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  Lisa Rands on a Looney Binge (12c), Owens River Gorge, California.
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  Steph Davis climbs Hidden Gem (5.13), Moab, Utah.




  
Foreword by STEPH DAVIS





  As a woman who climbs, I am often asked to reflect on women and climbing. This usually leaves me a little nonplussed. Having spent most of my life on the side of a wall or sleeping in a small space with one other person or a dog, I mostly identify myself as a climber, and if asked to supply another qualifier, I then go on down the list to a human, and if pressed further, I describe myself as a writer or a photographer or a BASE jumper or whatever I happen to be doing that day. Of course I acknowledge and value being female. It’s on the list of things I am; it’s just not at the top of the list.




  In climbing it seems impossible to avoid qualifiers, such as difficulty, length, duration, speed, technicality, intensity, physicality, extremeness, maleness, and femaleness. One of the first things you learn as a climber is the Yosemite decimal system, so you know how to compare and grade routes. To an outsider, climbers must seem like a bunch of very athletic accountants. Quantification, I believe, is like a large clay pot that you plant a seedling in. At first it seems impossible that a little sprout could grow to fill the pot. Yet inevitably, the plant grows until its roots meet the pot’s walls and become cramped and smashed. The plant withers, and dies, stifled by the same walls that once seemed impossible to reach.




  I think I’m lucky to have lived this metaphor so intensely for the twenty-two years I’ve been a climber. It didn’t take long for me to see quantification as a clay pot rather than a huge perimeter of infinite aspiration and to see that the world outside the pot is where that universe of infinite aspiration really lies. Living within labels and categories keeps us within the pot, where everything is great until our roots are crushed up against the walls. Then freedom comes only from smashing the pot to send off shoots in every direction and grow freely without restriction.




  I’ve always been uneasy with putting myself into any category, taking up residence inside any pot. And I’ve been uncertain of how to think about the concept of women climbers. That label strikes me as a pot with very thick walls. Certainly climbers across the board seem to have the same dilemma. A female climber gains notice when she becomes the first female to climb a route, while at the same time, discussions are held as to whether first female ascents should even be discussed. There are women-only climbing groups, events, and expeditions with gender exclusiveness as the overriding goal, and though I’ve seen plenty climbing outings with only men in them, they never seem to be organized as such. For someone who aspires to see the world and living creatures in the most fundamental terms, this type of separation is difficult to embrace. Personally, I’ve never chosen or rejected a climbing partner on the basis of gender. I’ve lived in a portaledge for weeks with men I considered excellent climbing partners and good friends and never thought more about it beyond wanting to reach the summit and get down again.




  I grew up with one older brother. In 1991, when I started climbing in Maryland, rock gyms did not exist. There weren’t many climbers in general and definitely fewer women in the sport, especially on mountain climbs and on expeditions. I climbed what I could and with anyone who wanted to climb, which meant that my partners included men and women who ranged in age from twenty to sixty. On expeditions, my partners were predominantly male, but I didn’t think much about it, aside from learning quickly that women need to wear an extra layer of long underwear when climbing in cold places thanks to the different behavior of our circulatory system. When I think about my favorite climbing partners, they are categorized by the type of climbing they like and their attitude about life, rather than their gender.




  Though I haven’t spent much time reflecting on what it means to be a climber who is female, I’ve spent a great deal of time reflecting on what it means to be human. At this point in my life, I think one of the most significant qualities of humanness is the need to connect. Looking back, I can see that this desire is what made me become a climber. It’s also what has kept me climbing for over half my life, and it will keep me climbing for the rest of it. Climbing is a conduit, a metaphorical plug that we can use to link ourselves into powerful, life-altering forces—forces like passion, discipline, purity, nature, and the universe itself. The desire for connection leads us down many avenues and ultimately leads us to be our best selves.




  It makes sense that I never thought about the idea of male versus female for all these years, because when seeking connection, we focus on similarities. What makes climbers the same is our love of climbing and our desire to share that love with those who feel it as much as we do. As a climber who is also a woman, I think that shared experience is to be celebrated wherever we can find it.




  From this perspective, I see women climbers differently. Finding common ground is one of the hallmarks of connection, and I think it’s what inspires women who climb to seek one another out and what makes our experiences more meaningful to each other. Because connection has no perimeters, no walls, and no bounds, it is the ultimate aspiration, the deepest root of human desire. The quest for common ground makes climbers of us all and humans of us all. The details of our connection are the ties that pull us together.




  —STEPH DAVIS


  Moab, Utah, 2013









   

      

  
Foreword by SASHA DiGIULIAN





  What is climbing culture?




