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			Praise for Let My People Go Surfing

			“For everyone who is alternately outraged and depressed by the wave of greed that has been the hallmark of corporate America in the twenty-first century, there is a name that inspires hope: Yvon Chouinard. . . . Unique and compelling.”

			—San Francisco Chronicle 

			“Chouinard the antibusinessman is businessman to the bone. Maybe more so. Because it’s not a set of clothes he puts on, or an office he shows up at. It’s not a role he can pick up or put down. It’s who he is. How he thinks. The fly rod was always beside the point. The point, as Surfing shows us, is how powerful an organizing force authenticity can be.”

			—Inc. 

			“The highest compliment I can . . . pay Let My People Go Surfing is that I’d love to break bread with Yvon Chouinard. . . . It’s heartening to read about a company that has stuck to its principles and flourished.”

			—The Washington Monthly 

			“Chouinard’s biography, Let My People Go Surfing, reveals a fascinating and colorful character. . . . For all of our sakes, it seems the responsible thing for companies to do is follow Chouinard’s ascent.”

			—USA Today 

			“Yvon Chouinard’s message is clear: if you’re not part of the answer, you’re part of the problem. Mr. Chouinard has made it a life’s work to be part of the answer.”

			—Santa Barbara News-Press 

			“Yvon Chouinard is a mountain climber in both the literal sense and the metaphorical sense, and no mountain he ever climbed literally was more daunting or important than the one he is climbing in his business: ‘Mount Sustainability.’ Here he tells the story of that climb, not only the what and how of it, but also the why. What an important and inspiring read!”

			—RAY ANDERSON, chairman, Interface, Inc.

			“Yvon Chouinard is far more than a world-class mountaineer and brilliant outdoors haberdasher. He stands out as a mountain himself—a mountain of integrity, responsibility, courage, and vision. No matter what you do, you will find essential guidance and inspiration in Let My People Go Surfing. I probably wouldn’t be here without Yvon’s support over the years; his book now gives me more strength to carry on.”

			—DAVE FOREMAN, The Rewilding Institute 

			“At last Yvon Chouinard has taken time to write his story, some of us in the progressive business world have waited decades. This is a wonderful, wonderful book. Two-hundred-odd pages of truth telling, consciousness raising, and ballsy bravery. Every wannabe entrepreneur, every school teaching a course on ‘business’ and every MBA program should buy this book. Yvon, thank you!”

			—ANITA RODDICK, founder, The Body Shop 

			“An appealing practical guide to encourage capitalism and ethics to play nice together.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			FRONT COVER Winter swell at Rincon Point, near Patagonia headquarters, 1973. Steve Bissell

		

	
		
			
		

		
			
				[image:  Yvon Chouinard, Sunset Beach, HI]
			

			Christmas Island. Bernie Baker

			PENGUIN BOOKS

			let my people go surfing

			Yvon Chouinard is founder and owner of Patagonia, Inc., based in Ventura, California. He began in business by designing, manufacturing, and distributing rock-climbing equipment in the late 1950s. In 1964, he produced his first mail-order catalog, a one-page mimeographed sheet containing advice not to expect fast delivery during climbing season. He built pitons at first, but when he realized the damage they were doing to the rock climbs he loved, he stopped making them, retooled, and started producing and selling chocks, which didn’t damage the rocks. Business grew slowly until 1972 when Chouinard added rugby shirts to his catalog and his clothing business took off.

			In the late 1980s, Patagonia’s success was such that Chouinard considered early retirement. However, he decided to continue directing Patagonia’s course, in part to use the company to inspire and implement solutions to the environmental crisis. As part of this goal, Patagonia instituted an Earth Tax, pledging 1 percent of sales to the preservation and restoration of the natural environment. In 2001, Chouinard, along with fly fisherman Craig Mathews, started 1% for the Planet, an alliance of businesses that contribute at least 1 percent of their net annual sales to groups on a list of researched and approved environmental organizations.

			Chouinard spends much of his time in the outdoors and continues to help guide Patagonia.
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					The full range of Chouinard pitons—from tiny RURPs to huge bong-bongs—enabled climbers to master Yosemite’s big walls during the 1960s. Glen Denny
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			foreword

			What If We Shopped to Live, Instead of Lived to Shop?

			Reusing something instead of immediately discarding it, when done for the right reasons, can be an act of love which expresses our own dignity.

