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  The long, sloping hand traverse of Grain de Poussiere (7b), Fontainebleau.
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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 advice 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.




    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.
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  Jeff Johnson on Tarface, Swimming Hole, Southern California. This problem is only for the best boulderers—a fall from the delicate crux here will deposit the climber into the creek below with a high risk of being sucked under the boulders and drowned.




  [image: image]




  The author on Edge Direct, Indian Rock, Berkeley, California, late-1970s.




  Preface




  When I wrote the first edition of Better Bouldering back in 1996, the idea of writing a how-to book on bouldering seemed ridiculous. Most climbers then considered bouldering a fringe activity, and the market seemed minimal. It was rare to see more than one bouldering pad under a problem. Dedicated bouldering gyms were still years off. Bouldering competitions were few and far between. Women were noticeably underrepresented. Bouldering videos didn’t exist. And of course there was no money in the sport (some will whine that that’s still the case). Nevertheless, for the few devotees back then there was an abundance of passion for the sport. Take that passion, add pads and V grades, a pinch of money, and an eventually enlightened media, and the sport has taken off to levels none of us imagined fifteen years ago.




  Going bouldering is one thing, bouldering well and enjoying it quite another. The time-honored path to bouldering success depends on learning from one’s mistakes. The more mistakes you make, the more you learn. A better way is to learn from my mistakes—this book is bursting with thirty-six years’ worth.




  When I first started bouldering, there were no books on the subject. There was, however, a terrific community of boulderers at Indian Rock who befriended and taught me despite my bumbling. Though I learned much of what’s in this book after those formative years, it was the Indian Rock crew that taught me the most important lesson: above all, bouldering should be fun.




  The following people still have my thanks for their comments on the first edition’s manuscript: Jeff Achey, Jim Belcer, Scott Blunk, Chris Dunn, Chris Jones, and Neal Kaptain. My thanks go out to the following people who made suggestions for the second edition: Chad Foti, Adam Markert, Paul Robinson, Dave Winthrop, Hillary Haakenson, and Tania Jackson. I also thank all the people who appear in the photos. Thanks too to John Gill, Jim Holloway, Dawn Kish, Derek Thatcher, Andy Mann, Lisa Hathaway, John Dickey, Jo and Francoise Montchaussé, Pat Goodman, Ben Ditto, Wills Young, Chris Summit, Adge Last, Nico Brown, Steve Woods, Paul Robinson, Eric Odenthal, Isaac Pallatt, Shadow Ayala, Sandra Stuckey, and Arjan DeKock for use of their photos. To check out more of the pros’ pics, visit the following sites: andymann.com, ericodenthal.com, dawnkishphotography.com, dickeyphoto.com, and bendittophoto.com. Yet more thanks, this time to those who wrote chapters: Angie Payne, Nico Brown, Paul Robinson, and Dave MacLeod; and those who shared words and thoughts: Lisa Rands, Diane French, Mary Gabrieli, and Fred Nicole; and to Crusher Bartlett for the illustrations.
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  Naomi Guy on Wilford Prow (V3), Carter Lake, Colorado.




  ANDY MANN




  Introduction




  In 1975 I was a pudgy high school junior who couldn’t do a single pull-up. Outside of knocking down a few beers with my buddies, I had few interests I can remember, and no passions. Then one day a couple of drinking buddies took me bouldering at Indian Rock, in Berkeley. I was pathetic; it took me multiple days just to scale Beginner’s Crack, a route most newbies do on their first outing. Nevertheless, I persevered. A few visits later I pulled off a tricky move around an arête that was thwarting much better climbers. For the first time ever, I felt I possessed some athletic aptitude. I was hooked. I bought a pair of rock shoes and bouldered nearly every day after school until I graduated. By that time I was cranking sixteen chin-ups off the door jamb in the English classroom, and my wannabe beer belly had turned to a six-pack. Bouldering became the defining passion in my life. Where I chose to live, the friends I made, the jobs I took, the mercurial sex life—all were influenced by my obsession. Bouldering changed my life forever: It gave me focus, healthy exercise, an outlet for stress, a positive self-attitude, and some cool scars. It can give you all of these as well.




  

    Rule One




    




    Before we even get into the introduction proper, we need to hit on Rule One of Bouldering—prior to climbing a boulder, walk around it and find the descent. Nothing quite as humbling as busting out that big line, then finding yourself stuck on top and meekly asking a passerby for directions down. We call that a Rule One Violation, and much to our embarrassment it happens all the time.
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    Rule One Violation? Russell Wilson jumps from Chez Peron Spire, Hueco Tanks, Texas.
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  The author back in 1980 on his testpiece Germ Free Adolescence, Eldorado Canyon, Colorado. Crash pads and sticky rubber were still years off, and so too it seems was my footwork.




