
The Sharp End
Alec  Sharp  was  headpo in t i ng  back  i n  t he  1970s  bs  Gregory  c rouch
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he f i rs t  p i tch had led across Cast le Rock 's  s teep grani te on f ingernai l  edges.  The second p i tch,  an obvious,  le f t -

leaning crack,  was proving even harder .  Alec Sharp had pul led of f  neckyf i rs t  ascents in  Colorado's  Front  Range

before,  but  he was badly pumped on th is  one.  The crack was steep and susta ined;  Sharp 's  forearms b lazed

from the st ra in of  hanging on to p lace protect ion.  At  least  the gear was sol id .  Just  above,  the crack p inched down to a rounded

seam. Without  hope for  more pro,  Sharp c lamped down on h is  fear ,  l iebacked the seam and reached up for  a smal l  a lcove.  But

h is  balance was wrong and of f  he swung,  p lummet ing 30 feet .  When he came to a stop,  he was dangl ing beside h is  belayer

-  Boulder 's  own Dan Hare.  The vear  was 1979.
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Sharp pul led his ropes, took a good rest and
h a d  a n o t h e r  g o .  H e  r e - c l i m b e d  t h e  i n i t i a l
crack, cl ipping his now combat-proven geal
and began l iebacking back up the seam. At the
top he reached, barndoored, pitched. plum-
meted and ended up beside Hare - i t  was an
exact repeat of his f irst performance. Out of
strength, ideas and ambition, the pair retreated
to Boulder.

Sharo was consumed with the fear that some-
one else would bag his project - a cl imb that
starts 40 feet from a parking spot can't be kept
secret for long. But two weeks of steady rain
held everyone's ambit ions in check.

As soon as the skies cleared. Sharp returned
to Castle Rock. This t ime fel low it inerant Bri t
Andy Parkin would hold the ropes. The cracks
oozed water, but being English, the pair ignored
the damp condit ions and cl imbed anyway. Per-
haps i t  was the days he had spent brooding on
the route that made the dif ference, or perhaps
it was the certain knowledge that Parkin would
send the crack i f  given the chance. Whatever
the motivation, Sharp teetered to the top of
the l ieback seam and latched a bucket deep
inside the alcove. The moves out the alcove
were  wet ,  g reasy  and despera te ,  bu t  Sharp
hung on to complete the lead. He added another
pitch of tenuous face cl imbing above the crack
pitch, coined the route Never a Dull  Moment,
and gave i t  a grade of 5.12-. Today i t 's a Boul-
der Canyon classic.

From the steep, mult icolored sandstone of
Eldorado Canyon to the knobby boulders of
F lags ta f f  to  the  techn ica l  g ran i te  o f  Bou lder
Canyon,  Bou lder  i s  s tacked w i th  g rea t  rock ,
even by Colorado's standards. The number of
cl imbs found within 30 minutes of downtown
boggles the mind - there are thousands.

Amid this impressive array of cl imbs, i t 's a
testament to Sharp that the Boulder cognoscenti
s t i l l  cons ider  i t  a  b ig  dea l  to  t i ck  one o f  h is
routes. But only those who take the lead can
savor the true taste of Sharp's creations; ful l
credit  isn't  given for toproping. And make sure
not to forget your brass nuts.

; | f  lec Sharp grew up in London and

1|{ learned to cl imb at Harrison Rocks,
l -  - I -a  smal l  sands tone c rag  south
of town. He soon graduated to the necky crags
of North Wales. Sharp attended the University
of Bangor, close to his beloved crags of Snow-
don ia  and Ang lesey .  Cogar th  and C logwyn
du ' r  Arddu ( "C loggy" )  were  h is  ma in  c rags ,
a n d  t h e y  g a v e  S h a r p  a n  a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r
cl imbing history and tradit ion. "Cloggy is just
so historic," says Sharp. " l t  seems that every
rou te  there  was f i rs t  c l imbed by  someone
l ike  loe  Brown or  Don Whi l lans ,  and you ' re

s8 | ROCK&ICE



MMMffiMMW"#
Alpine lory lighl lontrn

0ulout 80 W
iurniime: uptoZ4nr, re FG iltil ffi SFF S I

In the late '7Os annlil

early'BOs, the last

years before sport

climbing caught on,

routes urere becoming

scarier without

getting technically

harder.

always aware of that history. There's much less
of a historical perspective over here. Over here
the approach is more l ike, 'Well ,  here's a route.
Let's go and do it."'