			—Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home, an encyclical letter by Pope Francis, 2015

			Save what you love. A river. A mountain. A jacket. A pair of hiking boots. It all matters because it’s all connected. What becomes clear reading Yvon Chouinard’s words is that there is a powerful connection between treating our things as disposable and treating the people who make those things as disposable. And there is also a connection between the way we trash our stuff and the way we are trashing the planet, which is the ultimate source of all that stuff.

			As a journalist, I don’t endorse multinational corporations, even “green” ones like Patagonia. I have spent enough time digging into global supply chains to know that even the most socially conscious corporations have their dirty secrets, some of them secret even to the head office. Such is the nature of rampant outsourcing. Moreover, at a time when our economic system is failing us so profoundly, the virtuous practices of any one corporation aren’t going to make much of a dent in the problem.

			And yet I have no qualms about endorsing this remarkable book. Because this is the story of an attempt to do more than change a single corporation—it is an attempt to challenge the culture of consumption that is at the heart of the global ecological crisis. And as someone who has spent two decades investigating corporate greenwashing—ever since my first book, No Logo—I can tell you that this attempt is rare.

			I have dug into countless attempts by corporations to market themselves as socially responsible, even revolutionary (from Virgin to Nike to Apple). But I have never before witnessed a company tell its customers not to buy another one of their jackets, or offer free repairs to the ones they have, or campaign against trade deals, like the Trans Pacific Partnership, that would improve that company’s bottom line.

			What draws me to this story is that it reflects a sincere attempt to address the core tension between the market’s demand for endless growth and the planet’s need for a break. And I have to be honest with you: It isn’t clear to me that this tension can be resolved. After all, Patagonia keeps on growing, and we keep buying more of its products. Neither is the company immune from the kind of labor scandals that plague the global supply chain. But what is absolutely clear is that Yvon Chouinard’s experiment—one that may be possible only because Patagonia is not publically traded—is like nothing that has come before, and therefore deserves our closest attention.

			The stakes in this experiment could not be higher, as I outlined in my last book, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate. Here’s a quick refresher from that text.

			The world’s governments have been talking about preventing climate change for more than two decades, fudging numbers and squabbling over start dates. The catastrophic result of all this obfuscation and procrastination is now undeniable. In 2013, global carbon dioxide emissions were 61 percent higher than they were in 1990, when United Nations negotiations toward a climate treaty began in earnest.1

			At the 2009 climate summit in Copenhagen, the major polluting governments—including the United States and China—signed a nonbinding agreement pledging to keep temperatures from increasing more than 2°C above where they were before we started powering our economies with coal. But because governments did not agree to binding targets, they are free to pretty much ignore their commitments. Which is precisely what is happening. Indeed, emissions are rising so rapidly that unless something radical changes within our economic structure, two degrees now looks like a utopian dream. And it’s not just environmentalists who are raising the alarm. The World Bank warned when it released a major climate report in 2012 that “we’re on track for a 4°C warmer world marked by extreme heat waves, declining global food stocks, loss of ecosystems and biodiversity, and life-threatening sea level rise.” And the report cautioned that “there is also no certainty that adaptation to a 4°C world is possible.” Kevin Anderson, former director (now deputy director) of the Tyndall Center for Climate Change Research, is even blunter; he says 4°C warming is “incompatible with any reasonable characterization of an organized, equitable and civilized global community.”

			We don’t know exactly what a 4°C world would look like, but even the best-case scenario is likely to be calamitous. Four degrees of warming could raise global sea levels by one or possibly even two meters by 2100 (and would lock in at least a few additional meters over future centuries). This would drown some island nations such as the Maldives and Tuvalu, and inundate many coastal areas from Ecuador and Brazil to the Netherlands to much of California and the northeastern United States, as well as huge swaths of South and Southeast Asia. Major cities likely in jeopardy include Boston, New York, Greater Los Angeles, Vancouver, London, Mumbai, Hong Kong, and Shanghai.2

			Meanwhile, brutal heat waves that can kill tens of thousands of people, even in wealthy countries, would become entirely unremarkable summer events on every continent but Antarctica. The heat would also cause staple crops to suffer dramatic yield losses across the globe (it is possible that Indian wheat and U.S. corn could plummet by as much as 60 percent), this at a time when demand will be surging due to population growth and a growing demand for meat. When you add ruinous hurricanes, raging wildfires, fishery collapses, widespread disruptions to water supplies, extinctions, and globe-trotting diseases to the mix, it indeed becomes difficult to imagine that a peaceful, ordered society could be sustained (that is, where such a thing exists in the first place).