  Bouldering is a difficult and sometimes frustrating pastime. I know. I nearly quit after making it up only one problem on my first day (this one even easier than Beginner’s Crack). Yet the success on that one problem, as well as the fear and exhilaration, kept me going, as did each subsequent success. I realize now that the problems I failed to climb drove me as well. Somewhere a marvelous transition took place: I was no longer “at war” with the rock; I was “at one” with it. The boulders became my friends, not my adversaries. Hopefully, the techniques and strategies in this book will improve your bouldering and help you to become “at one” with the rock.




  I’m sure we’d all like to be the LeBron James of bouldering. Realistically, few, if any of us, possess that kind of athletic ability. I’m of only average athletic ability. Fortunately, so too was Larry Bird, and it never stopped him. At one point I did get strong. When I was twenty, I could snap off fifty pull-ups, but I was lousy at utilizing that strength. Ten years later, I could do less than half as many pull-ups, but I was doing problems I wouldn’t have dreamed possible when I was twenty, because I was using my brain as well as my arms. In 2007 I swept first place in my age division in all three legs of the Triple Crown bouldering series despite having both hips replaced a year before and climbing on a partially paralyzed left arm. The point is that being smart will get you up more boulders than being strong. This book aims to make you smarter, stronger, and more skilled. We’ll focus on climbing movement and techniques specific to bouldering, such as spotting and pad placement. We’ll also discuss some of the most common movement mistakes and how to cure them. Ditto for mental bugaboos. In addition, we will delve into the nature of the sport, the gear used, and bouldering ratings. For this second edition of Better Bouldering, the injury prevention chapter has been completely revamped by sports medicine expert Nico Brown. Trad superstar, sports physiologist, and climbing coach Dave MacLeod (who climbs V13s for the training benefit) has written the chapter on physical training. I’ve added a chapter on highball bouldering, ace boulderer Paul Robinson has contributed a chapter on gym bouldering and competitions, and leading boulderer Angie Payne has contributed a section on female bouldering. To wrap it up, we’ll explore a number of ways top boulderers have approached the sport, and how you can use these approaches to improve your own bouldering.




  This book gives you all the how-to tips and tricks to bust into new levels of bouldering. If you’re looking to climb up the grade ladder, show off to your friends, or win the next competition you enter, this book will serve you well. But it’s my great hope that this book will instill in you a love and respect for the sport and the places where you practice it. In most boulderers’ careers a minimal percentage of time is spent actually sending big projects or winning the local gym comp. The vast majority of our bouldering careers is spent warming up, training, practicing, spotting, recovering from injuries, approaching boulders, brushing off chalk, scouting new lines to try, spraying smack, and the like. Only when we appreciate the beauty in those moments do we make the leap from bouldering as mere sport to bouldering as a lifestyle. In line with exploring the philosophical aspects of the bouldering lifestyle, some of the sidebars contain various “hero stories” taken from my personal experiences. Their purpose is to further illustrate points made in the text, as well as demonstrate the growth of a boulderer. If you would rather not bathe in the glow/stench (circle one or both) of my foibles, accomplishments, and ego, you can safely skip these asides and rest assured that you are not missing out on vital technical information. Please note that other sidebars often contain information vital to your understanding of the rest of the text and should not be skipped over.




  You’ll notice the photos in this book feature boulder problems spanning the gamut from V0 to V-gazillion. That’s because the techniques and concepts used by the Big Name Boulderers to crush V13s, 14s, and 15s are the same techniques they acquired when they were gumbies learning on V1s. The only thing that changes is that the walls get steeper and/or the holds get smaller or more sloping or maybe farther apart. So if you see a rating tossed in a photo caption, don’t attach any significance to it as it relates to the technique illustrated; it’s just there in case you fancy the look of the problem and care to add it to your tick list.




  The Bouldering Game




  




  Bouldering has the reputation of being the simplest of all climbing games: You don’t need an expensive rack or rope, you don’t need a lot of time, you don’t even need a partner. All you need are boulders and desire.




  In its broadest sense, bouldering is defined as unroped rock climbing close enough to the ground that a fall would not be fatal. Most people would add that bouldering is usually highly gymnastic and relatively low risk.




  At its simplest, bouldering can be nothing more than playing on rocks. Despite what you may have gathered from the climbing rags, you don’t need to be a twenty-year-old white male college dropout to excel at bouldering. Bouldering is great for people of all ages—if you can climb out of your crib or into your coffin, you’re invited. Carried to extreme levels, bouldering can be an intense engagement between climber and nature. Because you can try dozens of different climbs each time you go out bouldering, you can steer each session to match your mood. You can pack in more hard moves in a day than with any other kind of climbing. On the other hand, you needn’t always throw yourself at the hardest problem around. The following very incomplete list hints at the variety the bouldering experience can provide: climbing a problem with the most holds; climbing a problem with the least holds; off-routing selected holds to add difficulty; trying the lowest possible start; playing follow-the-leader; trying to do a problem faster or the fastest ever; doing laps on a problem; searching out first ascents; repeating a problem in fewer tries than has been done before; wiring a problem until it is effortless; doing the longest problem, the shortest problem, the prettiest problem, or the most strenuous problem; seeing how many times you can do a given problem in a single session; trying to do the most problems you can in a session; climbing one-handed or hands-free; seeing who can do the longest jump between boulder tops; climbing blindfolded . . . and so forth. You might approach bouldering as training for roped climbs, or you might sell your harness and devote your life to the small stones.
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  Two ends of the spectrum: Paul Robinson (left) uses a sit-down start to explore very difficult territory on Monkey Wedding (V14), Rocklands, South Africa, while the author (right) takes it high off the deck on the Sierra East Side, California.




