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t’s a scorching day outside, but cool and 
bright inside the pine-clad Yonder, one of 
the latest indoor climbing walls on the 
scene in east London. A girl with long 
auburn hair in a swinging ponytail shim-

mies up a bouldering wall before elegantly 
jumping down to the crash mats below. 
Higher up, another twentysomething woman 
in a tank top and leggings, with almost artisti-
cally placed chalk prints on her thighs, is tack-
ling a steep climb. Later, I see them in the cafe 
nibbling on avocado toast.

“Lots of young women have started coming 
recently,” says Anna Rzezniczek, 29, a 
manager at the centre, looking over at them. 
“They come for a new experience and then 
find that it’s really social. It wakes up the 
inner child in you, but it’s less intimidating 
and boring than going to the gym. It’s really 
addictive.” 

year the Oscar and Bafta for best documentary 
both went to the climbing film Free Solo. Mean-
while, celebrities including Brie Larson, Jessica 
Biel, Lea Michele and Angelina Jolie — who 
took twins Vivienne and Knox climbing earlier 
this year — have been spotted at walls, or have 
posted about their climbs on social media.

It helps that it is a highly Instagrammable 
sport, with nearly 11m posts under #climbing 
showing off the slightly bewildering variations 
of the sport. Bouldering is the form that entails 
scrambling along rocks usually no more than 
20ft high, without any ropes, whereas all other 
types of climbing involve a rope. Athletes 
competing at the Olympics in 2020 will take 
part in three separate disciplines to win one 
medal: bouldering, lead (where the climber 
clips their rope to the wall or rock face as they 
traverse) and speed (on a rope that is already 
up, with the winner being the fastest to the 
top). It has been referred to as the climbers’ 
version of a triathlon.

Fuelling the appeal has been an explosion in 
centres that offer tempting facilities, from 
co-working spaces to yoga, massage studios to 
beer and pizza party nights. The Association of 
British Climbing Walls estimates there are 
more than 1,000 walls all over the country, 
with many of them, such as Yonder, less than a 
couple of years old. Chris Graham, of Climb 
Newcastle, says that, when he started out, 
“climbing walls were dirty, sweaty, male- 
dominated training facilities. Now walls are 
much more like gyms, with showers, speciality 
coffee and yoga lessons.”

The appeal is clear for fitness-lovers: climbing 
can burn about 500-600 calories per hour and 
is a full body workout. “It not only requires and 
helps develop good upper, lower and core body 
strength, but also aerobic fitness, endurance, 
flexibility and mobility as well,” says Jim Pate, 
senior physiologist at the Centre for Health & 
Human Performance. “It also helps to develop 
upper body and grip strength, maintains 
muscles and loads the bones with weight, 
without direct impact, which is important to 
prevent osteoporosis later on in life.” 
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Traditionally associated with craggy men, 
climbing has suddenly become a hit among 
discerning millennials — and is set to be this 
summer’s hottest workout. Next year, it will 
make its debut as an Olympic sport at the 
Tokyo 2020 Games. Professional climbers 
such as Shauna Coxsey, 26 (Britain’s most 
successful competitive climber, with more than 
330,000 Instagram followers), and other 
members of our young Team GB squad 
(including Gwyneth Uttley, 19), are among the 
new faces gaining attention in the sport. “I love 
so many things about climbing,” Coxsey says. 
“It’s taught me many lessons: I have explored 
my creativity and pushed past where I thought 
my physical boundaries were.” 

There has been a 40% increase in visits to 
climbing walls in the past 12 months, now 
approaching 8m, according to a survey for the 
Association of British Climbing Walls. This 

Rzezniczek adds that women are often 
better climbers than men: “They don’t just rely 
on their strength, so they spend time devel-
oping technique. When I started climbing,  
I got to the top and realised that I’d done some-
thing that the man next to me couldn’t, and 
that spurred me on.” 

It is also good for the mind. Uttley, who 
specialises in bouldering (while studying 
chemical engineering at Sheffield uni), says 
it’s “very mentally challenging. It’s different 
every time you go up, so you never get bored, 
like you do if you’re, say, running 100m. In a 
competition you’ve got four minutes to solve 
the problem, while being watched. I love it.” 

The intense focus that she describes is 
something that many say makes climbing 
almost meditative. “Climbing is such a 
wonderful tool for the mind as well as the 
body,” says Kim Hartwell, a yoga teacher and 
personal trainer, who runs Rock & Soul 
Adventures, which specialises in climbing 
retreats for women. “In climbing, we find 
routes — or problems as they are known.  
The whole point is that you solve the  
problem. A lot of anxiety-induced feelings 
can be about stuff that seems impossible. 
Climbing is a great way to work through  
that. A lot of the time you have to try the 
problem over and over again until you come 
up with a solution. It goes from feeling impos-
sible to effortless.” 

The unofficial climbing uniform is black 
leggings and tank tops for girls, shorts and 
tees for men. But there’s plenty of kit you  
can buy into: Adidas Outdoor is kitting out 
Team GB hopefuls with its “secret weapon” 
climbing shoes, which wrap around the  
foot and have rubber soles to help with  
grip (£140; adidas.co.uk). Patagonia and 
Columbia — traditional outdoor brands — are 
cool on the established climbing scene, while 
newer labels, including the on-trend skiwear 
company Perfect Moment, are muscling in 
with accessories and activewear. 

Established climbers boast of how inclusive 
the community is — that if you’re stuck on a 
climb, others will come over and help out. 
Uttley says that’s particularly true of females: 
“I get a lot of women asking my advice when 
I’m at a wall, and I’m always really happy to 
help out.” Hartwell adds that the confidence 
that comes from achieving a climb can help 
off the wall, too. “It’s so wonderful to see 
women rock up to the climbing gym or a wall 
on one of our retreats, fearful and hesitant at 
first, then seeing their sheer elation when they 
reach the top of a route that they never thought 
possible,” she says. “They see how strong and 
capable they are.”  @shaunacoxsey
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It burns ��� calories an hour, could help prevent osteoporosis  

and requires extreme focus – and it’s about to become
an Olympic sport. Is bouldering for you? By Jessica Salter
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