			Keep in mind that these are the optimistic scenarios in which warming is more or less stabilized at 4°C and does not trigger tipping points beyond which runaway warming would occur. And plenty of mainstream analysts think that on our current emissions trajectory, we are headed for even more than four degrees of warming. In 2011, the usually staid International Energy Agency (IEA) issued a report projecting that we are actually on track for 6°C (10.8°F) of warming. And as the IEA’s chief economist Fatih Birol put it: “Everybody, even the schoolchildren, knows that this will have catastrophic implications for all of us.”3

			These various projections are the equivalent of every alarm in your house going off simultaneously. And then every alarm on your street going off as well, one by one by one. They mean, quite simply, that climate change has become an existential crisis for the human species.

			With hindsight, it’s hard to see how things could have turned out otherwise. The twin signatures of our globalized era have been the mass export of products across vast distances (relentlessly burning carbon all the way), and the import of a uniquely wasteful model of production, consumption, and agriculture to every corner of the world (also based on the profligate burning of fossil fuels). Put differently, the liberation of world markets, a process powered by the liberation of unprecedented amounts of fossil fuels from the earth, has dramatically sped up the same process that is liberating Arctic ice from existence.

			According to emissions specialists like the Tyndall Center’s Kevin Anderson (as well as others), so much carbon has been allowed to accumulate in the atmosphere over the past two decades that now our only hope of keeping warming below the internationally agreed-upon target of 2°C is for wealthy countries to cut their emissions by somewhere in the neighborhood of 8 to 10 percent a year. There is no precedent for those kinds of reductions within an economic model that requires relentless economic growth to survive.4

			What all this means is that our economic system and our planetary system are now at war. Or, more accurately, our economy is at war with many forms of life on Earth, including human life. What the climate needs to avoid collapse is a contraction in humanity’s use of resources; what our economic model demands to avoid collapse is unfettered expansion. Only one of these sets of rules can be changed, and it’s not the laws of nature.

			Do we have a chance in the face of the odds?

			If we do, it won’t be because we learned how to be “ethical” shoppers. Rather, it will be because we found things to do other than shopping. Like building social and political movements that change the rules of the game. Like deriving deep pleasure from experiences that are not for sale at any price, whether it’s time in nature or time with our loved ones.

			This is something else we can learn from Yvon Chouinard’s long journey. Love of nature, and the desire to experience the natural world more intensely, is what drove Chouinard to make his first line of climbing gear. That love is clearly what still drives him, as well as so many people we meet in these pages. If we could all come to see our consumer products as tools that help us to live our real lives—rather than as substitutes and surrogates for that life—we would need many fewer products to be happy. And we would keep the ones we already have for longer.

			If enough of us can make that shift, we might just stand a chance of keeping what we need most of all: a planet that can continue to nourish, protect, and sustain us all.

			—Naomi Klein, author of This Changes Everything, July 2015
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					Naomi Klein. Photo courtesy of Naomi Klein

				


		

	
		
			Preface to the Second Edition

			To know and not to do is not to know.

			—Wang Yang Ming

			The original intent in 2005 for writing Let My People Go Surfing was for it to be a philosophical manual for the employees of Patagonia. I never expected at that time that this simple book would be translated into more than ten languages, be used in high schools and colleges, and even be influential in large corporations. Even Harvard University has done a case study on our company. We have always considered Patagonia an experiment in doing business in unconventional ways. None of us were certain it was going to be successful, but we did know that we were not interested in “doing business as usual.” Well, we have survived and even thrived for close to half a century, even longer than that if you include our first company, Chouinard Equipment for alpinists. Patagonia Works is now the name of our company, which includes under its umbrella our clothing company, Patagonia, Inc., and a food company, Patagonia Provisions. We are also invested in several other like-minded start-up companies. Ironically, we have become the large company that we never dreamed of, nor wanted to become.

			We are still family-owned and we continue to enjoy our work, and I don’t feel that we have had to compromise our values in becoming this large company. We have no intention to sell out or to become a public company, which would compromise on our mission “to use business to inspire and implement solutions to the environmental crisis.”

			Since 2005 the health of our home planet has not been doing so well. The general public in the developed world is becoming increasingly aware that our planet is getting dangerously hotter through our own doing. Yet despite the plethora of articles, books, films, and warning from scientists and even the military saying that global warming is the single biggest threat to the security of mankind—governments, businesses, and you and I continue to refuse to take meaningful steps to reverse the problem. And more dismal, polls done by Gallup in 2007 and 2008 show that as many as 38 percent of the population worldwide have never heard of or have no opinion about global warming.1

			Even though some of the world’s largest corporations have made significant efforts to decrease the environmental footprints of their companies, every global indicator of the health of our planet has continued to head in the wrong direction. The Global Footprint Network calculates that we are currently 150 percent above the capacity of our planet to replace essential “services” such as clean water, clean air, arable land, healthy fisheries, and a stable climate. When Patagonia started in 1973 the population of Earth was 4 billion, now it’s more than 7 billion and predicted to be 9 billion by 2053.2 But that isn’t the scariest part.

