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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 is based on the authors’ opinions. Consult your physician before engaging in any part of the training program described by the authors.

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.

Rowman & Littlefield and the authors 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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Introduction: What Is Sport Climbing?

Every climber will eventually have an opinion about sport climbing. For some, sport climbing is an oxymoron; their bumper stickers deride, “Sport climbing is neither!” At the same time, many climbers—the majority of climbers, in fact—regard outdoor sport climbing as the most approximate version of the lead climbing they enjoy indoors. Their earliest outdoor climbing experiences seek the familiar, the accessible, and the secure, and they probably could care less what other people think of how they choose to climb. Most impressively, climbing’s most elite free climbers all regard sport climbing as one of the predominant proving grounds of human potential. Indisputably, whether sport climbing is derided, or familiar, or avant-garde, it is part of American climbing, and it is here to stay.

What part of American climbing does sport climbing occupy? Is classifying it really as contentious as it seems? Does it have to be? Perhaps the contentiousness of the category is the most distinctively American thing about American sport climbing. Regardless, we find sport climbing fascinating, nuanced, and challenging. It is not the only way to climb, but it’s an enjoyable way.

One of the challenges we faced in writing this book is that all populations of American climbers, regardless of their native climbing disciplines, do not enjoy a consensus about what sport climbing actually is. We all seem to know what we mean when we refer to sport climbing, but the actual discipline, genre, or style of climbing that constitutes sport climbing remains unstated or assumed. What do we mean when we refer to sport climbing? What is a sport climb and how is it different from any other traditional lead climb? What exactly are we trying to prepare readers to do? Where are we trying to prepare them to go? This undefined, inexact, and putative characteristic of sport climbing is treacherous territory, as we discovered in writing this book.

These questions cannot remain unanswered, because an accurate perception of sport climbing must precede any body of instruction on how to do it. It would certainly be easier to speak nebulously about sport climbing, to lean on the general/approximate understanding of the reader, as most texts on the subject tend to do. But, at some point, we have to learn to talk about sport climbing in a way that positions it historically and culturally. We have to define it. We need to say what it is, what it is not, and why that makes sense. If we do not, there is no way to know what we are even trying to do out there, much less how to do it. Let’s try to find some common ground about what sport climbing means, what makes it fun, and why sport climbing is one of the ways climbers have learned to play on the rock.

Free Climbing, Lead Climbing, and Style

In Advanced Rockcraft, Royal Robbins posed a question that should remain with all climbers to this day. In fact, the question is more relevant now than it ever has been. He wrote, “Why lead? The mystique of being first on the rope has a romantic aura, but little necessary relation to the joy of climbing rock.”

If a climber is motivated purely by “the joy of climbing rock,” as Robbins observed, then his logic is inescapable. There is no need to ever lead. Toproping and most bouldering present enough variety, venues, and challenges to sate the most voracious climbers for their lifetimes. Many climbers find this truism to be completely satisfactory, and all the adventure they are ever tempted to tackle can be found among the world’s inexhaustible supply of boulders, topropes, and climbing gyms.

Sport climbing is different; it is not solely about the joy of climbing rock. Sport climbing involves leading, and it is therefore more akin to the mountaineering, traditional lead climbing (aka trad climbing), and free soloing pursuits that preceded it. If sport climbing were purely about “the joy of climbing rock,” then one would have to wonder how absurdly it goes about doing so. Today, we might imagine Robbins asking, “Why sport climb when you can just go toproping or bouldering?”

The answer may be familiar to many readers. Sport climbing does something that enhances “the joy of climbing rock.” It is sweetened by parcels of adventure. Its pleasures are heightened by measures of risk, and its novelty is validated by the history and culture of climbing. We think Robbins might agree, as long as we don’t destroy the cliff in the process.

