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Jael on Kashaya land.
Photo by Jesse Honig
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As Black, Cambodian, Malaysian, Filipinx, Moroccan-Egytpian, and European-Americans, we who wrote this zine have
been both oppressed by and benefit from the settler-colonization of the U.S. We will not erase this history or our relationships to it.
This zine is dedicated to we who have been stolen and displaced from our lands, who strive to re-member and repair our
relationship to land and people, and who are pretty freaking
sick of the climbing-as-conquering narrative.
With respect, reverence, and tenderness for all beings.
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“Ȟe is a mountain as hé is a horn that comes from a shift in the
river, throat to mouth. Followed by sápa, a kind of black sleek
in the rise of both. Remember. Ȟe Sápa is not a black hill, not
Páha Sápa, by any name you call it. When it lives in past tense,
one would say it was not Red Horn either; was not a rider on
horse on mount and did not lead a cavalry down the river and
bend, not decoy to ambush and knee buckle / to ten or twenty,
perhaps every / horse face in water. / Its rank is a mountain and
must live as a mountain, as a black horn does from base to black
horn tip. See it as you come, you approach. To remember it, this
is like gravel.”
- from “Ȟe Sápa,” Layli Long Soldier
Layli Long Soldier is an Oglala Lakota poet whose collection
of poems, Whereas, is freaking amazing, and you should read
it. The Sacred Black Hills of South Dakota, named Ȟe Sápa by
the Lakota peoples, were taken from the Lakota in 1889 and
"given" to European settlers, arriving in the Western U.S. to
explore, discover, conquer, steal, and in all likelihood play and
climb on. The Lakota people were "reassigned" to small ass
reservations.
So, this is the history of the land we climb on.
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WHO WE ARE

We are a collective using prose/narrative/essay/poetry/
art/activism/illustration to explore our relationship to climbing
as queer people of color. It is our experience that being climbers of color contributes to a more complex and often collective view of the climbing community than the sport’s typical
individualistic and masculinist portrayal. Rather than approach
climbing from the perspective of colonial domination, neoliberal self-determination, and patriarchal control, we invite perspectives that re-member the earth to our collective stories,
loves and traumas. However, it is our goal that this zine not
come from a place of opposition to dominant forces (cis,
hetero, male, able etc.) but as a way of raising up the stories
and perspectives that we want to see more of in the climbing
world.
In doing so, we hope to highlight and perhaps suture the
rift that seems to exist between the lone climber and the vast
net of community that exists to catch them. The idea of “lonely
togetherness” illustrates both an emphasis on such collectivity,
as well as the all-too-common lonely feeling of being “the only
one” in a space mostly occupied by white/male/cis outdoors
enthusiasts.
We believe that the climbing community, much like any
other pursuit of love, labor or creativity, can only benefit from
having a wider array of meanings: those that convey the queer,
the feminine, the indigenous, the poor, the immigrant, the
black and brown relationship to this sport. Importantly, this
recognition needs to be done without the spectacularization
or commercialization that has so swiftly followed the emergence of women and POC outdoors activism.
Connect with us on instagram: @Lonelytogetherzine.
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To p t o b o t t o m : s u n s e t o n
Payahuunadü, Paiute land; rock
and water patterns on Kashaya
land; late Autumn pokey plants on
Payahuunadü.
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Airplane trails crisscross the climbing and
camping area we call the Buttermilks, in
Payahuunadü, on this land now owned by
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).
A lot of climbers, us included, really enjoy
BLM land because it means free camping.
But did you know that the BLM was created out of the merger of the Grazing Service, which was created to manage grazing
on "public" lands, and the General Land
Office, which was created to give away or
sell land stolen from indigenous tribes to
European settlers?
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THIS IS NOT
ABOUT CLIMBING
by SUMMER WINSTON (THEY/THEM)

Summer catching winter snowflakes on Payahuunadü.
Photo by Sacha Braddock
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This is not about climbing…
This is not about climbing. It's not about preventing injury, finger
strength, it's not about training. It's also not about grade progression.
This is not about climbing. This about community. This is about inclusion being greater than diversity. This is about holding space. This is
about seeing each other. This is about seeing ourselves. Welcome to
our dialogs.
[
]: Ripping against my skin. Rough, sticky like fresh
sandpaper, sandstone, meets limestone, meets granite...I was in love
at first touch. Higher, wind on my back, sun on my face, I feel strong
and I feel free…I feel free.
[
]: Who goes there? Playing on land claimed as OUR
playground, you are an abnormality. You are a spot in our sea of
knowns while seeking out the unknown. Who brought you here.
[
]: On the wings of my own permission I ride into the
warm, into the cold, into the sea. I ride into the wave. I am seen and
unseen. I am welcomed but unwelcome.
[
]: Who brought you here? Can you hold? Can you
push? Can you ascend? Can you descend? Can you blend? Can you
shut up? Can you take it? Can you take it? Can you take it?
[

