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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@globepequot.com or 64 South Main Street, Essex, CT 06426.


Thanks for your input!
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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.
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The training advice given in this book represents 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.
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THE STORY

SEVERAL YEARS INTO MY CLIMBING JOURNEY, a mentor handed me a copy of Training for Climbing by Eric Hörst. That book sparked something in me. It motivated me to push my limits and approach climbing with focus and intent. It fueled my passion for climbing and planted the seed for my curiosity in understanding climbing movement, which eventually led to the creation of this book.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s rewind to before I knew anything about how to train, let alone how to make the body resilient for climbing.

I vividly remember hanging by my fingertips from the molding of the doorframe at my grandma’s house. I didn’t have a fingerboard, so I did what I could to train my fingers for climbing. I was in my early twenties and had been climbing for a few years. I was so immersed in the sport that I trained for it in some way each day. Yes, I was completing my doctorate in physical therapy at the University of Southern California (USC), but my identity was that I was a climber, and climbing was my life.

A week later, it all changed.

I had been climbing six days straight in a local climbing gym, and my body was exhausted. But when a friend called to see if I wanted to ascend Coarse and Buggy, a classic climbing route in Joshua Tree National Park, I leapt at the offer. We loaded our gear into the car and drove two and half hours east to the park.

Standing at the base of the climb, I nervously took one last glance up. My body was wrecked from the straight week of training, but raw excitement was driving me. At USC, I studied the effects of stress, strain, and fatigue on bodies. I should have known better than to let motivation get the best of me when my body was depleted.

I tightened my harness, chalked up, and delicately pressed my feet into small edges of rock, making my way along a razor-thin crack. Gripping each hold like my life depended on it, I slowly made my way up. At the top of the climb, I reached an awkward exit move where I had to pull myself around a small roof to finish the climb.

I looked down and was instantly scared. As my legs began to shake and my elbows started to flare outward, my only thought was if the gear would hold me if I fell. I took a deep breath and pulled hard. Pop! Although I somehow stuck the move and made it to the top of the climb, that single motion tore a rotator cuff muscle in my shoulder and a pulley ligament in my finger, sidelining injuries both for climbing and for performing manual therapy during my clinical rotations.

These injuries were nine months in healing, and they gave me a unique understanding of a climber patient’s point of view. Would I ever be able to fully crimp? Would I be able to manage ropes and jam cracks? Would my shoulder have the range of motion needed to confidently reach the next hold? And, looking back, could I have prepared my body for the specific stress of that last movement?

Fortunately, I recovered completely, but I kept those valuable insights with me.

Fast-forward several years. I was still passionate about climbing, but I was a lot smarter about my training.

On the career side, I had graduated from USC, gone through a residency program, and reached a point where I was confident treating patients. We saw a lot of athletes in our clinic. A significant number of them were getting better, but there were some cases I just didn’t understand. Recalling my climbing injury, I knew that these cases had to be related to movement, but I didn’t know how. I needed to learn more. Kaiser Permanente offered a fellowship on movement science, and I thought it might provide the answers I was seeking. I applied.


The Movement Fellowship

With my application in the rearview mirror, I decided to pursue my passion for climbing full-time. I quit my job and moved out of the country. For the first time, I was able to focus entirely on climbing, training, projecting, and spending full days on the wall. For me, this was living my best life.

After getting back from the crag one afternoon, I checked my email and there it was, an offer for an interview. Within a week, I had booked a same-day round-trip flight to Los Angeles to sit for an interview that I never expected to get.

Since my clothes were in storage, I walked into the interview wearing the same pants I had worn on the plane, accessorized with too-large dress shoes and a shirt and tie I borrowed from a friend. Despite my appearance, I got the position, and my dirtbag days as a full-time climber came to an end.

In the first six months of the fellowship, I was challenged to train my eyes to observe and analyze preferred movement strategies. By repeatedly observing human movement and seeing the body respond and compensate, I was shaping my analysis skills. The patients’ conditions that I wasn’t understanding before started to make sense. It didn’t come easy, but I took the same passion I had for climbing and put it into learning the body’s neuromuscular movement system.

After the fellowship, understanding movement became my obsession. I soon realized that I didn’t have to choose between climbing and physical therapy. I had a unique opportunity to combine the two. Climbing magazines were popular at that time, so I wrote an article. That article turned into a magazine column, and that column turned into an Amazon number-one best-selling book Climb Injury-Free: A Proven Rehabilitation System.




The Rock Rehab Pyramid

For my book Climb Injury-Free, I developed the Rock Rehab Pyramid, a graphic representation of my program method for rehabilitating rock-climbing injuries. The structure is simple: unload the affected tissues, increase mobility, improve strength, and optimize climbing-movement patterns.

Viewing my personal injury experiences through the lens of my fellowship training, I was determined to share the relationship between suboptimal climbing movement and injury. I decided to post an image of optimal and suboptimal climbing movements on my social media channel. For example, engaging the shoulder blades while climbing is an optimal movement pattern for an injured climber with shoulder instability because it allows active support of the shoulder.
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The post was met with both high praise and scrutiny.

Some climbers applauded the recognition that climbing is a skill sport and that proper technique should be emphasized (especially when injured), while others labeled the image as fear mongering, that if you move a certain way you are going to get hurt. The truth likely lies somewhere in between. But, after that post, I realized that I needed to do a better job getting the importance of optimal movement across to everyone, not just for rehabilitation but also to reduce the risk of injury.




Mobility, Strength, and Movement

I percolated on this idea for a few months before realizing that the key to reducing injury had been right in front of me all along. It was part of the Rock Rehab Pyramid, but it didn’t need to be bound to that structure that was created for rehabilitation. Uninjured climbers did not require “unloading,” the first step in the pyramid, since they were not dealing with pain or dysfunction. Nor did they need the linear progression of traditional rehabilitation. In fact, making the body more resilient for climbing often first requires broader and more dynamic approaches instead of following fixed steps.