Toproping and bouldering are worthwhile pursuits, and they always will be. But a lead climb gives a climber the smallest taste of what it was like for the pioneers of climbing to launch into the unknown. Success is not always assured, and there is a chance that the lead climber will not be able to reach the top. That small parcel of adventure makes sport climbing more alluring than toproping. What’s more, the impending risk of a lead fall gives a climber the smallest taste of the risks that mountaineers and traditional lead climbers negotiate. The risk must be managed, but the management is not distracting or debilitating in sport climbing. If done correctly, it can be more casual, more enjoyable, and just scary enough to make it more interesting than toproping or bouldering.

How Did Sport Climbing Originate?

Sport climbing was born for two reasons. First, many of the world’s cliffs and crags do not naturally lend themselves to the ground-up development style that “modern” climbers in the 1950s and 1960s forged. In Southern France, for example, the waves of blue limestone were often too friable, or devoid of natural weaknesses, to be protected in the manner that was common in Yosemite Valley. Instead, climbers “prepared” the cliff for lead climbing. They rappelled in from above, placed bolts at increments to protect a lead climber from ground and ledge fall, and installed a permanent anchor for all future climbers to enjoy. Many cliffs were too tall or too steep to be toproped, so these preparatory tactics were (and are) appropriate.

Second, it is difficult to push the limits of one’s physical potential, to explore the boundaries of free climbing, when one is grappling with risks that can be managed only through flawless movement. While many cliffs, many climbs, and many cultures prioritize the confluence of risk and movement, the coincidence of cutting-edge free climbing difficulty with do-the-move-or-die risk management is rare. It certainly isn’t popular.

So, sport climbing is an understandable answer to this conundrum. Either the cliff didn’t lend itself to traditional development or the climbers wanted to take a bit of the edge off the “sharp end” in order to push the boundaries of free climbing. In both contexts, climbers “prepare” the cliff for lead climbing by clearing debris and loose rock, installing anchors and protection bolts, and establishing a certain “line” that follows those preparatory gestures. The ability to “prepare” the cliff has evolved. This evolution has helped the growth of sport climbing. Hand drilling is slow and difficult. Although still practiced, power drills came along in the 80’s and made drilling easier, quicker, and of higher quality. Sport climbing protection evolved as well. Modern technology in bolts (described in chapter 3) was another central part of sport climbing’s growth.

Subsequently, the lead climber does not have to rise to the challenge of establishing the route. That is a process more akin to traditional lead climbing or civil engineering. Instead, a lead climber simply tries to meet the challenge of leading a route in the best style he/she can manage. Style is a big part of the game. To lead a climb without resting on the rope, without falling, in a calm, assured, and precise manner, imparts the most sublime feeling of mastery. Sport climbers are willing to suffer and labor mightily in order to feel that kind of perfection.

Is Sport Climbing Safe?

On the surface, sport climbing can seem pretty simple. This is not the case. Just read the reports in Accidents in North American Mountaineering, the definitive source for all forms of climbing accidents; many occur around single pitch/sport climbing sites. The importance of doing your homework (this text and others) and working with a truly skilled and experienced mentor or AMGA climbing professional cannot be overstated. It can be difficult to assess a mentor, and we cannot begin to count all the examples of low-quality mentorship we have witnessed and misinformation/poor practices being passed on to unknowing climbers. Of course, the dissemination of misinformation is further complicated by a misunderstanding of what climbers are being mentored to do, and the unspoken boundaries between sport climbing and trad climbing only compound the problem. Now, more so than ever, a text about sport climbing must answer the question: What is a sport climb?
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What Is a Sport Climb?

The origins of sport climbing overlapped and mingled so frequently with traditional lead climbing and route development that the resulting legacy can be difficult to quantify or describe. Suffice it



	The climb deemphasizes risk, adventure, and technical prowess in order to emphasize free climbing difficulty.

	The climb has permanent bolts (the type may vary), in optimal condition, that are placed frequently enough to protect a climber from ground or ledge fall for the entire length of a lead.

	The climb has an obvious and permanent two-bolt anchor at the end of the route that can be cleaned by lowering through permanent rings, quick/rapid links, or carabiners.

	The climb has been largely cleared of conspicuous debris and rockfall hazards.

	The climb is not in a remote or alpine setting.

	The climb does not require intermediate belays to complete. It is a single pitch where length is half a rope length or less.
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