An icy Wyoming climbing experience
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Clinging to a frozen waterfall near Boulder, Colo., I didn't hear the near-constant roar of cars driving up and down the road a short hike away. I didn't hear the scramble and murmur of the people 40 feet below me. I didn't hear the ringing of ice pieces shattered by my ice tool breaking against the ground.

I was listening for a certain muffled thunk produced by an ice axe hitting an ice wall that meant it was stuck, that it would bear my weight. When I didn't hear it, I swung the tool at the wall again and again, until I did hear that sound. Then I looked down at my cramponed feet, scanned the wall and kick-stepped a few inches higher, trusting that the pointed ends would hold when I stepped up.

I didn't feel the midwinter sun moving across my back, making the wall around me glow, sharpening the world into shadow and light. But I did feel my breath against ice, my crampons and ice tools becoming extensions of my fingers and toes as I moved up the dense, slippery surface that still shimmered like liquid.

Thinking back, I remember the details of the climb as infused with observations that came before or after. At the time, though, while on the wall, I knew nothing but my body moving up ice.

--

Ice climbing is likely something I never would have tried on my own. I've heard and read too many tales of spiral fractures and falling ice. But an introductory class just for women offered by the Boulder-based Women's Wilderness Institute seemed to be the right environment to try something new and intimidating.

When we met in the morning, after arranging our gear, other participants confessed to a similar intimidation factor, especially when tempted to learn from a bunch of males.

"If you go with your guy friends, they may just hand you the tools and say, 'Go for it, have fun,'" Vieve Kaiser, one of the participants, said.

We also shared fears of being cold, falling and generally hurting ourselves in the myriad ways the imagination dreams possible when high off the ground on an unstable surface while holding sharp tools. Then we talked about why we were there - to try something new, to enjoy the outdoors or just a desire to "binge on outdoors activities," as one recent Ohio transplant put it.

The Women's Wilderness Institute offers courses exclusively for women, with the goal of developing courage and confidence in a supportive environment.

The company isn't alone, as a slew of guide and adventure companies catering just to women - offering trips without the distractions and competitive tension of a coed group - have emerged in the past few years. Established companies such as Outward Bound are also now offering women-only trips in addition to their traditional courses.

And don't you dare think that women-only means wussy. Instructor Ashley Woods owns a local bouldering gym, held the world record for the longest dyno by a woman - as in, she once leapt seven feet across a rock face to catch a hold - and demonstrated technique by scampering up and down the ice with the ease of a tap dancer twirling on a bare floor.

--

When we got to our wall, a frozen waterfall formed with the help of a leaky aqueduct in Boulder Canyon west of the city, we first practiced walking around the slippery base in our crampons. I hunched over and baby-stepped down a gentle incline while Woods watched.

"Good. I like your stomping," she said.

Later, Woods discussed swinging our tools into the wall and aiming for divots and dimples.

"The ice needs to absorb the displaced space of the metal," she explained as she hammered at the wall. "See how I'm getting some good energy into it?"

Then it was our turn. Sunglasses on for safety, I wailed at eye-level ice, feeling for the first time the crack-thunk that means the tool is stuck in there good and only with some serious levering will I get it out again.

Instructor Norie Kizaki showed us how to kick and swing from our hips.

"You can be really mean to it," she said as she swung her tool into the ice, sinking it deep.

Now we were ready to climb. Nervous and distracted by the ice tools, I muscled my way up the wall, forgetting to place my feet or trust my crampons, and feeling my arms go weak from the repeated pounding while my calves trembled. In several places, I swung from the rope while trying to keep my balance.

Later I tried a gentler slope with just one ice tool, which forced me to use my feet, keep my weight centrally balanced and take small steps. From the ground, my belayers relayed constant encouragement, and I felt a rush of confidence when I topped out.

On the last climb of the day, with the sun dipping behind the opposite wall of the canyon, I tried again the climb that had given me so much trouble at the beginning of the day. I popped onto the wall, kick-stepped right over the first tricky hump, and then I was sailing - the ice yielding to my toes and fingers, gravity surrendering to my legs pushing and arms pulling, and suddenly the top of the wall slid into view with a crowd to witness from below.

--

Though we varied in age, background, and climbing ability, our shared inexperience becoming experience was plenty to create a surge of camaraderie manifested in ample cheering for every top out.

"People are really psyched for successes. Our successes are everyone's successes," Woods said.

Besides, there's nothing better than being outside with a bunch of other people who also love being outside more than almost anything.

When a couple of men climbed through our area midafternoon, they probably didn't expect to see a slew of women dangling from the ropes. But they probably ought to expect to see a few more added to their ranks.

"These guys just gave me a new addiction," said Erin McCleary.

At the end of the day, happily tired, we hiked back to the road and went our separate ways.

"It's wicked fun to take groups of women out," Woods said in parting. "It doesn't feel like guiding. It feels like hanging out with friends."

For more information, visit www.womenswilderness.org.

