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BRIDGING
Climbing with one hand and one foot on each side of a groove, corner or chimney is called
bridging. Once in the bridging position, you can work your way upwards by moving one hand or
one foot at a time, pushing against the opposite walls of the corner/chimney with the remaining
limbs. Sometimes there will be handholds and footholds you can use, but you can also bridge just
by pushing on the walls of the corner/chimney with the flat of your hands or feet.

BACK AND FOOTING/CHIMNEYING
If a chimney is too narrow to climb by bridging, you can
place your back against one side and your feet or knees on the
other side, and then work your way up the chimney by using
your hands to alleviate the pressure on your back and then
your hands/knees. Your connection with the rock will mostly
be through friction, rather than through positive handholds and
footholds, so it is usually possible to move only one hand or
one foot at a time when climbing a chimney (in contrast with
slab climbing, where it is often possible to move a hand and a
foot at more or less the same time).
Chimneying requires a large amount of inventiveness, as
you have to adjust your movements to the width and form of
the chimney. There is no set method that suits all situations,
so adaptability and creativity are needed to climb chimneys
efficiently and elegantly. Without these two qualities, you are
likely to find every chimney desperately strenuous and mentally
exhausting.

Sandstone chimney. Note, rope badly positioned
(see p.52).

- TECHNICAL INFORMATION -
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TYING ON WITH A DOUBLE FIGURE OF EIGHT
The figure of eight is the most important knot for tying on to a harness and a knot that every
climber must be able to tie with ease.
• It is the simplest to tie.
• It is the easiest to check.
• It is the safest.
When tying on to a harness, the rope must go through both tie-in points on the harness, unless
the harness only has a single tie-in point (and therefore no belay loop).
Tie a standard figure of eight into
the rope, approximately 60 cm
from the end of the rope

Thread the rope back through
the knot, following the line of
the grey rope.

Tightening the knot in two stages

First, with
both hands

It is essential to tighten the
knot carefully to make sure it
cannot come undone!

Then, pull the knot
downwards

MAKING A COW’S TAIL
There are several ways to make a cow’s tail. Here,
it is tied using a length of rope (8.6 mm dynamic rope
that will absorb shock loads). Between 1.5 and 2.2 m
of rope are needed, depending on the type of harness
you have and the length of your arms.
• Attach one end of the rope to the tie-in points on
your harness using a double figure of eight.
• Tie a double figure of eight to the other end of the rope, making the
“eye” of the rope as small as possible. Clip a safety karabiner (which can
be made directional using a Béal Pinch or a piece of bicycle inner tube) to
the eye of the cow’s tail.
Both knots must be thoroughly tightened. Regularly check that they
are not coming undone. The cow’s tail karabiner is clipped to the harness
in a position that will not get in the way of your quickdraws (usually the rear
gear loop).
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- TECHNICAL INFORMATION A good belaying
position

Eyes on
the leader

Helmet

Gloves

Feet apart for
stability

Upper hand
on
the live rope
Lower hand
on
the control rope

BELAYING
Belaying means ensuring the safety of the person climbing a
route by paying out rope when necessary and locking the rope
should the climber fall. This is done using a mechanical braking
device attached to the belay loop on the belayer’s harness. In order
to describe the various techniques used in belaying, I have adopted
the following colour code for the different terms and symbols: The
belayer’s upper hand holds the live rope (goes to the climber); the
lower hand holds the control rope (below the belay device).
The climber may be leading (climbing the route and clipping
protection points) or top-roping (climbing the route with the rope
already passing through the belay at the top).
Belaying correctly can be a matter of life and death, so it is
essential to do it correctly and for novices to practice in safe
situations. The principles are the same whether you are using a
classic or self-locking belay device, although self-locking devices
require more care.
Belaying involves several manoeuvres:
• Paying out or taking in the control rope while your partner is
climbing (leading or top-roping);
No one rule can be applied in
• Locking off the rope;
all circumstances. Be flexible.
• Braking and stopping a fall;
• Lowering a climber down from a route;
• Finding the best position for belaying close to the foot of the cliff,
if possible, in line with the direction the rope will pull should the
climber fall (avoid being pulled forwards).
Inattentive
belayer
Climber
fall

The belayer is clipped into a bolt. She
has her feet apart and both hands on the
rope. She is giving slack to the leader,
who is about to clip the next bolt.

