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Author’s Note

I co-directed my feature films with Elizabeth Chai Vasarhelyi. The films were never mine alone. My use of the first-person singular in these pages, with regard to the making of these films, is for narrative simplicity. I am recalling only my own experience. For all the years of collaboration and everything we made together, I am grateful.




Introduction

I ask questions for a living. I ask questions as a way of life, too. My parents were Chinese immigrants, and I grew up in Minnesota. My family did things differently than other families. I was always asking why. My parents didn’t appreciate it. They wanted me to be a doctor, a lawyer, or a professor. I knew I wasn’t going to be any of those. Eventually I lived out of a 1989 Subaru Loyale for seven years, climbing and skiing and looking for my own answers. I slept at night with the back seat folded down, somewhere between Yosemite and the Tetons.

I had a theory in those years. My theory was that you could find meaning by climbing big walls, skiing hard lines, and facing your mortality on a daily basis. This worked, sort of. Facing your mortality provides clarity. But you also run the risk of dying before you figure it out.

Nobody gets out of here alive. Time is the only currency we have. But all we can do is spend it. We can’t save it and we can’t earn more. So, what are we supposed to do with the time we have? What really matters before it’s over?

I have been asking variations on those questions for thirty years—as a climber, photographer, filmmaker, and father—and I haven’t done this alone. I’ve always been curious about people’s understanding of what matters and how they’ve chosen the lives they lead. So I’ve always asked. Trying to understand myself by understanding them.

I have had these conversations with Yvon Chouinard, Yo-Yo Ma, Bill King, Lynsey Addario, Alex Honnold, Simone Biles, Annette Bening, Kelly Slater, Ridley Scott, and Kris Tompkins. Each of them said something I didn’t see coming. All of them are in this book.

Some of these people I have known for decades. Some I have worked with on films. Others I have admired from a distance until now. They are different in almost every way. What they have in common is that they have all lived extraordinary lives on their own terms. Along the way, the big questions came for them. They didn’t have the luxury of looking away.

A friend once told me there are two great risks in life: risking too much, and risking too little. Most people understand the first. Few understand the cost of the second, the cost of an unlived life. We all dance along the faint line in between.

In most of my daily life, I try to be straightforward. I show up when I say I’ll show up. When I try to get from point A to point B, I generally get there. But in conversations with the wisest people I know, I seldom get straight answers. If I did, I’d be suspicious. The first line of the Tao Te Ching says the spoken Tao is not the true Tao. (At least my Chinese parents passed that much down.) I’ve come to realize that nobody knows what the fuck is going on, especially the ones who think they do.

If you came hoping for rules to live by, you’ve come to the wrong place. Not because you shouldn’t have any, but because most of the people here never followed anybody else’s. What they did, and what I have tried to do, is find their own rules by asking honest questions. About what matters. About what doesn’t. About how to tell the difference.

What really matters? That’s up to you.
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Alpine Style

YVON CHOUINARD

For Christ’s sake, Jimmy. Get a haircut.”

That’s the first piece of advice I ever got from Yvon Chouinard.

I was twenty-six years old and trying to surf with the man I considered the Grand Master of Life. Yvon had built Patagonia, one of the most influential and respected clothing companies in the world. He’d done legendary first ascents on rock and ice and personally reinvented the piton, ice axe, and crampons—while redefining the modern sport of ice climbing. He famously had a serious lifestyle, too: He’d surfed remote breaks few people had ever ridden, done first descents on big rivers, and fly-fished trout streams most people only dream about. The big attraction for me, though—the whole reason I was there—was the style in which Yvon did everything.

In climbing, style counts. How you reach the summit matters as much as whether you reach it. How Yvon lived his life mattered to me in the same way. It wasn’t just what he had done; it was how.

I had grown up in Minnesota dreaming of mountains. After college I had headed west to become myself by climbing in Yosemite and, later, the Himalaya. A few years into that life, I had the good luck to land on an expedition in Tibet with some older guys who knew Yvon. It was a hard expedition. Near the end of it, I began to starve. One of the guys, Rick Ridgeway, shared his food with me.