			At the same time, the affluence of that population is increasing 2.5 to 3 percent per year. By 2050 we will be at 300 to 500 percent above the carrying capacity of our planet to renew itself. You don’t need an MBA to know that’s bankruptcy.

			The world economy run by governments controlled by large multinational corporations is dependent on ever-increasing growth and profits. The gains we make toward having a greener, more sustainable planet are more than erased by growth—growth is the elephant in the room that no one wants to talk about.

			With all these problems of global warming, the unsustainability of our resource usage, and the inequality of wealth worldwide, we have the perfect scenario for a very disruptive correction in our economic and environmental model. All through history the collapse of empires has followed the same scenarios. If you consider that globalism and capitalism are one giant “empire,” the consequences are profound.

			In my three-quarter century of doing stupid stunts, I’ve had enough near-death experiences that I’ve accepted the fact that I’m going to die someday. I’m not too bothered by it. There is a beginning and an end of all life and to all human endeavors.

			Species evolve and die off. Empires rise then break apart. Businesses grow, then fold. There are no exceptions. I’m okay with all that. Yet it pains me to bear witness to the sixth great extinction, where we humans are directly responsible for the complete destruction of so many wonderful creatures and invaluable indigenous cultures. It saddens me especially to observe the plight of our own species; we appear to be incapable of solving our problems.

			As the evils in society become stronger and more numerous, we recognize that as a larger and more influential company our responsibilities to society and our efforts to be an even more responsible company have also increased. The purpose of the revised edition of this book is to share what we have done in the last decade and what we plan to do in the decades ahead to achieve our goals.

			—Yvon Chouinard
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					Grizzlies in the Gobi Desert? Those are bears worth fighting to protect. Joe Riis
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					Surfing in the morning at Malibu and bouldering in the afternoon at Stoney Point, ca. 1955. Roger Cotton Brown

				


		

	
		
			introduction

			I’ve been a businessman for almost sixty years. It’s as difficult for me to say those words as it is for someone to admit being an alcoholic or a lawyer. I’ve never respected the profession. It’s business that has to take the majority of the blame for being the enemy of nature, for destroying native cultures, for taking from the poor and giving to the rich, and for poisoning the earth with the effluent from its factories.

			Yet business can produce food, cure disease, control population, employ people, and generally enrich our lives. And it can do these good things and make a profit without losing its soul. That’s what this book is about. Like many people who had their formative years in the sixties in America, I grew up with disdain for big corporations and their lackey governments. The typical young Republican’s dream of making more money than his parents or of starting a business, growing it as fast as possible, taking it public, and retiring to the golf courses of Leisure World has never appealed to me. My values are a result of living a life close to nature and being passionately involved in doing what some people would call risky sports.

			My wife, Malinda, and I and the other contrarian employees of Patagonia have taken lessons learned from these sports, from nature, and our alternative lifestyle, and applied them to running a company.

			My company, Patagonia, Inc., is an experiment. It exists to put into action those recommendations that all the doomsday books on the health of our home planet say we must do immediately to avoid the certain destruction of nature and collapse of our civilization. Despite a near-universal consensus among scientists that we are on the brink of an environmental collapse, our society lacks the will to take action. We’re collectively paralyzed by apathy, inertia, or lack of imagination. Patagonia exists to challenge conventional wisdom and present a new style of responsible business. We believe the accepted model of capitalism that necessitates endless growth and deserves the blame for the destruction of nature must be displaced. Patagonia and its two thousand employees have the means and the will to prove to the rest of the business world that doing the right thing makes for a good and profitable business.

			It took fifteen years to write the first edition of this book because it took that long to prove to ourselves that we can break the rules of traditional business and make it not just work but work even better, especially for a company that wants to be here for the next one hundred years.
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					We lived in this beach shack in San Blas, Mexico, for a month in 1957, eating fish and tropical fruit, swatting no-see-ums, mosquitoes, and scorpions, and waxing our surfboards with votive candles from the local church. Chouinard Collection

				


		

	
		
			history
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			No young kid growing up ever dreams of someday becoming a businessman. He wants to be a fireman, a sponsored athlete, or a forest ranger. The Koch brothers and Donald Trumps of the business world are heroes to no one except other businessmen with similar values. I wanted to be a fur trapper when I grew up.