  Usually bouldering is practiced above a good landing—no higher than the boulderer is willing to jump from. The advent of bouldering pads has opened up territory once only ventured into by the boldest of the bold. Some of the trendiest new areas sport awful landings now made safe by multiple pad use. Risk is minimized; hence the boulderer can concentrate on the moves and not the danger. That said, bouldering is not risk-free, and a good portion of this book is devoted to risk management and injury prevention and treatment.




  High bouldering (aka highballing), in which a fall is long enough to cause injury, has provided me with some of the most intense experiences in my climbing career. But as the rewards are so great, so is the risk. Jumping off is not an option. When asked where I draw the line between high bouldering and soloing, I say, “If you fall high bouldering, you will get hurt. If you fall soloing, you will die.” Obviously this is a perilous game and only recommended for boulderers exercising outstanding judgment. For some climbers it is a small or negligible part of their bouldering experience. Nevertheless, because the techniques and tricks of the high boulderer are worth learning for every boulderer, a portion of this book is devoted to them.




  Style Versus Difficulty




  




  In this era of high-speed Internet and instant gratification, it’s easy to get wrapped up in just trying to chase the biggest number you can bag. The sad fact is that the vast majority of climbers who only chase numbers without regard to style or personal growth end up quitting the sport as soon as some young punk joins the same gym and starts climbing circles around them. Today’s V-Holy Grail is tomorrow’s V-warm-up—always has been, always will be. I want the readers of this book to develop a lifelong love of bouldering, and this comes not just from pushing one’s physical limits but also from developing one’s mental powers, acquiring a kinesthetic appreciation for bouldering movement, and gaining a rapport with the stone. The boulderers who have left the biggest mark on the sport, climbers like John Gill and Jim Holloway, did so only because they freed their minds of the expectations of others and the standards of the day to chase a personal dream of mastery. Gill and Holloway established problems that went unrepeated for twenty to thirty years, and they did it in primitive footwear, without pads or spotters. Their vision went beyond numbers.




  The first edition of Better Bouldering delved into matters of style. This second edition does too, and I’m not about to apologize for it. I think people who chip holds in boulders are losers and those who lie about their climbs are no better. Most climbers agree with me. Beyond that I personally choose not to use cheater stones or power spots. Some climbers agree with me on this, others don’t. I use chalk. Some climbers frown on this. The point is that everyone should follow the style of climbing that makes them happy, not some style dictated to them by me or others. My comments on style are just a starting point to get the reader thinking about what style makes them happy. How you choose to climb is a reflection of your character. If you choose a style out of character with your principles, your bouldering career, or any career, will be miserable and/or short-lived.




  Shortly after the publication of the first edition of this book, my bouldering career hit a wall. I’d grown happily accustomed to being one of the country’s top boulderers in the 1980s and early 1990s, but was experiencing nerve damage in my left arm. I had surgery to fix the problem, but the surgeon botched it. I awoke from surgery with no feeling in half of my hand and very little function. My hand was so messed up I couldn’t pick up a book, work nail clippers, or even turn a door-knob. My days were awash in suicidal thoughts and self-pity.




  I’m a stubborn guy, however, and soon shifted into rehab mode and got back on the rock. At first I was climbing pretty much one-handed, and it seemed like getting back to 5.8 would be a major accomplishment. As I climbed those easy boulder problems and roped climbs, I realized that I was enjoying climbing at a reduced level. Really enjoying it. I was rediscovering what had initially appealed to me about the sport when I first started: being outside in beautiful surroundings, feeling the flow of the moves, enjoying the camaraderie of my partners, surprising myself when I did a move that seemed beyond me. Instead of experiencing the creeping indignity that comes with the inevitable gradual erosion of an athlete’s skills, I got the magic bullet, an injury both career-ending and life-restoring.




  Since the partial paralysis of my hand, I have learned to adjust my technique to accommodate my handicap. Different muscles have been recruited and trained to do old tasks. Discovering and developing new bouldering areas has filled in the gap left by losing the edge in the numbers game. Even if I never do another first ascent, I can be happy just with the feeling of moving on the rock smoothly. I know this because it was only four years ago that I had both hips replaced. I was worried that another botched surgery would end my bouldering career forever. At that time I had not yet bouldered at Fontainebleau, the most historic and revered boulder garden in Europe. When I visited Fontainebleau prior to my surgery, I was in such bad shape that I had to climb the stairs to the second floor of the B&B on all fours, but I had one of the best bouldering trips ever, doing easy problems over perfect sand landings in a fairy tale forest. Had difficulty meant more to me than style, I would have retired many injuries ago and missed out on these experiences. I’d probably be some fat office slob trolling EwePorn.com, not a grizzled boulderer typing advice on his rest days.
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  Others are watching us while we boulder outside, including “The Man.” Behave accordingly.




