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“Rock is rock it’s true,
but climbing in Cuba
isn’t like climbing in any
other place. Climbing in
Cuba is as much about
Cuba as it is about

cllmblng . Author Jonathan Miles

When did | first become aware thar ( anadian
climbers had cliimed Cuba 4 one of thar favourite
winter climbing venpes? Basically we saw almost
no Canadians and then., seemingly; the Canadian
wmvasion was there, | recall that,
“The Year of the Canaduns’

whenever it was, we christened it
In 1998, | returned o Cuba, carnest to rediscover the country of
my ancestry. | had last vasited 30 years before, only a few months
before Fidel Castro'y succesful revolution claimed power. Cuba and
[ took opposing paths. As Fide! was establishing 3 povernment that
he was to dominate for longer than any 20th-century ruler, 1 headed
west, iving and climbing in the Sierra and Yosemite, starting the
Access Fund, and eventually landing in the Tetom, working as a guide
for Exum Mountin Guides,

Climbing was not in my reflections as | stood it front of the
dilapidated apartment building in Havana Viesa that had been Home
to my mother’s family, and that [ had visited most summers as a little
boy. | turned away from the rundown, ancient building and ended
the search for our family roots, | was to leirn that Cubans surrender

their homes and go into exile abroad. but their dwellings stay behind

area profile

to be inhabited by another generation until they leave

With a few days left in Cuba. I headed to the Valley of Vifiales
for no other reason than that my guidebook called it 3 “minjature
Yasemite Vifiales is not a miniature Yosemite, Rather the valley
resembles & Chinese landscape painting, partucularly in the morning
mist, with clifis towering above verdant forests of pues and palms,
thatch-roofed houses and red-soiled farms. The rock was chiselled
sculpred, and pocketed bullet-hard limestone and all
unclimbed

I didn’t know that 1n that briet exploration. | had fallen for Vifales,
and fallen hard. How often i our adventures

of it was

do we sav we'll return
soon? Years later we ask ourselves what happened to our professed
contmitment. Not this time. | was back in Vifales in two months
with climbing partnens in arch of routes up ats tropical walls. |
rerurned four tames that first vear alone
next six wingers there.

I was to spend most of the

Www rspec com  V10.08  10/11 20008

19 |




T bmg, ETS noted
}L f/neflumber Seb’
-( ve‘s verdict after a
f; ith of pulling down
ﬁ‘ A g ' Oillsuperb pocketed

estone routes.

offering a2 wving stem in

The Climbing
In Vifiales, | discove
mogotes: 300 metre-high, freestanding hum-
mocks covered by )
pines and vines, Water n

}rou

red what Cubams

0 Wi

wound YOU, sometimes l:l:‘.’]“’p' bel

space. This i three-

dimensional climbir ng

-forged  features range from




handhold-sized stlettos to giant imverted statues Multi-piteh climbs
such as Cuba Libre, Bababu Aye and Dagas del Cielo
English. Daggers from the Sky) involve repeatedly accending into

aptly, m

alcoves, then through roofs. and into higher bigger grottos

Cuba 15 big wall sport climbing. Tts longer routes almost always
require techmical descents wath trail ropes anchored to the wall. There
5 the real possibility of bemng seranded in space if vou blow 1t

The crusts of the faces are three dimensional as well, overdaid with
pockets, incuts of all sizes, and overflow stone that leaves slots for
hands, threads or kness. The varied karst limestone can also form
delicate yet stout lattices and honeycombs. Pulling down on these
triggers a high pucker-factor. There are fow pockmarks, dimples or
crimps. The features are supersized

“Stunmng, stunmng climbing That was the verdict of Seb Grieve,
the noted gritstone climber, after 3 month of pulling down on stperb
Cuban limestone

Grieve and his Sheffield partners wavel the world 1 search ot

periect new routes, The six of them mcluded two of the world's

Above: Josue Millo boulenng next 1o £ Monote del Valle

best, Netl Gresham and Tim Emmert. They arrived with honed.

ock-lard bodies In Cuba, however, ther evenngs started with
ullll"-

cooed, "we

salsa lessons

ind then a full nmight of dancing m the Vinales
Ihey went out in tank tops and some YOung gay men
luve to become ¢limbers!™

Ihe Brits managed to make it to the crags by 2 pam., and they
sdded many hard routes, including Tim Emmetts The One Inch

Punch, Hard F8b. §. 140, Tim calls it,“the best route | have ever done.!