			My father was a tough French Canadian from Quebec. Papa completed only three years of schooling before he had to begin working on the family farm, at the age of nine. Because he was the hardest worker of nine siblings, when he was ten years old he was chosen by his father to go to Maine with him and begin working in a mill. In later years he worked as a journeyman plasterer, carpenter, electrician, and plumber. Not bad for a third-grade education. In Lisbon, Maine, where I was born, he learned to repair the looms at the Worumbo Woolen Mill. I believe I inherited his love of hard physical work and an appreciation of quality, particularly of fine tools. One of the profound memories of my early childhood was seeing him sitting in the kitchen next to the wood-burning stove, drinking a bottle of whiskey, and proceeding to pull out some of his teeth, both good and bad, with his electrician’s pliers. He needed dentures but thought the local dentist was asking too much money for the part of the job he could just as easily do himself.

			I think I must have learned to climb before I could walk; Father Simard, who lived upstairs in a house we were renting, encouraged me to crawl up the stairs, where I was rewarded with a spoonful of honey. When I was about six, my brother, Gerald, took me out fishing and sneaked a ten-inch pickerel onto the end of the line and made believe I caught it. I’ve been hooked on fishing ever since.

			Nearly everyone was French Canadian in Lisbon, and I attended a French-speaking Catholic school until I was seven.

			My two sisters, Doris and Rachel, were nine and eleven years older, and since my brother was in the military and my father was always working, I was brought up surrounded by women. I have ever since preferred that accommodation. My mother, Yvonne, was the adventurous one in the family, and it was her idea to move the family in 1946 to California, where she hoped the dry climate would be better for my father’s asthma.

			We auctioned off all our possessions, including the hand-built furniture my father had made, and one traumatic day the six of us piled into the family Chrysler and drove west. Somewhere along Route 66 we stopped at an Indian hogan, and my mother took out the preserved corn she had put up for the trip and gave it all to a Hopi woman and her hungry children. That incident was probably my first lesson in philanthropy.

			When we arrived in Burbank, we stayed with another French Canadian family, and I was put in a public school. I was the smallest kid in the class, I couldn’t speak English, and I constantly had to defend myself because I had a “girl’s name.” So I did what any future entrepreneur probably would have done: I ran away.
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					La famille Chouinard on our first day in Burbank, California, 1946.
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					Some of the members of the Southern California Falconry Club. That’s me on the right with a goshawk, 1956. Photos: Chouinard Collection
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					Practicing rappelling at Stoney Point, San Fernando Valley, early 1950s. Chouinard Collection

				


			My parents transferred me to a parochial school, where I was able to get more help from the nuns. My report card from that year showed Ds in every subject. The language and cultural differences made me a loner, and I spent most of my time off by myself. Before the other kids in my neighborhood were even allowed to cross the street on their own, I was bicycling seven or eight miles to reach a lake on a private golf course, where I hid in the willows away from the guards and fished for bluegills and bass. Later on I discovered the urban wilds of Griffith Park and the Los Angeles River, where I spent every day after school gigging frogs, trapping crawdads, and hunting cottontails with my bow and arrow. In the summer we swam in a foam-filled swimming hole fed by an outflow pipe from the film-developing labs at one of the movie studios. If I ever get cancer, it can probably be traced back to that time.

			
				

			High school was the worst. I had pimples, I couldn’t dance, and I had no interest in any of the subjects except for the shop classes. I had an “attitude” and was always in detention. For being a troublemaker, I often had to write lines like “I will not . . .” five hundred or so times. As a budding entrepreneur I would take three pencils and line them up with sticks and rubber bands so I could do three lines at once. I excelled at athletics like baseball and football, but when it came time to perform while people were watching, I would fumble the ball. I learned at an early age that it’s better to invent your own game; then you can always be a winner. I found my games in the ocean, creeks, and hillsides surrounding Los Angeles.

			Math was so boring at times I’d just stare at the ceiling and try to count all the holes in the perforated soundboard. History class was an opportunity for me to practice holding my breath, so that on weekends I could free-dive deeper to catch the abundant abalone and lobster off the Malibu coast. In auto shop class I would lie on the creeper, slide under the car I was working on, and come out only to check out the legs on the cute girl who came to take the roll.

			Some fellow misfits, along with adults like Robert Klimes, a music teacher, and Tom Cade, a graduate student at UCLA, started the Southern California Falconry Club, where we trained hawks and falcons for hunting. Every weekend in the spring we went off looking for hawk nests; sometimes we banded the young for the government or we took a young hawk to train. Our club was responsible for enacting the first falconry regulations in California.