]: I am unwelcomed here

[
]: No one told you to go, to stay. No one told you
to come. You are the problem. We see all people we see all. We are
equal you are equal. You chose to come. You chose to come. That is
your problem not mine. You are the problem.
[

]: In your sea of unknowns

[

]: Spot you are the problem
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[
]: I am unwelcomed here in this sea of unknowns. In
this room of faces all mouths and no ears. All eyes but no sight. I am
a spot. External beliefs become mine internalized. Shame trickles in, it
rushes and I am drowning. I am the problem, internalized.
[
]: Can you shut up? Can you take it? Your discomfort
makes me uncomfortable.
[
[
come.
[

]:
]: No one told you to go, to stay. No one told you to
]:

[
]: This space is meant for all that it is meant for. It is
meant for me. It is meant for him and him and him and him and him
and him and him and him. It is inclusive spot. It is everything it was
always meant to be. There is room for everyone here. Can you shut
up? Can you take it. There is room for everyone here…
[
]: Ripping against my skin, my bone, scraping like
a fresh knife, sharpen on the stone of your closed ears and open
mouths, of your veiled eyes and lungs filled with air hotter than coals,
hotter than flames burning bluer than blood fearfully anticipating the
moment it can run red…than blood running. I am not welcomed here.
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[

]:

[

]:

Summer on Kashaya Land.
Photo by Jessie Chen
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Draw yourself as your wildest (climbing-living-healing-breathing) dreams.
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YOU BELONG HERE
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To p t o b o t t o m : S u m m e r o n P a y a h u unadü. Photo by Jenelle
Jael on Payahuunadü.
Photo by Jesse Honig
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[SNEAK PREVIEW]

Building this movement and bringing our
voices together is about weaving together
the stories, outcries and prayers of many, of
our ancestors and our children. IN THE NEXT
V O L U M E O F L O N E LY T O G E T H E R , w e f e a t u r e
our mentors and leaders in the POC outdoors
movement, including an interview with coach
E m i l y Ta y l o r :
“. . . T h e n e x t p l a c e t o g o , t o f i n d o u r a g e n cy, to find voice and to find compassion, is
to realize that there is still an incredible
a m o u n t o f b r i d g i n g t o b e d o n e . We c a n b r i d g e
our communities, between the marginalized
and the white folks. But we have to be the
directors of how that bridge is being erected.
We h a ve t o b e t h e o p e r a t o r s o f t h a t a t t h i s
point now. That operation has to be unapologetic; it’s ok for me to say ‘you know that’s
not working for me...And when we work outside of our communities, we collectively make
more of an impact than if we’re inside of our
communities tearing apart in conversation
b e c a u s e w e s t i l l d o n ’ t o w n a n y t h i n g .”
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SISTER INSIDER:
A JOURNEY HOME
THROUGH CLIMBING
by KAI HEITZ (SHE/HER)
Making it Home
Being inside my head
was always safest. It was where
I could make worlds that felt
stable, a place that made sense
when the adult world didn’t. And
so climbing, connecting my body
and mind from within for the
first time, felt safe. I learned to
make my body a home I could
trust when family and houselike homes slipped away from
me as I shuttled between states,
between parents, between the
chapters of my life.
Climbing has always
been this kind of internal exercise for me: in-doors, a puzzle
unfolding inside my head, in the
muscle, fascia, snappy tendons
and bones, in the mirror that
flexed back at me as I wrestled
with an image telling me that to
be a girl, I had to be thin, delicate
and slight. But I was already too
20

much of that, all spindly limbs
and no shape, a disappointingly
flat chest despite my best efforts. This body said I was to be
quiet, and non-confrontational.
Never too much. And so I didn’t
argue when my mom told me
otherwise, told me that if I was
going to make it in this city (in
this life) as a woman, and a black
woman at that, I needed to be
strong. Like her.
In the summer of 2006,
at 13 years old, my mom could
no longer mask her concern for
my safety as we both faced the
unnerving reality of my commuting 40 minutes to my new
high school on public transit.
She pinched her brow, pinched
my bony shoulder, and said “You
need some upper body strength.”
And no, I wasn’t about to take
self defense classes or join some
regular team sport. She knew

me better than that. Knew I
hummed to the rhythm of my
body when walking quietly
along a beach, squatting in the
mud, clambering down a ravine,
climbing up in a tree, collecting
my community of shells, frogs,
deer and birds to me. I loved
to be alone and half wild, free
to live through my imagination.
I would be sobered by Chicago, sure; but to let it tame me,
break me? No. That was perhaps more terrifying than the
threat of assault and certainly
a greater risk than falling from
any cliff face. So climbing class
it was.

