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( ‘ hat I love about
rock climbing,”
said a friend

in California who had a habit

of running off to Yosemite every
weekend, “Is that on the side of a
big rock, I'm never thinking about
work, bills ot the problems of the
world. It’s a great escape.”

I understood what she meant
during my first “warm-up” climb
at Inner Strength Rock Gym in
Fort Collins. Here I was two-
thirds up a 40-foot wall, clinging
onto a single clamshell-shaped
“feature” with both hands while
one foot dangled in the air, and
thought about nothing but how
the heck was I going to reach the
next hold that was two feet above
my skull.

“This climb is NOT a 5.10!"

1 shouted to my climbing partner
Nick, referring to the difficulty
rating of the climb. After assessing
my eptions, I hopped sideways on
the wall like a shackled kangaroo,
Junged toward and grabbed the
hold over my head, and did a few
more bunny hops before slapping
a bar below the ceiling indicating I
had reached the top of the climb.
Then, Nick lowered me by allow-
ing the rope that was attached to
‘my harness to slip through a pulley
at the top of the wall and the belay
device hooked onto himself.

When I was back on the
ground, I shook out my forearms,
‘which were already burning with
lactic acid, and muttered some-
thing about how I would be lucky
to make it up three or four more
climbs that night.

While I have participated -
in the sport off and on for 10
years, this was my first time rock
climbing in several months. It was

at Inner Strength that I reflected

_upon how indoor climbing is

particularly attractive before spring

fully kicks in because you can get
some exercise without freezmg
your butt off.

It has some other benefits as

A climber almost reaches the top of a route as belayers watch from below.

well.

First, it is social. To climb, you
must have a partner—even if it is
just someone you randomly met
at the gym five minutes ago but
who was willing to belay, Inside
the gym, you are also usually no

farther than a few feet away from

other climbers or belayers you can
talk to. (“Hey, how was that climb
you just went up?”) You worl't see
people wearing white headphones
in their ears while mindlessly per-
forming some repetitive exercise.

Second, unlike other indoor
activities like spinning a stationary
bicycle or running on a tread-
mill—you are actually going some-
where! Granted, it may be just up
the side of a wall, but at least you
feel more like Spider-man instead

* of a rat turning a wheel.

"Third, it is a full-body work-
out. Despite the stereotype—no
doubt perpetuated by Sylvester
Stalone in Cliffhanger —of good

rock climbers having bulging

triceps and the ability to do one-
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armied pullups, it is essential to use
the legs (and for harder climbs, the
abdominal and back muscles as
well) to have any sort of endurance
on the walls.

Lastly, rock elimbing is'a nice
diversion from more traditional
exercises like aerobics or jogging, as
it uses a completely different set of
synapses and psychology. Actually,
it can be more like chess.

Chess? At first glance, rock .
climbing may scem like it has
as much in common with Gary
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Kasparov's favorite activity as a
bmyde does with a tree. The gear
is completely different. Rock
~ climbers use special shoes with soft

~ rubber soles to help them “stick”
to the wall, along with harnesses,
ropes, carabiners and belay devices
for safety. Equipment-wise, the
only thing in common s that
climbing-wall holds and chess
pieces are made of plastic, and
that’s assuming you purchased the
$4.99 chess set special at Wal-
Mart.

Buc in both activities, one
has to think ahead and ponder
the consequences of the immedi-
ate move, For example, in rock
climbing, if you grab a hold with
the “wrong” hand, the next move
could be much more difficult, if
not impossible. Spending a few
moments strategizing could mean
the difference between coming
down from a climb with muscles
 as fresh as just-squeezed orange
 juice or as scorching as Mad Dog

:rno Hot Sauce.

Rock chmbmg, hka chess,

Chmbmg routes are rated 5.1 to
5.14, with “five fourteen” being

hardest. Most climbing gyms

 have routes rated from 5.5 to

513, and the ratings are usually

~ determined by the route setter or

by consensus.

R Why the number five in
 front of the dccxmal point? That

originates from mountaineering, -

‘considered

 difficulty. Class 5

c]:mbmg on vertical or near-verti-
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