  From Gym to Outdoors




  




  These days, many readers will likely have started their bouldering careers inside a gym. Some of you may have yet to boulder outside. If this is the case, I encourage you to go bouldering outside as early and as frequently in your career as you can. The predictably steep angles of the walls make gyms good places to gain strength. However, the relatively huge size of bolt-on footholds fosters lazy footwork, and the forced nature of artificial route setting retards the acquisition of body awareness. Outdoor bouldering, due to its infinite variety of hold types and wall angles, is the fix for this.




  Indoor and outdoor bouldering may appear on the surface to be the same pursuit, but for both to flourish they need to be approached differently. Bouldering outdoors has a tradition that dates back to the 1800s. An essential part of the tradition is respect for the natural habitat and the other user groups that share an area. While as modern boulderers we may view the boulders as gymnastic apparatus, we mustn’t treat them as merely an outdoor version of the bouldering gym. The routes outside are not set one day only to be pulled down a few weeks later. The features have been there for eons and will be there long after we depart, so it’s imperative that boulderers never alter or manufacture holds outside. What would we be left with if all of today’s V15s had been chipped down to be cutting-edge V4s back in the 1940s? Deciphering moves and sequences is at the heart of outdoor bouldering (as opposed to indoors, where every hold is marked out to force certain sequences). Don’t ruin the fun and learning aspect by drawing lines at every hold you see. If sharing the area with other users, keep the screaming and cussing down. Remember there is nobody outside waiting to pick up your trash at the end of the night—clean up after yourself and others. Chipping, tick mark abuse, rude behavior, and littering are all a threat to access. Anyone who has been in this sport for even a short time has probably seen access to a favorite area either threatened or lost. Between the time I write this book and it hits the shelf at your local climbing shop, some of the problems pictured may possibly be closed to climbers. Send problems, don’t create them.
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  Essential gear for safe bouldering—a good pad.




  DAWN KISH




  
CHAPTER ONE


  


  Gear





  The only gear really needed to go bouldering is boulders (or a climbing wall). But since we live in a high-tech age of smart phones that can land a space shuttle, it’s only natural that specialized gear exists to help us scale boulders.




  Essential Gear




  




  At the minimum, a modern boulderer should carry rock shoes, a bag of gymnastics chalk (though some purists eschew this aid), a toothbrush to clean chalk and dirt from holds, and a bouldering pad. A carpet patch on which to wipe your shoes is handy when your bouldering pad isn’t positioned at the start of the problem.




  Shoes




  This is a very personal matter. On bouldering trips I’ve carried up to six different pairs of shoes to be prepared for any problem: stiff edging boots; loose, comfy warm-up boots; heel-hooking shoes; slippers for thin cracks and pockets; high-tops for bad landings; and an all-around shoe.




  If you can only afford one pair of shoes, buy the brand that fits your foot best and is most durable. None of us are born with good footwork, so our first pair of shoes usually wears out the fastest. A resoler who’s been in business for years and has resoled hundreds of pairs of shoes is a good person to ask about the most durable brands. Don’t get stuck on the brand your hero wears—his or her foot may not be shaped like yours. Moreover, the climbers in the ads get their shoes for free, so they don’t care how durable they are. Don’t buy the “Our rubber is stickier” claims either. These days different rubbers are so similar as to be indistinguishable in blind tests. Ignore the ads and believe your feet. You can always resole them with different rubber if you desire.




  The current trend in climbing shoes is toward low-top slipper styles. These soft shoes smear very well and excel at precise footwork on overhanging rock. Slippers have thin soles that allow you to better feel the rock beneath your toes. The disadvantage to slippers is they do not edge as well as stiffer boots and provide negligible support for landing after falls.




  There are a few stiff-model boots available, but they’re not near as stiff as in years past. Stiff boots excel at edging and really let you drive hard off tiny footholds. Because they don’t bend as easily as slippers, they can actually gain you an inch or more of reach when going for that next hold. However, they lack sensitivity and require more trust (thus helping develop more trust) in one’s footwork. Most stiff boots are cut higher than soft boots, lending some protection from ankle scrapes and strains.