The Approach
Every Thursday night, I
would pack up my heavy school
bag, climbing shoes and chalk
bag in tow, and walk the mile
from my Lincoln Park private
high school to the Fullerton El
station. In my memory, it was
always a slate gray already
darkening sky - phosphorescent
yellow lights - sloshy snow kind
of walk. Sparking train wheels
squealing around the elevated
tracks would pull me into my
favorite part of the brown line
ride: screeching into the loop
from the north side and getting
that spectacular view of the
John Hancock skyline, edging

closer until we crossed the river
and the city swallowed us into a
busy, tight circle of commerce.
These were my mountains.
And just as suddenly as
I’d been consumed by buildings,
descending, transferring to the
blue line that took me back out
of the city maw, flying under
the river this time until...I would
emerge a few stops later at an
unassuming intersection. The
gym was a few blocks away and
the walk took me under the Amtrak train, a long underpass that
was always dripping and freezing
and dimly lit - a horrible shrieking, flickering yellow. Keys shift
in my pocket nervously. I came
to avoid this route. Eventually I’d
emerge at a dead end, a narrow
street rimmed with parking. The
other side gave way to a sprawling, shallow quarry and the tow-

I felt, for the first
time, like I was
in something. A
part of something. An insider.
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ering black conveyer belts of an
asphalt factory perched along
the North Branch of the Chicago River. A right turn and the
sudden shock of the color of
children’s spandex gymnastic
outfits, their outlandish patterns
almost as strange as seeing children in this industrial landscape.
A blast of heat as I opened the
door, the sound of feet pounding
the spring floor of the gymnasium, the sound of my own feet
clanging hollowly down the metal stairs into the dusty, sweaty
smelling basement. Safe, at the
Hidden Peak.
The gem that lay hidden
at “the peak,” as the gym was
lovingly known, was not only a
powerhouse of a youth climbing team that regularly placed at
the USA Climbing competitions,
but, most importantly to me, the
assortment of misfit kids who
crowded the tiny space—and
knew that they belonged there.
Kids wearing baggy clothes,
thick glasses and hearing aids.
Kids who knew three languages and magic tricks. Kids who
listened to sad, alternative music. Kids with too much energy
for the classroom, with too few
friends, with so many books,
with so many ideas, with so few
outlets. Kids who were creative
and funny and smart and wiser to
the way of the world than most.
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Kids who were timid and shy on
the playground and the bravest,
boldest kids on the climbing wall.
Lonely kids, who were small and
skinny and not the least bit athletic. Despite the odds, we found
our way here. And because of
the odds, we kids climbed - hard.
The place hummed with
energy. Dave, our kind yet demanding coach, would yell and
cackle and joke and encourage
and trash talk and instruct while
dozens of kids yelled and cackled and joked and talked right
back. It wouldn’t be until much
later that I realized how much he
taught us, and what a rare gift it
was – to learn to trust our quiet
feet, to understand, with a lot of
pre-teen giggles, the mechanics
of ‘sucking our butt in,’ to the
wall, to be taught how to solve
the mental puzzle of a problem
before laying a hand to it.
He gave us a tradition, a
lineage of mentorship that made
everyone there family.
And the peak gave us a home—a
cardboard cutout of a scrappy
home gym that Dave seemed
to have built with the tenacity only a climber could muster.
The parents sat on sunken, filthy
couches while music blasted
from an ancient PC layered in
chalk and lined with pictures of
Dave and the climbers he had

Rocks, water, salt, Narinda,
and Kaily on Kashaya land.
Photos by Endria
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E n d r i a a n d A l o n z o o n Ts n u n g w e a n d
Chimariko land.
Photo by Natalie Papova
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Narinda on Payahuunadü.
Photo by Endria
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mentored, and those who had
mentored him. All of the holds in
the cramped, maybe 300 square
foot space, were slick and shiny,
and routes were marked with a
dizzying array of colored and
patterned tape. Grades didn’t
really matter here. I often joked
that it was all just “V-Dave,”
since, for many years, he was
the principal setter and he set to
challenge his team. Returning to
this gym today always serves as
a good ego-deflator.
This is what climbing was
to me for the first 4 years. Rocks
had nothing to do with it. It was
all indoors, in a small community, and I felt, for the first time,
like I was in something. A part of
something. An insider.
Outsider Within
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The Peak was, indeed, a
rare and unexpected find. To be
a part of the climbing community
in a city located in the middle of
hundreds of miles of flat land and
corn fields, and at a time when
the only climbing walls anyone
knew about existed at summer
camp, required initiative and intel. So, naturally the Peak only
attracted dedicated seekers; and
it attracted white people. People
who knew how to look for the
hidden pockets of privilege, who
knew where to start, and who
else to ask. I think I could count
on one hand the number of black
or brown kids I ever saw so much
as step foot in the gym when I
was there as a student. Having
attended a primarily white private high school, I had grown
accustomed to being ‘the only.’
It wasn’t something I thought

