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The following interview was conducted after a day out at one of Doug’s
backyard crags – a recently developed 500-foot, tight-grained granite
dome off California’s Highway 88 called Emigrant Wall. Doug, who is 75
years old, remains wide-eyed and excited as a kid new to climbing. He’s
also trim as a ship and fighting fit, making relatively easy work of 5.8 slab
in his approach boots. During rests between pitches, Doug shared a great
deal more about his life than just throwing out high-water achievements.
Certainly, Doug is no slouch. He’s been a California climber for 62 years
and that has provided plenty of opportunity for him to make his mark on
the mountains and mountain culture.
Doug has been called a lot of things over the years. He’s “the father
of clean climbing,” “the King of the Sierra,” and even the “mountain guru
of the High Sierra.” Indeed, Doug’s first all-clean ascent of the Northwest
face of Half Dome in 1973, his 50+ year guiding career in the Sierra, and
his month-long ski traverse of the John Muir Trail sans stove, compass,
and map shows that these epithets are not mere hyperbole or jest. He is
the genuine article. However, when taking in the whole Doug – climber,
writer, teacher and, oh yes, philosopher, too – it seems that Galen Rowell’s
description is most fitting, “Doug’s ideal: the mountain goat.”
While Galen’s choice of animals to match Doug’s personality may
seem like a bit like a rib, consider that the mountain goat lives in the
mountains year-round, it moves nimbly over vertical stone eschewing
the horizontal as pedestrian, and all the while it requires very little but
it experiences much. There are generally two types of climbers out

there and, as they age, their differences become quite stark. The first has
something to prove on the rock and once that’s accomplished, there’s little
appeal left in the pursuit. It is as if they were driving en route to a destination
and, having reached it, the trip ends there. The other type of climber just
loves road trips because it’s simply the coolest thing they could do with
their time and produces the best experiences and outcomes -- health, great
people, a bit of adventure, and lots of beautiful scenery. Doug is clearly in the
latter group. In fact, he is the paragon of the experience-driven mountaineer
where rope and skis are the vehicles for the trip.
Doug was born in Washington D.C. just two weeks after the bombing
of Hiroshima and moved out to California at age 4. When you think about all
the profound changes that have come about in the world in those years and
the several distinct eras in climbing that he participated in – from the golden
age to stone masters to stoned monkeys and beyond – it’s hard to take in
the breadth of the metaphorical trip that Doug has enjoyed. He is the thread
that runs through the Sierra climbing chronology linking Norman Clyde to
Alex Honnold.
There can be no doubt that Doug is an indispensable resource for
information about climbing – people, events, gear development, techniques,
and locations. However, our conversation focused on questions that hover
above the summit, so to speak. This wizened mountain goat brings threequarters of a century of musings on the margins of society to bear as he
speaks about the wonder of the world that we have the privilege to enjoy.
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“THE ABSURDITY, OF COURSE; HOW LUCKY ARE WE TO HAVE
ENDED UP ON THIS PLANET AND TO HAVE THE CONCISENESS
THAT WE HAVE, AND TO HAVE THE LEISURE THAT WE HAVE
TO MAKE USE OF IT.

If you choose to be out on the margins it’s so easy to do – a little food, a
little gas and a lot of conciseness. Conciseness is a gift. It’s so interesting
to delve into evolution and think about who we are, but even if you
don’t….. What more could you want. But if we don’t dig in and make the
very best out of this outrageously cool situation that we’ve landed in,
then it’s our fault for not trying. “

“I THINK THERE’S A LOT OF MEANING IN FUN-HOGGING THE
PRESENT WITHOUT MUCH REFERENCE TO WHERE IT MIGHT
BE GOING.

I don’t expect anything but blackness after I’m dead, and that’s fine with
me, it helps me pay more attention to enjoying what I have right now, this
afternoon... Maybe we’ll get an evening too. This is paradise right here.
It’s not an accident that its verdant green all around us and the planet is
covered in living stuff, and we’re not rooted in place and we get to roam
around. We presume that we’re more conscience then those trees, but
they might be laughing at us. “

NORMAN CLYDE USED TO SAY “I’M JUST A HOLDOVER FROM
THE PLEISTOCENE; I’M ABOUT 900 HUNDRED YEARS OLD.”
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“I don’t expect anything
but blackness after I’m
dead, and that’s fine with
me, it helps me pay more
attention to enjoying
what I have right now”
He was completely joking but he was also deadly serious. He was paying
attention to where he came from, and I’m trying too as well, which is to say
that the joy of this consciousness is not to be taken for granted. We got here
through countless generations and we’re in a sweet-spot in history right now.
It’s a fascinating period, our privilege to roam around the Earth and play
in the mountains, when we get to dodge stuff like checking your email, or
Instagram I guess… I never tried it.
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“LIFE IS FULL OF BOX CANYONS.

