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Introduction

As I watched him cast his fly into a remote river at the foot of the Andes, it occurred to me that Yvon Chouinard, five years shy of his 90th birthday, might finally be at peace.

For the better part of a century, a restless energy had propelled this compact, enigmatic, brilliant, cantankerous man to the ends of the Earth and the frontiers of business, making him a legend and earning him a fortune. Although he came from humble origins and never graduated from college, Chouinard assembled a staggering list of accomplishments that enshrined him as one of his generation’s greatest outdoorsmen and one of its most successful businessmen. As a pioneering rock climber, Chouinard put up first ascents on some of the most challenging granite walls in the world. As a kayaker, he navigated first descents of perilous rivers. As a surfer, he sought out virgin waves on pristine beaches. He scaled glaciers in the Arctic, stalked wild tigers in Siberia, and got lost in the mountains of Bhutan. He almost fell to his death in Wyoming. He nearly died in an avalanche in China. He almost drowned in Chile. He revolutionized the sport of rock climbing twice; first by establishing previously unfathomable routes and then with his reinvention of just about every piece of climbing equipment. He helped invent the sport of ice climbing, devising tools and techniques for scaling frozen waterfalls. And he became one of the world’s finest anglers, catching rainbow trout with an ease that confounded even the most seasoned fishing guides.

Chouinard founded two companies, each of which survived more than a half century. Chouinard Equipment, his climbing gear business, was no longer under his control but lived on as Black Diamond and remained a major force in the outdoor gear market. Patagonia, his apparel company, was bigger than ever, boasting sales of more than $1 billion a year. As an executive, Chouinard developed a reputation as both an uncompromising craftsman with an intuitive knack for design and a visionary leader who was decades ahead of his time. Under his stewardship, Patagonia became one of the most progressive companies in the world, setting the agenda for the rest of corporate America with its commitment to childcare, its embrace of work-life balance, its focus on sustainability, and its political activism. All this success, however, left Chouinard antsy and agitated at the end of his career. The fact that he was a living legend wasn’t really what irked him.

It was the money.

Maintaining full control of Patagonia for so long enabled Chouinard to live the life he wanted, spending decades exploring Earth’s wildest places and creating a different sort of corporation in the process. It gave him the means to become a major funder of large-scale conservation projects. But in his waning years, Chouinard’s ownership of a multibillion-dollar company had become a burden. He was a billionaire on paper. Financial magazines estimated his net worth to be $1.2 billion, a ludicrous sum to a man who still cooked with the same cast-iron skillet he had acquired 50 years ago, lived in a log cabin cluttered with secondhand furniture, and didn’t own a cell phone or a computer. Labeling him a billionaire was blasphemous, an affront to everything he stood for, and he wouldn’t be able to relax until he remedied this cosmic clerical error.

For decades, Chouinard tried to figure out what to do with Patagonia. What did succession planning look like at a company that didn’t play by the rules? How could he get rid of his wealth while keeping control of his company? Chouinard and his inner circle, along with some high-priced estate planners, dreamed up different arrangements that could accomplish several seemingly contradictory goals at once. Chouinard wanted to find a way to funnel the bulk of Patagonia’s profits—more than $100 million a year—to combating the environmental crisis. He also wanted to ensure the company remained independent and wouldn’t be taken over. Most importantly, he wanted to make sure no one could ever call him a billionaire again.

It took years of work, but after several false starts, they finally landed on an acceptable solution. And so it was that on a mild day in September of 2022, after months of planning, Chouinard made his big reveal. With his employees gathered at Patagonia’s headquarters in Ventura, California, the Pacific Ocean so close they could smell the salt in the air, he announced his audacious plan: he was giving the whole company away.

Using a complex new structure of trusts and nonprofit entities, Chouinard and his family renounced their claim to a multibillion-dollar fortune, locking up the equity of the company in a way that would make a hostile takeover all but impossible and ensuring that all future profits would go toward protecting the planet. He was not cashing out. There would be no initial public offering, no sale to private equity, no acquisition by a larger rival. Patagonia would continue operating more or less unchanged, and it would now have more money than ever to invest in conservation and activism. Chouinard had notched one last first, devising an innovative governance structure to safeguard a most unusual company. And crucially, with the signing of some paperwork, his net worth plummeted. He was a billionaire no more.

As the Patagonia staff learned the news, I was in the New York Times newsroom, publishing an article that detailed the ownership change. For months, I had been talking with Chouinard, his family, and members of Patagonia’s board, working to understand the complexities of the transaction, as well as their motives and aspirations. I’d first met Chouinard a decade earlier while researching my first book, Mindful Work, interviewing him about how Zen Buddhism had influenced his career. Then, as a reporter for the Times, I’d written about Patagonia’s environmental activism and its efforts to get out the vote, and interviewed its CEOs for a column I wrote on executive leadership.

Covering Patagonia was a welcome respite from my usual work. As a business journalist, I’ve written about my fair share of charlatans and criminals, exposing Silicon Valley con artists, investigating what went wrong at Boeing after two deadly crashes, and interviewing Ponzi schemer Bernie Madoff in prison. Not long before I broke the news about Chouinard giving away Patagonia, I published The Man Who Broke Capitalism, a book that revealed how Jack Welch, the former CEO of General Electric, had turned corporate America on its head by prioritizing profits no matter the cost to workers, customers, or society at large. All of which made what Chouinard and Patagonia were doing that much more remarkable. As the rest of the business world was swept away in the rush to maximize shareholder value, here was a founder, and a company, swimming upstream.

Many books offer pat lessons and actionable strategies for getting ahead in business. This narrative doesn’t lend itself to that sort of tidy analysis. The story of Patagonia isn’t a self-help treatise. It’s more like a Zen koan. And at the center of the story is a man who was a revolutionary three times over: in sports, commerce, and charity.

Early in his life, Chouinard earned renown as a dirtbag climber—a term affectionately bestowed on poor, itinerant outdoorsmen so uninterested in material possessions they are happy to sleep in the dirt. He then became one of the finest mountaineers of his generation, putting up new ascents on some of the world’s most treacherous rock walls and redesigning climbing gear.

As an executive, he created a company that defied conventional logic at every turn, pioneering a more responsible model of commerce. Patagonia distinguished itself with its commitment to sustainability, generous childcare benefits, creative marketing, and beloved outdoor clothing. It also made Chouinard a billionaire.