			It was the most formative time of my life. When a fifteen-year-old has to trap a wild goshawk, stay up all night with her until the bird finally develops enough trust to fall asleep on his fist, and then train the proud bird using only positive reinforcement, well, the Zen master would have to ask, “Just who is getting trained here?”

			One of the adults, Don Prentice, was a climber, and he taught us how to rappel down to the falcon aeries on the cliffs. We had always just held on to the rope and climbed down hand over hand, but he showed us how to wrap manila rope (stolen from the telephone company) around the hip and over the shoulder to control the slide down. We thought it was the greatest sport ever, and we kept practicing, improving, and innovating. We made our own leather-padded rappelling clothes so we could go faster and faster. One of my earliest near-death experiences happened when I tried to do a superlong overhanging body rappel by tying three ropes together. When I got to the first knot it caught on some slings around my neck. Because the manila ropes were so heavy I couldn’t pull them up to pass the knot. I hung on these all scissored up for more than an hour. Just as I was about to let go and fall to my death, the knot passed and I reached the ground where my body went into convulsions.

			We hopped freight trains to the west end of the San Fernando Valley in order to practice rappelling on the sandstone cliffs of Stoney Point. We had no specialized gear or climbing boots. We just wore sneakers or went barefoot.

			We had never thought about trying to climb up the cliffs until one day when I was rappelling down a chimney on Stoney Point and came across this fellow from the Sierra Club climbing up! We got Don Prentice to show us a few more pointers about climbing, and that June—I was sixteen then—I drove to Wyoming in my 1940 Ford, which I had rebuilt in auto shop class. I remember the great feeling I had driving alone through the Nevada desert, in hundred-degree temperatures, passing by the Oldsmobiles and Cadillacs stopped by the side of the road with their hoods up, overheating.

			I met up with Don Prentice and some other young fellows in Pinedale, Wyoming, and we backpacked into the northern Wind River Range. We wanted to climb Gannett Peak, the highest mountain in Wyoming, but there were no guidebooks, and we kind of got lost. I wanted to go up the west side, and the others wanted to go up some gullies to the north. We split up, and I soloed up some cliff bands on the West Face. Late in the day I ended up alone at the summit, in a thunderstorm, slipping around the steep snowfields in my smooth-soled Sears work boots.

			From there I drove up to the Tetons to spend the rest of the summer learning to climb. I eventually talked my way into joining two guys from Dartmouth who were planning a climb up Templeton’s Crack on Symmetry Spire. This was after other climbers had turned me down for my lack of experience, so I didn’t elaborate on my history. This would be my first actual roped climb, but I just faked it and pushed ahead, even when they asked me to lead the most difficult pitch—a wet, slimy crack. They handed me pitons and a hammer I had no idea how to use, but I figured it out and managed anyway. After that trip I returned to the Tetons every summer to climb for three months. Looking back now on those early attempts at climbing, I sometimes think it’s a miracle I survived.

			I also fished in the Tetons. When I was seventeen, I saw Glenn Exum teaching his son, Eddie, how to fly cast over by the climbing school shack. Glenn was a mountain guide and a climbing legend in the valley. He was also an elegant caster and a superb dry fly fisherman. When he saw me watching, he yelled, “Come on over here, son!” and proceeded to teach me to cast with a fly. I put away my spinning rod and super-duper lures and have fished exclusively with flies ever since.

			
				
					
						[image:  PG13: Glenn Exum. Mountain guide, music teacher, and superb dry fly trout fisherman. 1983.]
					

					Glenn Exum, mountain guide, music teacher, and superb dry fly trout fisherman, 1983. Chouinard Collection

				


			After graduating from high school in 1956, I attended a community college for two years and worked part-time for my brother, who ran a private detective business, Mike Conrad and Associates. The main client was Howard Hughes, and it was mostly hanky-panky–type stuff: keeping track of Hughes’s innumerable young “starlets,” guarding a yacht to keep it “germ-free,” and keeping him well hidden so he couldn’t be subpoenaed for a lawsuit over Trans World Airlines.

			During school holidays I would go with friends down to the wilds of Baja and the coastal mainland of Mexico to surf, driving the ’39 Chevy I’d bought for fifteen dollars. After getting nineteen flats on one trip, we stuffed our back tires with brush and weeds and inched the last dozen miles into Mazatlán. We were always sick from the bad water and couldn’t afford medicine, so we would powder charcoal from the campfire, mix it with a half cup of salt in a glass of water, and drink that as an emetic.