  This is an ever-changing topic that has many definitions and contradictions. Climbing has long been defined as an outdoor sport peopled by independent, spirited men and women, challenging rugged rock faces. These climbers form a close-knit global community and are the core of the climbing culture. With the advent of competition climbing with events, such as the Rock Master Festival in Arco, Italy, came the growth of the indoor climbing gyms. These facilities first served as indoor training options for traditional outdoor climbers during the off-season, but they have quickly grown to a culture adjunct to and separate from traditional outdoor pursuits. Often the destination for birthday parties, Boy Scout trips, and corporate events, the gyms popularized and fueled the growth of the indoor climbing industry for both competition and for fitness. According to the gym directory on Mountain Project in 2013, there were 884 indoor climbing gyms in the United States and Canada. There are youth climbers who actively compete and are members of USA Climbing, the national governing body of competition in the United States. There are many more who utilize the gyms for fitness and social activities. Many of these climbers have never, and may never, climb a natural rock face in their lifetime. In the beginning the gym parking lots had muddy Jeeps and Subarus, and you now see fancy BMWs that would never make the approach to the “Motherload” in Kentucky’s Red River Gorge.




  Rock climbing is now more approachable and attainable than ever. It is fast becoming a commercialized sport, available to the mainstream. Magazines such as Vogue, Seventeen, and Women’s Health are tuning in to the sport as a type of new workout. So, with this change in the interpretation of who climbers are and what composes the climber lifestyle, from seemingly outdoor “hippies” to more youthful vivaciousness that parallels the culture of snowboarding and surfing, can we say that climbing is evolving for the better or should we be preserving the past? There is no turning back the clock and to even attempt to do so would not be a good thing.




  I have been climbing since 1999, and I have experienced this evolution of the sport during the short time I’ve been involved. My first exposure to climbing was at my brother’s birthday party when I was seven years old. Something about the sport invigorated me. I was drawn to the excitement of advancing upward, defying gravity, and controlling my movements. I was enthralled by the experience. I had always dabbled in different sports: swimming, figure skating, soccer, ballet, and skiing; however, I was more than ready to give them all up once I joined the junior team at Sportrock, a local climbing center.




  My drive to climb inspired me to climb both outdoors and in competition. I was lucky. My coach stressed to our team that climbing outside would make us better climbers. I learned how to lead belay with my teammate on a climb rated 5.12 in the New River Gorge in West Virginia. I loved climbing outside, partially for the social aspects of the experience and partially for the cathartic exposure to nature. Spending time with friends, being able to laugh, and encouraging each other while pushing our own personal abilities highlighted my experiences in the sport. We bonded through this shared appreciation for being out in nature and attempting climbs together. No matter the age or background of the participants, climbing was a unifying under-tone that created instant friendships. I looked forward to the Triple Crown bouldering comps, which were held outdoors. I climbed next to Lisa Rands, who completed boulder problems rated v9 and v6. Watching her motivated me.
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    Sasha DiGiulian focuses on True Love (13d) Red River Gorge, Kentucky.




  For me, hearing about top climbers’ achievements imbedded an awareness of pushing the standard, but more, I was intrigued to set goals in order to test my own boundaries. My friends were my role models, and climbing enthusiasts are exactly the motivating figures in climbing that are pushing the standards of climbing today. That being said, there are many climbers who love the sport, who are national and international champions, and who never climb real rock. Are they any less a climber than me? No, they just experience the sport differently. Is a swimmer any less a swimmer if he or she spends a lifetime training in a chlorinated, 50-meter pool and never dives into the ocean or swims to an island in a pristine lake? In my opinion they are all swimmers. Some compete in pools, some swim iron-man races in open waters, and some just swim to the island because they love to swim.




  Inspiration will always be individual. Through climbing, I learned that true motivation will always be rooted in passion. As my passion for climbing increases, my interest in the history of the sport grows too. When I was a young girl, all that really mattered to me was the activity of climbing, but as I matured with the sport, I realized the importance of the roots of climbing, in particular, women in climbing, and I developed a deeper appreciation for the past. It is hard to directly relate to generations that I feel slightly removed from. I realize I am no longer the youngest generation of climbing. There are layers of history behind me for me to learn from and to progress from, as well as new layers of younger climbers to watch and to be inspired by. We can all give and take from our own distinct backgrounds. No matter how old or how young we are, personal progression is just that: personal. I will always have a new route or boulder problem that impassions me, a new grade, a competition, or a recreational climbing trip to a spectacular spot on the globe. The more entangled my life becomes with climbing, the more I realize that instead of melding together each generation’s experiences of climbing and climbing culture into one collective definition of climbing, we share our distinctive experiences and use these to annotate the greater picture. Climbing is freedom; it is a personal experience of realizing your goals through both mental and physical perseverance.




