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Defying Gravity is a history of Yosemite rock climbing that provides 
easy reading and an adequate, if often-seen, selection of photographs. The 
author states in his preface that the book reflects his bias and is not intend
ed to be a complete history. Instead, Arce claims, it is intended to be “a gen
eral outline of rock climbing in Yosemite.” As such, it succeeds.

As Defying Gravity progresses, the reader gets a good idea of climbing 
in the Valley through the 1970s. The book quickly covers the climbs and tries 
to bring out the personalities of the climbers involved. Arce comes very 
close to bringing out the motivations of the main players such as Robbins 
and Harding. And yet, while we learn what people did and how they were 
viewed by others, we don’t get a feeling for the climbers themselves, as we 
might if we had climbed with them. Take Harding, for instance: The less you 
know about him on a personal level, the easier it is to follow the lead of other 
writers. This Arce does, saying that Harding didn’t care. But Harding does 
care and always has. This sort of complexity is almost impossible to describe 
second-hand, especially in an overview like this.

Defying Gravity does do a fair job of handling the many ethical debates 
of the various times throughout the Valley’s history, such as The Wall o f the 
Early Morning Light or Ray Jardine’s chipping holds on The Nose. This may 
be the book’s greatest strength. Though a contemporary climber, Arce has no 
first-hand experience of the sixties and could not, no matter how hard he 
tried, acquire the perspective of those who were there at the time. So while 
Arce may have missed many of the personal details, he was also not wrapped 
up in the often-petty and personal squabbles of the climbers. This is defi



nitely an advantage when trying to do an objective job of documentation. I 
like the even-handed way he describes the ethical debates.

On the positive side, I liked seeing the story of Sibylle Hechtel and Bev 
Johnson’s first female ascent of El Cap. However, the majority of the earli
er parts of the book are built on the works of others. As the book comes into 
the 1980s (“A New Generation”) it becomes even more obvious that the 
author has based his account on events recorded in existing literature, par
ticularly Wellman’s Climbing Back or the “Hot Flashes” section in 
Climbing, and various reports from Rock and Ice.

Much has been done in Yosemite over the years that has not been writ
ten about. Some journalistic digging, including a good look into the con
temporary climbing scene in the Valley, would have been refreshing. Here, 
the author lost many good opportunities to make his book something special. 
For example: I would like to have heard more about the climbs of Eric Kohl, 
who has done 23 Grade VI first ascents (16 of these solo, half of them rated 
A5). His record not only puts him in a special class within Yosemite, but also 
gives him world-class stature; yet Arce only mentions Kohl briefly. Also, the 
team of Steve Bosque and Mike Corbett accomplished many fine big wall 
first ascents throughout the Valley, but the only recognition Arce affords 
Corbett is for being “Mr. El Cap” (for his 41 ascents of El Cap by 25 routes) 
and for leading Mark Wellman up Tis-sa-ack and the Shield. I would like to 
have seen less space devoted to “The Free Salathé” and Mark Wellman’s 
story, both parts of Yosemite’s history well-documented elsewhere and that 
could easily have been condensed here. This might have left room for more 
original research by the author.

Defying Gravity does a good job of cataloging the known events in 
Yosemite’s development as a climbing area. Most of the information in the 
book has been accessed from other references. The section “References and 
Further Reading” lists many of these, but curiously does not include either 
Chris Jones’ History o f Climbing in North America or Galen Rowell’s The 
Vertical World o f Yosemite, two books which give a great in-depth view of 
the times they cover. Some of the stories collected in these books are men
tioned in “Further Reading” in their original form, such as AAJ articles from 
the 1960s that are difficult for the average reader to find. The Vertical World 
o f Yosemite would have been a much more accessible reference.

Though there is not much in the way of new information here, this book 
does nicely condense much of Yosemite’s existing climbing history into a 
single and affordable package. Arce emphasizes the more positive sides of 
human nature evident in Yosemite’s climbing history, and to his credit, does 
not turn a blind eye to the environment and how climbing affects it. Finally, 
Arce places a high value on the tradition of ground-up ascents —  the spirit 
of adventure in Valley climbing. Defying Gravity, with its smooth reading



and generally positive portrait of Yosemite climbers, will be an asset to 
beginning climbers, climbers new to the Valley, and especially for the gen
eral public.
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