Sharo also learned the art of the bold lead
in North Wales. "Scary routes with bad gear
are  the  s tap les  up  there , "  he  exp la ins .  Sharp
brought  a  b i t  o f  tha t  Br i t i sh  s ty le  to  the  US
when he came over the pond in 1977 to sett le
in Boulder. He maintained strong English con-
nections and notes, "To a certain extent, I  was
s t i l l  p lay ing  to  an  Eng l ish  aud ience. "

Take a tour of the cl imbs Sharp establ ished in
Boulder and you' l l  catch the f lavor of the best
and boldest that the old country has to offer. And
you better be able to keep a cool head. In the
late '70s and early '80s, the last years before
sport cl imbing caught on, routes were becom-
ing scarier without gett ing technical ly harder
than what had been done before. Sharo's routes
eoitomized of that trend.

l m m e r s i n g  h i m s e l f  i n  B o u l d e r  c l i m b i n g ,
Sharp discovered that he was most powerful ly
attracted to uncl imbed stone. " l 'd see an inter-
esting feature and then start looking at i t  and
wonder if I could connect it up to other things."
But  Sharp  d idn ' t  jus t  look :  He went  ou t  and
c l i m b e d  t h e  l i n e s  t h a t  o t h e r  c l i m b e r s
hadn't seen - or hadn't wanted to see.

A n  E l d o r a d o  d i h e d r a l  t h a t  d o e s n ' t  q u i t e
reach the ground became Climb of the Cen-
t u r y  ( 5 . 1  1 b  R ) .  A l s o  i n  E l d o ,  a  t h i n  f  l a k e
under the Redgarden Wall 's famous roof gives
the centerpiece feature of Dangerous Acquain-
tances (5.1 I d X). A series of steep, staggered crack
a n d  c o r n e r s  a t  C a s t l e  R o c k  t u r n e d  i n t o
Englishman's Home (5..1 1cld), just a few feet
r igh t  o f  the  s ta r t  fo r  Never  a  Du l l  Moment .
S h a r p  t u r n e d  c r a c k s ,  g r o o v e s ,  f l a k e s  a n d
n e b u l o u s  f a c e  h o l d s  a t  B o u l d e r  C a n y o n ' s
Be l l  Bu t t ress  in to  Crand Inqu is i to r  (5 .12a R) ,
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Epiphany (5 .1  1d  R)  and Arms Bazaar  (5 .12a R) .
Casey  Newman,  a  Bou lder  loca l  who was

Sharp's partner for the classic Climb of the Cen-
tury and a slew of other projects, puts i t  l ike
th is :  "Sharp  cou ld  rea l l y  p ick  'em.  He had a
g r e a t  e y e  f o r  t h e  l e s s  o b v i o u s  l i n e s .  A f t e r
S h a r p  h a d  c l i m b e d  o n e ,  y o u  w o u l d  l o o k  a t
i t  and say, 'Yeah, I  can see that. '  But before,
no way."

Matt Lavender, another of Sharp's main part-
ners  in  those days ,  t r ies  exp la in ing  the  A lec
Sharp phenomenon by comparing him to the
o t h e r  t a l e n t e d  E n g l i s h m a n  i n  t o w n .  " A l e c
had a lot of go for i t ,  but i t  wasn't  l ike he was-
n ' t  s t r u g g l i n g  u p  t h e r e .  A n d y  P a r k i n  w o u l d
be c ru is ing  some 5 . . l2  despera te ,  ho ld ing  a
casua l  conversa t ion .  l t  wasn ' t  l i ke  tha t  w i th
Sharp. Everybody always burned him off when
w e  w e r e  o u t  b o u l d e r i n g .  B u t  A l e c  w a s  t h e
one who go t  th ings  done. "

Sharp agrees, "l was never as strong as the other
guys, but I was good at shutting down the fear."