But Chouinard’s most daring feat came at the end of his career. At the pinnacle of his success he did the unthinkable, relinquishing ownership of the company and renouncing his wealth. In doing so, he found an elegant answer to the questions that had been vexing him for his whole life and blazed a new trail for other charitable capitalists. He was an adventurer, a businessman, and a philanthropist, with each identity informing the others until the end.

Which isn’t to say that Chouinard is perfect. As a boss, he could be a micromanager at times, aloof at others, and he cycled through executives, often sowing chaos at his own company. He could be mercurial, indecisive, and elitist. He is intensely private, has no patience for small talk, and is pessimistic in his old age.

Nor is Patagonia perfect. It is a for-profit company making clothes that people might want but don’t really need. It strives to take good care of its employees but employs low-wage workers in the developing world to spend long days in loud, hot factories. It aspires to save the planet but uses fossil fuels that are contributing to climate change and toxic materials that are polluting the very environment it is trying to protect. It celebrates feats of extreme athleticism but makes much of its money selling T-shirts to city slickers.

Patagonia’s own leaders are keenly aware of the hypocrisy embedded in their work. The fact that they are contributing to the same problems they are trying to solve drives them mad, and it also pushes them to find solutions to seemingly intractable conundrums. Their failings are a source of both agony and inspiration. And they channel this frustration with their own imperfections into a drive for constant improvement. The self-critical corporation is a rare beast. But as we will see, the company’s contradictions, and its efforts to wrestle with these competing priorities, are central to its success.

Despite all these inconsistencies, and maybe because of them, Patagonia managed to become something more than a corporation. It’s a philosophy, a way of being, a subculture, one that represents an alternative vision of what it means to be a part of the modern economy. For many, it’s a beacon of hope, proof that it is possible to do well by doing good. From its enlightened human resources practices, to the way it spends its profits, to the exacting criteria it expects its suppliers to uphold, Patagonia has set an exceedingly high bar for the rest of corporate America.

It also helped develop a new set of standards for other companies to follow. Patagonia was involved in establishing progressive business groups including the Conservation Alliance, the Textile Exchange, 1% for the Planet, the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, the B Corp movement, and Time to Vote. And Patagonia throws its weight around when it comes to politics. It gets involved in local, state, and federal elections, donates money to help elect Democratic candidates, and has sued the president of the United States. While Patagonia is an apparel maker first, it’s really everything about the company that doesn’t have to do with clothing that makes the brand so exceptional.

Dirtbag Billionaire unspools chronologically, beginning with a close look at Chouinard’s early life, daring exploits, and accidental turn to business. The aperture then widens to include the story of Patagonia’s extraordinary growth, chronicling its ups and downs as a homespun business became a multinational powerhouse. As both Chouinard and his company become more influential, we see the emergence of a different kind of capitalism, one defined not exclusively by profits but by a commitment to making a positive impact in the world as well. Finally, we go behind the scenes as Chouinard embarks on a groundbreaking act of philanthropy and gives it all away.

To report this book, I spent two years following Chouinard and the Patagonia team. I interviewed current and former employees and spent time sifting through the company archives and the Chouinard family scrapbooks in Ventura, California. I tested the latest ski gear deep in the backcountry of Montana and tried out the company’s wetsuits at a legendary surf break in Chile. I wandered through fields of regenerative grains with Patagonia’s food team in Minnesota and toured a Patagonia factory in Peru. I retraced Chouinard’s steps on some of his most famous journeys, including an expedition to the spires of Mount Fitz Roy that inspired the Patagonia logo. I hiked into remote valleys that had been turned into national parks thanks to Chouinard’s conservation efforts. And I spent time with Chouinard himself—cooking with him at home in Wyoming, fishing with him in Argentina, and taking a road trip with him on a South American highway he had first traversed 56 years earlier.

The experience of writing this book was more than just an academic exercise for me. I’m no climber, but I’ve spent a good amount of time in the backcountry, and Chouinard’s obsession with preserving unspoiled wilderness made intuitive sense to me. Few things stir the soul, quiet the mind, and invoke a sense of awe like being hundreds of miles away from civilization, surrounded by mountains, hearing nothing but wind passing through the trees. By following the Patagonia team into some wild places, my own connection with the natural world deepened. And by hanging out with Chouinard, my fishing game improved.

Researching Patagonia was also an opportunity to test my conviction that business can be a force for good. It’s easy to be cynical about our highly unequal economy, and it’s vital—especially as a journalist—to be critical of for-profit corporations. But it’s just as important to shine a light on what’s working. Without stories that provide some glimmer of hope, we forfeit the possibility of being inspired. Without good role models, we’re left without a playbook for effecting positive change in the world. Not every company can be Patagonia, and no one can re-create Chouinard’s wildly abundant life. Yet all businesses and everyone who works has much to learn from the way the Patagonia team forged a new path through the wilds of late capitalism.



One late spring afternoon, days into a fishing trip in Argentina, I sat on the banks of a river and watched Chouinard cast his line over and over again. We were in a valley, surrounded on three sides by the snowcapped Andes. Golden grasses waved in the breeze, a rainbow spanned the sky, and pink flamingos and black-necked swans floated nearby. Standing alone, water up to his hips, Chouinard whipped his rod behind him. Then, with hardly any movement at all, he flicked his arm and sent his fly soaring into the air, landing it with pinpoint accuracy in a tiny pocket of foam where imperceptible currents merged. It bobbed for a moment, then the line went taut, his rod bent, and he reeled in a majestic rainbow trout. Balancing on the smooth river stones, Chouinard, then 85 years old, grabbed the fish, expertly removed the hook from its cheek, tossed the trout back in the water, and cast again.

His whole life had led to this moment. A man who could have had anything, who walked away from billions of dollars, who scaled mountains, lost friends, and built empires, Chouinard, in the twilight of his life, wanted nothing more than to be alone on a river, rod and reel in hand, immersed in the beauty of the natural world.