  The standard for climbing will continue to rise to levels seemingly impossible. Inevitably the standard of the sport increases as the number of participants do. We saw Lynn Hill and Robyn Ebersfield-Raboutou set the standard; Josune Bereziartu realize 9a; and Angela Eiter stomp the competition scene for the past decade. Though now, an 11-year-old by the name of Ashima Shiraishi has bouldered v13 and sport climbed 5.14c and has a fearless tenacity to climb whatever that she envisions possible. I know, because I have trained with her, and I have witnessed her drive to excel and to define the next level.




  I am endlessly moved and inspired by the past and present generations. I look to the past idols as role models in setting new levels of possibilities, but I look to the newer generation for motivation to conquer climbing frontiers yet to be discovered. In order to set the next standard and to be the next best thing, we must believe in ourselves and our capabilities. With mental perseverance, physical capability, and wisdom in the sport as a whole, the future of women in climbing will continue to progress at incalculable speeds. Brace yourselves, boys, women in climbing are progressing at full force and the next level is yet to be defined!




    —SASHA DIGIULIAN


  New York, New York, 2013
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    Sasha DiGiulian samples the steepness of Kentucky’s Red River Gorge.


 

  
Introduction





  Someone wise once said, “The greatest gift is the gift of good work.” In that respect I’ve been fortunate, and this book in particular has been a gift in many ways. It’s provided me the opportunity to meet and work with an exemplary group of individuals—twenty women who inspire through their vision, skill, commitment to climbing, and sheer love of life.




  Even though I’ve been climbing for more than forty years, I learned something from each and every one of the women profiled in this book. In fact, the experience of collecting the wisdom of twenty of the world’s best climbers has radically changed my own attitude toward climbing. Has it taught me to climb 5.14? Alas, no! I’m afraid I’m still going to have to wait to be reincarnated in Sasha DiGiulian’s body in order to do that!




  But the process taught me to think less about ratings and performance and to focus far more on the sheer joy of the sport in all its forms. It’s made me realize how much of my climbing career has been spent attempting to shield my ego, rather than remaining open to new attitudes, techniques, and training methods. When I hear some of the most experienced climbers in the world talk about how they’re always asking questions and continually learning, refining, and experimenting, it gives me permission to do the same.




  And the stoke is infectious. Being around people who are passionate about the climbing lifestyle makes me appreciate and enjoy it all the more.




  Perhaps the most important lesson this book offers is that each of us must find the courage to embrace who we really are. If, in your heart and in your soul, you know you’re born to climb, then dedicate yourself fully to that passion. These athletes are a living testament to what can be achieved when you commit your life to what you love.




  Books are journeys, too, and this one is no exception. Like many journeys this one started long ago, before I was even aware of it. I had been a photographer and writer for more than twenty years before I noticed that many of my best images featured women in relation with nature. This started me thinking about ways to organize those images into a collection, a winding circuitous path that brought me eventually to the book you’re holding.




  As a man, it’s not my place to define how climbing, traditionally viewed as a masculine activity, has evolved through the influx and influence of women. Instead, my approach was to allow the women most responsible for that transformation in North America to tell their own story, in their own words, and to let the power of their mastery speak clearly through photography.




  In order to facilitate that process I provided each woman profiled in this book with a list of general questions about their lives and careers and then I conducted interviews with them based on those questions and recorded the conversations. Any errors are solely my own.




  There’s a quote by the Persian poet Rūmī that summarizes all I’ve tried to do with my life and work: “Let the beauty we love be what we do.” I believe there are things in this world that are intrinsically beautiful. Horses for one. Running horses always awaken a brokenhearted sense of beauty—a longing for something that lies forever beyond words. Mountains are another. Driving along the Sierra Nevada, watching the ever-shifting play of cloud and brightness on John Muir’s “Range of Light,” I’m reminded of the profound beauty of mountains and why I’ve spent the better part of my life drawn to them, exploring their secrets, which as English writer Rudyard Kipling suggested, draw us ever farther, beyond the ranges, to dreamlike landscapes ever higher, more remote, and filled with mystery. And then, there is the remarkable grace of women who dare.




  —CHRIS NOBLE




  Salt Lake City, Utah, 2013
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  Kate Rutherford dances up the Free Nose (12c) Black Canyon of the Gunnison, Colorado.




  DARING GRACE






   There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening that is translated through you into action, and because there is only one of you in all of time, this expression is unique. And if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and it will be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your business to determine how good it is nor how valuable nor how it compares with other expressions. It is your business to keep yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel open.




  —MARTHA GRAHAM, AMERICAN DANCER AND CHOREOGRAPHER







  One day, while riding in the car with her mother below Utah’s Wasatch Range, my four-year-old granddaughter, Hannah, said, “Hey Mommy, look at those mountains!” And her mother said, “Yes Hannah, those are mountains.” To which Hannah replied, “You know if you had a rope, you could climb those mountains.”