L-r harp is quiet and unflappable, with the

r\l Brit's typical dry, wry sense of humor.
4.,, t  He hardlv ever raises his voice. Laven-
der fondly remembers Sharp's bluntness. Once
Sharp told him, "Yeah, l ' l l  take you up to that
cl imb because you're not good enough to snag
i t  f rom me. "

Off the cl i f fs, Sharp was a constant propo-
nent of dangerous games. During a Fourth of luly
party, Sharp inst igated a jump from one roof
top to another. Sharp made the leap, but crashed
into the neighbor's roof at chest level.  Fingert ips
clawing at the shingles, feet paddling in space,
Sharp scrambled for purchase and executed a
diff icult  mantel to avoid taking the two-story
plunge into the shrubbery.

Party tricks make cute stories, but Sharp's real
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  w e r e  m a d e  o n  F r o n t  R a n g e
rock. The Veil  and the Physical Crag are a pair
of remarkable crags above Eldorado Canyon.
They're two of the most beauti ful crags in the
whole Boulder area - but also two of the least
visi ted. The approaches are somewhat long by
Boulder standards, but what real ly keeps people
away is that the routes are predominantly Alec
Sharp fear-fests.

Desp i te  a l l  the  ser ious  leads  and some long
fa l l s ,  long t ime par tner  Mat t  Lavender  never
remembers  Sharp  tak ing  an  ou t -o f -cont ro l
whipper. "No crazy pinwheels. and he never
decked, "  says  Lavendar .  One o f  Sharp 's  fa l l s
landed him right in Lavender's lap. On another
r o u t e ,  M a t t  w a s  t h e  o n e  w h o  f e l l .  H e  w a s
stopped by a hand-placed piton, but the piton
broke the rock around i t .  Sharp teased Matt
fo r  ru in ing  the  bes t  gear  on  the  rou te .
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The crux - a series of extremely strenuous,
thin rnoves - canne above the taped-on hook.

Sharp had rapped over the pitch to clean
and inspect it, butthe*,y'a". "i,i; J;; says Lavender, (where Sharp urorrld have gooshed
scared h im so  much tha t  he  wasn ' t  ab le  to  .  n
sreep the nisht berore n" *"",",0;;;:; ;. if he blew the hook.lt
He was exhausted on that day in 1 982 before
he even started the hike up to Eldo's West Ridge.

Once again i t  was Lavender who partnered with Sharp. There's a l i t-
tle pillar at the start, easy, about 5.6. Lavender wanted to belay from the
ground, but Sharp overruled him; Sharp said he needed Lavender to
belay from the top of the pi l lar, where he could provide moral support.
The real cl imbing begins with a traverse along the l ip of a roof, start-
ing just above the pi l lar. "Sharp moved way out r ight before pul l ing
over the lip of that roof," says Lavender. "Then he stood up and got some
good gear in. But above that there wasn't jack. And i t 's woyhard."

Sharp led with two ropes. One rope ran from Lavender's belay at the
top of the l i t t le pi l lar diagonally along the roof, where i t  was cl ipped to
the good gear. The other rope ran straight to Sharp on the face above
without going through a single piece of protection. The setup sucked.
Lavender was in the wrong place, and Sharp could see i t  as plainly as
his belayer. Sharp found some decent holds and held on while Laven-
der scrambled down the pi l lar in his tennis shoes. trying to feed out
enough rope so  tha t  he  wou ldn ' t  pu l l  Sharp  o f f ,  bu t  no t  so  much tha t
Sharp  wou ld  deck  i f  he  fe l l .  Once Lavender  was in  a  be t te r  pos i t ion ,

Sharp  cont inued up  the  b lank  face .

nd then there's Ministry of Fear, a
Sharp route at Eldorado that eas-
i ly l ives up to i ts macabre name.