CHAPTER 1 A Rhythm All His Own



“Invent My Own Game”

Lush with wild blueberry bushes and honeysuckle, thick with balsam fir and white oak, the woods around Lewiston, Maine, were largely untouched by modernity in 1938. Porcupines and skunks foraged in the underbrush. Muskrats and moose roamed the forest. Meadow mice and woodchucks scuttled away to hibernate when the first freeze set in. Beavers holed up in their lodges, rationing the lilies and bark they had stored for winter. Here, in this unremarkable corner of North America, the natural world proceeded much as it had for thousands of years, with plants and animals mostly left to go about their business. Around the world, from the Andean peaks of South America to the wild rivers of Eastern Europe, it was much the same story. Just over two billion humans inhabited Earth at the time, roughly a quarter of the nearly ten billion now straining the planet’s resources. There was no question that the world was changing fast. The Industrial Revolution had kick-started an era of technological innovation, the global population was booming, and World War II was around the corner. But for this fleeting moment, global average temperatures were effectively unchanged since the end of the last ice age, not yet having experienced the rapid warming brought about by the relentless burning of coal, oil, and gas. The oceans had not yet begun heating up, bleaching corals and confounding the migratory patterns of whales and their prey. Thousands of now-extinct species were still alive, from the golden toad to the Javan tiger. The mass disappearance of insects, portending a future absent of pollinators, had not yet commenced. Microplastics were not omnipresent in our lakes, our clouds, and our bodies. Sea levels had not yet begun to rise as the inexorable effects of glacial melting kicked in. Drought-fueled megafires were not regularly turning the skies orange, choking cities with acrid smoke. Though it was less than a century ago, just a blip in the long history of planet Earth, it was, in many ways, a world vastly different from the one we inhabit today. And it was into this greener, quieter world that Yvon Chouinard was delivered.

Chouinard’s paternal grandfather, Jacques, was a farmer and the descendent of Canadian fur trappers. In the first years of the 20th century, searching for better lives, Jacques and his wife, Celanire, moved the family from Tingwick, Quebec, to Lisbon, Maine. They brought with them a few possessions and eleven children, among them Gerard Lorenzo Chouinard. Gerard had finished just three years of school when he was put to work on the family farm.

The Chouinards had little trouble finding their way. A community of French-speaking Canadian immigrants welcomed them, and work was easy to come by. Before long, the boys took jobs at Lisbon’s main employer, the Worumbo Woolen Mill. The family moved into a spacious house surrounded by a small farm, with a vegetable garden, a chicken coop, a couple cows, several pigs, and a barn stuffed with grain and hay. Jacques was a font of practical wisdom and taught his children, including Gerard, how to milk a cow, sharpen a scythe, and clean the stalls of a barn. As Gerard grew into a man, he learned to fix the looms in the mill. By the time he was a teenager, he could fix just about everything else, too. He worked as a plumber, an electrician, and a carpenter, learning how to unclog pipes, repair fans, and keep furnaces hot in the dead of winter. It was a hands-on, practical sort of wisdom that Gerard would eventually pass on to his youngest son.

When Gerard was 23, he married a young woman named Yvonne Lizotte at Lisbon’s lone Catholic church, St. Anne’s. They soon had their first child, Gerald, who was known as Jeff. Four years later, they had a daughter, Rachael, and two years after that, another daughter, Doris. Then on November 9, 1938, Yvonne traveled to nearby Lewiston and gave birth to another son. The boy came home from the hospital without a name. Jeff suggested they call him Yvon. The best wrestler in Canada at the time was named Yvon Robert, he said, producing a magazine featuring an article about “the French Canadian Lion” to prove his point. The family agreed, and the boy was given the name Yvon Vincent Chouinard.

Chouinard learned to climb before he could walk. A priest who lived upstairs in the house his parents rented rewarded him with a spoonful of honey every time he crawled up the steps, and the toddler clambered up that wooden mountain over and over again. As soon as Chouinard could walk, he ventured outside. He wandered the woods, pacing the loamy soil and exploring the riverbanks, listening to the animals, and learning how to read the leaves, understand the weather, smell the rain coming. Jeff taught him how to fish, and Chouinard found joy in pulling small brook trout from little creeks near the house, eventually graduating to hauling pickerel out of the nearby Androscoggin River. It was a childhood unmediated by technology, and it instilled in Chouinard an abiding love of nature. Not yet fully appreciating what the 20th century had in store, he dreamed of following in the footsteps of his French Canadian forebears and becoming a fur trapper.

The family didn’t have much money, and Chouinard learned the virtues of being both thrifty and tough. During World War II, Chouinard’s brother, Jeff, joined the navy and was sent to a base in San Diego. Back home in Maine, rationing set in, and the family lost ready access to staples like sugar, beef, and pork. Instead, they sustained themselves largely from the family farm. When protein got scarce, they slaughtered a horse. In one of his formative memories, Chouinard looked on as his father performed his own dental work to save money. Sitting next to the wood-burning stove in the kitchen and taking slugs from a bottle of whiskey, Gerard produced his electrician’s pliers and pulled out a few of his own teeth.

Yvonne had always wanted to escape Lisbon. She sent away for travel brochures from the Chamber of Commerce, collecting pamphlets that extolled the virtues of sunny Arizonan cities and storing them in a shoebox under her bed. She finally got the nerve to act when, in January of 1946, Jeff sent the family a box of fresh oranges from California. Along with the succulent fruit was a note encouraging them to move West. By March, Yvonne had decided they would do just that. She was tired of the long Maine winters, convinced that the warm, dry climate would be better for Gerard’s increasingly problematic asthma, and didn’t want her children to end up working in the mill. At Yvonne’s insistence, the family sold most of their possessions, including furniture that Gerard had made by hand, and packed up as much food as they could. Then they squeezed into their Chrysler and headed toward the Pacific Ocean with $5,000 in a jar and the mattresses strapped to the car’s roof.

Over the next few weeks, the family drove through the industrial hubs of the East, crossed the Mississippi, made their way across the Great Plains, and slipped into the vast American West. Though they didn’t have much, Chouinard, who was not yet 10 at the time, managed to get a lesson in charitable giving along the way. Driving along Route 66 in the Southwest, they passed a group of impoverished Hopi children on the side of the road. Yvonne told Gerard to pull over, and Chouinard watched as his mother gave away the preserved corn she had brought along for the journey. Material possessions never mattered much to his parents, and they would never matter much to Chouinard, either.

The family finally arrived in Burbank, California, and Chouinard started at the local public school the next day. There was an immediate problem, though. Having been raised among the Quebecois in rural Maine, he could not speak English. The language barrier, combined with the fact that he was the shortest child in his class, made him an outcast from the start. Chouinard found it traumatic. After just a few days, he ran away, disappearing into the wilds of greater Los Angeles. It didn’t take long for him to return, but the die was set: Chouinard was an outsider.

