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The endpapers of Dan Duane’s book feature a double-page spread of the Grand Topo of El 
Capitan. Routes everywhere and behind each route a story. I find it striking that one can 

be considerably less than ancient and still remember gazing at all that rock when it had not a 
single route. Of course, the number of Americans serious about rock climbing in the early 
1950s probably numbered less than the number of people to be found in the Berkeley climb
ing gym on a typical evening in 2001.

Duane is straightforward in indicating the limited aims of his book. It turns out to be a kind 
of history, but certainly not an inclusive one. After an initial chapter that chronicles his own 
initial experiences on El Cap— experiences I suspect that are closer to those of many, if not 
most, El Cap climbers than to those of the climbers he discusses—he moves on to Warren



Harding, Royal Robbins, Jim Bridwell, John Middendorf, Mike Corbett, and Scott Burke. 
Other climbers make their cameo appearances: Frost, Chouinard, Pratt, Herbert in the earlier 
days; Kroger, Davis, Porter, Child in the 1970s and ’80s; Wellman, Croft, Florine, Gerberding, 
and Hill in the 1990s. But the bulk of the book is the result of research on, and interviews with, 
the six primary climbers.

As a graduate student at UC Santa Cruz, Duane taught creative writing, and he knows how 
to go beyond mere description to vivid evocation, especially when writing about things he has 
directly experienced, such as Camp 4, El Cap Meadows, descending in the night after a long 
day’s climb. Unfortunately, there are many problems with the book— some factual, some 
interpretive, and some at the editorial level— that raise questions as to its overall reliability. I 
only claim knowledge of the early period, into the 1970s. Perhaps there are fewer problems 
as Duane’s account moves closer to his own era.

Some of the misstatements of fact don’t matter much, but others shouldn’t be allowed to 
enter into the lore of climbing. Tahquitz Rock, for instance, is not “a small Southern 
California crag.” It is nearly 1,000 feet high and by 1957 had 50 routes. It is mentioned in a 
section on Robbins, which has him meeting Frost, Chouinard, Herbert, and Harding while he 
was finishing high school. Robbins did meet Harding at about that time (the early 1950s), but 
the others did not even start climbing until about 1957 and did not really connect with Royal 
until 1959. It could also have been mentioned that by the time Robbins climbed the 
Northwest Face of Half Dome he had done first ascents of a quarter of the routes at Tahquitz 
Rock. Duane also has Robbins “hand-forging chrome-molybdenum pitons” for his Half 
Dome ascent. As it turns out, he never did make any pitons, while both Mike Sherrick and 
Jerry Gallwas, Robbins’ unnamed companions on Half Dome, did forge a number of chrome 
moly pitons for the climb. Also, it was their example, along with that of Chuck Wilts, who 
first used chrome moly in his knifeblades, that later led to Chouinard’s blacksmithing career.

Another odd collection of non-facts occurs in connection with Bridwell. Duane goes to 
his home, “one of the very few modest houses in Palm Springs,” which he says is close to the 
Tehachapi Mountains and which is watered by High Sierra snowmelt. All this is in the mid
dle of one of Duane’s more evocative passages, and he clearly is out to set up a vivid contrast 
between the glitter of Palm Springs and the unpretentious Bridwell, who well remembers his 
roots in Camp 4. But Bridwell doesn’t live in Palm Springs. His home is in Palm Desert, a 
community some distance away and completely modest. Both towns sit below Mt. San 
Jacinto, much more impressive than the Tehachipis, which are over 100 miles away, and nei
ther community drinks water from the Sierra Nevada. Admittedly, this has nothing to do with 
climbing, but regrettably it compromises Duane’s credibility. For the record, it should be 
noted that Robbins was 22 when he climbed Half Dome, not 21; the North America Wall of 
El Capitan was climbed in 1964, not 1963; Charlie Porter finished the route that Robbins 
started to the right of the North America Wall, not Jim Dunn; Layton Kor climbed the Titan, 
not the Fisher Tower, which doesn’t exist; Chouinard’s article, “Coonyard Mouths Off,” was 
published in 1972, not 1970; and Liz Robbins is from Modesto, not San Francisco.