Afterward, back in the States, Rick took me to a mountain-film festival, introduced me to Yvon and said, “This is Jimmy. He’s one of us.”

I can be shy when I shouldn’t be. Meeting Yvon, I forgot I had a mouth. Yvon laughed and said I should give him a call if I was ever passing through Ventura, where he lives and where Patagonia is headquartered. Yvon gave me his phone number, and I waited exactly one month—that seemed long enough not to be weird. I drove to Ventura on the pretense of introducing myself to the Patagonia photo editor. On my way into town, I stopped at a gas station and used a payphone to call Yvon. When he answered, I said, “Hey, it’s Jimmy.”

Long pause. “Jimmy, who?”

I reminded Yvon and he invited me to his home. I stayed almost two weeks. I slept in the spare bedroom. Yvon’s wife, Malinda, was out of town, so Yvon cooked dinner for the two of us every night. I rode shotgun in Yvon’s old Toyota while he ran errands. I tried not to ask too many questions. I didn’t know what I was doing there, only that I was trying to understand something. If Yvon noticed, he kept it to himself.

One weekend during that stay, Yvon took me to his house in the coastal grasslands of the Hollister Ranch to surf. I’d done a little surfing before but only in warm water without a wetsuit. So when Yvon handed me a wetsuit to wear that day, I got off to a great start by putting it on with the zipper in front. Unfortunately, that meant I had the wetsuit on backward. It made sense to me. Every climbing jacket I’d ever worn had the zipper in front. Yvon chuckled and then got me squared away. We climbed into his Toyota again and drove onto an empty beach with pounding surf. He said, “Don’t worry, it always looks bigger from shore.” I took him at his word; I did not yet know that Yvon is also the Grand Master of Sandbagging. I learned that the opposite of what he said was true: Surf always looks smaller from shore. I also learned that surf never looks bigger than it does when you’re lying on a board paddling for your life toward an incoming set. The first wave in that set landed on my head and tumbled me underwater. I surfaced to breathe and tried to see if another wave was coming but couldn’t because my hair was in my eyes. That’s when I heard Yvon’s gravelly voice. He chuckled and said, “For Christ’s sake, Jimmy. Get a haircut!”

That was more than twenty years ago. My fiftieth birthday is in the rearview mirror now, and I’ve spent most of my adult life seeking even more time with Yvon, hoping to learn just a little bit more—if only by osmosis.

• • •

Yvon Chouinard was born in 1938 and grew up in a tiny French-speaking town in northern Maine. His mother got the itch to move out west, so she sold everything they had, packed the family into an old Chrysler, and drove to California.

Yvon went to public schools in Burbank, near Los Angeles.

“It was a tough transition,” he told me. “I was the new kid who couldn’t speak English and I was the smallest one in the class. But I always loved being in nature. Before other kids could even cross the street, I was riding my bicycle across the San Fernando Valley to sneak onto Bob Hope’s golf course where there was a lake. I would hide in the cattails and fish for bass. Sometimes I’d go down to the L.A. River gigging frogs and crawdads to eat. I made a bow and arrow to try to shoot cottontails. I learned to trap gophers. I wanted to be a French Canadian fur trapper. I could play baseball and football just fine, but I didn’t like the idea of setting yourself up to compete against other people. I learned that if you play your own game, you always win. If you play someone else’s game, you lose. The American system is ‘Kids line up here, let’s see who can run the fastest. Let’s see who can jump the furthest.’ You get one winner and a bunch of losers. And I’ve taken a different path my whole life, whether in business or sports. I always want to compete with myself, not with other people. I got solid D’s and F’s in school. The only B I ever got was in geography and that was just because I was interested in traveling. Mostly, though, I focused on other things. Like I was really into spearfishing, so during math class, I’d try holding my breath for three minutes—basically until just before I would’ve blacked out. That didn’t help me pay attention to whatever the teacher was saying, but at the same time, I was figuring out how to make my own spearfishing gear from scratch. Wetsuits weren’t available, so I bought a one-piece wool flight suit at an army-navy surplus store for a dollar, then made a weight belt out of an army cartridge belt with a little door-hinge quick release. I melted down car batteries to make the lead. And then I caught myself a fourteen-pound lobster I could barely hang on to. I always liked that old saying, ‘Never let school get in the way of your education.’ ”

Yvon learned plenty by following his own curiosity. School had nothing to do with it. The same was true for most of the guys I climbed with in Yosemite when I first left Minnesota. My Yosemite friends turned out to be some of the most brilliant, driven, ambitious people I would ever meet, and many of them didn’t even go to college, much less anywhere with a fancy name. I learned to care a lot more about what a person experienced and what decisions they made than whatever pedigree they had or the size of their bank account.