His parents transferred him to a parochial school, where he had more help learning English, but his academics didn’t improve. Over the course of his first full year, he got straight Ds. Outside the classroom, however, Chouinard thrived. He rode his bicycle for miles, snuck onto private golf courses, and hung out beneath the willow trees on the banks of Toluca Lake, catching bluegills and bass with wooden plugs he had carved by hand. In later years he roamed further, exploring Griffith Park and the Los Angeles River and trapping crawdads, occasionally hunting cottontail rabbits with a bow and arrow. In search of a swimming hole in the city, he sometimes splashed around in a pond created from possibly toxic outfall from the Walt Disney Corporation’s film development labs. And while he maintained his aversion to school, his English improved and he became a voracious reader; still harboring dreams of becoming a fur trader, he combed the local libraries for every book on trapping he could find.

By the early 1950s, the perils of the modern world were getting harder to escape. Los Angeles was sprawling outward, sending concrete tendrils of freeways into the golden hills. At school, Chouinard learned to drop and cover under his desk in case the Cold War got hot and a thermonuclear bomb detonated in Southern California. Sometimes at night, when the wind shifted and he could hear the roar of the planes from the Burbank airport, he cowered in his bedroom, fearful that World War III had begun. And still it was nature, not the latest technologies, that sustained his interest.

In 1951, along the rocky shoreline near La Jolla, Chouinard put his head underwater with a face mask for the first time. He was instantly hooked and began free diving for lobster and abalone. To improve his endurance, Chouinard practiced holding his breath during math class. This was before the widespread availability of wetsuits, so to stay warm in the water, he wore an old wool flight suit he picked up at an army surplus store. To reduce his buoyancy, he designed an improvised weight belt from an old ammunition satchel and filled it with lead pellets melted down from car batteries.

Though he was adept in the wild, Chouinard did not grow any more comfortable socializing as high school rolled around. He had acne, was short, and remained uninterested in academics. He spent his time outside, or reading about the outdoors, or better yet, reading about the outdoors while outside. He couldn’t dance and was petrified by girls. On the night of his high school prom, he skipped out and spent the evening wading through the Los Angeles River, catching frogs.

Although Chouinard didn’t fit in with the jocks, he was a gifted athlete. At baseball and basketball practices, he was one of the best players on the field. But in front of a crowd, he choked. Paralyzed by the pressure to perform, he couldn’t make a play. It didn’t take long for him to forswear team sports. “I hated head-to-head competition,” he said. At this early age, he was already understanding his gifts and his limitations. He wasn’t going to fit in; that much was clear. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t succeed on his own terms. “Rather than force myself to be a basketball player, I’d rather invent my own game,” he said. “Then I can always be a winner. If you set the rules, you’re going to win.”




“Lucky Nobody Got Killed”

Although team sports weren’t for him, Chouinard found the right mix of camaraderie and athleticism when he was introduced to falconry, the ancient art of training birds of prey. On May 2, 1953, Chouinard attended the inaugural meeting of the Southern California Falconry Club, joining a band of locals with a shared curiosity for this eccentric activity. The group began exploring the hills outside Los Angeles, searching for nests. To reach some of the inaccessible aeries, Chouinard learned to scamper down sheer walls, clinging to the rock, and keeping his toes perched on inch-wide ledges. Pushing into even more remote terrain, he began using ropes to climb down sheer cliffs. Using a thick manila cord stolen from the local telephone company, he secured the line to a boulder at the top of a wall, then lowered himself down, hand over hand. When Chouinard captured birds, he learned to tame them, positioning the falcons on his wrist over and over again until they fell asleep. He then trained them to hunt and return home. Chouinard had already placed his faith in nature; now he was getting nature to place its faith in him.

In time, members of the club began tagging hawks for the government, which was beginning to monitor bird populations in the area as the suburbs encroached on their habitat. Tom Cade, a biology student at the University of California, Los Angeles, who went on to help to save the peregrine falcon—the fastest animal on earth—from the brink of extinction, took it one step further and began breeding falcons in captivity. And when volunteers were needed for the delicate, treacherous work of restoring those eggs to nests in the wild, Chouinard raised his hand.

From there, it was a straight path to rock climbing. One of the adults in the club, Don Prentice, taught Chouinard how to rappel. Wrapping the rope around his waist and over his shoulder, Chouinard learned how to descend with ease, pushing off with his legs and letting rope out as he fell, then bringing himself to a stop as he returned to the wall. He came to love the feeling of dangling from a rope, bouncing off the face of a cliff, feeling like a Slinky flipping down a set of stairs.

Chouinard and the others were soon making their own rappelling gear, replete with leather padding in key spots, which allowed them to zip down the walls faster and faster. Once, Chouinard almost died after his ropes got tangled around his neck. But the close call didn’t faze him, and he kept seeking out bigger thrills. Along with other members of the falconry club, he hopped on freight trains passing through Burbank and hopped off in Chatsworth, on the other end of the San Fernando Valley. There, on 100-foot cliffs, Chouinard began to test the limits of rappelling. Instead of descending a cliff in 20 bounces, he tried to descend with as few hops as possible, launching off the wall and falling 50 feet before coming to a stop. Chouinard was beginning to push his physical limits, finding his edge. “It was lucky nobody got killed,” he said.

One day in 1954, Chouinard and Cade drove out to Lompoc to look for some nests. Alone in the hot, dry hills, they came across a handful of paper-thin eggs that had been crushed before they were hatched. It was an early indication that DDT, the toxic insecticide in widespread use at the time, was devastating the peregrine population. Following their discovery, the Falconry Club helped campaign for the first California regulations protecting the birds. The law passed, and in the years that followed, the population began to recover. Although he played only a minor role in the campaign, this marked Chouinard’s first dalliance with public policy and activism, and demonstrated to him that even small actions could have a big impact.

After so much time rappelling down walls, Chouinard began wondering what it would be like to go the other direction, too. Rock climbing was in its infancy as a sport in the mid-’50s, but Chouinard’s interest was piqued. He and a few of the club’s other members began exploring the Tehachapi Mountains, a range that marks the boundary between the San Joaquin Valley and the Mojave Desert. Those cliffs were fun enough, but Chouinard and his compatriots quickly outgrew them and began seeking out larger peaks to scale. But to go farther, Chouinard would need a car.

On this front, he was lucky. Chouinard came of age when it wasn’t uncommon for young men to learn how to repair automobiles. Mechanics was the one class he took seriously in high school, and when he was 16, he scrounged together enough money to buy a broken down, two-door 1929 Ford Model A, which he learned to repair on the fly. He fixed the ruptured gas line by coating some shoelaces with soap and wrapping them around the tube. When he got a flat, he stuffed the tire with hay and kept going. That Ford had a top speed of roughly 35 miles an hour, but it got better mileage than a new Cadillac. It was so simple, Chouinard liked to say, you could fix it with duct tape and bubble gum; it was, in other words, perfect.