about. Being the forever outsider in every school situation,
I only knew that I wanted to fit
in, to be good at something to fit
in, and, better than fitting in, to
have a place where I felt I could
belong. The misfit magicians and
kids with overactive imaginations gave me that solace. For a
while.
For a long while, I was
consistent. I went every single
Thursday evening that I could
throughout high school. The
growing piles of homework that
awaited me never changed my
level of commitment. But the
friends I made early on in the
program didn’t keep up as regularly as I did. Slowly they faded
away. And I started to feel alone
in that space. Finally, I was at
home with the movements, but

an outsider all over again. At 15,
I felt that I was too old to join the
junior team, which matched my
skill level at that time but comprised of mostly strong, spastic 8
to 12 year olds. I watched the senior team kids train, trained with
them too, and longingly sat just
outside the ring of their ability,
of their excitement to travel and
compete together, of their indelible whiteness that enabled a
certain enthusiastic confidence.
Dave always encouraged me to
join the team, recognizing my
potential, but I declined, attributing my reluctance to my disinclination toward competition.
I’ve since learned that I
am a fierce competitor, and give
my most, pour out all my tryhard, when people are watching,
expecting, audibly setting the

Kaily, Summer, and friends on
Coast Miwok land.
Photo by Michael Estrada
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bar higher and higher by shouting “Come on, you got this!” I just
never thought that it was ok for
me to compete against others,
especially people I wanted to belong to and who I never thought
could see past my difference, my
quietness, and, what I thought,
was my lack of demonstrated
skill. I felt I could never compete
against or with this elite team
until I had proven myself.
Although I was inside,
finding home in this cozy, familial basement, it was lonely there.
Things got a little bet-

Looking up at the
stars that night
communicated the
sideways-ness
of
climbing.
ter when I moved to Southern
California for college, where
the density of climbers delighted and surprised me. The two
friends I climbed with--both exceptionally tiny, exceptionally
30

boisterous, and exceptionally
strong--were some of my closest during this time. They would
soar and shine together, climbing
much harder than I could. Much
as I came to love these two,
climbing with them evoked the
boulder-like shadow of loneliness that loomed over me, heavy
and grating and immovable. Still,
I kept my same diligent schedule,
biking the 4 miles each way to
the gym every week. And I gradually improved until I was consistently climbing V3s and 4s at this
gym. People noticed. And I was
invited on trips, complemented
weekly on my small accomplishments.
By the time I arrived in
the Bay Area, I had internalized
the subliminal message of this
sport, the one that seems to
hum in the air like a high-pitched
whine that only registers when
suddenly it’s no longer there:
climb hard or be a nobody, climb
well or climb alone, climb like it's
a performance or else you won’t
be seen, and sometimes, climb
your best or literally die trying.
Climbing is a perfectionist’s perfect sport. And so, climbing fed
me in all of the unhealthy ways
that I saw myself, and pushed
myself, and worked just to feel
like I had a place to land when
I fell. Finding home in the body,

in the movements, even in those
wild and gorgeous outdoor places means less if that home starts
to ring with the hollow, quiet
emptiness of a house.
A Soft Landing
In 2017, after over a decade of almost-perfect, consistent climbing, I considered quitting, moving out of this house
that had stopped feeling like
home a long time ago. I saw an
REI feature on the Brothers of
Climbing, and I raged on social
media, raged in jealous admiration, raged for the sisters and
non-binary siblings I had missed
all these years. And shockingly,
tenderly, softly, I was received
by real, calloused, gentle, brown
hands. Endria, Narinda, Audrei,
Trish - this small crew of climbers
of color - would gather early on
weekday mornings at the gym
in downtown Oakland, transformed my lonesome, angry energy into the embers of a new
motive. A horizontal one.
I say horizontal because
the way that climbing is ordered
is so painfully vertical. The language and action of domination,
of hierarchies of oppression is
pernicious, inherent to the drive
to climb to the top of something
just for the sake of it. Verticality
is crushing, it is falling, and it is,

as the saying goes, lonely if you
do indeed fight gravity enough
to make it to the top. Maybe
this is why I’ve always loved traverses, moving horizontally, in
tandem with the curves of the
earth. It reminds me of climbing at the Peak; what it lacked in
height, it made up for in long circuit climbs and tough, two-move
problems. And it reminds me of
relationships, the way we match
strides with those we want to
walk beside--march with--in our
respective and intersectional
movements.
…
It’s late October in the
Eastern Sierras, but the air is still
pleasantly warm in the evening.
The sun has just gone down in
the Buttermilks, leaving a dusky
spray of stars in a moonless sky.
Endria, Narinda and I lay out a
few crash pads at the Iron Man
traverse, and train our headlamps on the thin white line that
cleaves the smooth face of this
boulder in half. Usually baking
and slimy in the heat of the sun,
usually crowded with climbers, it
is a relief to climb here protected
by the quiet blackness of night.
We shove still swollen toes into
stiffening shoes, and sink into
the familiar moves. We try the final, elusive big top-out move un31