Feet
together

Belayer
lets go of
rope

Pulled
forward

Locking off the rope
First, grip the live rope with your upper hand and the control rope with
your lower hand. Once the rope is locked off, move your upper hand so
both hands are on the control rope (below the belay device) and “sit” in your
harness so your weight is on the rope. NB. The term “locked” is misleading
in the case of classic belay devices, as the rope is only locked if you hold the
control rope under tension. Consequently, you must never let go go of the
control rope. You may have to lock off the rope in a number of situations:
• The climber wants to rest in the middle of a route (hanging from the rope).
• The leader slips off (harness below the last protection point).
• The climber falls when top-roping.
• Just before lowering the climber down from the belay.
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III - SCENARIOS
The levels of risk associated with a number of common climbing scenarios
have been colour-coded as follows:
Green: Situation in which the risks have been minimised.
LOW RISK
Amber: Situation in which special care is required to minimise the risks. Such
CAUTION situations include starting a route, clipping gear, negotiating a crux, threading a
belay, top roping, etc.
INCIDENT Red: Potentially dangerous situations that could easily lead to an accident.
When still in the “beginner stage” it is better to avoid this type of situation.
ACCIDENT Black: Situations in which inattention, poor decisions or mistakes by the climber(s)
have led to an accident. No one can predict the outcome of an accident.

Situation

The scenarios described in this handbook are designed to help you make judicious decisions in
a number of common climbing situations, so you don’t fall into traps of your own making. Their aim
is to reduce the risks involved in climbing, whether you are bouldering or doing routes outside or
on a climbing wall. Each scenario highlights a potential danger and describes one or more possible
solutions for minimising this danger. These solutions must not be seen as one-size-fits-all responses;
rather, they are possible methods that can be applied or adapted as circumstances dictate.
I like the parallel between the challenge of climbing and a game of chess. The first two parts of
this handbook (Technical Information and Going Climbing) can be thought of as the bouldering or
climbing equivalents of the rules of chess and the way chess pieces can move. We now look at how
these rules can be best applied to ensure the game has a successful outcome.
It takes time to build the experience needed to instinctively make the best decisions when
climbing and to progress from “beginner” mode to “expert” mode. The following scenarios describe
preventive measures that allow you to back off or throw in the towel if you realise you are getting out
of your depth and don’t yet have the expert skills needed to safely deal with a certain situation. As
a general rule, beginners and very occasional climbers will not gain anything by trying to top rope
a route that is far harder than the routes they are capable of leading (e.g., a 5b leader trying to top
rope a 6c).
When climbing, you have to be able to make your own
decisions. If you are not sure which decision to take
(where a route goes, whether you can get down from a
boulder problem, whether you will find a decent belay)
it is probably best to choose a different objective and
come back to the original project another time when you
have more information and/or better skills. Do not base
your decisions on what you see experienced climbers
doing, as they will have the knowledge and abilities to
deal safely with situations that would be very dangerous
for beginners.

Bouldering can be enjoyed by all the family

If you feel that none of the methods described in these
scenarios is suited to the situation you have created,
think about how a method could be adapted to the
circumstances. If you do not have the skills to climb a
route safely, come down: you will get much more from
your climbing if you learn to know your limits and when
and where to push yourself.

- SCENARIOS 3-1 BOULDERING REQUIRES A MAT
Dave has decided to try a boulder-problem traverse with
a sharp rock below the start. A situation that should be Green
immediately becomes Red
and could lead to an
, as Dave will almost certainly hit his head and/
accident
or back on the rock if he falls.
To ensure the situation remains Green
, even if the
boulder isn’t very high, Dave should ensure:
• There are enough bouldering mats to protect him from the
sharp rock;
• If they don’t have enough mats to protect the entire
traverse, Dave’s partner, Sophie, should move the mats along
the traverse as Dave climbs;
• Sophie spots him in order to protect his head and upper back.
Climbers frequently forget to spot their companions either
through negligence or because they haven’t considered the
consequences of a fall. Before starting a boulder problem,
you should:
• Position the mats;
• Ask someone to spot you.