With a car of his own, Chouinard set off on a summer road trip. He had little experience driving, and even less living independently. Still, even though he was a minor, his parents let him roam free. The West was still sparsely populated in the years following World War II, all open road and tumbleweed. Jackrabbits raced alongside his car. Swarms of insects battered his windshield. But the Ford was reliable and kept him moving. In the Mojave Desert, he breezed past new Buicks overheating on the side of the road, their hoods popped and steam hissing out from the radiators. After a week, he arrived at the Wind River Range in Wyoming and met up with Prentice. His friend from the falconry club had taught him to rappel down cliffs and was now going to teach him and a few other newbies how to scale mountains.

Chouinard had never done any serious rock climbing at this point. Now he was staring at Gannett Peak, the tallest point in Wyoming, almost 14,000 feet of towering, ancient granite. Chouinard was enraptured. As the party prepared for their ascent, Prentice delivered a brief tutorial on the basics of rock climbing, including how to use carabiners. It was all new to most of the group, including Chouinard, and the consensus was that they should follow the gullies, traversing a relatively safe route. But Chouinard had no patience for what seemed like the easy way up and struck out on his own. Wearing Sears, Roebuck work boots and hauling his own rope, Chouinard summited Gannett Peak alone, on his first try, a remarkable feat for a novice. When he reached the summit, thunder and lightning were blowing in, and he raced down through the snowfields, outrunning the storm.

From the Wind River Range, Chouinard drove to the Tetons—a majestic series of peaks that slices across northern Wyoming. He turned up at campsites unannounced, talking his way into joining more experienced mountaineers on ever more ambitious ascents. He was a quick study and soon fell in with some of the best climbers of the day, including TM Herbert, Royal Robbins, and Tom Frost. They put up more first ascents in the Tetons. They scaled Stoney Point and Tahquitz Rocks, the site of a waterfall near Palm Springs. And they began making forays into Yosemite Valley in California, home to some of the biggest granite walls in the world.

Money was scarce, so Chouinard learned to make do with almost nothing at all. He eschewed a tent, instead curling up in a sleeping bag under the stars. If it rained, he wedged himself beneath a boulder or found a dense stand of trees for shelter. On multiday climbs, he affixed his hammock to the wall, sleeping soundly in a canvas bag hanging hundreds of feet in the air. When the weather was severe, he used an old shower curtain as an improvised tent. For several summers in the Tetons, he made his home in an abandoned incinerator on the banks of Jenny Lake, at the site of a defunct facility built by the Civilian Conservation Corps, a New Deal program that put Americans to work helping preserve lands owned by the government. While climbing in Canada, Chouinard and his fellow vagabonds would wait until other climbers set out for the day, then raid their camp and forage for whatever food they had left behind.

In the wilderness, Chouinard hunted and ate porcupines, grouse, and squirrels. To supplement his meager diet, he turned to fishing, finding utility in his boyhood hobby. He often made do on 50 cents to $1 a day, eating little more than potatoes or oatmeal. Once, on his way to the Rockies, he and his friend Ken Weeks bought a case of dented cans of cat food, five cents apiece, and ate them over the course of a summer. Another time, he absconded to Mexico for a month, sustaining himself on tropical fruit and fish, chasing away scorpions, and using votive candles from the nearby church to wax his surfboard. “I was a dirtbag climber,” he said. “I had no money whatsoever. I was eating cat food, ground squirrels. I would sneak into yards to steal fruit.”

Chouinard was on the fringes of society, and he loved it. He embraced the life of the dirtbag, reveling in the knowledge that the activity he found most fulfilling—climbing up granite walls—had no social or economic value. Climbing was an act of rebellion as he saw it, from a conventional life and from society at large. While other young adults were headed off to work, Chouinard determined that his time was better spent in the woods.

Yet even as he became a fixture on the rough-edged climbing scene, Chouinard remained a quiet presence in person. At just 5 feet, 4 inches, he had none of the imposing physicality of a big-time athlete. It could be hard to catch his eye, and he often appeared dour or discontented. Rather than socialize, he often retreated to his books. Chouinard compiled a small library by transcendentalist and environmentalist authors including John Muir, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry David Thoreau. He read widely, getting familiar with the works of the French alpinist Gaston Rébuffat and the Austrian climber Hermann Buhl. And while he wasn’t religious, he found in this self-designed curriculum a sort of unifying worldview. Nature was to be revered. Conventional wisdom was to be ignored. The modern world was not to be trusted.

Most of all, he climbed. He scaled named peaks and unnamed hills, in fair weather and foul. During one of these summers in the Tetons, he had his first serious brush with death. It happened when he and a friend named Bob Kamps were attempting a first ascent of a formation called Crooked Thumb. Chouinard was tired. At one point, there was a particularly difficult stretch ahead, but he decided to go for it anyway. He lunged for a loose piece of rock, and the stone gave out from under his fingertips. In an instant, he plummeted 160 feet. The rope caught him and absorbed some of the shock, but he sustained a gash in his leg that cut to the bone. It was getting late, and the pair had to scramble off the wall and down through the forest, while blood leaked from his leg. The next day, he went to a doctor, who spent an hour pulling pine needles, leaves, and dirt out of his wound.

Chouinard was sidelined for a month. More than the physical injury, it was his miscalculation that gnawed at him. It wasn’t just that he had gotten hurt. It was that he had made the wrong decision and almost got himself killed. For years after that, whenever Chouinard went climbing and found himself in a similar situation, with small holds or overhangs, a memory of the fall materialized. His legs shook and his hands clammed up. But he couldn’t walk away from climbing altogether. Despite the shredded fingertips, throbbing muscles, and strained joints, he missed the transcendent experience of being on the wall. And while it took him three years to fully regain his confidence, he was soon at it again, this time going even higher. In climbing, Chouinard had found not just a hobby but an identity. It was more than a sport, it was a puzzle, a community, and a grueling physical challenge. It was a way of life, and it would eventually become his livelihood.




“His Gear Stood Out”

Chouinard would do just about anything for a buck after graduating from high school. He baled hay. He earned a few dollars guiding climbs. And sometimes, he helped out his brother, Jeff, who had taken a job as the head of personal security for Howard Hughes, the eccentric aerospace engineer and film mogul. When Jeff needed extra muscle, Chouinard would lend a hand. At times, this involved trailing Hughes’s various romantic interests. For another stretch, Chouinard was tasked with guarding an empty yacht Hughes wanted to buy. A notorious germophobe, Hughes wanted to make sure that no one set foot on the boat before he took possession of it, so Chouinard was there for weeks, 16 hours a day, mostly napping in his car. In between odd jobs, Chouinard flirted with higher education, taking a couple years of geography classes at a junior college in the San Fernando Valley, but he never graduated. It was hardly the makings of a real career.