You can get stuck in them.Older people especiallyget stuck and some
of them are never going to get out. But if you stay a little bit nimble and
lean in your life then you can dodge so many traps, at least the ones that
you can see. But maybe there’s one waiting for me that I can’t see and
I’ll end up in it. “

But if you do go on a big trip and you push yourself – lots of sweat and a
little fear – you have a better chance of making it into those realms of
wonderment.”

“I CALL CLIMBING A PRACTICE, BECAUSE IT PUTS IT INTO THE
REALM OF MEDITATION AND SPIRITUAL PRACTICES, WHICH “I’VE SPENT COUNTLESS HOURS TEACHING, HELPING PEOPLE TO
ARE MORE OR LESS RIGOROUS WAYS TO TRAIN YOURSELF UNDERSTAND ROPE SYSTEMS AND HOW TO CLIMB PHYSICALLY,
INTO HIGHER STATES OF CONCISENESS.
BUT ULTIMATELY I WANT THEM TO MOVE OUT OF THAT AND
But climbing is rigorous too! I think our whole civilization is depressed.
In 1900 50% of the population in the USA made the food, which meant INTO THE MIND STATE THAT IT GETS YOU IN.
that you were out in the sun busting your butt with a hoe and a shovel.
Nobody thought about it then, but you got the anti-depressant effects
of working hard, sweating in the hot sun and breathing hard. By the
millennium that was down to 4% and almost half of us are on keyboards.
So we climbers are really lucky to have stumbled upon a practice that’s
rigorously physical. And it’s not too much to say that it’s saved us from
the depression that’s all around us. I feel lucky to have stumbled upon
this really rigorous lifestyle – with a little edge of danger, a lot of sweat,
and having those things raise our awareness of the beauty that’s around
us and the contentment that comes from living that way. Descending, I’m
still high when I hit the trailhead… and it lasts for days, maybe longer, but
it’s definitely there for days.”

“THE SUMMIT IS NOT THE SAME FOR EVERYONE.

If you plod up the backside you definitely get more of a high than if you
just sat in camp, but if you climb the north face, and it’s sketchy, and
you’re not even sure you can make it, but you do, then you have a more
profound summit, because you prepared your mind, body and soul to be
more alive, more awake, more appreciative of what you see. And so you
and the person who plodded up the backside are standing on the summit
shoulder-to-shoulder, but what you see is not the same. That photo that
was on the cover of Climbing Magazine was taken on the summit of Half
Dome after we came up the Northwest Face having pulled off the first
clean ascent. We were pretty stoked, and the tourists that came up the
cables were pretty stoked too, and their stoke made them want to talk to
us because they could see that we were flying. That might have been the
highpoint of their lives, and good on them… they got out there,they did it.”

“SOMETIMES A PROFOUND STATE OF MIND CAN
OVERCOME YOU ON AS LITTLE AS AN AFTERNOON JOG, OR
SPONTANEOUSLY OUT OF NOWHERE, OR JUST SHUFFLING
ALONG IN THE WOODS, AND THE BEAUTY OVERWHELMS YOU.

Shit, we’re talking about enlightenment, actually, and I hesitate to use the
word because it’s like,“are we worthy to use that word?” Well yeah, we are,
because nobody can define it anyway. We know when we are in a higher
state of conciseness or when we are not. Once you know how to keep
yourself safer than on the freeway with your ropes, then you are really ready
to go at it, to push yourself physically and emotionally on the rock to produce
these more profound states of being.

“MEDITATION IS A RED HERRING, I THINK, BECAUSE THE USUAL
THOUGHT OF MEDITATION IS LIKE “OH YEAH, YOU SIT STILL ON
A CUSHION AND STARE AT A BLANK WALL,” AND YOU CAN DO
THAT, AND PEOPLE DO IT FOR YEARS, AND THEY GET THERE,
BUT I DON’T THINK IT’S AS EFFICIENT AS GOING CLIMBING.

George Leonard said “sport is western Yoga,” and that stuck with me for
decades because I think that getting out and moving our bodies through the
mountains is more natural to the western mindset than staring at a blank
wall. And we start noticing that it’s changing our minds, and changing our
perspectives. For many of us that was unforeseen because we were set on
becoming rock climbers – it was kind of a surprise byproduct for the western
mindset. Frankly I don’t have the patience to sit and stare at a blank wall.
But I see where people get to from doing it, and you can see how it’s kind of
similar to how you feel at the top of a 5.9 pitch. “

“IT’S SIMILAR TO HOW I FELT WHEN I TOOK LSD, WHICH I ALSO
DID IN MY YOUTH.