  This book is dedicated to Hannah and all the children like her, girls and boys, who will one day discover their unique potential through the rapidly growing sport of climbing. At the ripe old age of four, Hannah is already a graduate of ABC for Kids, the climbing program created by former World Cup champion Robyn Erbesfield-Raboutou.




  In the early seventies when I began climbing, there were only a handful of climbers in the entire United States. They were a ragtag band of misfits that Yosemite pioneer Yvon Chouinard accurately pegged as “a bunch of guys who couldn’t get a date.” Back in the day, we were slack jawed with surprise (and envy) when someone showed up at the crag with a girl in tow. It was rare indeed to see women climbing on their own or to see kids at the crag.




  How times change! As of 2013, climbing is enjoying an explosion in popularity and participation impossible to imagine by us early adaptors. The advent of indoor climbing gyms took a fringe, counterculture activity and moved it swiftly into the mainstream. It’s no longer necessary to live near mountains to be a climber. Sasha DiGiulian, one of the world’s finest rock climbers, grew up in downtown Washington, D.C.; attends Columbia University in New York City; and travels, climbs, and competes at the highest level. By 2013 nearly every major city (and many small ones) in the United States had at least one gym, and in contrast to the past, the majority of people entering the sport today have their first experiences indoors on plastic, rather than outside on natural rock.




  As Robyn suggests in her profile, climbing has the potential to rival gymnastics in popularity and possibly surpass it, since climbing has the added benefit of being an activity the entire family can enjoy together.




  Kids naturally love to climb, whether it’s on trees, jungle gyms, or climbing walls. That’s good news in the United States, where if current trends continue, it’s predicted that 50 percent of the population will be obese by 2030. Starting kids climbing at an early age provides an incentive for them to stay active and fit. In a society ever more concerned with the effects of passive entertainment, climbing offers a way for young people to plug in once more to a more primal, elemental world—one fashioned from sun, stone, wind, and sky.




  Yes, climbing has its risks. Yet sport climbing, the most commonly practiced form, remains statistically safer than popular activities such as road biking and skiing. The women profiled in this book are living proof that climbing is a life-enhancing activity. As Lynn Hill points out, “climbing gives me life!”




  While the women in this book agree that first and foremost climbing should be fun, for those who fall deeply under its spell, it can be more. Like yoga and meditation, climbing integrates body and mind. As big-wall climber Madaleine Sorkin points out, climbing raises the question, how can I take the calm, accepting state of mind I discover during meditation, and apply it to the emotional challenges found on the side of a cliff face thousands of feet above the ground? Ice climber Dawn Glanc states, “I feel like a Zen warrior out there fighting my warrior’s battle with myself. Warriors don’t go into battle thinking they’re going to lose, and I don’t attempt a climb thinking I’m going to fail.”




  For its initiates, climbing becomes a lifelong journey toward self-mastery. Climbing teaches competency, commitment, discipline, the ability to set goals and accomplish them, the perseverance to keep going when the going gets tough, and a discerning, yet pragmatic, quit-your-whining-and-get-after-it approach to the challenges life brings.




  As a climbing friend of mine likes to say, “with the right attitude the worst day of your life can become the best.” It’s not uncommon to hear climbers say that when they were young, the sport served as a type of initiation that saved them from depression, drugs, delinquency, and worse.




  While pop culture loudly promotes a cult of personality, climbing quietly promotes character—the strength and resilience of the human spirit that confronts the vicissitudes of life with confidence and good humor. Character was once a primary goal of higher education, but it seems all but forgotten in our modern age.




  As French poet René Daumal writes in his book, Mount Analogue, those who remain in the valleys cannot even imagine the perspective of those who climb mountains. In the pages that follow, we are privileged to hear the personal stories of twenty amazing women who have dared the heights and returned. As they attest, the lessons learned in the gym; on boulders, cliffs, and frozen waterfalls; and in the world’s great ranges can be brought home and applied to the more mundane challenges we all encounter in our daily lives.




  Brought together by a common passion, climbers are a tribe. It’s easy to recognize them by their broad shoulders, feline hips, droll humor, and love of travel. But perhaps most distinguishing is the faraway look in their eyes. Climbers are always gazing toward things unknown and unseen by the uninitiated—a spray of birds blown like sparks along a cliff’s edge; the countless stars above a desert campsite; the crystal magic of a waterfall frozen to stillness by winter’s cold.




  Most of all, there’s a bond of the soul between climbers that is impossible to describe to those who have not felt it; yet it is instantly recognizable by those who have—the distillation of days spent together experiencing the entire spectrum of human emotion, including fear, anxiety, exhaustion, doubt, and longing, as well as companionship, courage, exaltation, and joy.