INCIDENT
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Situation

INCIDENT

Situation
LOW RISK

3-2 THE LEADER HASN’T TIED ON PROPERLY
Dave starts up a route and clips the second bolt. As he is about to clip the rope, he realises (a little
late) that he has only tied on to one of the tie-in points on his harness. This is a Red situation
.
• Only tied on to one tie-in point;
• Figure-of-eight knot too far from the harness.
This situation could lead to an accident
at any moment. To get back to a safe
), Dave should:
situation (Green
• Clip into the bolt with a cow’s tail, ensuring
the cow’s tail is clipped above the quickdraw
in the bolt, so it is easier to unclip when he
starts climbing again. He then pulls up a loop
of slack, ties a knot in the loop and clips it to
The climber clips
his harness.
in and unties
• He can now untie from the rope (Red
)
and tie on correctly without risking dropping
the rope. Once he has tied on again, he clips
Situation
the rope into the quickdraw, so he will be
protected when he unclips the cow’s tail and
starts climbing.
Rope tied on
incorrectly
• Before starting to climb, Dave gets his
INCIDENT
belayer, Sophie, to check the knot is tied
correctly and in the right place, even though
she is below him.

It is easy to avoid this type of situation by
ensuring your belayer systematically checks your knot before you start climbing.
Some climbers tend to leave the end of the rope too long (40/50 cm) when
they tie on . This can cause confusion between the live rope and the loose end
of the rope when clipping gear and thereby lead to an accident
.

60

- SCENARIOS 3-20 WORKING ROUTES
Project
Success

Accomplishment
Physical
fatigue

Concentration

Feel at
home

Fear of
falling
Confidence

Difficult
move

Rhythm

No desire
to get hurt

Breathe

Strategy

Working a route is an excellent way of pushing your
limits and progressing.
Whatever grade you are climbing at, to get the most
from working a route it is essential to choose a feasible
project, that is, a route you are likely to be able to do once
you have worked out the moves and a strategy for linking
the various sequences. However, working a route does
not mean pushing your limits at all costs. It merely means
achieving an objective that you have set yourself. Each
climber must take into account all the parameters that
govern their objectives and combine them into a suitable
strategy (diagram on the left). By doing this, you should be
able to choose a project that meets these criteria. Here are
three examples:
 Sophie tries to flash a 6c+ on a steep wall. She falls at
the end of the crux because of a poor choice of foothold.
As long as the fall is not violent, she accepts this type of
(falling) as part of the game. She feels she is
incident
very close to doing the route.
• She has a good rest (the time needed will depend on the
route and the climber).
• She has memorised the most crucial parts of the route
(resting places, crux, difficult clips).
• She calmly gathers her thoughts.
• She mentally and physically visualises the parts of the
route she found most difficult.
• The way she climbs will depend on this visualization and
memorization phase.
• She redpoints the route on her first attempt.

 Dave has chosen a route to work. He wants to improve and he accepts falling
as part of his
approach to climbing. He knows he is going to need several attempts to redpoint the route (6b+),
which is at the limit of his current redpointing abilities.
• He first climbs the route from bolt to bolt, without trying to link the different sequences of moves.
This allows him to climb every section of the route without getting too physically or mentally
tired, and to check out the whole route in order to identify the sections that are likely to require
the most “work”.
• When he gets to the belay, he clips the rope to the chain using two quickdraws back to back
.
This avoids having to thread the rope after every attempt and thereby saves a lot of time.
• He lowers off, leaving the quickdraws in the route.
• He top ropes the route and links all the moves.
• He rests (the time needed will depend on the route).
• He then repeats the route (on the lead or on top rope) practicing moves
and trying to find the most efficient ways of climbing the more difficult
sections. It can take numerous attempts to find the best method, in which
Crossed
case, he might have to do the route several times.
quickdraws
in the belay
• Once he has found a workable sequence (which may take a day, a week,
a season, etc.) he tries to redpoint the route.
• He finally achieves his redpoint.
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