His vocation, as it turned out, was at his fingertips. As Chouinard became a more proficient climber, he began using pitons: metal spikes that could be driven into cracks in a wall and used to secure a rope. With a knifelike blade coming to a point at one end, and a ring on the other, pitons are the simplest pieces of hardware. Climbers hammered pitons into cracks as they made their way up the wall, attached a carabiner, secured their rope, and repeated the maneuver, making their way up ever-larger walls one placement at a time. But as Chouinard and his climbing partners attempted bigger feats, they discovered that their gear had its limitations. First, there was the issue of weight. A multiday ascent up a big wall in Yosemite could require dozens of pitons, and hauling that much hardware was exhausting. Smaller, lighter ones would be desirable, if they could be found. Then there was the matter of durability. At the time, most pitons were being imported from Europe and were made with relatively soft metals. When they were hammered into Yosemite’s towering walls, they got bent out of shape and were impossible to reuse. Ultimately, Chouinard decided he needed to make his own gear. At the very least, doing so would give him control of the equipment he was counting on to save his life. Perhaps he could make some money at it, too.

In 1957, still living with his parents in Burbank, Chouinard went to a junkyard and bought a used 138-pound anvil and a coal-fired forge. He brought them home, procured some hammers and tongs, and with his father’s help, converted a chicken coop in the backyard into a workshop. “Crazy as it was, his parents were supportive from the very beginning,” said Karen Frishman, a longtime friend of the family. “They didn’t understand what he was doing, but there was never any sense that they wished he wouldn’t do this.”

Chouinard knew his way around tools from his days rebuilding the Ford, but he had never pounded steel before. So once again, he turned to books. Just as he had when he was reading up on falconry, he went to the library and checked out a volume on blacksmithing. Before long, Chouinard was crafting his first pitons. He would heat the coal forge to 400 degrees Fahrenheit, roasting steel splinters until they glowed the color of molten lava. Once they could get no hotter, he would extract them with a pair of iron tongs and place them on the anvil, then hammer them into the precise shape he desired. For raw materials, he improvised—the first pitons he made were fashioned from an old steel blade he salvaged from a harvester. It was an innovation born from necessity, and it wouldn’t be the last time Chouinard repurposed an item. For the rest of his career, he was constantly on the lookout for unusual materials that might serve a new purpose.

Chouinard had some guidance as he learned this new craft. A few other local climbers were making their own gear, among them John Salathé, a mystic Swiss climber who scaled walls to get closer to God. Salathé had more or less invented the reusable piton and passed on some of his wisdom to Chouinard, who proved a quick study. Once he had grown comfortable with the anvil, Chouinard could make two steel pitons an hour. And once he had tested his gear—using it on his own ascents of Californian cliffs—he began selling the pitons for $1.50 each. This was substantially more than the imported European ones, which went for 15 to 30 cents apiece and were made of iron, a softer metal. But Chouinard was channeling a virtue he had inherited from his father. “He taught me that when you buy a tool, you buy the absolute best tool you can get and keep it for the rest of your life,” Chouinard said. “That’s much better than buying a cheap tool and having it break, buying another one, having that break.”

Chouinard started making the pitch to his fellow climbers that his gear was worth the extra expense and quickly won some converts. His pitons were stiffer, so they could be removed without getting deformed. And because one piton could be reused many times, it was an economical investment. Moreover, on longer climbs, it wasn’t practical to carry dozens of pitons up a wall. Better, climbers realized, to carry just a handful that you could reuse over and over again. As his pitons began to sell, Chouinard learned an important lesson that would inform his whole career: if he made the very best product, consumers would pay a premium. Initially, this was true with an extremely specialized crowd, a small band of extreme climbers. They needed the best gear; their lives depended on it. But as his market expanded from the niche to the mainstream, the same principle held fast. It might cost more to make quality jackets and sweaters and bags, but the customers who cared about functionality and durability would spend more if the craftsmanship was there.

Not wanting to let work get in the way of his recreation, Chouinard took his piton production on the road, packing up his anvil and supplies in the back of his car and setting up shop wherever he happened to be. More often than not, that was by the beach. By the mid-’50s Chouinard had taken up surfing. Like falconry, free diving, and rock climbing, surfing was a niche sport at the time. But the waves were intoxicating, and Chouinard taught himself how to ride them one wipeout at a time. Since new surfboards weren’t widely available, Chouinard had to make his own gear for this new pursuit as well. One day he dropped by General Veneer, a flooring store in Los Angeles, spent a few dollars on balsa wood planks, came home, and shaped himself a surfboard. With a board in hand, he drove up and down the California coast looking for waves, camping near the beach, then pulling out his tools to work for a few hours each day. As his inventory grew, he would stockpile the gear for months, waiting until big-wall climbing season, when he would venture into the mountains and sell his wares to fellow climbers.

While Chouinard’s ambitions were growing, it was hard scraping out a living $1.50 at a time. Fortunately, as he began tinkering with new pieces of climbing gear, he stumbled his way into another market. After the piton, the next breakthrough came when Chouinard endeavored to make a lighter carabiner—a reusable clip that is an indispensable part of a climber’s ensemble. But making carabiners would be more complicated than pounding out spikes on the anvil. To make the cast metal clips, he needed a special piece of machinery from Alcoa, the industrial manufacturer. So, sporting a full beard, sandals, and well-worn Levi’s, he went to the company’s offices in Los Angeles and bought a custom aluminum forging die, paying for it with $825.35 he borrowed from his parents. His brother Jeff was skeptical of the investment. “I thought, ‘What kind of a business is a forge, for God’s sake?’ ” Yet in Chouinard’s hands, the forging die proved profitable. With a drill press and a grinder, he set to work making his own carabiners, one by one. They were a hit with other climbers, and before long, Chouinard had recruited a few buddies to help him in the production process, and they were selling the carabiners as fast as they could make them.