I grew up in a household where getting into the best colleges dictated the things I did. It took me a while to figure out what that costs. Optimize a kid’s childhood for the sake of the pedigree, and what you lose is room for their own curiosity, their own passion, the experiences that would have made them worth admitting in the first place.

I think about that with my own children. I was visiting Yvon and his wife, Malinda, in Wyoming once when they asked how my daughter was doing. I said she was doing great. They asked about my ten-year-old son. I laughed and said, “He’s doing great, too. He’s really smart but he just got sent to the principal’s office fourteen times in two weeks.”

Malinda said, “Oh, that’s so great to hear.”

Yvon chuckled and said, “You don’t want some vanilla kid without any personality.”

I remember thinking, These are my people.

Yvon was still a kid when he got into climbing. By the mid-1950s, he was a regular in Yosemite, one of a small crew figuring out how to climb all the major walls, like Half Dome and El Capitan. But Yvon played a unique role in that so-called golden age of Yosemite climbing, both for his climbing achievements and for what he did with the gear. Back then, climbers secured their ropes to the cliffs by hammering metal pitons into cracks in the rock. But the only pitons commercially available came from Europe and were too soft for the hard granite of Yosemite. One of the local old-timers had started making pitons from the hard steel of old Ford Model A axles, so Yvon bought himself a coal-fired forge and an anvil and, between surf sessions in Southern California, started hand-forging the finest pitons ever made. Those pitons quickly raised the bar on what Yosemite climbers could do, enabling cutting-edge first ascents like that of the so-called North America Wall on El Capitan, in 1964, by a team of which Yvon was a member. The global climbing community quickly recognized that ascent as the hardest of any kind ever done at the time.

Even as Yvon was innovating gear, though, he was also rethinking the very rules of the climbing game.

“The thing with pitons,” he said, “is that even if you’re trying to be responsible and take them out—not leave them behind in the rock—they still leave a scar. You can go to the Alps and see that all the climbs there eventually become democratic because they’re all nailed up with pitons that have been left behind. So now people are pulling on all those pins and even leaving behind rope ladders. It just brings the whole experience down. We didn’t want to do that, so we started hammering in pitons and then, as we moved upward, hammering them right back out to carry along with us. We felt great about that until we realized it was destroying the cracks, especially as more people got into climbing. All of a sudden, what was once a thin crack in the rock looked more like a big hole. At that same time, British climbers, who’d always been anti-piton, had figured out how to replace them with knotted slings and machine nuts that they’d jam into a crack by hand and then wiggle back out. At some point, they’d started making those nuts for themselves out of aluminum. My friend Royal Robbins came back from England with a couple and I started making them, too. It wasn’t easy convincing climbers to stop hammering in pitons and use aluminum chocks instead. So a friend and I did the Nose with no pitons at all, just chocks. Some other guys did Half Dome the same way just to prove that it worked.”

Soon after, in 1972, Yvon published in his equipment catalog an article by a friend that explained the new “clean climbing.” It may sound arcane, but that combination—Yvon’s gear and example, his friend’s article—birthed a new paradigm for the global sport of climbing, one that endures to this day. All of a sudden, climbing was a game in which every climber was expected to avoid damaging the rock—even if it meant taking on more risk. That, in turn, created an ever-deepening focus on purity of style.