			I soon realized that if I was going to spend the rest of my life drinking bad water and eating out of the street vendors and bazaars of the developing world, I’d better get used to it. Developing a natural immunity to the turista and giardia is not an easy passage, but if you refuse to take Flagyl and antibiotics and don’t drink iodine-treated or chlorinated water, the immunity gradually happens. It’s sort of homeopathic. Even today I drink out of every stream I fish in (except for rivers with dying salmon), and I rarely get sick.

			Back in California, I started hanging out at Stoney Point on weekends in the winter and at Tahquitz Rock above Palm Springs in the fall and spring. There I met some young climbers of the Sierra Club: TM Herbert, Royal Robbins, Tom Frost, Bob Kamps, and others. Eventually, we migrated from Tahquitz to Yosemite, where few of the big walls had been climbed.
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					Forging pitons outside my first shop in Burbank. I made the surfboard in the background from balsa wood and fiberglass, and eventually traded it for a Model A Ford engine, 1957. Dan Doody

				

			In 1957 I went to a junkyard and bought a used coal-fired forge, a 138-pound anvil, and some tongs and hammers and started teaching myself blacksmithing. I wanted to make my own climbing hardware, since we were starting to climb the big walls in Yosemite on multiday ascents that required hundreds of piton placements. At that time all climbing gear was European, and the soft iron pitons were meant to be placed once and left in position. The European attitude toward climbing mountains was to “conquer them.” All the gear was left in place to make it easier for others to follow. If you tried to take out and reuse the iron pitons, the head would often break off.

			
				

			We American climbers were brought up reading the transcendental writers like Emerson, Thoreau, and John Muir. You climb the mountains or visit the wilderness but leave no trace of having been there.

			Better pitons had once been made out of old Model A Ford axles by John Salathé, a Swiss blacksmith and climber who had used them on the first ascent of Lost Arrow Chimney in Yosemite, but he had stopped making them.

			I made my first pitons from an old chrome-molybdenum steel blade from a harvester, and TM Herbert and I used them on early ascents of the Lost Arrow Chimney and the North Face of Sentinel Rock in Yosemite. These stiffer and stronger pitons were ideal for driving into the often incipient cracks in Yosemite and could be taken out and used over and over again. I made these Lost Arrow pitons for myself and the few friends I climbed with; then friends of friends wanted some. I could forge only two of my chrome-molybdenum steel pitons in an hour, and I started selling them for $1.50 each. You could buy European pitons for twenty cents, but you had to have my new gear if you wanted to do the state-of-the-art climbs that we were doing.

			
				
					
						[image:  John Salathé and Yvon Chouinard, Camp 4, circa 1961. ph. Tom Frost]
					

					Pioneer Yosemite climber and blacksmith John Salathé. The brand for his Peninsula Ironworks was a traditional “Diamond P,” which was the inspiration for the Chouinard Equipment “Diamond C.” Tom Frost
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					Hand-forged Lost Arrow pitons. The “long dong” can be used as a piton, a nut-removing tool, or a chock. Olaf Anderson

				

				
				
					
						[image:  "Yvon Chouinard and a flat-out Ken Weeks in the luxury incinerator. Jackson, Wyoming"]
					

					My climbing partner Ken Weeks and I cleaned out this incinerator and lived in it one summer in the Tetons of Wyoming, 1958. Lorraine Bonney

				


			
				
					
						[image:  PG19: Camping in the Tetons. That's not my sissy air mattress. 1958.]
					

					Camping in the Tetons. That’s not my sissy air mattress, 1958. Chouinard Collection

				


			I also wanted to make a stronger carabiner, so in 1957 I borrowed $825.35 from my parents to pay for a drop forging die. I drove to the Aluminum Company of America headquarters in Los Angeles. I was eighteen years old, had a full beard, Levi’s, huarache sandals, and a fistful of cash right down to the thirty-five cents. The people at ALCOA hardly knew how to process cash through their system, but they made my drop forging die.

			
				

			My father helped me build a small shop out of an old chicken coop in our backyard in Burbank. Most of my tools were portable, so I would load up my car and travel up and down the California coast from Big Sur to San Diego. I would surf, then haul my anvil down to the beach and cut out angle pitons with a cold chisel and hammer before moving on to another surfing beach. I found gas money by diving into trash cans and redeeming soda pop bottles. One time I found an entire freezer load of partially frozen meat.