Against all odds, Chouinard was becoming a businessman. He had no interest in running a company. Inasmuch as he had a job, he considered himself a blacksmith. Nor was the work particularly lucrative. He was making hardly any money, with a total profit margin of just 1 percent a year. Yet Chouinard couldn’t help himself. He needed the pitons and the carabiners. He was a savvy enough climber to know how to improve on the existing gear and was a skilled enough craftsman to make the improvements himself. It may have been a small operation, but Chouinard was making an impression. While there were fewer than a thousand serious climbers in the United States, Chouinard made most of them his customers, one by one. “Chouinard’s equipment was that much better,” said Royal Robbins, the world’s finest climber at the time. “His gear stood out because of its inventiveness and its quality.”

The more audacious Chouinard became as a mountaineer, the more innovative he became as a designer. In 1960, Chouinard tried to scale Kat Pinnacle, a formation in Yosemite National Park, with his climbing partner Tom Frost. As they made their way up, they found that the cracks on the wall were too narrow to accommodate traditional pitons. They needed something smaller, thinner, and sturdier than anything on the market. Not even Chouinard’s best pitons sufficed. After giving it a good try, the men aborted their climb.

They soon came back with a postage stamp–sized piton they had fashioned by taking a power hacksaw blade, breaking off the end, and fitting their sling into the blade’s hole. They made it most of the way up, but as Chouinard attempted to hammer the blade into a crack near the top, it shattered into pieces, forcing them to abort the climb again. The failure offered an additional insight: this piton needed to be made not of the everyday steel Chouinard usually used, but of an exceptionally durable alloy. That led Chouinard and Frost to collaborate and design an entirely new piece of gear. Just half an inch long, composed of chrome-nickel steel, and the width of a razor blade, they called it the Realized Ultimate Reality Piton, or RURP, and put it into production.

The RURPs started selling briskly, and quite by accident, Chouinard found himself managing material costs, profit margins, and inventory. He also found a new business partner in Frost. And yet in his relentless quest for constant improvement, his friends saw in him something more profound. “A poetic soul, Chouinard really rather disdains the analytical mind, for he hates to see beautiful things ripped and torn,” Robbins said. “He has the kind of mind which would make a good artist but a poor chess player. Maddeningly creative, Chouinard has invented more techniques and devices in climbing than anyone I know.”

Out on the walls, Chouinard’s reputation was starting to precede him. Many climbers, hearing stories about Yvon Chouinard, thought he was a woman until they met him, figuring his name was spelled “Yvonne.” They were surprised when Chouinard, brawny and sometimes sporting a beard, appeared and started darting up difficult lines. They were equally amazed when Chouinard opened the trunk of his car to reveal a cache of handmade pitons and carabiners.

As the seasons passed and he kept putting up new routes, Chouinard became a fixture at Camp 4 in Yosemite National Park, the epicenter of the climbing subculture. Yet even there, he was an outsider among outsiders. While others paid the requisite fees to pitch their tents at the prepared campsites, Chouinard and his friends slept among the boulders in the woods after they had overstayed their two-week permit, calling themselves the Valley Cong, a reference to the rebel Viet Cong forces in Vietnam.

It all went to his head for a while. Other climbers remember Chouinard coming off as elitist. He had little patience for neophytes or weak athletes, and at times equated physical fitness with moral superiority. Keen to preserve Yosemite in its Eden-like state, he at one point proposed limiting climbing in the valley to only the best, creating an invitation-only Yosemite Climbing Club. Only those with “outstanding climbing ability” and with an interest in “raising the standards” would be allowed in. It was impractical, of course, but it spoke to his belief that under the right circumstances, it might be possible to limit the impact of humanity on the natural world and protect wild places from overdevelopment. Decades later, a similar spirit would animate his conservation efforts around the globe.

More than his gear, however, it was his climbing that brought Chouinard renown. With a friend named Fred Beckey, he notched a series of difficult first ascents in Canada in 1961, including new routes on Mount Edith Cavell in the Rockies, Mount Sir Donald in the Selkirks, and the South Howser Tower in the Bugaboos. In June of 1962, Chouinard and another excellent climber, TM Herbert, attempted a new line up the north face of Sentinel Rock, a regal peak in Yosemite that looms above Camp 4. The pair made it a good bit of the way up but ran out of bolts and had to retreat. Three months later they returned, and—using those first pitons Chouinard had forged from the harvester blade—this time they made it. It was an audacious first ascent and is now known as the Chouinard-Herbert route.

Between climbing, surfing, and blacksmithing, Chouinard developed a rhythm all his own. He spent the winters hammering away in California, crafting pitons and carabiners when he wasn’t catching waves. When it began to warm up in the spring, he hit the road, selling his wares out of the back of his car. When he was sold out, he ditched the car and went to the Tetons. Then he found his way to the Shawangunks in New York and finally hitchhiked back to California for another winter with the anvil.

Although the postwar boom years in America were a moment of breakneck technological progress, Chouinard wanted nothing to do with it. New plastics were revolutionizing what could be made and what things were made of. NASA was sending men to space and, ultimately, to the moon. The most promising companies in the country were those discovering new chemicals, new synthetic materials, and new gadgets and putting all that newness to work. But at this moment of limitless innovation, with the future being invented before his eyes, what did Chouinard do? He went back to the Bronze Age.




“Destroying Our Home Planet”

It was the fall of 1962, and Chouinard had to get home. He had been in upstate New York for months, climbing the Shawangunks. Now it was time to return to California and resume work at the anvil. But he didn’t have a ride. A solution presented itself when he heard about a 1952 Pontiac that a car-delivery service needed driven to New Mexico. He signed up for the job but quickly discovered he had a problem: the car was a lemon. It sputtered its way across the country and was barely running when he got it to Albuquerque. There, the woman who took possession of it accused him of conning her by delivering a busted car and reported him to the police. Chouinard and his traveling companion, Chuck Pratt, were jailed for 72 hours in Grants, New Mexico, kept in a cell where the concrete floors were covered in vomit. Once released, they were briefly taken in by a Christian rescue mission. From there, he and Pratt train hopped west to Winslow, Arizona, where they were arrested again, this time for vagrancy. They spent 18 days in jail, each in their own 5-by-6-foot cell. On the days when Chouinard was able to join a work detail, he helped operate a garbage truck and foraged for scraps of food. Finally, Chouinard was released and made his way home, only to learn that he’d been drafted by the army.

With his congenital aversion to authority and an abiding pacifism cultivated during his time in nature, Chouinard tried to get out of it. He had a mild heart arrhythmia and asked a doctor to write the draft board a letter excusing him from military service. The doctor refused. When he was summoned for his physical, he drank a bottle of soy sauce, hoping it would cause his blood pressure to spike. Instead, it made him vomit. The doctor saw through the ruse and gave him the all-clear, and Chouinard, an antiauthoritarian vagabond who could barely tolerate a classroom, was headed to basic training.