“There is no adventure without risk,” Yvon said. “You get something important from committing to whatever you do. And if you don’t risk your neck, you haven’t made a big enough commitment. We climb for our own pleasure or to become a better person; otherwise it’s just a sport. But climbing is really a passion. And the commitment isn’t random. Every climber I know has had a fucked-up experience with their father or almost-father. Mine was an alcoholic. I was never close to him. It was a traumatic household. I spent a lot of my life just getting away from that. And I was never on the typical career path where you go to college and you learn something, then you go work at that and you know what’s expected of you. I had to find my own way of dealing with life. Climbing, for me and my friends, it saved our lives. It gave us a purpose even though it was a meaningless purpose. Every time we’d go out to do something, we gained confidence in ourselves.”

Climbing, in other words, as defined by Yvon and his peers, became a game in which integrity of intent—the pursuit of genuine adventure—drives every choice. These were the core principles of the climbing game as I learned them in Yosemite in the 1990s. They were still the core principles when I climbed the Shark’s Fin on Mount Meru with Conrad Anker and Renan Ozturk. In fact, we had a whole discussion before we started about what it would mean to do that route in the proper style.

The purest possible approach—known as alpine style—is always to start at the bottom and, with as little gear as possible and by the most direct route, move quickly to the top without ever retracing any steps. But Meru presented an unusual problem: The lower half of that mountain is steep snow-and-ice climbing. The upper half is a massive sheer rock wall that, at least for us, was going to require Yosemite-style big-wall gear and tactics, including lots of heavy hardware and bivouac equipment for spending nights on vertical faces, perhaps even in stormy weather. The old-school Himalayan siege method would’ve meant solving this problem by creating a system of fixed ropes up and down the entire mountain, so that we could ferry supplies to our high points and retreat as needed.

That did not feel acceptable to us. So we settled on a compromise known as capsule-style climbing: starting from the bottom and going to the top, but using an extra rope to haul supplies as we went, sometimes also fixing a small amount of rope above our daily high point so that we could ascend that rope quickly in the morning. Did that amount to perfect style? No, but it was a function of maintaining perfection as an ideal.

Yvon’s innovation in climbing hardware didn’t stop with pitons and chocks. He spent a lot of time on big snowy mountains, too. This is when Yvon made revolutionary improvements to crampons and ice axes and wrote a book, Climbing Ice, which is credited with defining the modern sport of ice climbing. He never settled for the accepted ways of doing things. In some ways, though, the Yvon innovation that I most enjoyed thinking about is a frivolous one. Starting in the early 1980s, Yvon’s company, Patagonia, encouraged customers to submit photos of themselves using his gear and clothing in extreme situations.

He published the best of these photos as illustrations in the Patagonia catalog. Yvon’s company was literally the first to fill a catalog with great lifestyle images of real people using the products in real situations. Those catalogs, as a result, became like unofficial yearbooks and bulletin boards for the outdoor subculture, eagerly scoured by people like me for images of our peers leading outrageous lives. Yvon didn’t just make key first ascents and reinvent the gear and rules of both rock and ice climbing. He also helped define the more playful aesthetics of what came to be called the “dirtbag” lifestyle—a way of being in which work was a means, not an end—the price you paid for months on the road, climbing or surfing or skiing, doing whatever made you feel most yourself.

Twenty-plus years ago, during that first visit of mine to Yvon’s house in Ventura, I watched a VHS cassette of an old movie called Mountain of Storms about a road trip of more than ten thousand miles that Yvon took in 1968 with four other guys, including Doug Tompkins, the founder of The North Face. Together, they drove a white Ford van from Ventura to southern Patagonia, surfing and skiing along the way, and then they did a major first ascent of Mount Fitz Roy. To me, at twenty-six, Mountain of Storms was something close to a manifesto. It showed me the life I wanted, lived by people who’d figured out how to live it. Part of me has never quite let go of that.

Over the years, I started understanding that the way Yvon lived wasn’t a lucky accident or a youthful phase. It came from something deeper.

“I’ve been a student of Zen Buddhism for a lot of my life,” Chouinard said, “and it’s taught me that with business as with everything else, if you do everything the right way, profits will come. So you don’t focus on profit. You focus on intent. Climbing is the same way. So is cooking. Simplicity of intent forces creativity, and creativity is where we find pleasure. I did a little film about this eighty-year-old guy in Italy who fishes with a big old bamboo rod and makes his own horsehair lines and ties his own tiny flies by hand. He doesn’t use anything fancy, but you can’t outfish this guy.