  Boots are classified as symmetric or asymmetric. Symmetric boots have toe boxes that are generally rounded, extending farthest around the second or middle toe. These are generally most comfortable for all-day use. Asymmetric boots have toe boxes that extend farthest at the big toe, forcing more weight there for increased performance on tiny footholds. These are generally less comfortable than symmetric shoes. The different styles require different techniques to get the most out of them. Symmetric boots edge better with the outside of the big toe placed on a hold—this forces the inside of the ankle closer to the rock, an advantageous posture on vertical and less than vertical faces. Asymmetric shoes edge better with the tip of the toe driven onto the foothold—this works best on overhanging rock.
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  The left shoe has a pointed asymmetric toe box, the right shoe a more rounded symmetric toe box. While asymmetric shoes are often marketed as higher performance models, the actual performance characteristics of each style will vary depending on your individual foot shape and toe lengths.
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  The left shoe has an aggressively downturned toe, good for pulling in on toeholds on overhangs. The right shoe has a flat sole, good for all-around use and comfort.
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  Bouldering involves more heel hooks, toe hooks, and rand smears than other styles of climbing, thereby favoring shoes with ample rand coverage. Audrey Hsu on Shipwreck, Joshua Tree National Park, California.




  Some asymmetric shoes have “downturned toes.” These are specialty boots designed to help you pull on toeholds on overhangs. In general these are less comfortable to walk around in between problems—Velcro closures are nice as you’ll be slipping them off frequently. Even if you aspire to only crushing roof projects, there will be time spent warming up on lower-angled stuff where a second pair with a more forgiving shape will be desired.




  A shoe with ample rands (the rubber along the sides) is a plus for heel hooking, toe hooking, and instep smears.




  The tighter the boot fits, the better it will perform up to a point—that point being when it hurts so bad you can’t even walk up to the boulder. Most boots have leather uppers that stretch a bit, or a lot, after a few sessions. Some are made of faux leather that doesn’t stretch at all, so be sure to ask the salesperson how much stretch to expect. Shop for boots in the afternoon, as your feet can swell up to a full size in the course of a day. You will be jumping from boulders frequently. Shoes that pinch your toes may edge a bit better but will hurt like hell whenever you hit the ground.
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  No, his right foot isn’t smaller than his left. He’s just a masochist cramming his foot into the smallest boot he can pull on in hopes of gaining a performance edge.




  Do you want a pair of shoes for all-day use, or megaproject sendmasters you’ll have to remove after every attempt? If you only own one pair, I suggest sizing for comfort—there’s nothing quite like a painfully tight pair of shoes to take the fun out of bouldering. Once you get hooked, you’ll doubtless invest in a tighter or more specialized pair for your projects. As mentioned earlier, your first pair of shoes will probably wear out faster than subsequent pairs. As your footwork improves, so will the life of your shoes.




  Resoling




  The time to send your boots in for a resole is when the sole gets really thin, but before you grind a hole in the rand. It’s much easier (not to mention cheaper) to retain the shape of the shoe if a rand repair isn’t required. If you find your rands wear out before the sole, then this is a sign of sloppy footwork.




  Chalk and Chalk Bag




  Climbers use gymnastics chalk to keep hands and fingers dry and to reduce the greasy feel on hand-holds. It is composed of magnesium carbonate and comes in blocks, powder, a combination lumpy powder, or liquid form. Which form you choose is a matter of personal preference; they all work well. Powder, however, is more prone to blowing out of chalk bags on windy days and to spillage if a chalk bag tips over. Some companies distribute “chalk socks,” which are porous fabric sacks filled with powdered chalk and kept in one’s chalk bag. (These are commonly called “chalkballs,” though one company has trademarked that name.) Chalk socks help prevent spillage and keep chalk dust to a minimum, the latter being an important consideration in climbing gyms or for climbers with breathing problems such as bronchitis or asthma.




  

    Shout Out to the Climbing Shoe Industry




    




    As of 2011, not a single shoe manufacturer was making a safety-oriented bouldering shoe. Ankle sprains have reached epidemic proportions of late. The use of low-top shoes with thick bouldering pads is a formula for disaster. At present the industry takes sport climbing shoes and markets them as suitable for bouldering. These shoes excel at climbing rocks but suck at landings. The only “high-top” shoes currently on the market barely cover the ankle bone, so only provide protection from scrapes when crack climbing (thus are often marketed as trad climbing shoes), but they do not extend high enough above the ankle to trigger the proprioceptive muscle-tightening response to help control ankle roll when the joint is about to exceed its normal range of motion. Basketball players are constantly jumping and landing on others’ feet, and you don’t see them wearing low-tops. Ditto goes for football linemen who tape well above the ankle bone to protect their livelihoods. A proper bouldering shoe would extend about 2 inches above the tip of the ankle bone and allow normal range of motion. How do I know this? Because I got so tired of taping my ankles or trying to squeeze ankle braces inside my boots that I’ve taken to modifying my boots to provide ankle support, and now they work fine with no loss in range of motion. It would be easy to manufacture high-top versions of the current top sport climbing shoes with their aggressive high-performance shapes and characteristics (I’ve confirmed this with designers from several different companies). However, the honks at the shoe companies tell me they could never market such a shoe because of the stigma attached to high-tops as Gumby boots. A load of malarkey, I say—I remember when wearing a harness with leg loops marked you as a complete dweeb. Now you can’t buy a harness without leg loops. So shoe companies, here’s your opportunity to quit hating on us boulderers and our ankles—and become the first to bring out a bouldering shoe for the twenty-first century.
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    This is a 1960s-version of the PA, named after its designer and noted French alpinist and boulderer Pierre Allain. The original version came out in the late 1930s and was the first smooth rubber-soled shoe for climbing. It was designed especially for the needs of bouldering on the sandstone blocks of Fontainebleau. Because Allain designed the shoe for bouldering, he got it right when it came to ankle protection. None of the plethora of modern shoes in the background can claim as much.