Sharp crimped dou'n and kept climbing. '(There's

a low-angle slab at the bottom below the roofr"

Sharp's plan for protecting the crackless face was sketchy at best. He
had some foot-long strips of duct tape loosely stuck to his pants and shirt
and a skyhook on his rack. Hard lieback moves led to a sloping shelf, then
some more thin moves. " l  was shutt ing off the fear," remembers Sharp.
"Then there was this l i t t le edge. I  was l ike 'Oh, here's something." '

S h a r p  d r a p e d  t h e  s k y h o o k  o v e r  t h e  e d g e ,  t o r e  a  s t r i p  o f  d u c t
tape from his shirt  and pasted the tape across the back of the hook
to  ho ld  i t  in  p lace .  He c l ipped h is  second rope to  the  hook .  "There
were no other options. Once I put the hook on, I  didn't  even bother
t o  t h i n k  a b o u t  i t .  l t  w a s  b e t t e r  t h a n  n o t h i n g .  I  d o n ' t  s e e  w h y  i t
wouldn't  have worked."

T h e  c r u x  -  a  s e r i e s  o f  e x t r e m e l y  s t r e n u o u s ,  t h i n  m o v e s  -

c a m e  a b o v e  t h e  t a p e d - o n  h o o k .  S h a r p  c r i m p e d  d o w n  a n d  k e p t
cl imbing. "There's a low-angle slab below the roof," says Lavender,
"where Sharp would have gooshed i f  he blew the hook. Fortunately,
he didn't  test i t ."

Lavender was "numb with amazement" over the bold lead when he
seconded the  o i tch .
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r H E  H R s r  A s c E N r  o F  M r l r  H r c x  C o M r c  C R A C K  ( 5 . 1 2 ) .

harp devised a simple system to rate his cl imbs: " l f  i t  was real ly
hard, but I  could st i l l  do i t  in one day, then I f igured i t  was 5.1 1+.
l f  I  couldn't  do i t  in one day, i t  was 5.12-." ThaI explains why Never

a  Du l l  Moment  ca tches  the  12-  g rade,  wh i le  Min is t ry  o f  Fear  ra tes  1 ' l  + .
The scheme has an obvious f law: l t 's impossible for Sharp's scariest cl imbs
to receive the higher grade - i f  he ever pitched from them, there would
have been no second day.

" l t  was  a  na tura l  th ing . "  says  Sharp ,  as  he  t r ies  to  exp la in  why he  was
so good at turning off the fear on bold leads. " l t  seems to me that you
can e i ther  do  i t  o r  you  can ' t . "

"That kind of scary leading takes a lot of mental energy/ a lot of pas-
sion - passion that outweighs the fear. I couldn't sustain that forever. When
I was young i t  was easier to do i t ,  but I  couldn't  sustain the necessary
energy level. l t  just stopped making sense for me to cl imb. As t ime went
by, the t ime I took off from cl imbing got longer and longer. I  didn't  have
an answer for the question'Why?"'

lec Sharp, Matt Lavender and Casey Newman st i l l  l ive in the
Bou lder  a rea .  A lec  is  a  mathemat ic ian  by  t ra in ing ;  today  he
writes computer software. He's also a competit ive cycl ist.  A

few years ago, Matt quit  working as a lawyer; now he's a mortgage bro-
ker ,  bu t  he  s t i l l f i nds  the  t ime to  c l imb hard  and o f ten .  Casey  is  mar r ied ,
has  two k ids  and runs  a  c l imb ing  wa l l  bus iness .  He doesn ' t  ge t  to  c l imb
as often as he'd l ike - which would be orettv much al l  the t ime.

When Cregory Crouch first moved to Boulder, Casey Newman took him under
his wing and introduced him to the local classics. One of the best was Climb
of the Century. t

WVWV.ROCKANDICE.COM I63

vp
s

l t r y

i l
t l

._1

.".ii

$.,ffi