til skin and muscle succumb to
cold and brittle exhaustion. We
drag the crashpads back a few
feet just beyond the penumbra
of Iron Man’s leaning shadow, so
that when we lay down on them,
puffy to puffy, we can gaze comfortably at the sky. We let our
eyes drift slightly out of focus
to catch the grazes of shooting
stars. We let the expansiveness
of the dark swallow us, rolling us
around until we are sweet melty
lozenges, swilled in sips of whiskey. None of us had successfully
finished the traverse. But this is
better somehow. Looking up at
the stars that night communicated the sideways-ness of climbing: that way of being ok with
not “accomplishing” but doing
and being and laying down in
humble admiration of the galaxies. Because as the arms of the
universe stretched out wide in a
dissolving embrace, we realized
that there is always something
much bigger than this boulder
holding us.
...
Finding the POC climbing community has been like arriving at the Hidden Peak all over
again and re-discovering that
initial soaring sense of belonging that drew me into climbing
to begin with—belonging in my
32

toughened, brown skin this time,
and in the just-right place with
all the other misfits. Regardless
of how “good” at climbing we
are, whatever phase of strong
or soft, injured or recovering,
we’re excited just to be together, to be caught by one another.
With more of us sharing beta,
it’s easier to find those hidden
peaks, and to make this lineage
of knowledge our own. It’s not
so much about the hard edges
of accomplishment here, as it is
the softness of belonging, the
sweetness of home.
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Kaily,
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Narinda,

a n d Tr i s h o n
Kashaya Land.
P h o t o b y Tr i s h A n g
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Narinda on Coast Miwok Land. Photo by Michael Estrada

WHAT WE RISK
by NARINDA HENG (SHE/HER)

36

What does it mean to climb
as though thinking about everything and nothing
what does it mean to climb well
it means i must climb as strong as i can
i must know how to hold on
					harder
.
.
.
Traveling carefully, seeking the next brief respite-the next hold,
the next bolt,
the next placement-.
.
We know about the peril between the safe places.
How momentary safety can be.
What an illusion it can be is.
We put our lives
and all the living that has come before
and the responsibility which is meant to come after
We put all of that into metal and nylon.
That we trust our lives to this
while knowing that we cannot always trust this
We trust ourselves as best we can
				
we hope we do not fall
we hope we do not fail
				ourselves
we hope we do not fail
			
our mothers fathers lovers
37

and yet we fail all the time
		
to make the choice
				
which makes the most sense:
						
					To not.
To risk a fall
		
while wondering-have they not
		
survived enough
				hunger, war, loss
how can i risk
		
that they must survive me, too.
Perhaps all this is senseless
		
and yet here it is
					this lives in us.
To reach for that next hold
		
to stand higher
		
to reach for what is
					tenuous.
			
To risk
		
falling,
			failure,
				in search of
					
what's possible.
2019
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Narinda on Kashaya land.
P h o t o b y Tr i s h A n g
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To p t o b o t t o m : a c l a y b b b y
Narinda. Photo by Narinda;
Narinda tying a figure eight on
a bight. Photo by Endria
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ALEX CAN'T
SAVE YOU
by ENDRIA RICHARDSON
(SHE/HER)
I’m watching Alex’s white
body and red shirt inch its way
up a greasy gray slab of rock as
the airplane I’m riding on falls
into a pocket of dry air that feels
like someone’s hands dropping
us. I want to grab the woman’s
face in the seat next to me and
tell her that I am afraid of dying,
I am always afraid of dying, and
I think we are dying, right now.
But I don’t grab this woman’s
face. I relax my hands on both
armrests. I let drop my tongue
from the roof of my mouth. I
count to four as I breathe in, and
I count to four as I breathe out. I
watch this red shirt in its exaltation of fearlessness. I think about
my body hanging over space,
and I imagine feeling nothing but
power, precision, and the possi-

bility of the human spirit. I want
to believe in something more
beautiful that exists on the other
side of fear.
I want Alex Honnold to make
me believe that this glorious
physical shit really is that something beautiful that lives on the
other side of fear. In the last few
hundred feet of his totally gearless ascent of El Capitan, he
speeds up and kind of loosens
and is grabbing chunks of rock
like they’re the juggiest, juiciest,
cleanest city-gym-plastic and he
jogs up the slab at the very top
with the biggest grin on his face,
and he calls his girlfriend and
he says that he “almost wants
to cry.” This is some superman
shit. It’s freaking beautiful. And
41