His description of the crux i " Once vou get to the rest at the hole,

shut vour eyes, think of Bruce Lee and dispatch 1t Grant Farquhar

mother of the gritstone men, was “torally blown away by the fantas-
tie chimbing and culture.” Grame also recogmized the special Tprivilege
to be able to put the first route up a tantasne chff of columns and
tutas, and realize that it is the only route on the whole dliff

Perhaps most incredible are the many unexplored and unclimbed
walls. Climbers have anly picked off the lowest lying fruit Eighty per
cent of the routes are on Mogote del Valle, the mogote thar is casy

walking from town
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“T ere are aton of

6Iimbers here from the

whole world and many
chicas as well, the
weather is perfect and
there are new routes.
La vida es bella! Life

is beautiful!”

A 23-year-old Cuban climber in Vinales

The Canada-Cuba Connection
Sometime during those first couple climbing scasons, Paul Laperriere,
4 Quebecker and owner of a climbing holds company, found his way
to Cuba. Like me and many other climbers, Paul was to become a
Cubaphile

About then, in 2003, Gripped ran a half-page article letting folks in
on the emerging secret of Cuba. “While the
tile stages, what exists is spectacular”

It seems obvious that we should have anticipated the invasion by

climbing is in its infan-

Canadian climbers. Canadian tourists are the largest visitor group
travelling to Cuba. Awesomely cheap travel packages were drawing,
but solating, Canadians on the sunny beach resorts. It was rare to
meet 2 Canadian in a small village like Vifales, staying in Cuban
homes, and on the budget-travel circuit.

In those carly vears, climbing developed in spurts, almost always
when foreign climbers appeared with climbing gear, and especially
power drlls and boles. But it would be wrong to think that climb-
ing began and was developed only by foreign climbers. When we
first arrived, there was a small group of Cuban cavers, who used
their caving gear and information from an occasional climbing
magazine to climhb

We left our gear for the Cubans on our first trip, and then starred
to bring shoes, harnesses and ropes for them. By word of mouth,
other climbers began to learn to do the same. The first time | realized
that a tradition of visiting climbers supporting the local climbers had
been established was when Ivan Hughes and his wife-to-be, Angela
showed up in Vifiales one day in the 2003 season with 3 duffle bag of
climbing gear for the Cubans, Today, Ivan is director of the Squamish
Mountain Festival, but in 2003 he owned a bar in Vancouver, and he
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and Angela held a big party to mise gear for the Cubans. The cover
charge was a donation of gear

Like many other climbers, I've left gear for Sherpas in the
Himalayas. It 15 helpful and appreciated, but 1t does not allow indig-
enous climbers to ke the lead in exploring routes in their own
country. In Cuba, route exploraton and development takes power
drills and bolts, One bolt and hanger, even if available for purchase,
which they are not, would cost only slightly less than a month's salary
for 2 Cuban; an entire route, a year’s pay, A Bosch or Hilti drill could
take a lifetime, | brought 4 couple of used drills for the Cubans to
help them start putting up routes, and then Paul Laperriére donated
a new 36 volt Hiltd, When we can, we send bolts
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Today, the overwhelming majority  of

routes in Cuba have been put up by Cuban
climbers, Where else in the developing warld
ts there a major climbing destination devel-
oped by locals?