  Regardless of how long you have been climbing and regardless of your ability and experience, it is essential to joyfully embrace your own inner climber. The women profiled in this book did. Steph Davis, for example, describes how she horrified her parents by dropping out of law school in order to live out of her car and climb full time. Brittany Griffith describes learning about climbing and road-tripping from a boyfriend she would later marry. But in an interesting role reversal, when her husband decided he wanted to settle down, to his surprise, it was the marriage that ended, and Griffith has been on an endless road trip ever since.




  Yosemite, Patagonia, Zion National Park, Hueco Tanks, Indian Creek, Rifle Mountain Park, the New, and the Red are the places that the women mention again and again. They think nothing of driving from Washington, D.C., to Kentucky’s Red River Gorge for a weekend. At a moment’s notice, they’ll pack the truck and hit the road for weeks on end. Davis describes her early years of back-to-back expeditions, bouncing from winters in Patagonia to summers in Kyrgyzstan, the Karakoram and the Arctic, while waiting tables and living in her car between trips to make ends meet. Nomad extraordinaire Kate Rutherford has lived in one vehicle or another for a decade, mostly in Yosemite.




  One could dismiss such devotion as one-dimensional, yet these women defy such stereotyping. Before dropping out of law school, Davis had already earned a master’s degree in literature, and today, in addition to a remarkable array of climbing accomplishments she’s the author of two books. Lisa Hathaway works as a wildlife biologist and plays music in several bands. Emily Harrington graduated magna cum laude with honors in international relations, and Alison Osius is not only an accomplished climber, but she’s also a lifelong writer and editor, whose career focused on the climbing lifestyle.




  Along with Alison, seven of the women are dedicated moms. Heading that list is JC Hunter, who magically finds time to climb 5.14 between working full time as a nurse and raising four children.




  Yet while the climbers in this book (and their partners) certainly deserve respect, they’d be the first to point out they are not superhuman. They all share the same insecurities, worries, and self-doubt. Regardless of where climbers finds themselves outside on the ratings scale, inside they grapple with the same universal anxieties about finding balance, not living up to their own expectations, and managing intimate relationships. In addition to discussing their climbing accomplishments, the women profiled here talk candidly and courageously about the issues that confront and confound us all.




  Most of all, this book is a celebration of the climbing lifestyle as experienced by women, and it acknowledges that women have quietly, yet surely, made a home for themselves within the climbing world. Each of the women profiled was asked whether she thought women approach climbing differently than men. Overwhelmingly, the answer was yes, but as Dawn points out, women climb differently than men, but those differences enrich the climbing experience and are something to be celebrated.




  Alex Megos, a nineteen-year-old male climbing phenom from Germany who in 2013 became the first climber of either gender to on-sight 5.14d, points out, “You can learn something from every climber, especially from girls. Because on some of the routes you have a way, and it feels so hard, and you see a girl do it, and make it look so easy because she has different ways to do the moves, and different feet, different holds, and body positions. You think, ‘why didn’t I try that?’ ”




  It’s significant that Women Who Dare was published in 2013, the same year as the twentieth anniversary of Lynn Hill’s free-climb of the Nose on Yosemite’s El Capitan. The most elegant line on what is arguably the premier granite wall on Earth, climbing the Nose, by any means, is a lifetime achievement for most climbers. But Lynn did all the moves free, using only natural features and without resorting to aid or artificial climbing for purchase and upward progress, and her achievement was a watershed moment in the evolution of the sport. Some of the best male climbers in the world have tried to free the Nose and failed. When Lynn succeeded, it was a tremendous leap forward in what was considered possible for any climber regardless of gender.




  Lynn’s ascent was a game changer, a paradigm shift that occurs once or twice in a generation. It ushered in the era of modern rock climbing as it is known today, and it opened the floodgates for a whole new generation of women climbers. Free-climbing the Nose leveled the playing field in a way no amount of feminist campaigning ever could. Actions always speak louder than words, and Lynn’s actions on the Great Roof and the Changing Corners state clearly and unambiguously that women can climb as hard as any man and that they are more than capable of making lasting contributions to the sport’s evolution.




  After all, the goal of any social movement is not superiority but equal opportunity. Evidence of Hill’s enduring legacy can be seen today in the adventures and accomplishments of the women included here and in every climbing gym in the world, where tens of thousands of young girls, like my granddaughter Hannah, now learn to climb without any limit on what they can achieve.
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  Elaina Arenz takes possession of Finders Keepers (12c) New River Gorge, West Virginia.




  
ELAINA ARENZ





  There are places you visit that immediately seem like home, and Fayetteville, West Virginia, perched on the edge of the New River Gorge (NRG), is one of them. This is Appalachia at its best—deep gorges, white-water rivers, and sixty-three thousand acres of protected forest, hill, and hollow. On crisp mornings mist flows above the New and Gauley Rivers, and by afternoon it’s warm enough to swim. Perched above the gorges is some of America’s best rock climbing. These elements alone make the region attractive, but it’s the locals who make it feel like home. When I think of climbing in the NRG, memories of stellar rock are blended with the warm hospitality of the people who live there.