			For the next few years I worked on my equipment in the winter months, spent April to July on the walls of Yosemite, headed out of the heat of summer for the high mountains of Wyoming, Canada, and the Alps and then back to Yosemite in the fall until the snow fell in November. During these times I supported myself selling the equipment from the back of my car. The profits were slim, though. For weeks at a time I’d live on fifty cents to a dollar a day. Before leaving for the Rockies one summer, my friend Ken Weeks and I bought a couple of cases of dented cat food cans from a damaged can outlet in San Francisco. We supplemented the cat food with oatmeal, potatoes, ground squirrel, blue grouse, and porcupines assassinated à la Trotsky with an ice ax. I slept two hundred days a year or more in my old army-surplus sleeping bag. I didn’t buy a tent until I was almost forty, preferring to sleep under boulders and the low-hanging branches of an alpine fir.

			In 1958, Ken Weeks, my climbing partner, and I were climbing in the Bugaboos in Canada and were starving for protein, so we started eating ground squirrels. We used your typical Boy Scout trap, where you put food under a pot and a rock on top, and you lift one edge with a stick. When the squirrel goes in, you pull a string on the stick. But then how do you get this pissed-off squirrel out? Well, you put white gas around the pot’s edges and light it, and that sucks all the oxygen out of the pot. Wait a minute or two, lift the lid, and there’s a dead squirrel.

			In Yosemite we called ourselves the Valley Cong. We hid out from the rangers in nooks and crannies behind Camp 4 when we overstayed the two-week camping limit. We took special pride in the fact that climbing rocks and icefalls had no economic value in society. We were rebels from the consumer culture. Politicians and businessmen were “greaseballs,” and corporations were the source of all evil. The natural world was our home. Our heroes were the European climbers Gaston Rebuffat, Riccardo Cassin, and Hermann Buhl. We were like the wild species living on the edge of an ecosystem—adaptable, resilient, and tough.
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					The first Chouinard carabiners were entirely machined on a Sears & Roebuck drill press. Photo courtesy of Patagonia

				


			
				
					
						[image:  Doug Tompkins on the first ascent of Ruta de los Californianos in 1968. Cerro Fitz Roy, Chile. Photo: Chris Jones]
					

					Doug Tompkins on Cerro Fitz Roy, 1968. Chris Jones

				


			It’s not the goal of grand alpinism to face peril, but it is one of the tests one must undergo to deserve the joy of rising for an instant above the state of crawling grubs.

			—Lionel Terrary, Conquistadors of the Useless

			Those days were the height of the cheap fossil fuel age. You could buy a car for twenty dollars, gasoline was twenty-five cents a gallon, camping was free, and you could get a part-time job anytime. The land was fat and we took full advantage of it.

			In the fall of 1962, coming back from climbing on the East Coast, Chuck Pratt and I were arrested for riding a freight train in Winslow, Arizona, and we spent eighteen days in jail. The charge was “wandering around aimlessly with no apparent means of support.” By the time we got out, we had each lost twenty pounds on the jailhouse diet of Wonder Bread, beans, and oatmeal. We had only fifteen cents between us, it was snowing, and the cops gave us a half hour to get out of town. Yet we never entertained the thought of calling our parents or friends for help. Climbing had taught us to be self-reliant; there were no rescue teams in those days.

			A few weeks later I was called up for the draft. I tried to fail the physical by drinking a big bottle of soy sauce in order to raise my blood pressure, but I got so sick I couldn’t keep it down. I was inducted and sent to Fort Ord. Disliking authority and angry about having to close down my little climbing business, I didn’t get along well with the army. Its logic, since my occupation was “blacksmith,” was to try to make me into a Nike missile system mechanic. After basic training, I hastily married a local Burbank girl before being shipped off to Korea, where I caused nothing but trouble by “forgetting” to salute officers, looking slovenly, going on hunger strikes, and generally acting unbalanced but always backing off just shy of risking court-martial. The army finally sent me off to work with some civilians where all I had to do was turn their generator on and off every day, which I paid a friend to do. I had plenty of free time, so I would sneak off with several young Korean climbers to put up first ascents all over the smooth granite domes and pinnacles north of Seoul.


				
					
						[image:  PG20: With my Korean climbing friends in front of In So Bong peak near Seoul. 1963. ]
					

					With my Korean climbing friends in front of Insubong peak near Seoul, 1963. Choongok Sunwoo

				

				
					
						[image:  PG21: The overhanging North American Wall of El Capitan, named after the dark area of rock that resembles a map of the Americas.]
					

					The overhanging North American Wall of El Capitan, named after the dark area of rock that resembles a map of the Americas. Tom Frost

				



			Miraculously, I was honorably discharged in 1964.
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