I didn’t know anything about it, nobody knew much about this stuff then,
but boy did it catapult me into spaces that felt a lot like what I felt like when
I went climbing. There is a quantitative difference, because you’re getting
bashed over the head with LSD, especially with the doses that we took in
the sixties, but qualitatively they’re very similar: slowing down, sense of awe,
appreciation of the smallest things around us… it’s the same thing. Thank
goodness I found climbing instead of becoming a linebacker.”

“I THINK THAT IMAGINATION AND CLIMBING ARE PARALLEL
PROPERTIES.

I see them as parallel, but not congruent, they are side-by-side and you’re
lucky if you have both. Imagination is a very cool thing, and if you get into
higher states of conciseness you can make better use of imagination.
Awareness and imagination together are a powerful combination.”

“THE BEST THING ABOUT LIVING IN THE MOUNTAINS IS THAT
YOU GET TO GO OUT DAMN NEAR EVERY DAY AND THERE’S
GREAT ROCK EVERYWHERE…

Steep pockets are fun; low angle granite slab is really fun. I started crack
climbing in Yosemite before I was out of high school, and that’s a very
rigorous place because you have to learn how to crack climb well or you’re
not getting anywhere, and that’s the least intuitive form of climbing. Of
course I got beaten up by that, but that made me just work harder at it. One
of the great things about climbing is that it’s so humbling… it’s like “yeah I
just did that climb and I feel like hot shit,” but then on the next route it’s like
“oh god I’m scared.”

“Rather than being
gateways in themselves,
achievements
like
this cancel out the
uncertainty of youth”
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“WHEN YOU’RE A KID YOU HAVE TO PROVE YOURSELF, IT REALLY “PROBABLY THE HARDEST SINGLE PITCH I EVER DID WAS
DOESN’T MATTER IF IT’S BEING A LINEBACKER, OR PIROUETTING BUTTERFINGERS, I DID IT ON TOPROPE AND I TOOK TWO FALLS,
I GOT UP IT.
ON ICE SKATES, OR CLIMBING, OR SKIING THE JOHN MUIR TRAIL, BUT
I did that when I was pretty young, about 23 or 24. Rather than being
AND THANK GOODNESS YOU GET PAST THAT.
gateways in themselves, achievements like this cancel out the uncertainty
Then you get to go out and climb something relatively easy and just enjoy it.
It’s just so much fun to be up there and to do the movement. So much of it is
about movement. And that’s the gateway. When I was a kid I had to do stuff
to prove myself, and I did that, but then I went into decades of guiding where
what I did everyday was lead 5.7. And I loved it because I had that quality of
being easily amused, I could really enjoy climbing that same 5.7 thirty times,
and not everybody’s got that. I know people who would never repeat any
climb – it has to be something that’s new to them or they’re not climbing it.
And I marvel at them because I’m so different.”

“CATHEDRAL PEAK…

It’s a great route, and when I rope up at the bottom I have no concern about
finishing the climb, but I look forward to enjoying it. I think that some of the
best opportunities to get into the flow state are when you’re not completely
gripped, when you’re flowing over the stone, when your movement is really
smooth and harmonious. And the more you climb the easier it is to drop into
the flow state. It’s like any other human function, the more you practice the
easier it gets. In the physical realm the climbing gets easier and it gets more
fluid, but in the emotional realm it gets easier and easier to drop into the flow
state because the threshold lowers, because you’ve practiced it. And that’s a
cool place to be, and it doesn’t have anything to do with diﬃculty.”
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of youth. It’s like “OK, I’m a mountaineer now, or, I’m a rock climber now
because I got up Butterfingers and that was pretty hard,” so I can leave that
part of my life behind. Uncertainty about who you are and what you can do is
mostly a negative thing. I mean, I hate people with too much self confidence
too, but those high watermarks are the threshold of adulthood, because
what came before was the uncertainty of being a teenager. That was OK, but
I’m not going back there. I got high on it at the moment, but I think that its
real value was that I could leave it behind and be steadier on my feet. That’s
like opening the gateway to loving 5.8 climbs.”

“THIS FEELING, THIS STATE OF CONCISENESS THAT I KEEP
CHASING, IS SO SLIPPERY AND EPHEMERAL, AND I THINK ABOUT
SITTING HERE WITH A BEER AND TRYING TO DESCRIBE IT.

I think back to being on the rocks two hours ago and feeling ennobled by
climbing. It’s pretty hard to bring it indoors and set it down on paper, because
right now I’m recalling it sitting in a chair. It’s about the movement and the
sensibilities that it generates. I always hated that definition of poetry, “action
recollected in tranquility.” It’s bullshit. Let’s have it as close to the raw action
as possible. That’s why I get excited and whip out my notebook to write
something down on a ledge, or throw off my ski pack so I can sit on it and
write something down, because the last 1,000 feet of climbing lead to this
epiphany.”