  No one personifies the local openhearted friendliness better than Elaina Arenz. Growing up an army brat, Elaina understands how it feels to be a stranger, and she was once just one of the thousands of climbers who pass through Fayetteville each year. For five consecutive summers she and former husband, Kurt Smith, crisscrossed the United States with their Kickin’ Access Tour on behalf of the Access Fund, a national advocacy group for climbing areas in the United States. Roving missionaries preaching the benefits of accepting climbing as one’s personal salvation, Kurt and Elaina’s efforts raised more than a hundred thousand dollars and signed up more than ten thousand new converts. Each summer she and Kurt passed through the NRG, and eventually when it came time to put down roots, they chose Fayetteville due to the strong friendships they had formed and the brilliant climbing the area offers.
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   Arenz is lowered off a route at the Endless Wall in the NRG.




  
[image: chpt_fig_004]





  Elaina Arenz going for a Photo Finish (5.9) high above the New River.




  Now the owner and operator of New River Mountain Guides (NRMG), Elaina introduces people to the wonders of climbing. With her office located in the same building as Water Stone Outdoors, the local climbing shop, Elaina and Water Stone’s owners, Kenny Parker and Gene and Maura Kistler, form the diplomatic core of Fayetteville’s outdoor community. Once you get to know these folks, it isn’t long before you know everyone in town.




  Through NRMG, Elaina offers a full spectrum of courses designed for the modern climber. For instance, you can learn not just how to climb but how to transition from the gym to outdoors. Each summer NRMG offers the successful Teen Rock Climbing Summer Camp, and it recently began offering retreats that combine climbing with yoga. Elaina is also a certified Warrior’s Way trainer, the Arno Ilgner mental training for climbers interested in improving their ability to focus and work with climbing-based fears.




  Elaina is a climber unafraid to give back. In addition to teaching and guiding, she serves on the board of directors of the New River Alliance of Climbers. She was one of the organizing members of the New River Rendezvous, an annual climbers festival considered one of the best in the nation.




  Despite all her duties, Elaina still finds time to crush it out on the rock. Elaina has put up numerous first female ascents both in the NRG and across the United States. Along with Kurt, she was one of the original developers of El Potrero Chico, the sport-climbing destination in northern Mexico. Some of her first ascents there include Marklar (11b) and No Excuses (11a), as well as Flounder (11a) in the NRG.




  An unrepentant tomboy who refused to play with dolls as a child, Elaina is sponsored by La Sportiva and Sterling Rope, and like natural-born dirtbag climbers everywhere across America, her favorite postclimbing beverage is PBR (Pabst Blue Ribbon beer).




  ROOTS




  My name’s Elaina Arenz. I was born in Virginia in 1974. I grew up an army brat, so I’ve lived all over. After graduating from high school in Texas, I attended the University of Texas, and that’s when I started climbing. A coworker introduced me to it. He was opening Austin’s first climbing gym, so he took me along, and I was really psyched.




  “Wait until I take you outside,” he said. So the next weekend he took me to one of the local Austin crags, and I top-roped a route called Meet the Flintstones (5.9). My friend was impressed I didn’t fall.




  “You should lead that,” he said. And I said, “What’s leading?” He replied, “That’s where you take the rope with you and clip it into the quick draws as you go.” Then I asked, “If I fall, will I hit the ground?” “No,” he answered, “not if you’re high enough.” So I decided to try it. He pulled the rope, and I led my first route.




  Immediately, I realized the real fun was outside. However, for the first couple of years most of my climbing was at the gym, because I was in college, and the easiest place to climb was indoors. Soon I got a job working at the gym and that’s when I started teaching. At the time, none of my friends were climbers, so I had to either make new friends or teach the old ones how to climb. So from the very beginning I was introducing people and showing them how to climb.




  Today I identify myself primarily as a sport climber. That’s the first discipline I learned, although I soon started bouldering as well. When I met Kurt, he taught me how to trad climb, place gear, jam, etc.




  I love a lot of things about climbing. But first is the travel. I like the places it takes you, and the people you meet. You have meaningful interactions with different cultures as a climber that you wouldn’t experience as a tourist.




  ROAD TRIPS




  After graduating from college, I took a year off to travel and climb. I had a friend living in Anchorage, Alaska. So in the middle of winter I flew there to meet her, and we drove all the way to El Potrero Chico in Mexico! It was really fun, like Thelma and Louise on the Alcan Highway. On the way we spent a month in Hueco, Texas, and I got all my stuff stolen [laughs]. Somehow, I managed to scrape enough money together to make it through the winter. I know, living in Texas, Alaska was a bit of a detour on the way to Mexico. But I wanted a climbing road trip. Since I’m an army brat, travel must be in my blood.
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  A squirrel’s view of Elaina Arenz sending the trad classic Trojans (11c), Lower Meadow, NRG.