  




  Lately some manufacturers have added “secret drying ingredients” to their chalk. Some climbers find this improves performance, others can’t tell the difference. If you already have dry skin, these “super chalks” may cause excessive drying and subsequent skin splitting. Hand lotion can relieve this.




  Because the majority of chalk bags are basically the same, most people choose their chalk bags on the basis of how cool they look. Some people, especially those with big hands, like big bags they can sink their entire mitt into. Others prefer the light weight of a bag that accepts only fingertips. The only really essential feature to look for on a bouldering chalk bag is a slot, pocket, or loop to hold the toothbrush you’ll use to clean holds. On most hard boulder problems, you will not be able to let go and chalk up. Therefore, I suggest finding a bag that will sit on the ground and not tip over and spill. Years ago most bags featured collapsible midsections that helped prevent spills—a good idea that fell victim to fashion trends. A few manufacturers make chalk pots—big, pear-shaped chalk bags designed to sit on the ground.




  You wear two shoes, so why not wear two chalk bags? On longer problems where I have to chalk up during the climb, I like to wear a chalk bag on each hip. I look about as suave as Barney the purple dinosaur, but this system works great. I always know where to dip, and the energy I save not fishing around for my chalk bag while hanging from one hand more than makes up for the extra weight.




  Liquid chalk has become my chalk of choice for most bouldering. It’s simply magnesium carbonate dissolved in alcohol. Squirt a bottle cap’s worth on your hands, rub it all over your palms and fingers (and backs of your hands if jamming), and watch as the alcohol evaporates and leaves a coating of chalk adhered to your hands. Liquid chalk remains on your hands longer and leaves less residue on the rock—a win-win situation. I can give a problem three or four burns before I have to use more liquid chalk, whereas with dry chalk I usually need to chalk each attempt. Liquid chalk also minimizes the health concerns with breathing in chalk dust. For the ultimate in stealth bouldering, I add water-soluble cake coloring to tint my liquid chalk. Looks like goose poop when it comes out of the bottle, but it works great. I can fire off problems and only the savvy boulderer can tell I’ve been there—great for maintaining access. One safety note: Mixing liquid chalk yourself is not a good idea unless you have access to medical grade magnesium carbonate, as the block and powder chalk sold in climbing stores sometimes contains trace amounts of lead and arsenic—not something you want to dissolve and rub into your skin and scrapes.




  Toothbrush




  Your old retired brush with the black algae growing up the bristles will do, but given that this is the least expensive piece of bouldering gear, why not splurge and buy a specialized bouldering brush? The best are made of boar’s hair—they lift chalk out of textured holds well, leaving them super grippy for your next attempt.
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  An extendobrush in use.




  To clean holds beyond your reach, make an “extendobrush” (or bubbabrush in the old-school boulderer’s vernacular). This can be as simple as taping a toothbrush to a stick, or you can go all out with a telescoping handle and attached blow tube. My personal bubbabrush consists of an old golf club shaft (buy the longest club you can find in the barrel at the thrift shop) with a denture brush held on the end with small pipe clamps. Insert a plastic blow tube into the butt/handle end of the shaft. Because the shaft gradually narrows toward the brush end, the force of the air rushing through the tube is concentrated and does a great job of blowing loose chalk, dirt, and debris off holds.




  Carpet Patch




  A carpet patch is used to wipe the soles of your boots on immediately before getting on a problem. Carpet patches help improve the performance of your boots and protect the rock. Sticky boot rubber picks up a lot of dirt and grit—you don’t want those little ball bearings between you and the footholds. Furthermore, grit stuck to your soles acts as an abrasive and hastens the polishing of footholds. You can either cut a square from an old carpet, or go to a carpet store and ask if they have any sample patches of discontinued lines they’d give you (or sell to you for a buck or two). The carpet store samples have finished edges so they won’t unravel. Never leave your rug fixed at the boulders—they become dirty so quickly (and muddy if it rains) that they become useless. Furthermore, they are trash, plain and simple, and give a homeless hideout look to any boulderfield. By always keeping your personal rug with you, you can beat the dirt out every now and then, keeping it clean. In turn, it cleans your boots better, increasing your chance of succeeding on a given problem.
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  In Fontainebleau the bottom of the carpet patches urge you (in eleven languages) to love the rock by cleaning your soles before climbing.




  Bouldering Pads




  Bouldering pads (aka crash pads) are foam-cushioned mats used to take the sting out of bouldering falls. Used intelligently, bouldering pads allow one to push harder on the boulders.




