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    Warning: Climbing is a dangerous sport. You can be seriously injured or die. Read the following before you use this book.




    This is an instruction book about rock climbing, a sport that is inherently dangerous. Do not depend solely on information from this book for your personal safety. Your climbing safety depends on your own judgment based on competent instruction, experience, and a realistic assessment of your climbing ability.




    The training suggestions given in this book are the author’s opinions. Consult your physician before engaging in any part of the training program described by the author.




    There are no warranties, either expressed or implied, that this instruction book contains accurate and reliable information. There are no warranties as to fitness for a particular purpose or that this book is merchantable. Your use of this book indicates your assumption of the risk of death or serious injury as a result of climbing’s risks and is an acknowledgment of your own sole responsibility for your safety in climbing or in training for climbing.




    The Globe Pequot Press and the author assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book.


  




  preface




  One thing I was often asked when I first began climbing was, “How could your parents let you do such a ‘dangerous’ sport?” It’s true, climbing is commonly perceived as dangerous, or extreme. I hope to dispel that perception through this book, however.




  For my family and me, there was never a thought as to whether or not climbing was “safe.” We grew up around sports, and all sports have their unique risks. My mom’s first climbing experience was at the age of sixteen, climbing in the mountains of New Hampshire with hemp ropes and little climbing gear. She was a ski racer in high school and college. When my brother and I were children, we were involved in soccer, swimming, track, hiking Colorado’s 14,000-foot peaks, skiing—you name it. Sports were a big part of our lives, so it was natural to try climbing.




  I’m not going to lie: Climbing can be dangerous—but only if done improperly. Most climbing accidents happen to very experienced climbers who have been doing it for so long that they grow lax with their safety. That being said, my number one recommendation for readers of this book would be to never trade reading a book for one-on-one instruction from an experienced professional. This book is a stepping stone for you to learn a little about climbing, to become comfortable with the concept and knowledgeable about its intricacies. It is not intended as an end-all instruction manual. My goal throughout these pages is to inspire and encourage you, and hopefully teach you something too.




  At this point you’re probably so frightened that you’re thinking of putting this book back on the shelf and running in the opposite direction. Please don’t. Learning to climb will be like nothing you’ve ever done before, so just remember that climbing is completely safe if done properly.
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  introduction




  I started climbing when I was thirteen in a climbing gym full of boys. My mom would take my brother and me to the gym after school on Tuesdays and Thursdays. In the beginning, too intimidated to step in, I would mostly watch as the boys—well, men really—bouldered. Eventually, however, I got used to the guys and began participating in the bouldering sessions. They would create problems and take turns trying them, and I would occasionally try them too, adding additional foot- or handholds to make up the difference in height. In turn, the guys got used to the tiny girl who was always hanging around watching and would offer me advice, support, and guidance.




  My climbing experience went this way for nearly two years, and I never thought anything of it. All of the guys that I climbed with were bigger and stronger than me, so I had no reason to think that I was any good. In fact, I didn’t think much at all about whether or not I was “good” at climbing.




  In spite of what I thought of my ability, though, I kept getting encouraged to try a junior competition. A friend’s mother was always telling me that I would do well, but I couldn’t imagine that being so. I mean, compared to the guys, I was terrible! One summer, however, while on vacation in Colorado, where my family was originally from, I got suckered into trying a junior regional competition in Colorado Springs. I had never been around so many other girls who climbed, and the idea that I would have to climb higher than all of them in order to win completely blew me away. Strangely enough, that is exactly what happened, and that one competition sent me on a crazy roller coaster ride of climbing and competing, completely consuming my life for the next several years.




  Along with me on this roller coaster were a handful of other young climbers, and we were to become the first generation of teenage climbers to come out of the gym and into the world of professional climbing. As I grew up, I watched climbing swell in popularity, from a tiny little competition in Colorado Springs to the ESPN X-Games. Today there are many talented girls and boys with dreams of pursuing climbing, and there is a climbing gym in nearly every city of moderate size across the United States.




  As my peers and I grew up and as more and more kids were introduced to the sport through climbing gyms, YMCAs, and other indoor facilities, we began to notice that we were, in fact, becoming role models for young climbers. And let me tell you, discovering that there are girls out there looking up to you for advice and inspiration is a strange and terrifying thing. To me, I was just me, same as I had always been, but to hundreds of girls I was an image of something they desired to emulate. For a teenager who is also trying to discover her own identity, it’s a heavy weight. By the same token, though, it’s a huge honor to realize that you’ve become a role model for those who are to come after you. I believe it was Anne of Green Gables who said, “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.” And it’s true: There’s nothing more flattering than knowing that you are having an influence on girls who are in a climbing gym halfway across the country and reading about you in a magazine.