“He makes his fishing line from the tail hairs of white mares because the mares piss on their own tails and that weakens the fibers in a way that makes them more flexible and translucent in the water. His fishing rod is bamboo except for the tip, where he uses a particular kind of elm wood gathered only during a certain month of the year when it has the right moisture level to maintain the flexibility he’s looking for. And just by watching the current in a creek, this guy can make his horsehair line either sink or float, so he doesn’t need intermediate sinking lines or dry lines.

“I walked to the river with him one day and he looked down without polarized glasses and said, ‘There’s four fish there.’ I couldn’t see those fish even with polarized lenses. But he said, ‘There’s a brown, a rainbow, a grayling, and a brown.’ And then he caught all four of them. So I asked, ‘How do you do all this?’ And he said, ‘Well, I could try to tell you, but it would take all the joy out of learning. The joy is in learning for yourself.’ And he was right.”

Chouinard eventually took a group of Patagonia employees—members of the design team—to watch that Italian guy make fishing line and flies. The idea was to show them where the bar is. The way I understand this, Chouinard was really saying to his team, This is not just the level of excellence I want you guys to aspire to. This is how you should live your life. This is what mastery looks like. And even though he wasn’t saying to his employees, “All right everybody, get motivated,” he was trusting in their inherent desire to achieve—to reach whatever horizon they could see. And he was taking responsibility for showing them that horizon.

“I’ve always believed that you achieve perfection through simplicity,” Yvon said. “It’s so easy to complicate your life. It’s so much harder to simplify it. That’s why I don’t have a computer. I don’t have a cell phone, either. I don’t have any of that shit ’cause I don’t want it. Just say no. And I’ve applied that principle in all kinds of places. Once, I had the idea to kayak the Gros Ventre River without a paddle. It was pretty serious water. My friend lost his boat, and it ended up all the way down in the Snake River. But I had learned how to roll a kayak upright with just my hands—in case I lost my paddle—and it gave me this wild idea to try the whole river that way. A paddle is a powerful thing. You can see a rock coming and just do one deep stroke to get around it. Without a paddle, you have to look much farther ahead and prepare. The boat becomes like a pair of skis that you have put on edge to turn. I found that I had to sit way down low in the boat and turn by putting the boat on edge with my hands. I had been kayaking all over South America and New Guinea and doing first descents, but that was the day I really learned to kayak.”

“The greatest sushi chef is in Japan,” Yvon said. “His name is Jiro. They made a movie about him called Jiro Dreams of Sushi. When you walk in, he looks to see whether you’re right- or left-handed, because that determines where he is gonna put his sushi. And then he looks to see the size of your mouth. He’ll make it that size. Because if he makes a piece of sushi too big for your mouth, you’ll have to take a bite, which is uncool. You’re supposed to eat the whole piece at once. He buys his own fish. He works his ass off. He’s a fanatic. He only makes classic sushi and from the very best fish he can find. He has the best sushi restaurant in the world and only eight tables.”

Yvon described the origins of his climbing hardware company in similar terms: He just wanted to make the best pitons, period. “I made them for myself and my friends, but then friends of friends wanted them, so I started selling them for a buck and a half apiece. I could do two an hour. At some point, I decided to make a career out of it, but I never expected to make a profit on the hardware, and I didn’t. I had 80 percent of the US market at one point, and my partner and I were paying ourselves hourly wages. He’d take off for six months to climb while I worked and then he’d come back and I’d take off. But we just weren’t making any money. It was a labor of love.

“Patagonia was different. I started that company because I was married and I had to support the family somehow. And I’d also noticed that it was impossible to get good climbing clothes. The whole outdoor industry barely existed. So we’d all climb in white dress shirts from the Salvation Army. People layered up by putting a cotton sweatshirt on top of a T-shirt. That told me that if I came out with something better to climb in than a secondhand dress shirt, it would sell. And it did.”

Yvon likes to say that juvenile delinquents make the best entrepreneurs because they look at something and say, Well, that sucks. I’m going to do it my way.

“In fact, right now, we’re trying to
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