Matters of interpretation by their nature allow for a number of different versions and are 
hard to pin down. It is also hard to feel confident about the motives, goals, and emotions (or 
their lack) of personalities as complex as Robbins and Harding, even for those who know 
them. At the same time, the supposed conflict between Robbins and Harding has too much 
dramatic appeal to be ignored. In my view, Duane isn’t the first writer to go astray here, but 
neither does he approach the subject with any trepidation. This is not the place to give my 
account, but based on what I know of both men I might caution that even their own words are



not always consistent with their other words and actions, and their own memories are often 
forged in their preferred images of themselves. And so it is with all of us. As it happened, 
Robbins and Harding probably had less interaction with each other than any other pairing of 
the leading climbers of the day, and that had more to do with the logistics of life than any 
feelings one might have had about the other. There were (and are) many differences between 
the two men, but there were many differences between all of the climbers of that era. To put 
matters in perspective, however, it should be noted that when Harding set out on El Capitan, 
a climb that would require 125 bolts, only about 85 bolts had been placed in all of Yosemite 
Valley and fewer than 20 on any particular climb. So the issue of bolting on a large scale had 
to be worked out. It wasn’t a matter of rules, as Duane keeps mentioning; it was a matter of 
style, just as an emphasis on free climbing (which often enabled one to bypass existing bolts) 
or hammerless climbing was a matter of style.

And then there is this statement: “A love for the sport, therefore, is a love of extreme phys
ical discomfort and a hunger for jobs so stupidly difficult they can obliterate your self—the 
ostensible point of the whole enterprise.” And, “doing things the hard way makes you a bet
ter, stronger person.” This may be so for some climbers— who knows?— but these claims do 
not reflect the beliefs and attitudes of the climbers I know. Quite the opposite. We shared a 
love of climbing because it was so much fun, both physically and mentally, and we felt so 
free. Climbing didn’t obliterate the self; it made one feel extraordinarily alive and in the pres
ent. Physical discomfort was sometimes an undesired consequence, but no one lamented its 
lack on many fine routes or sought out ways to be more uncomfortable. And if a pitch was 
stupidly difficult, then the task was to make it easier, if it could be done in good style, with 
imagination, with grace. Were we better, stronger people? Not likely, but probably we liked 
ourselves more because we had had these experiences and felt we had accomplished some
thing. But especially in the earlier days, our accomplishments were accomplishments (for the 
most part) only in our own eyes, and that was cool. Climbing is like jazz. If you have to ask 
what the meaning is, you will never know.

As to the problems in editing, I wouldn’t normally mention them except that problems of 
this kind seem to be more and more common in climbing literature. The mistakes that really 
make a difference in this book are the misspelling of the names of ten climbers. It really isn’t 
that hard to find the correct spelling of someone’s name and add it to one’s spell check 
(although as misspelled names become more common it becomes harder to find the correct 
spelling). The misspelling of ten names also occurs in a context where not all that many 
names are mentioned and where it is rather hard to misspell Frost or Robbins or Davis or 
Porter or Child or Hill. Several photographs are also mislabeled. A nice shot of Robbins on 
El Cap Spire is identified as El Cap Tower, even though the route is correctly identified. A 
scene in Camp 4 identifies a climber as Frank Sacherer but, alas, it is not he. And a shot of 
Burke working his way up a big offwidth claims to be on the Nose. Perhaps my memory is 
rusty, but I don’t remember any pitch like that. It looks horrible.

Despite all my carping, I have no doubt that many will find this book a pleasure to read. 
I did as I quickly went through it the first time. I did wonder why Duane had decided to dis
cuss certain climbers and certain scenes rather than others, especially since the text adds up 
to a rather short manuscript, but a writer should write the book he wants to write, right? And 
now I wonder whether this really is the book Duane wanted to write.
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