I love it. I feel proud to belong
to the same species as this crazy
human specimen. I believe in the
something beautiful that exists
on the other side of fear. This is
it. This is that thing.
I believe in it. And then I
don’t.
I don't believe he will fall
because somewhere deep in my
body I believe that whiteness
will save him. Whiteness will
place him beyond the soft body,
beyond being frail or vulnerable
or falling or dying and the thought of his whiteness makes me
feel less afraid of dying in general
and more as though there might
be a place in my head wherein
I could also be beyond the soft
body. In my mind, there is no
way to separate my lust for Alex,
power, precision, and a control
over my body so total that it can
stop me from dying, from my lust
for whiteness. I want to be safe
as Alex.
And no matter how many
times I tell myself that lusting
for whiteness does not make me
or Alex or anyone safe, when I
watch beautiful, powerful, and
precise acts of death defyingly white shit like Alex Honnold
42

climbing up a mostly sheer cliff
without a rope I still want to
believe that whiteness can make
me, Alex, and everyone else safe.
I think safety must mean
never having to look squarely at
or let your body feel the consequences of what it loves to do.
I think this must actually be
the definition of violence even
though I call it safety. I think
violence must mean being so in
love with the other side of fear
that you stop knowing how to
love consequences as much as
you love avoiding them.
And then our plane drops
into a pocket of nothing as deep
as the sky. I try to feel nothing
but an exaltation of fearlessness.
I try to make my terror become
an object to palm in my hand
and slip into nothingness. I do
not know how to sit in my body
that holds fear like it holds air, or
how to let myself know, deeper
than anything, that my body is
a soft body that can fall. I don’t
know how to love consequences
as much as I love avoiding them.
I have wanted to feel safe more
than I have wanted to feel. That
is to say, I have been a violent
person.
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I have spent a lot of time
fearing how soft life is, and a
lot of time not knowing how
to love its softness. Sometimes
not knowing has meant looking
at the beautiful, powerful, and
precise act of death defying shit
like Alex Honnold climbing up a
mostly sheer cliff without a rope
and feeling it to be greatness.
It has meant wanting to believe
that beauty, power, precision,
and the illusion of safety can
matter more than or at least as
much as life does. And because
nobody tells lies about beauty,
power, precision, and safety as
forcefully and violently as white
men, it has meant believing that
the promise of living in a safe
body must require the destruction of my black, femme, scared
body.
Destroying
my
black,
femme, scared body has meant
spending many hours out of
many weeks training to climb or
thinking about training to climb
or berating myself for not climbing more, for not eating less,
not hangboarding more, running
more, or doing more pushups,
pullups, and 4x4s in an emptying
gym in order to feel afraid of
falling less. It has meant waking
up at 5am to write more senten44

ces, read more books, and spend
more money on clothes, shoes,
watches, jackets, and pens in
order to avoid feeling lonely,
empty, bored, boring, sad, and
hollow. It has meant wanting to
hate and control white bodies
that I love so that I do not have
to face the shame and anger of
loving white bodies. It has meant
being terrified of falling out of
the sky of getting hit by a car of
falling from a boulder of getting
stabbed of falling from the
anchors of being raped of being
decapitated of getting hanged
on purpose of losing a limb of
bleeding to death of drowning
of burning of suffocating of
snapping of freezing and still
knowing extremely little about
the contours of fear in my body.
It has meant knowing and loving
how shame clenches and numbs
my jaws, my temples, above
my right eye, my diaphram, my
stomach, my left upper chest,
my neck, my right shoulder, the
fronts of my thighs, my buttocks,
my butthole, the arches of my
feet, my big toes, and my throat.
I’m trying to learn how to
love and fear my softness, and
I am trying to learn that lusting
after whiteness is not teaching
me how to do either of those

things. My fear of death has
been honed through generations of violence and trauma:
the colonization, enslavement,
and brutalization of my parents,
grandparents, great grandparents and great great grandparents at the hands of white
people in search of safety and
american dreams. My belief
that Alex cannot die has been
honed through more than three
hundred years of myths, stories,
movies, books, plays, poetry,
advertising, education, politics,
laws, magazine articles, documentaries, music videos, Pulitzer Prizes, grant committees,
and television stations that tell
me and everyone that white men
are better, stronger, more pleasing, nicer, higher quality, smarter, more god-favored, and more
deserving of life than anyone
else.
I think that what Alex is doing
is the beautiful act of a traumatized white body, partaking in
violence and calling it greatness. Nobody has been taught
to lie about trauma like white
men. Nobody has been taught to
believe in those lies like all of us.
Because I am a climber,
because I read, and watch, and

talk, and think about climbing
and what it can teach me about
life, I realize how sick I am of listening to mostly straight, white,
cis men talk and write about
conquering the terrifying softness of our bodies. The mostly
straight, white, cis men who
write and talk about climbing
write and talk about their individual and often ineffable compulsions to climb and crush, survive
and ascend to peak experiences atop which the pain, fatigue, fear, cold of a physical body
can be traded in, for glinting and
awesome moments, for something else—ecstasy, or glory, or
maybe just relief.
I want to talk about how
violent this eclipse must be, how
disembodied you must become
to forget how fragile meat,
bones, tendons, and love are. I
want to talk about how strange
is the collective assertion that