In the end, it came down to three core elements: mobility, strength, and movement.

Simple, yet effective. And the entire basis for this book.
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Where Focus Goes, Energy Flows

At first, I didn’t know how to put this all together in a format that would emphasize the interplay of climbing movement with mobility and strength.

But where focus goes, energy flows. I vividly remember, I was in Nozawa, Japan, after a challenging backcountry ski trip. My friends had all flown home, and I spent a few days in a small village waiting for my flight back to Los Angeles. I was bored out of my mind, and as I sat down for dinner one evening, I started getting fidgety in my chair. I asked the server for a pencil, flipped over the paper menu, and started doodling to pass the time.
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My doodles became concepts, and I began drafting the layout for my next climbing book. I didn’t start with a clear direction, but one idea kept surfacing: climbing movement. Then it clicked. What if I broke down the key climbing techniques by movements, isolating the specific strength and mobility elements that make each one possible? By doing so, I could help climbers not only perform more efficiently but also reduce the risk of injury through targeted training.

In my first book, Climb Injury-Free, the climber’s injury was the basis of the Rock Rehab Pyramid. In this book, the climber’s movement itself would be the focus. Can you totally prevent injuries from occurring? Maybe not completely. But can you make the body more resilient and reduce the risk of injury by optimizing the interplay between movement, mobility, and strength? Absolutely.

And so, with drive and momentum, the sketches scribbled on my menu that night became this book.




The Idea Takes Shape

On my flight back home from Japan, I spent hours listing the most common climbing movements and considering the development of the exercises. The seed was planted. My continued focus in the months that followed let it grow. I made a giant spreadsheet of over one thousand exercises and started narrowing them down, placing them in categories related to climbing movement.

I was lucky. My job gave me the opportunity to lecture all over the world, and during my travels I met medical providers, coaches, trainers, and other climbers, creating new exercises and refining ones already developed.

Accordingly, this book reflects not only my perspectives on rehabilitation but also the collective expertise of clinicians, researchers, writers, coaches, and trainers who specialize in climbing. Their insight into reducing climbing-related risk has been invaluable. Below is a list of many of the individuals featured in this book. The list is not exhaustive, as many other outstanding trainers and medical providers continue to shape the field of injury prevention and rehabilitation.

Steve Bechtel: Climbing Coach, Author (Climb Strong, Lander, Wyoming)

Mike Chou: Doctor of Physical Therapy (Newark, New Jersey)

Nikol Chovanová: Physiotherapist (Fyzio Gym Cooper, Prague, Czech Republic)

Patrik Chovan: Physiotherapist (Fyzio Gym Cooper, Prague, Czech Republic)

Carrie Cooper: Doctor of Physical Therapy, Researcher (Rev Physical Therapy, Salt Lake City, Utah)

Kevin Cowell: Doctor of Physical Therapy (The Climb Clinic, Golden, Colorado)

Matt DeStefano: Doctor of Physical Therapy (Mesa Rim, San Diego, California)

Julien Descheneaux: Physiotherapist (The Bloc Shop, Montreal, Québec, Canada)

Zack DiCristino: Doctor of Physical Therapy (USA Climbing Medical Manager, Salt Lake City, Utah)

Kris Hampton: Climbing Coach, Author (Power Company Climbing, Lander, Wyoming)

Jason Hooper: Doctor of Physical Therapy (Hooper’s Beta, San Diego, California)

Eric Hörst: Best-Selling Author, Climbing Coach, Researcher (Training for Climbing, Lancaster, Pennsylvania)

Evan Ingerson: Doctor of Physical Therapy (Rock Rehab, Santa Fe, New Mexico)

Xeber Iruretagoiena: Doctor of Physiotherapy, Researcher (Eskura, San Sebastian, Spain)

John Kettle: Climbing Coach, Author (Lake District, United Kingdom)

Dicki (Ludwig) Korb: Functional Trainer, Climbing Coach and Therapist, Author (Nuremberg, Germany)

James Lee: Doctor of Physical Therapy (Lee Physical Therapy, Chicago, Illinois)

Patrick Matros: Certified Sports Therapist, Lecturer, Author (Bayreuth, Germany)

Andy McVittie: Physiotherapist, Author (Process Physiotherapy, Preston, United Kingdom)

Christine Neal: Doctor of Physical Therapy (The Climb Clinic, Golden, Colorado)

Tyler Nelson: Doctor of Chiropractic (Camp 4 Performance, Salt Lake City, Utah)

Mercedes Pollmeier: Climbing Coach, Author (Modus Athletica, Seattle, Washington)

AJ Sobrilsky: Doctor of Physical Therapy (Mountain Athlete Solutions, Bozeman, Montana)

Volker Schöffl: Orthopedic Surgeon, Sports Medicine, Researcher, Author (Bamberg, Germany)

Andreas Schweizer: Hand Surgeon, Professor, Researcher (Zurich, Switzerland)

Nina Tappin: Physiotherapist (Climbing Physiotherapy, British Columbia, Canada)

James Walker: Physiotherapist (Sheffield Climbing Clinic, Sheffield, United Kingdom)

Each of these professionals offers a “Pro Tip” for fellow climbers. The Pro Tips are found throughout the book and are pulled out as quotes and boxed in green.


PRO TIP
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“Every exercise in this book is a tool. Every challenge is a test. Every movement is a window into your body’s unique language: how it functions, how it compensates, where it breaks down, and how it can be built back up.”

— JARED VAGY, Doctor of Physical Therapy, Researcher, Author
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