complete splitters where there are few constrictions to passively jam between. (Remember when inserting a body part into a crack to always look for constrictions to jam passively first.)


1Orientate your hand into the thumb-down position (index finger and thumb towards the ground, pinkie finger towards the sky), pointing your elbow out to the side away from the centre of your body. The back of your hand should be facing towards you, as if you were saluting someone.


2Bend your hand, at the wrist, away from you so the tips of your fingers are now pointing towards the crack. Because you are bending from the wrist and not the knuckles your fingers should be relaxed and able to move freely. They are also in their thinnest orientation.
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Figure 2 Thumb-down jam: index finger.





3Insert your fingers into the crack up to their base, with your thumb on the outside of the crack.


4Flatten your palm and forearm against the rock face; this creates a small amount of expansion in the pulp of skin at the base of your fingers.


5Imagine there is a metal rod running up your forearm and through your wrist (so that you cannot bend or flex the wrist). Keeping this rigidity through the wrist and forearm, rotate your elbow and forearm down and in line with the crack. It is important to keep your forearm and palm close to the rock. If they move away from the rock, you will find yourself pulling out on the jam and not down. An outward pull will negatively affect the quality of the jam, most likely forcing you into the dreaded elevator-door-opening technique (gastoning/backhanding the edge of the crack).


6As you rotate with your elbow, your fingers will start to twist inside the crack (clockwise if jamming with your right hand, anticlockwise with your left hand):


• your index finger will bite into the rock


• your middle finger will also bite (but slightly less so)


• your ring finger will gain some friction; however, it is common and correct for it to start rotating out of the crack and to leave it stacked on your front two fingers


• your pinkie finger will come out the crack and should be placed against the crack wall.


7Your hand and forearm will now be parallel with the crack and you are ready to pull up on the jam. When you start to pull up be conscious not to move your palm and forearm away from the rock. Pull down, not out (Figure 2).



THUMB-DOWN JAM: MIDDLE FINGER



powerful jam, active twisting jam


The same thumb-down jam can be performed but with your index finger out of the crack and your middle finger as the bottom finger in the jam. This can be useful if:


• the crack is ever so slightly too thin to fit your index finger in comfortably (it’s not uncommon for the index finger to be slightly fatter than the middle finger).


• you have done multiple jams using your index finger and this is becoming increasingly painful.



PINKIE-DOWN JAM: PINKIE FINGER



powerful jam, active twisting jam


Although this jam has active movements to it, it works much better if you look for constrictions and aim to place it passively. And while there is some twisting involved in this jam, there is not as much as in thumb-down jams, which means that if you don’t find constrictions the jam can be marginal, feel like it is slipping and be very powerful to make work. However, if you can find the right spot, it can feel more restful than thumb-down jams – and can often be better than holding a massive jug.


1Orientate your hand into the pinkie-down position (pinkie finger towards the ground, index finger and thumb towards the sky), with the tips of your fingers pointing straight at the crack. Keep your hand relaxed. Your arm will be in line with the crack with your elbow pointing downwards – it is important to remember this and keep your arm in this position.


2Insert your fingers into the crack, up to their base if possible. Look for constrictions that narrow down to become thinner than your pinkie finger, so that your finger can passively jam. Slide your fingers down into the constriction until your pinkie finger bites.
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Spanish climber Ruben Martin wishing he had stiffer boots as he forces his toes into the quarried crack of Embankment Route 2 Eliminate (E1 5c) at Millstone Edge in the Peak District, UK. © Mike Hutton





3Whether you keep your index finger inside or outside of the crack will depend on how deep your fingers are inside the crack and how well the jam is placed passively. As a basic rule, if three or more fingers have been inserted all the way to the base of the fingers, then keep the index finger inside. If only one or two go all the way to the base, then keep the index outside. Also, if the jam is placed passively, this will reduce the need to rotate the wrist (point 4), meaning you can keep the index finger inside. If the jam isn’t placed passively, you will need to rotate more at the wrist and so the index finger will naturally start to twist out of the crack. However, this is a guide and using feel as judgement is often the best way.