I think safety must
mean never having
to look squarely at
or let your body feel
the consequences
of what it loves to do.
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mountains should be climbed
and conquered even if it kills us;
that this is a universal compulsion. I want to talk about how
this compulsion is not universal. It is the local truth of American whiteness. It is forged by the
trauma of conquest and violence.
It is the collective momentum of
bodies that have not quite learned that you can’t conquer a
body without consequences. I
want us to talk about the consequences.
I can’t separate the mythologies of climbing from the mythologies of the United States—
that this is a country of brave
explorers discovering a promised land—created by white men
to make meaning and avoid the
consequences of unspeakable
violence: the murder and displacement of indigenous peoples
and the enslavement, torture,
and killing of black people for
more than three centuries. This
idea that the white body will
conquer, ruthlessly, anything
that gets in the way of its dreams
leads ineluctably to death. The
death of black bodies, brown
bodies, indigenous bodies at
the hands of white people. The
death of white bodies pushing
towards something like glory,
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believing the impossible: that
their dreams can rise, again and
again, beyond the capacity of
the body and everything the
body is connected to; that is,
everyone and everything else.
This is the trauma and violence
of this whole country and large
parts of this whole world. And as
far away as mountains, in their
barrenness and solitude, can
seem from the human drama
of this whole country and this
whole world, to climb them and
tell lies about beauty, power,
precision, and control is to tether
them to the most violent pieces
of that drama.
Learning how to love my
softness means telling more
and different truths about climbing. I want to hear the truths
and lies black bodies, brown
bodies, indigenous bodies, and
femme bodies have to tell me
about climbing. The stories that
are shared about climbing define
the boundaries of our collective imaginings of what climbing could and should be. How
we imagine climbing determines
who climbs, how we climb, how
we use and steward the land we
climb on, how we spend money
for climbing, how we live in order
to pursue our climbing.

When I first tried to write
about climbing and my relationship to climbing, I wrote
that boulders make me think
of violence and trauma and the
splintering earth and the softness of my falling body. When I
write about climbing I don’t write
about powerful I feel. I don’t feel
powerful. I want to talk and read
more about the kinds of not
powerful we are. I want to learn
how not to lust after whiteness.
I want us all to believe that Alex
can fall. I don’t want to lust after
whiteness while ignoring the
consequences and violence of
whiteness on my body and our
bodies. I want to talk about how
we catch, hold, and love on each
other. I want to learn how to love
and fear our soft human bodies.
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ONSIGHT/INSTINCT
by JAEL BERGER (SHE/HER)

Ja e l o n Wa s h o e l a n d .
Photo by Johanna Garcia
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When I approach a new climb,
whether sport, trad or a boulder problem, there’s something
beautiful about not knowing
what my experience will be. Everything is a surprise. I am not
necessarily relying on someone
else to provide a solution either. I can see or hear how other
people have either attempted or
climbed but will not know how
my body will adjust to the route
or how I will have to adjust my
body, how I’ll make each move will I bump off a foot hold/tiny
tiny crimp? Will I need to dyno
to reach a certain move? Maybe
I’ll use a heel hook for that part?
I have to consider that what may
work for others, won’t work for
me and have to rethink strategy due to my height, strength,
endurance and energy. In the
moments leading up to the beginning of a climb, I am filled
with complete trust in my body
and mind to guide me. While I’m
climbing, there are no rehearsed
movements, there’s no “how
did I do this move last time?” I
am more intune with what feels
right and what does not. What
small adjustments I can make to
better my positioning - slightly turning my knee out more to
bring my body closer to the rock,

etc. Thus, connected with my
body and simultaneously connected with my intellect, forming creative solutions that suit
me. I generally struggle with this
type of trust, this reliance on myself to know how to get through
something challenging.

