
44 More than just scaling a wall, the sport of rock 
climbing connects the thrill of challenge with 
the warmth of community

Sweating, Paly senior Maya Quinlan 
clings to the climbing wall, desperate-
ly searching for a rock to hold onto 

among the many jutting out just beyond 
her reach. Without a proper handhold, her 
foot could slip and she could fall from the 
wall at any time. This is the adventurous 
world of  rock climbing. 

Why would anyone willingly subject 
themselves to such an experience? For one, 
those who climb note that the community 
built when climbers come together to share 
their passion is an excellent motivator for 
self-improvement. 

Former C Mag Editor-in-Chief  Emma 
Joing reflects on the sense of  community 
she has gained through her love of  rock 
climbing. 

“I only became a better climber because 
I was surrounded by other like-minded 
people who were really passionate about 
climbing and were really driven to try hard 
and get better,” Joing said. “They pushed 
me to be better.” 

Support from other climbers is neces-
sary throughout the route a climber must 
take for each climb. This not only improves 
the climber’s stamina and effort but also 
raises the mood of  the entire gym. 

“It’s much easier to finish a climb when 
somebody gives you advice on how to do it, 
so that’s a lot of  where the support comes 
in,” Joing said. 

This environment pushes 

climb-
ers to bet-

ter themselves by 
using critical thinking and strength while 
laying the groundwork for a stronger com-
munity. 

Paly junior and rock climbing enthusi-
ast Anne Threlkeld has witnessed firsthand 
the importance of  
seeking help and 
feedback from peo-
ple trying to solve 
similar puzzles at the 
gym. She mentions 
beta, which is a term 
that explains the 
“correct” route for 
completing a climb. 

“People are super 
open to asking ques-
tions and learning from each other and a 
lot of  people will share beta, which is how 
you would solve a problem,” Threlkeld 
said. 

Solving the route logically is an ex-
tremely strenuous aspect of  climbing, as 
the routes vary in difficulty depending on 
each individual climber’s skill level. This is 
where help and support from other climb-
ers come in. 

This encouragement from teammates 
and acquaintances isn’t necessarily a cor-
nerstone of  sports in general. The culture 
surrounding some sports foster a sense of  

competition that alienates athletes from 
one another. 

“I’ve noticed that when [I’ve done] oth-
er sports, it kind of  felt like it was getting 
more intense and more toxic at a younger 
age,” Joing said. “It was like you had to be 
really good at the sport.”

The community at Planet Granite and 
other climbing gyms combat the idea 
of  sports as a competitive environment 
through a culture of  kindness. 

Quinlan has experienced this kindness 
during her climbing sessions at Planet 

Granite. She illus-
trates her experi-
ence as a new climb-
er when she started 
at the beginning of  
her junior year in 
high school. 

“I really enjoy 
the community and 
how friendly every-
one is,” Quinlan 
said. “The way you 

look doesn’t really define how good you are 
at climbing or what your level is.”

Joing had an encouraging experience 
when she started climbing as well, which 
has led to her positive outlook on the sport 
even if  you are a nervous beginner. 

“If  you’re going to go to the gym and 
you’re kind of  scared that people are go-
ing to be judging you because you’ve nev-
er done this before, don’t be scared about 
that at all,” Joing said. “If  you’re not super 
good, nobody’s going to look down on you. 
They’re going to cheer you on.”

There is no judgment or pressure from 
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“The way  you look doesn’t 
really define what your 

[climbing]  level is.”
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others, only encouragement from fellow climbers to help 
complete a successful climb. Furthermore, the people that 
build up this environment create a better place for anyone re-
gardless of  any level or strength, which creates a unique and 
passionate community.

For senior Evie Kramer, climbing has never been a solo ef-
fort. 

“It’s all about the people, honestly, especially as I’ve gotten 
older,” Kramer said. “From the start, it’s always been about 
climbing with my family and my friends and the people that I 
love. Really, climbing is the side piece to the connection [that] 
I get from it.” 

It’s undeniable that being part of  the climbing community 
fosters unique bonds built on support and encouragement, but 
even a community as close-knit as this one features never-end-
ing debates on issues like the importance of  strength versus 
critical thinking. 

Although strength won’t deter-
mine the amount of  climbers’ en-
couragement, some think it helps 
climbers complete a climb. Paly se-
nior Reed Schulman appreciates the 
physical element involved in climb-
ing. 

“You’re either strong enough to 
do something or you’re not,” Schul-
man said. “Once you reach a certain 
level of  strength, you have the guar-
antee of  being able to do something, 
whereas if  you’re not as strong, [it 
isn’t possible].” 

Similarly to Reed, Quinlan highlights the relevance of  
strength when climbing, and how strength can help you im-
prove quicker than others, but if  you lack it, people will still 
continue to support others and their endeavors. However, she 
also calls attention to the benefits of  a positive mentality vs. a 
negative mentality. 

“Especially in this sport, I think that strength matters,” 
Quinlan said. “The people who are really good are usually 
pretty buff, especially when it comes to bouldering. It takes a 
lot of  strength to get up harder graded climbs.”

Although she mentions the significance of  physical strength 
and stamina, she also highlights the importance of  having the 
right mentality when it comes to completing a challenging 
climb. 

“I think that the way you’re feeling during that day mentally 
is also pretty important,” Quinlan said. “Some days, I’ll show 
up, and I cannot climb at all, whereas on other days I can com-
plete many climbs.”

Others also believe that on the climbing wall, factors in ad-

dition to strength play a significant 
role. Anyone can climb with the 
right mentality, strength does not 
define whether you can climb sig-
nificantly better than others.

“A lot of  times, people think 
they can just hop on the wall 
and muscle their way through a 
climb,” Joing said. 

When rock climbing, a per-
son’s critical thinking and physi-
cal strength intertwine to create 
not only successful climbs but also 
the most effective environment 
possible. A person’s strength is im-
portant up to a certain point, after 

which the ability 
to think on your 
feet becomes cru-
cial. 

“Once you get to 
a higher level, espe-
cially in professional 
rock climbing, there’s 
a lot of  [problem] solv-
ing in different ways,” 
Threlkeld said. 

Striking a balance be-
tween physical strength and 
analytical thinking is key. 

“You’re not going to get bet-
ter if  you’re just using your brute strength to try to 
do a climb,” Joing said. “There’s a lot more skill, a 
lot more thinking and mental capacity that goes into 
learning how to tap into that and use it to your advan-
tage on the wall.”

Finding the right way up a route, or problem-solving 
through different holds is arguably the most predom-
inant principle of  climbing. Because of  this, anyone 
can rock climb, even those who do not possess much 
innate physical strength.  

“You can be a way better climber than some-
one who’s just super strong,” Joing said. “ I know 
people who are super weak but understand 
their body, understand these techniques and 
understand the mental game that goes into 
climbing.” 

What works for one person may not 
work for another, so there is never a 
single “correct” way to finish a climb. 

“From the start, it’s always been 
about climbing with my family 
and my friends and the people 
that I love. Really, climbing is 
the side piece to the connection 
[that] I get from it.” 

Evie Kramer, 12
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