4This next part involves a very subtle rotating motion to make the jam work effectively. Being delicate is the key to success with this jam. Imagine placing a key into a ‘tricky to open’ lock: using force and twisting vigorously will not work; you should gently and lightly feel for the best spot until it clicks into place. It is the same with this jam: don’t use brute force and overtwist; wait for it to click into place.
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Figure 3 Pinkie-down jam: pinkie finger.





• Flatten your palm against the rock (keeping your thumb outside the crack) and then rotate it downwards. It is important with this jam to rotate from the wrist and not the arm. Your forearm should already be in line with the crack so there is no need to move it.


• Rotating from the wrist will twist the fingers into the crack, making them stick. If jamming with your right hand your fingers should start to twist anticlockwise, and vice versa (Figure 3).



PINKIE-DOWN JAM: RING FINGER



powerful jam, active twisting jam


You can also execute pinkie-down jams with your ring finger as the bottom finger (Figure 4). The same technique is used as with pinkie-down finger jams; the only difference is that your ring finger is the one biting into the constriction. Your pinkie finger can either stay inside the crack (where it will be of limited use as it is too narrow to passively wedge) or move outside. Keeping it outside the crack will help to emphasise the twisting action on your ring finger. This technique is useful if:


• the crack is too wide for your pinkie finger to jam, meaning it keeps sliding through the crack.


• you have done multiple jams using your pinkie finger and this is becoming increasingly painful.
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Figure 4 Pinkie-down jam: ring finger.






2.1.2Baggy finger cracks



A difficult size of jam, in between the security of good finger locks and ring locks (2.1.5). A large amount of twisting force is used with these jams to get enough rotation in the fingers to enable them to make solid contact with the crack walls. They are a bad size and, I won’t lie to you, can cause some discomfort on the joints and skin from the amount of twisting.



THUMB-DOWN JAM



powerful jam, active twisting jam


The same starting techniques apply with this jam as with a normal thumb-down jam; however, because the crack is slightly wider you will be getting less surface area of jam touching the rock. In this scenario you can do two things:


• Put greater pressure through the points touching the crack walls. To do this, you have to emphasise the forearm rotation to increase the amount of twisting from your fingers.


• Create more surface area touching the crack walls. To do this, you can insert your thumb into the crack and slot it upwards underneath your fingers. You can put opposing pressure through the pad and back of your thumb against the crack wall to create outwards pressure. You can also rest your fingers on the tip of your thumb (Figures 5 & 6).


PINKIE-DOWN JAM


powerful jam, active twisting jam


This jam again requires a large amount of twisting force. Be very careful doing it pinkie down as the jam can start to over-open the knuckles on your hand which can be painful and result in hand injuries.


All the same starting principles apply as if performing a locker pinkie-down jam; however, an emphasised twist of the wrist is needed at the end to make this jam work effectively. It is most likely the pads of your index and middle fingers will be touching one side of the crack and the opposing pressure will come from the backs of your ring and pinkie finger touching the opposite side of the crack. If there is any kind of crack offset, you can also get useful pressure from the backs of your pinkie and ring finger knuckles.
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Figure 5 Baggy finger cracks: thumb-down jam.
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Figure 6 Baggy finger cracks: thumb-down jam.





• If using your left hand, emphasise the twist in your wrist in a clockwise orientation.


• If using your right hand, emphasise the twist in your wrist in an anticlockwise orientation (Figure 7).


BAGGY FINGER CORNERS


balance jam, active expansion jam


If the crack is in a corner and you can’t use standard baggy finger locking techniques, then you can use the corner wall to your advantage.


Size 1 (narrower)


1Place your fingers into the crack as you would when executing a standard thumb-down baggy finger lock.