  Fast-forward a couple of years, and Kurt and I are traveling on behalf of the Access Fund. We would book slide-show presentations where the climbing was best that season. Every June we passed through West Virginia, and we’d spend a couple weeks with Kenny Parker and Gene and Maura Kistler who own the local climbing shop in Fayetteville. We formed a close friendship with them and the NRG community. Every time we passed through, they’d ask, “When are you guys moving here?” They planted the seed then watered it with kindness. Eventually we got burned-out traveling. We knew we needed to park it and get some jobs [laughs]. So we moved to the New River Gorge, because there’s so much great climbing, but it’s the community that keeps you there.




  GUIDING




  I never set out to be a guide. As Kurt and I traveled, instructing was a way to make extra money. We’d offer clinics at climbing areas and gyms. Helping people work on movement and technique is something I’ve always enjoyed. When I moved to Fayetteville, I had a friend who owned a local guide service. He was ready to move on, so I took it over. It was perfect timing. I couldn’t have planned it any better. Now, I’ve owned New River Mountain Guides since 2003, and the business has grown steadily.




  For the past few years I’ve been working with Arno Ilgner, the creator of the Warrior’s Way mental training method for climbers and author of the book, The Rock Warrior’s Way. He approached me to see if I would be interested in offering clinics, and I said, “Of course!” I was interested in learning about his mental training techniques. So we started collaborating and offering clinics. Then he decided he wanted to certify Warrior’s Way trainers, and I was one of the first to jump onboard. In 2009 I finished my training process and now I’m a certified Warrior’s Way trainer.




  Basically, the program teaches climbers how to focus their attention. Most people are distracted by the fear of falling or the fear of failure. The ego has a lot to do with this. So the training addresses those focus issues. I hold Warrior’s Way seminars throughout the year in both private and group settings. It’s great for people who have a fear of falling to learn how to focus and commit to climbing through their fears.




  I’ve seen my own approach to climbing evolve through the Warrior’s Way training. There are plenty of people who are type A personalities, who need everything broken down, and for those people I think it’s very helpful. It gives people a systematic process they can follow to improve their focus and commitment.




  Teaching these concepts has helped me apply them to my own climbing. I’ve been able to push through the grades better, keep my focus, and become more comfortable with bigger falls. Practicing how to fall is part of the training, and it prepares climbers on what to expect when they do fall on a real climb. Being aware of your surroundings and of the rate and depth of the breath is very important, because they can affect your ability to focus.




  For example, I went climbing with a friend on a 12a that has a very long and precise sequence at the crux. I tried it fives or six times and couldn’t do the move. I was distracted by the potential fall, so I took the pendulum fall several times. Then I lowered to the ground and wrestled with myself. “Okay,” I thought, “I don’t want to have to do this route again. I know I can do it if I just focus on climbing and don’t worry about falling.” So I sat there and planned exactly what I was going to do. I visualized every move. I set the intention that I wasn’t going to overgrip, because fear was making me overgrip. I went back up, and the only thing in my head was this little mantra: Breathe. Relax your grip. I rested where I could and held on as lightly as possible, and it worked! I nailed the crux, and now I never have to go back and do that climb again [laughs].




  The way I deal with fear is by focusing on my breath. I get scared. Everybody gets scared, and the natural reaction is to breathe shallow and fast. So I try slowing my breath as much as I can and being attentive to my surroundings. If I’m afraid to fall, I look down and ask, “Okay, why am I afraid? Am I going to hit anything? How big is the fall? Do I have experience with this type of fall?” My goal is to really objectify the components of the fall instead of being at the mercy of random imagining. And breathing is key in order to relax.




  So first evaluate the danger. Then decide whether there’s a real or perceived risk. That’s a learned skill, one that you never stop learning, because there are so many different situations possible in climbing. It takes a lot of practice and a lot of time on the rock to know where it’s safe to fall, where it’s not okay to fall, when to trust your ability to climb,, and when it’s time to listen to your doubts, pack your gear, and go home.




  



  How do you psych yourself up for a hard route?




  If I’ve been on the route before, I get psyched by rehearsing the moves in my head. If it’s something I’m trying to red-point, I visualize myself doing the moves flawlessly.




  What’s your favorite place to climb?




  Whichever area I’m climbing at the time! But I do have favorite routes. Levitation 29 (5.11 Trad, nine pitches) in Nevada’s Red Rock Canyon is absolutely amazing. In Joshua Tree in California I love O’Kelly’s Crack (5.10c with a v4 bouldery start). For bouldering I love Hueco Tanks in Texas and, of course, everything at the New River Gorge.