Cuban Anibal has by far the most routes.
At one ume, Fernindez appeared likely
to develop a phenomenal climbing record
Ferndndez, who may have been Cuba’s first
climber, started his caving and explomtions
at the age of 11. However, as 15 true of all of
the first and second generations of Cuban
climbers, he has lefe Cuba Today he lives
m loronto. And he and | are completing a
guidebook to Cuba — to be published in
Squanush, B.C., closmg the circle on the
Canada-Cuba connection

"Rock 15 mock its true, bur cimbing n

Cuba isn't like climbing in any other place.

Climbing in Cuba s as much abour Cuba

as it is about climbing™ With those words,

author lonny Miles captured the essence of
climbing in Cuba.

Cuba conjures up visions of romance, music,
beaury, and mtrigue. Upon “discovering”
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Cuba on October 27, 1492, Christopher
Columbus  described the wland as “the
most beautiful thing human eyes could
ever behold” Ernest Hemingway, Winston
Churchill and Graham Greene all fell in
love with Cuba.*Cuba was bound to seduce
me. From the natural beaury of the island to
the smiling, friendly people, to the musical
magical nighes, | can't wair to get back.” was
the rapturous exulanon of a partner after
one of our finst trips.

Few visitors to Cuoba come IWay cquivo-
cal. Cuba makes you commit. Mast become
passionate about Cuba. It reaches into you
emotionally. Cubans are sensual, musical and
mystical. They shout across courtyards and
streets every detail of their daily emotions
and calamuties. It's m-your-face living that’s
not for the omid or bashful. The islandy
rmusic reflects is people’s virality and driving
physicality

Cuba s full of bright colours and seductive
mmages. Visual opulence i everywhere. The
Vifales Valley s no exception. It has been
declared 3 UN World Heritage site because
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Armando Menocal on
Cuba Libre 5.12a

of iy nm\unxim;. karst landscape, traditional
methods of agriculture that have survived
unchanged for several centuries and 3 rich
colloquial culture reflected in i villages
and music.

The valleys only tonwn, Vifiales, has only 2
dozen streets. The majority of the people live
m mditonal - thatched-roof Cubin bohios
and farm the rich, red soil that is perfect for
growmg tobacco. About 10,000 people are
wattered  throughour the valley. Plows and
carts are ox- and hope-dawn. The local gua-

jinds, or farmers, are seldom withour a horse

and machete

Climbs are approached through farms and
coffer groves. The guajiros have befriended
climbers. We give them our old climb-
ing ropes, which they wie to tie up their
horses and oxen, and they share their frui
und tobacco. If vou think you can handle 3
kuagiro’s biting, rintic cigar. he will hand roll
you a genwne Cuban pum

Vifales remamns 4 cozy. rural town Despite
iy popularity wath tourists. Vifiales has no
farge hotels, restaurants or souvenir shops. Iis
grearest charm s char within 3 dav or two
you teel at home, comformble with 1ts smuall-
town ambience

Once, after a day of climbing | hitched
4 ride back to town on a tractor Withous a
wond from me, the farmer wound his way
through town, stopped in front of my place
and turned to me, as though to say. "here
vou are”

The lush Vifiales Valley has recently ssen
visits from muany leading climbers, such as
Lynn Hill. Timmy O'Neill, Jim Donini,
Marc Bourdon and David Brasco, one of
Spam’s most prolific climbers. Articles about
Cuba’s specacular climbing appear regularly
Today there are 300 routes 30 to 200 m high.
which s more than enough to keep a visit-
ing climber busy for weeks. Sall, it not yet
world-class. Joshua Tree, near Los Angeles has
more than 6,000 established climbing ronres

Cuba offers perfect climbing days, muld
weather and everything from solated beaches
to caving and cock-fights on rest days. Add
an - exciting, sensuous mghtife, the gre-
garious, vivacious Cuban people, and Cuba
may alreadv be the best outdoor adventure
experience unvwhere.

Armando Menocal &5 a professional climbing
rade who lives in Wyoming He was also
o founding member of the Access: Fund, the
American climber’s access group,