  So why did I write this book? Well, for that very reason. I have a voice within the climbing community, and I would like to use that voice to share climbing and my love for it, its people, and its lifestyle with women out there who might not otherwise really ever know what climbing is all about. While I am eternally indebted to the guys who largely, whether intentionally or not, taught me how to climb, there are certain things about climbing that are very different for women. Most girls and women still learn to climb from men, but I know I would have loved to learn a few things from a woman—such as how to deal with my fear of falling, or how developing power is different for those of us with a lower center of gravity—that I couldn’t learn from a guy.




  To me, I was just me, same as I had always been, but to hundreds of girls I was an image of something they desired to emulate.




  I’m hoping that through this book I can offer that unique female perspective. It is my desire to teach you, encourage you, and empower all of you—regardless of age or shape—to get involved in this wonderful sport.
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Chapter 1


  first things first





  Ever hear the saying “The first step is the hardest”? I’m sure you have. You know the feeling: You’re a little groggy, your legs feel heavy, and there are a million things that you “should” be doing, but instead you’re trying to convince yourself that you really ought to go for a run. You lace up your shoes and step out the front door. One step, two steps, three steps, and you’re off. With that “first step” out of the way, your mind clears and before long you’re floating through your run. By the time you return to your starting point, you’re not only glad that you took that first step, but you also know that all the subsequent steps were far more important than those million things you could have been doing instead.




  Now, imagine this: You’re perched high on a large granite dome. Far below you the rock gives way to pine trees and sweeping hillsides, which in turn lead to a river that rumbles softly in the background. You can look out from where you stand and see the other side of the valley, more trees and hills, and snowcapped mountains farther on. The sun is warm on your skin, but the breeze is cool. You are dancing, vertically, up the rock, and you can hear your partner below you offering encouragement. Your focus narrows to become one tiny pinpoint of where your feet and hands will go next.




  You’re a little intimidated by the challenge of the climb, and the exposure, so you breathe deeply, tell yourself you can do it, and continue to move upward on the rock. Your fingers curl over the rock and grasp tightly, and you can feel the strength all the way through your shoulders and back. Next, your foot steps carefully on a small edge and you look at it, marveling that your entire body weight is poised gracefully on that one narrow sliver of rock. As you top out, an eagle swoops past—it’s either low in the sky or you are simply very high off the earth’s floor. Your partner climbs after you, and she summits as well. You sit together quietly, watching the sun descend in the sky before hiking back to ground level, with its traffic and neon lights.




  With climbing, that first step is not only the hardest, but also the scariest. But doesn’t the sound of potential experiences like the one above make it all seem worth it? It must, or you wouldn’t be here, reading this book. Through climbing you will learn so much about yourself, about life, about friendships and partnerships, about trust both in yourself and in others, about the beauty of the world that we call home. To do it, though, you must be willing to leave behind the comfort of terra firma and embark on a vertical journey of strength and self-discovery.
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  Lisa Hensel climbing Mad Dog (5.11+), Indian Creek, Utah.




  Climbing’s classification as an “extreme sport” makes it seem intimidating. Au contraire, ladies! Climbing is not only safe, learned correctly, but also incredibly liberating and empowering. Don’t be fooled stereotypes. Don’t let society trick you into thinking that you are too tall, too short, too girly, too skinny, too fat, or too fearful to try this sport. You will learn in the pages of this book that there are women of all shapes, sizes, beliefs, and levels of bravery that have found a passion for climbing and a home within its community. So fear not, and take that first step! It will be well worth it.




  Well that’s great, you might think. Sure, climbing is safe, and anyone can do it, but still seems scary. Why should I choose this sport over one where “taking the first step” isn’t that hard? Something that doesn’t involve tackling my fear of heights? I could just take a spinning class or something. Well, clearly spinning is not completely doing it for you, or else you would not have picked up this book—the idea of rock climbing would never have intrigued you. So ask yourself, why did I pick up this book? Maybe you have a child who is interested in the sport and you are concerned about his or her safety, or you yourself are curious but a little intimidated. Or maybe you just saw a colorful book on the shelf and started flipping through it. Either way, I’m glad you’re here, and even though you probably don’t realize it, you’ve already left the ground and have taken that first, scariest step.




  With climbing, that first step is not only the hardest, but also the scariest.