2Instead of actively rotating the elbow down and twisting the fingers in, bridge your thumb across the gap of the crack below your index finger. The width will be so that you can place the tip of the thumb on the crack edge and the thumb joint on the corner wall. The thumb position is very similar to the starting position that you would use when performing a ring lock (2.1.5).




[image: Illustration]


Figure 7 Baggy finger cracks: pinkie-down jam.





3Now, at the same time, push the backs of your fingers against the crack and corner walls (the pads of your fingers are unlikely to be touching the opposite crack wall due to the crack width) and push the tip of your thumb into the crack edge to create two opposing pressures (Figure 8).


4When you push the tip of your thumb into the crack edge, push out and down. This helps to rotate the thumb joint up and into the corner wall with more force.


5It’s useful to note that the use of the thumb in this technique can also be applied if you were to perform a standard baggy finger lock in a corner (i.e. if you were to rotate the elbow down and actively twist the fingers into the crack). If you’re twisting and the jam still feels like it might slip, then using the thumb will give a little extra support. You could even start to rest your fingers on the tip of your thumb. In this case you’d essentially be performing a very narrow ring lock.




[image: Illustration]


Figure 8 Baggy finger corners: size 1.






Size 2 (wider)



This is a variation for slightly wider cracks.


• Exactly the same principles and positioning apply; however, as the crack will be too wide to bridge the thumb across, you will just be using the pad of your thumb and backs of your fingers to generate opposing pressures through the crack edge and corner wall.


• A cunning little extra tip (which is useful if you have short pinkie fingers) is to use your pinkie finger (as well as your thumb) to push out against the crack edge.


• The finished position will have the back of your front three fingers (index, middle and ring) pushing against the crack and corner wall, and the pads of your thumb and pinkie finger pushing against the crack edge (Figure 9).




[image: Illustration]


Figure 9 Baggy finger corners: size 2.





2.1.3Tips finger cracks


This jam sits either before, on or only just past the first finger joint. As you have minimal skin in contact with the rock, tips jams are the most marginal of the finger jam techniques. They can feel awful in the wrong circumstances; however, there are subtle tricks which can make even the most impossible moves doable. File those cuticles down and get those chisel tips out as things are about to get thin and every micrometre makes a big difference.


The same basic hand positions can be used with this jam as with traditional finger jams: either thumb down or pinkie down.



THUMB-DOWN JAM



marginal jam, combination jam (active twisting and crimping)


The same starting principles should be applied with this jam as if you were doing a normal thumb-down finger jam (2.1.1). The crack will be very thin so it will be tempting to put all your fingers into the crack to try and gain more purchase. However, if you put three or more fingers in the crack, you won’t achieve the correct twisting action which is crucial to keeping this jam in place. You will end up crimping or pulling on the edge of the crack, which defeats the point of trying to jam. With this jam you should concentrate on using your index and middle fingers to jam and leave your other digits outside of the crack (Figure 10). This doesn’t mean you have to neglect these digits; you can use them and your thumb, in lots of different ways, as secret weapons to give you more purchase:
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Figure 10 Tips finger cracks: thumb-down jam.
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Figure 11 Tips finger cracks: crimped fingers.
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Figure 12 Tips finger cracks: crimped fingers.





• Wrap your thumb over the two jamming fingers in much the same way as you would use your thumb if you were crimping (Figure 11).


• If your finger jams are solid, use the jamming fingers as a platform: stack your ring and pinkie fingers on top of your jamming fingers in a half-crimped position. If the jam is good enough to take the power from your crimping fingers, overall you will achieve a stronger position and be able to put more weight through the jam. If your finger jams feel extra solid, you can blend this technique with the previous technique and also use your thumb over the top of your jamming fingers for extra downward pull. The overall position will create a crimped finger jam, which if performed well can be very effective (Figure 12).


• If your finger jams are less solid or feel insecure, use your thumb as a platform: place your thumb sideways on the edge of the crack beneath your jamming fingers and rest your fingers on the tip of your thumb (Figure 10).
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