He was sent off to Fort Ord, in California. There, he was told that if he won a physical fitness competition among 200 of his fellow draftees, he would be granted a three-day leave. He wasn’t the most muscular man on the base, nor the most patriotic. But his time in the mountains had made him fit and determined, and he won the competition through sheer force of will, just so he could have a few days to himself to climb. Back home for a spell before being deployed, Chouinard married his girlfriend, Carol Lamb, who was known as “Peanut.” It was a hasty wedding, and the couple spent almost no time together before Chouinard was shipped to Huntsville, Alabama.

Chouinard joined the army during a brief window of relative peace. The Korean War was over, and Americans had not yet begun fighting in Vietnam. Because he had listed his profession as blacksmith upon enlisting, he was assigned to be a mechanic on guided-missile systems. After a few months, he was on his way to a base in Korea. It was difficult to get any leave, so Chouinard began acting oddly and causing trouble, going on hunger strikes and failing to salute his superiors, stopping just short of getting thrown in the brig. He finally became enough of a headache that he was given a simple task—turning a generator on in the morning and off at night. The rest of the day, Chouinard wandered off base and found granite walls to climb around Seoul. He had his climbing gear shipped over from the States and made friends with local climbers who kept a change of civilian clothes for him. Before long, Chouinard was putting up first ascents in the nearby hills. “It was almost like not being in the army,” he said. When he did have to work, he tried to use it to his advantage. Scouring the base’s library, he found books on engineering and metallurgy, trying to better understand mechanical engineering and machine shops. He was preparing for the day he was discharged, eager to get back to his anvil and start improving his craft.

Eventually the army sent Chouinard back to San Francisco, where he was assigned to a post in the Presidio, a sprawling base overlooking the Pacific Ocean, and told to maintain a baseball diamond. It was not particularly demanding work, but Chouinard found a way to get out of this assignment, too, this time with the help of a man who would become Chouinard’s best friend, professional foil, and sometimes rival: Doug Tompkins.

Tompkins was in many ways Chouinard’s opposite. The descendant of pilgrims who arrived in America on the Mayflower, Tompkins was raised in New York City by doting parents who ran an upscale antique furniture business. He grew up helping his father pilot a private plane and learned to read navigational maps while he was still a boy. Whereas Chouinard inhabited the fringes of polite society, Tompkins was born into the country’s upper crust and was fluent in the language of money, business, and power.

Yet in other ways, the men were kindred spirits. Like Chouinard, Tompkins was a rebellious youth and was also bookish and athletic. And by the time he reached his 20s, he too was a dirtbag. He first met Chouinard while climbing in the Shawangunks and hanging out with a group of unruly climbers who called themselves the Vulgarian Mountain Club and had a reputation for climbing in the nude.

Over the next 50 years, the lives and careers of Chouinard and Tompkins ran in parallel, intertwining, aligning, and sometimes diverging. As Chouinard went on to build Patagonia, Tompkins founded one of the most successful clothing brands of the ’80s, Esprit. As Chouinard got rich, Tompkins got richer. And as Chouinard began to dabble in conservation and environmental activism, Tompkins went all in, buying up large parcels of land in South America and waging fierce political battles to create national parks. Tompkins would bail out Patagonia in its darkest hour and ultimately marry the woman who ran Patagonia during its formative years. And in the last years of Chouinard’s life, he would draw inspiration from Tompkins as he considered what to do with his own fortune.

All the while, Tompkins and Chouinard egged each other on, testing out new ideas and pushing their physical limits. While their values were deeply aligned, they had profoundly different views about how to run a business and how to spend their winnings. Tompkins was a maximalist, looking to grow his companies, make a killing, and live like a king. Chouinard was a minimalist, opting to refrain from excessive growth, proceed cautiously when it came to financial matters, and live like a pauper. It was a friendship that made a dent in the universe, and to fully understand the story of Chouinard and Patagonia, it’s essential to understand the story of Tompkins and Esprit.

At this early stage in their relationship, however, with both men living in San Francisco, Tompkins mostly helped Chouinard play hooky. On many a morning, Tompkins called up Chouinard’s superior officer at the Presidio and pretended to be a general, demanding that Chouinard get to the library in 10 minutes. Tompkins would then swing by on his motorcycle and pick up Chouinard, and the two would spend the day roaming the Bay Area. They would drive across the Golden Gate Bridge and into the golden hills of Marin County, gazing out to the Pacific Ocean from the wild cliffs of Northern California.

In long talks on these day trips, they shared a foundational epiphany that would shape both their lives. Humans, they realized, were messing up the environment. With overdevelopment, industry, and the mundane but resource-intensive work of simply getting by, everyone on Earth was playing a role in the ecosystem’s destruction, and everyone, Chouinard and Tompkins came to believe, had a responsibility to make things better. “Early on, we recognized that we humans were destroying our home planet,” Chouinard said, “and that each of us, in our own way, was responsible to protect and restore the wild nature that we loved.”








CHAPTER 2 Dirtbags



“Modern Yosemite Climbing”

Discharged from the army, his marriage to Peanut a bust, Chouinard returned to the one place that made sense: his anvil. Back home in Burbank, he brought a new level of organization to his nascent business, hiring a handful of his climbing friends to help with production and shipping. With a wider array of pitons and carabiners on offer, he made his first catalog—a one-sheet mimeographed price list. At the bottom of the sheet, a note cautioned potential buyers not to anticipate prompt customer service during the climbing season: “Don’t expect speedy delivery in the months of May, June, July, August and September.”

It was an unorthodox approach to business, but it worked. Chouinard’s gear was unsurpassed in quality, and climbing afficionados were willing to pay up. Yet even as Chouinard began to scale up his boutique operation, an emerging global supply chain was beginning to put pressure on domestic companies. Cheap foreign labor, new trade routes, and improved logistics began to make overseas manufacturing more attractive. Back in his hometown of Lisbon, the Worumbo Woolen Mill shut its doors 100 years after it had opened. The mill’s owner, J. P. Stevens & Co., Inc., said it was no longer economically viable to compete against cheap imports from abroad. Globalization had arrived in the once-bucolic woods of Maine, and some 591 people were out of work overnight. It was the beginning of a sweeping transformation in American manufacturing that would upend global commerce and, though he didn’t yet know it, shape much of Chouinard’s own career. In the immediate, however, Chouinard was unconcerned with foreign trade. He was just trying to scale bigger walls.
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