  But back to my original question, why choose climbing? The answer is, simply put, because there is nothing else like it. It has been said that there are three activities natural to man: running, walking, and climbing. But climbing is so much more than one of the most natural sports you can undertake. Climbing will evolve in your life from a mere hobby to an entire lifestyle. There is a whole subculture, or rather, family—from dentists, lawyers, and doctors to high school dropouts, musicians, and seasonal workers—who will welcome you with open arms.




  Climbing will teach you about movement and about your body: how to use it to your advantage, how to appreciate its uniqueness, how to create a vertical dance. The moment you figure out that a gentle shifting of your hips will make upward movement go from impossible to smooth and flowing will be one that you will never forget. The first time you lead a climb in spite of that twinge of fear will be so empowering that you will want to do it again and again. The bond that you will forge with friends, lovers, and family after sharing a rope on a climb will be one that will hold fast for a lifetime.




  I once heard a song that had been remixed from a speech given to Harvard’s graduating class of 1997. The speaker began with the words, “Wear sunscreen. The long-term benefits of sunscreen have been proved by scientists, whereas the rest of my advice has no basis more reliable than my own meandering experience.” The speaker then goes on to dispense with his advice, listing things like, “Enjoy the power and beauty of youth,” “Don’t worry about the future,” “You are not as fat as you think,” “Do one thing every day that scares you,” “Sing,” “Don’t be reckless with other people’s hearts or let others be reckless with yours,” etc. At one point he says, “Enjoy your body. Use it every way you can. Don’t be afraid of it or what other people think of it. It’s the greatest instrument you’ll ever own.”




  In this age of constantly striving for outward perfection, are you a woman who wants to live out these words? Are you a woman who wants to become intimately acquainted with how fabulous and intricate the human body is? Do you have an innate desire to push yourself and your comfort level to “do one thing every day that scares you”? Are you a woman who wishes to pass that confidence and strength down to her daughter or son? A woman who longs to revel in the fact that yesterday she was summiting a sandstone tower but today is in the office in heels, or teaching math to high school students, or building sand castles with her three-year-old?




  Climbing is not only safe . . . but also incredibly liberating and empowering.




  If you are any of these things, then climbing is for you. In its essence, climbing will change your life—and that is where this book comes into play. It will teach you not only practical lessons such as how to tie a knot, or how to “drop knee,” but also how to deal with your fear and how climbing’s psychology can apply to your everyday life. This book’s goal is not only to instruct, but also to inspire, challenge, and encourage you along your quest.




  So as you turn this page, remember: It is not at the destination that the lesson is learned, it is during the journey. Journey on then—one step at a time!
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  Sean Patrick is the founder of HERA Women’s Cancer Foundation (www.herafoundation.org). Sean is a woman whose strength and courage in the face of insurmountable odds have inspired all of us within the climbing community. Several years ago she was life-flighted out of Yosemite Valley and given four to six weeks to live. Her disease: ovarian cancer. In spite of her prognosis, she forged ahead, sought out doctors on the cutting edge of science, and participated in several experimental treatments. Today she is not only still with us, but has started the Climb4Life, an event designed to bring women together to climb and raise awareness of ovarian cancer.
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  Sean Patrick climbing at the HERA Climb4Life in Red Rocks, Nevada.




  Tell me how you got started climbing and how old you were.




  I was thirty-nine and had just gone through a divorce. It was my gift to myself. I took a class from Colorado Mountain College—Intro to Rock Climbing. I was hooked.




  How has climbing, its community, and its culture affected your life?




  I had always been athletic, so sports have been an important part of my life. Once I started climbing, though, it became so much more than just a physical activity. It became a way of looking at the world—a lifestyle. Climbing taught and continues to teach me so much about myself and my tolerance for risk and challenge. It is a touchstone that puts the world around me into perspective. The skills that I have learned in climbing—solving the problem, looking at an obstacle from many angles, pushing past where you think you can go mentally and physically, and making tough decisions—are all the building blocks for success in anything one does.




  In addition, the generosity and spirit of the climbing community is inspiring. No matter where I have traveled to climb, I have met amazing people who have openly welcomed me into their community. It never mattered what level I was climbing at, which has varied widely, given all I have been through in the past few years.




  Are you ever scared? How do you deal with that fear?




  I unfortunately have always had severe performance anxiety. It has held me back on occasion—I’ll know I can do something but my mind just shuts me down. So, yes, I am scared. To deal with that fear, I try to break the climb into manageable sections—this keeps me from getting ahead of myself and freaking out before I’ve even gotten to the most difficult section (aka the “crux”).
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