ROCK CLIMBERS ON LONG ISLAND FACE a
cold, hard reality. They live on a 400-foot-tall pile
of sand and pebbles, with nary a solid cliff to be
found. It’s the glaciers’ fault really, forming Long
Island by scraping bits of granite into the Atlantic
like a waiter swiping crumbs off a tablecloth and
leaving few big rocks behind. For any “real” rock
climbing, Island-born rock rats must make a
weekend pilgrimage to the Gunks, a series of
world-famous cliffs in the Hudson Valley. In
between pilgrimages, climbers satiate their
appetite with a trip to the local indoor rock climb-
ing gym, such as Island Rock in Plainview, where
I first donned a harness, chalk bag and rock
climbing shoes more than a decade ago.

But such a bleak local outlook for climbing is
changing thanks to the advent of bouldering. An
outgrowth of rock climbing, bouldering has
evolved into a sport all its own. Whereas the goal
of rock climbing is to move vertically up rock
faces, using a system of ropes and protective
devices to ensure safety, bouldering takes on a
wholly different focus. Routes remain close to the
ground, eliminating the need for ropes or other
specialized equipment, and all the difficulties are
crammed into the span of only a few moves, as
opposed to being stretched out along the height of
a 100-foot section of cliff.

As bouldering splintered off from the climbing
mainstream, so too did the sport’s lingo. Instead of
rock climbing routes, bouldering has “problems.”
Uncompleted problems are called “projects.”
Successfully climbing a problem is known as “send-
ing.” Information about how to best climb a problem
is “beta.” And the foam mats placed beneath landing
zones are called “crash pads.”
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