When I fall off my first go, it’s
a reminder that sometimes I
need to make an attempt to
learn what doesn’t work. I may
have to train specific muscles
harder or practice specific
movements repeatedly.
But when I onsight a climb making it to the top of a route
I had never tried, seen, or
done before - flowing through
the movements, adjusting my
body and determining my
next steps, I am able to operate completely on instinct.
And am validated that I can
trust my instinct.
This originally appeared as a
sponsored instagram post for
@BrownGirlsClimb.
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Jael on Payahuunadü.
Photo by Vikki Glinskii
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INTRO TO CLIMBING
by AUDREI (SHE/HER/THEY/THEM)

It’s definitely your first time.
Okay, maybe the second.
Your shoes are rented and you
haven’t quite figured out what
to do with the chalk bag as you
go up and down, and up and
down,
And splat
You hit the mat hard
And get up a little embarrassed
I can see it on your face that
you’re not sure what you’re
doing here
Or if you belong
Everyone is walking with toned
bodies, too-snug shoes, holding
on to the plastic like it were an
extension of themselves
And let’s say it, all white
As they talk about beta, crimps,
jugs and sending
I watch you from across the
gym,
Silently trying to pull you towards me
You give a glance and I can tell
you’re not quite sure to make of
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me
And as our gazes lock for a
moment, I see you’re defeated
today and so you leave
And here you are again
And I see that you have a friend
It’s like I never left, and really I
haven’t
But there’s no way you’d truly
recognize me, yet
You bound around a bit more
confidently
Your friend giving you pointers
on your form
A bit of “keep your arms
straight” here, and “try flagging”
there
I can see it on your face that
you’re starting to feel yourself
You’ve got your climbing shoes
now
And joke with your friend how
they get too tight so you need
to rest
Your eyes gaze past me, giving
me a grin and slightly turn my

way
But you’re too focused on eating up the beta your teacher is
sharing
A smile appears on your face as
you jump up and run to give it
a shot

beautiful Set
I’m filled with moves to remind
you how your body can move
Problems that will torture, and I
promise, delight you, so that you
won’t be able to let me go
You enter the Cave, crouch
down low to inspect that variI see you all the time now
ous ratings
You actually have a bit of a crew And slowly realizing we are goIt seems like you all plan times
ing to be the best of friends
to meet up and there always
As you grab some holds, if I
seems to be someone new
could smirk, I would
You tell them, “I’m not really
And away, away we go
good yet” but you’ve got me
quite impressed
You all drift here and there,
from problem to problem, from
project to project
Until you stop in front of me
and take a rest
And I’m so happy because I
think it’s time we finally met
You peer into the Cave and a
friend says, “give it a shot!” but
you don’t think you’re ready yet
There’s no time like the present,
hoping that you can see My
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Payahuunadü. Photo by Endria
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A NOTE ON PLACE
NAMES

We’ ve i n c l u d e d t h e n a m e s , a s b e s t w e k n o w,
of the indigenous peoples who live on the
l a n d s w e v i s i t e d fo r c l i m b i n g i n t h i s z i n e . We
ask that those who choose to visit these areas engage with not only the indigenous history of these places, but with current struggles for land rematriation, sovereignty, and
j u s t i c e . We a p o l o g i z e fo r t h e a b s e n c e o f i n digenous voices in this first volume.
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AUTHORS
JAEL BERGER is North African, of Moroccan and
Egyptian ancestry. She grew up on Ohlone land,
known as San Francisco, CA. Jael began climbing in March 2014 at Hangar 18 Upland with a
community of friends from college. Her favorite climbing areas are in Payahuunadü, known
as "Bishop" in CA. When she's not working, you
can find her somewhere in the mountains, sipping on chai tea, climbing rocks, writing love
notes, taking photos, wading in hot springs or
swimming in alpine lakes.
K A I LY " K A I " H E I T Z l i v e s i n O a k l a n d , C a l i f o r n i a
and counts herself both bemused and fortunate
to have lived in O’ahu, Indiana, Oklahoma, Chicago, and the Inland Empire of Southern California. Her deep, lifelong curiosity about the
relationships between people, place and the
environment has led her into backpacking, a
13 year long entanglement with climbing, and a
PhD program in Human Geography at UC Berkeley.
NARINDA HENG started climbing in 2011 at
Malibu Creek State Park, Chumash lands. Since
2013, she swerved from life in nonprofit admin to outdoor education. Find her ruminations
about life as a queer, khmer american writer/
climber/potter/outdoor educator at instagram.
com/narinda___ or longcoolhallway.com.
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ENDRIA RICHARDSON is queer, Black, and Malay. She is a writer, climber, and prison abolitionist lawyer. Find some of her work on instagram @endjy___ or at
BecauseShesPowerful.org.
SUMMER WINSTON grew up in the deep south
of Louisiana where everything is wet and flat
a n d w a s v o i d o f c l i m b i n g . W h i l e l i v i n g i n Te x a s ,
they became conscious of climbing on a hike
during a camping trip in 2015, when they stumbled on folks top-roping. They went home, purchased a month pass at Stone Moves Climbing
Gym, and has been hooked ever since. Summer
is passionate about Equity and Inclusion work
in climbing and created The Brown Ascenders as
an outlet to build community and foster access
to climbing, as well as the outdoors for BIPOC
folks. Summer is also a professor of Graphic
Design, tiny house builder, plant life sustainer,
and lover or frozen treats…and pie…and cake…
and mezcal.
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THE END.
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