  Some climbers view bouldering pads as devices merely to protect against bruised feet, but they do much more than that. Imagine jumping off your kitchen table and onto the tile floor fifteen times a day, three days a week, for ten years straight. Now imagine how bad your back, your hips, your knees, and your feet would feel after those ten years. The cumulative effect of bouldering falls can be crippling. Moreover, bouldering falls commonly create acute injuries such as bruised heels and broken feet. There’s no sense in becoming an Advil poster child—investing in a good bouldering pad is an investment in your long-term health.




  The most important component of any bouldering pad is the foam. Too soft and you’ll feel like you just received a Singapore foot caning. Too stiff and your skeleton will take the shock before the foam does its job. Your weight and bouldering style should determine which pad you buy. Having fallen on more bouldering pads more times than probably anyone else, I’ve come up with the following suggestions for checking foam quality and consistency: Stand on the bouldering pad with both feet. If your weight fully compresses the pad without jumping up and down, the pad is too soft. If you stand with all your weight on one foot, it should compress nearly all the way down—a 1-inch hop should compress it fully. Obviously, David Spade would pick a softer pad than Rush Limbaugh. If you only take very short falls, you can get away with a softer pad than if you frequently take very long falls.
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  “Gnarly” Charlie Long on King Tut (V3), Buttermilks, California.




  Most pads have two densities of foam: a thick chunk of open cell and a thin slice of closed cell. There are two theories on using these: One says to lay the closed cell on the bottom as the final protection against stone bruises if you fully compress the open cell above. The other says to put the closed cell on top to distribute the force of a fall out over more of the open-cell foam below. Pads are made both ways, but in practice you can just flip them for the desired effect—closed cell down for a softer landing on short falls, closed cell up for a stiffer landing on long bombs or if your open-cell foam has gone mushy.




  Quality bouldering pads are not cheap. Good, durable foam costs about as much per pound as filet mignon; it will last for years before wearing out. Cheap foam costs about as much per pound as hamburger. A pad made of cheap foam may work well for the first month or two, but will quickly deteriorate and soften. To assess foam quality, check the feel of the foam inside the pad before you buy—good foam will feel almost moist due to high latex content, cheap foam will have a slightly crunchy feel due to excessive use of clay filler.




  The best size of bouldering pad is the biggest one you’re willing to carry. By biggest I mean greatest surface area, not thickest. Overly thick pads, especially those thicker than 4 inches, have safety issues we’ll touch on shortly. The longer the approach to your favorite area, the smaller a pad you might want to own. However, the higher off the ground you boulder, the greater you risk missing a small pad when you fall. While climbing the notorious Gill route on the Thimble, I remember my 3-foot-wide bouldering pad looking like a cocktail napkin.




  The current trend in pads is to make them thicker and thicker, often to make up for inferior foam quality, but also as a marketing gimmick to make climbers think thicker pads must be safer. In fact, the thicker the pad, the greater the risk of ankle injury if you hit the edge of the pad—double that risk if you climb in low-top shoes. Some pads are so thick that people are rolling their ankles when hitting them dead center but with a sideways component of trajectory. I personally shy away from pads more than 4 inches thick.




  The original homemade bouldering pads had carpet exteriors that were heavy but durable. The foam wore out before the carpet. Store-bought models save weight by using pack cloth exteriors. I have seen some of these wear out prematurely. Check for heavyweight pack cloth and for double-stitched seams. Some models also have some sort of carpet covering on one side to wipe your feet on. This is no substitute for carrying your own carpet patch, as your bouldering pad is often not positioned at the base of the problem. Therefore you need a carpet patch at the base anyway. Nevertheless, a carpeted side is desirable to provide extra friction for upside-down placements on steep slabs. (More on placing bouldering pads in Chapter 2.) Some pads feature rounded corners to reduce wear common on square corners. Few boulderers actually replace their pad’s foam (Chinese pads flooding the market are frequently cheaper than domestically sourced replacement foam), so the durability of the corners is not that big an issue. More important is the fact that you can’t butt rounded corner pads together (for multi-pad landings) without producing a gap where the corners meet. This gap is a huge safety hazard. Better to go with square corners and reinforce them with Shoe Goo or the like.




  There are two basic styles of pads: those that fold with a hinge and those that fold like a taco shell. Hinge models will feel soft if you land on the hinge line unless the hinge line has straps or a flap to snug the gutter(s) shut (the little Velcro patches inside the gutter are nearly useless). You can find both bi-fold and tri-fold hinge models. Hinge models fold flatter than taco models—a plus when it comes to fitting in a trunk or storing in limited space at home. Taco-fold models are made of one thickness of foam, and you just fold the entire thickness over to shut the pad. These don’t have the inherent soft spot along a hinge line, but with repeated folding the foam usually gets worked along the fold, creating a soft spot in the pad anyway. Storing the pad unfolded can help delay the onset of this soft spot. There are a few hybrid hinge/taco pads out there with a thin, uninterrupted sheet of closed-cell foam that fold taco-style atop a pair of open-cell chunks that are hinged. This reduces the softness of the hinge line, but not as well as a gutter flap. Of course the gutter flap/straps only work if you take the time to use them and seal the gutter tight—some folks are too lazy to do this every time they lay the pad out because the flap/straps need to be undone each time you fold the pad for carrying.