  If you could offer one essential tip to other climbers, what would it be?




  First and foremost remember to breathe. Make sure you’re having fun and don’t get too caught up in the numbers. Numbers are a great way to measure your progress, but if you let them control you, they can become self-defeating.




  If you could improve one thing about yourself as a climber, what would it be?




  I would be eternally psyched, even on less than perfect days, and have the ability to go for it all the time.




  




  CHROMOSOMES




  As a female guide, I’ve definitely had to overcome some sexist behavior. As the owner of my own business, I do everything: book the clients and serve as guide. In the early years I had people show up and ask, “Where’s the guide?” And I’d say, “I’m right here.” Some were surprised at first to see a female guide, but once we were at the crag, they forgot all about it. That initial surprise happens less and less these days.




  In 1993, when I started climbing, I could count all the female climbers in Austin on one hand, but now it’s a whole new world. There are the Sterling Rope Women’s Climbing Weekend, an annual event for female climbers, and Chicks with Picks, an organization founded to teach women about the sport. There are so many programs for women, and of course, the gyms have been incredible by introducing females of all ages to climbing.




  EVOLUTION




  Over time I’ve become a well-rounded climber. I started as a gym/sport/boulderer. It was several years before I learned about trad, which opened new possibilities for me. I like to dabble in it all and be as good at as many things as possible.




  The NRG is a great place to mix things up, because you don’t have to choose between sport and trad climbing. They’re pretty well interspersed, and you’ll have splitter cracks next to a sweet-face climb, bookended by another splitter. You take your rack of gear and your quick draws, and you can mix things up. It makes it easier to switch back and forth. If you continually practice placing your gear and clipping bolts, then the techniques stay fresh and more accessible to you.
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  Elaina Arenz considers the final moves on Mutiny (11d), Summersville Lake, NRG.




  STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES




  My greatest strength is my footwork, which I developed traveling for as many years as I did, experiencing many different climbing areas, different rock, and styles of movement.




  My biggest weakness remains trad climbing. I wish I could climb as hard in trad as I do in sport. Physically I can, but it’s the mental side that’s another game: It’s a different headspace falling on gear. Sounds like I need to take more practice falls on gear [laughs].




  LESSONS




  The most important lesson I’ve learned is to keep trying. Don’t give up. If you fail at first, that doesn’t mean you can’t do it. It just means you can’t do it right now. You’ve got to find a way to make it happen. You can apply that to everything in your life.




  There’s so much I still need to learn! I always tell my students that you’re never done learning in climbing. Climbing teaches you so much about yourself, about the world, and about the way it all works. We need to be open to it all.
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  Elaina Arenz finds religion on Leave It to Jesus (11c), the Endless Wall, NRG.




  
COMMUNITY





  I always like to say that in West Virginia things operate on their own time and by their own design. One of my friends called the NRG, the land of misfit toys. It’s the place people go when they don’t fit in anywhere else. Fayetteville works for them. The climbing community here is tight-knit. Everyone’s open and welcoming. There are no outsiders. We go out of our way to make people feel welcome. West Virginia and all of Appalachia get a bad rap from movies like Deliverance, so we do our best to counterbalance that reputation. And where else can you live within five minutes of a national park and world-class climbing?




  Plus it’s affordable. It’s a cheap place to live, if you can find a way to make a living [laughs]. Every year Budget Travel magazine creates a list of the coolest small towns in America, and several years ago Fayetteville made the list. So the town government put up a sign at the city limits publicizing Fayetteville as the “coolest small town in America.” Of course when you call yourself the coolest, that’s about the uncoolest thing you can do, so it makes us locals cringe!




  But it is cool! You can get outdoors to recreate in a matter of minutes. In an hour after work you can top-rope some routes, go for a bike ride, or go kayaking.




  THE FUTURE




  I’m definitely a lifer. That’s the thing about climbing: It’s not just a sport. It’s a way of life, and I embrace it. I don’t see that changing. I’ll climb as long as my body allows.




  MOTIVATION




  When I have a solid consistent partner, I’m much more motivated. For me a big part of the sport is the quality of the time you spend with the person you’re climbing with.




  I definitely have a tick list of routes I’d like to do. However, I’m really bad at projecting. It was not really an option during all those years that I traveled, so I’d try to on-sight a route or do it in a few tries. If I couldn’t do it, I’d move on to the next one.




  But it’s hard to progress as a climber if you’re not projecting, so I’d like to be better. Since there are so many routes in the NRG, I try to get on a new one every time I go out. But I do have projects, and I pick a project depending on where people want to go climbing that day. So I have projects everywhere [laughs].
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