  Check how convenient the closure straps are to use—some are a pain in the hindquarters. The terrain you travel through to the boulders influences the pack harness decision. For instance, if you boulder mostly in Boone, a pad that rides low is a plus because of all the branches you’ll duck under getting to the boulders. If, however, you log most of your time in The Buttermilks, a high-riding pad will be better. Can you stash shoes and chalk bag inside without them falling out? Does the pad have handles for easy pickup to move between problems without strapping the whole shebang back together? On bi-fold pads, a handle inside the gutter works well. Are the buckles metal or plastic? How comfortable are the pack straps and belt? You’ll probably have a pack full of shoes and water stuffed inside the pad, so it will weigh more than just the pad alone in the store. If you’re humping it out to Mount Evans, you’ll be glad you checked. Some pads feature Velcro flaps to mate them side by side with other pads of the same make—alas it’s a Tower of Babel when it comes to mating pads of different makes. Recently some manufacturers have started offering thin, firm sub-pads that can be used to cover seams between butted-together pads, among other uses.




  [image: image]




  Pictured left to right are a sub-pad, a hinge pad, and a taco pad.




  As with much in life, you get what you pay for in a pad. Invest wisely.




  There have been a few attempts to manufacture air pads, but so far none of these systems have gained popularity.




  

    Pad Slitting: Calling Out the Manufacturers, Part Deux




    




    Ah, here’s another sidebar I hope to replace by the next printing of this book—how to make your pad safer. Circa 2000 I took a 6-foot fall off a problem in the Adirondacks, hit the edge of my pad, felt a horrid pop in my left ankle, and crumpled to the ground. Lying flat on my back, I looked at my outstretched legs and found myself staring at the sole of my left shoe—my foot was on the side of my leg, not the end where it belonged. Luckily my bouldering partner was a Wilderness First Responder and did a crack job splinting the injured foot. My luck continued as I was taken to the Lake Placid emergency room, just down the road from the Olympic Training Center—no shortage of top sports medicine doctors there. They were duly impressed by the extent of the injuries—I’d popped all the ligaments off the outside of the ankle, tearing away some bone in the process, then rolled the ankle so tight as to crush ligaments on the inside as well. A “third-degree ring-around-the-rosey” sprain, as they called it. At first the doctor took me to be just a recreational climber, slapped an air cast on the foot, and told me to lay off it for eight weeks. “Wait a minute,” I said, “is this what you’d do for one of your Olympians?” “No,” responded the doctor, “but you won’t rehab six to eight hours a day like they would.” “Bullshit I won’t.” And with those words I was introduced to the joys of hardcore cryotherapy. The concept is simple: You immerse your foot in a bucket of ice water until it goes so numb you lose all feeling—only then can you stand to do the exercises. Then you knock out a bunch of exercises, upping the difficulty and intensity each session until the injury is healed. The catch is you get to do this every three hours from breakfast till bedtime, only taking enough time off between sets to avoid frostbite. Yep, six times a day the pain of the foot freezing. Six times a day the much greater burning agony of it thawing out. Multiply by a couple months. Hence the start of my search for a safer bouldering pad.




    It’s sad to say that since then, in the last decade plus, pads have only become more hazardous, not safer, as manufacturers engage in megamaxipad marketing, producing ads that sound like Enzyte commercials. “Enjoy the throbbing surge of confidence that comes with packing the biggest, thickest rig in the klettergarden. This product has not been evaluated by the FDA and is not intended to treat any threats to your safety.” To increase my safety, I modify my pads to soften the perimeter and reduce ankle roll on edge falls. The process takes under an hour, perfect for your next rest day. Here’s how I do it:




    First, grab a long knife—this is the only tool you’ll need. (A bread knife with wide smooth serrations cuts foam smoothly, whereas knives with tiny sharp serrations snag and tear at the foam.) Pull the foam out of your pad. This is easier if you fold the pad in a U shape. Note that some pads will have open- (soft) and closed- (hard) cell foam bonded together; others will have separate sheets of foam. If the former, the instructions below apply to the entire bonded mass. If the latter, the slicing instructions below apply to the open-cell foam, not the closed cell.




    Make a cut parallel to the edge of the pad. This cut will be three-quarters of the depth of the pad and 1¼ inches from the edge, and will run the length of the foam. Do this around the entire perimeter of the pad, but do not cut any slices along the gutter edges in hinge-model pads. Repeat the process, slicing parallel to the edge but 1¼ inches farther in toward the center of the pad. This slice should be one-half the depth of the pad. Make one more set of slices 1¼ inches in, but only one-quarter the depth of the pad.
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