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As the first climber  
to scale the notorious 
3,000-foot face of 
Yosemite’s El Capitan 
without a rope,  
Alex Honnold has won  
the respect of the  
climbing world

Words: hugh francis anderson

Clayton Boyd  
for The North Face
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t’s difficult to miss Alex Honnold. 
Entering the Castle Climbing Centre 
in Stoke Newington, I recognise him 
immediately. He’s 10 feet above me, 
hanging onto a wafer-thin climbing 
hold with just three fingers, a wide 
smile firmly sealed on his face. His 
physique is slight, not an ounce of fat 
lining his sinewy frame, and when he 
eventually drops down, I’m offered  
a meaty hand, with fingers so muscular 
they seem otherworldly.

At just 32, Alex Honnold has quickly 
risen to become one of the planet’s 
most famous living climbers. Having 
scaled some of the world’s toughest 
mountains with a demeanour that verges 
on the nonchalant, Honnold has rightly 
earned his nickname, ‘No Big Deal’. At                     
a time when adventure sports are seeing 
enormous growth, Honnold is front and 
centre of this small but wide-reaching 
group. He has been profiled by The New 
York Times, National Geographic and CBS’s 
60 Minutes, starred in feature-length 
documentaries, and been the guest 

on numerous talk shows. So how did this quiet man 
from Sacramento, California, become such a visible 
figurehead for adventure? 

“As a kid, I always liked climbing. I was always 
climbing trees, buildings, and playground structures,” 
says Honnold, slouching on the padded floor beneath 
the climbing wall. “When I was 11, a climbing gym 
like this one opened in my home town, and as I loved 
swinging around, it made sense to come indoors and 
do it in a proper way. So my parents took me in there 
and I started climbing indoors pretty much all the time.” 

How then, did he transition to climbing outdoors? 
“As a teenager, I started doing excursions outside 

with friends. On school holidays, I’d go to some of 
the areas around California and spend a couple of 
days climbing outside, but I was still limited with no 
car and no driving licence, no equipment and no real 
knowledge,” he reminisces with a smile. It wasn’t until 
he was 19 and dropped out of an engineering degree 
at Berkeley that climbing became more than just                               
a hobby. Honnold has led a nomadic life since, and to 
this day continues to live full-time in a van: “when  
I started it was a little more ghetto. I basically stole my 
mum’s mini-van and used that for a year until it died, 
and then I just used a bicycle for another year or so. 

“Eventually I bought a van, and now I’ve lived in 
one for 10 years.” 

I proffer that climbing must be a lonely existence. 
“It certainly was when I first started full-time, 
and that’s partially because I was more of a loner, 
less social and awkward, so it was quite insular in 
the beginning,” he says. “Now it’s really social. It’s 
interesting because I used to be on my own a lot, but 
I now have such a big community and know so many 
climbers all over the world. Anywhere I go, there’s 
going to be a lot of people I know, so it’s super social.” 

This is due in no small part to the onset of social 
media, 4K video cameras and YouTube. Climbing 
always had a loyal following, but, in recent years, it has 
exploded. Honnold now has seven industry-leading 
sponsors behind him. This has allowed for a varied 
and adventure-fuelled career. He has climbed every 
corner of the world, from Borneo to Chile, Chad to 
Oman, and has now become the first person in history 
to free solo the 3,000-foot Freerider route of Yosemite’s 
El Capitan, the Holy Grail of North American climbing. 

“I’d been thinking about it since 2008, and in 2009 
I really started to dream of it, but it never seemed 
possible. In the last year and a half, I’ve been actively 
working towards it. 

“To complete it was pretty euphoric. I’d put a lot 
of hard work into it, and I’d also built it up in my 
mind as a big thing, so to finally do it was pretty 
moving. I was delighted.” 

For most, the appeal of free soloing is hard to fathom. 
To climb thousands of feet without any last-resort 
safety measures takes years of practice. The training, 
the preparation, and most importantly, the mental 
state, must all be honed. When you’re faced with more 
than two kilometres of sheer rock face, with no safety 
equipment or ropes, you’re teetering on the edge of 
possibility, on the edge of life. “Planning is the mental 
side of it. The physical training is just climbing all the 
time, working out, doing a lot of hiking and occasionally 
mountain biking,” he says. “I climbed and planned it 
over and over. I memorised numerous moves and I’d 
practised the climbing in different styles and ways to see 
what would feel more secure when you’re rope-less.” 

I wonder what part fear plays on the mind, as 
both a driving force and something that holds you 
back. “The high consequences and the chance of 
death if you make a mistake do contribute to the 
experience because it requires you to perform at 
a higher level, so the fact that it’s testing you is 
definitely part of it.

“I’m not experiencing fear while I’m up there, 
and when I solo free climb, I’m not scared at all 
– but it’s because I chose the right day to do it,  
I was ready for it, and everything was perfect”

| interview | 
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| interview | 

“I try to avoid fear 
through preparation, by 
spending time making 
sure I’m ready. Ideally, 
I’m not experiencing 
fear while I’m up there, 
and when I solo free 
climb, I’m not scared at 
all – but it’s because I 
chose the right day to do 
it, I was ready for it, and 
everything was perfect. 
But the consequences 
do matter.”

In the world of 
extreme sports, it’s 
difficult to know where free soloing fits in. The 
risks far outweigh those of other sports, yet the 
calm, calculated movements required, alongside 
the duration of the climb, all attest to something 
altogether different. As Honnold notes, “It’s actually 
a totally different sensation. I’ve skydived and done 
various ‘extreme’ sports before, and even mountain 
biking feels more extreme to me. The thing with 
soloing is that it’s not fast at all, it’s very slow. You 
have to consciously and deliberately choose to 
move over and over, whereas with downhill skiing, 
mountain biking and a lot of other sports, once you El Capitan, a vertical rock formation on 

the north side of California’s Yosemite 
Valley, is possibly the most famous 
destination for any climbers with 

ambitions of reaching the pinnacle of 
the sport. The first successful ascent 

via its two sheer cliff faces took place in 
1958, and both faces of El Cap now have 

numerous established routes.

Honnold was actually part of the 
support team for the first ever free 

ascent (using ropes only to catch falls, 
not for advantage) of El Cap’s notorious 
Dawn Wall in 2015, before putting his 

own name in the history books in 2017: 
Honnold climbed the 3,000 ft Freerider 
route without the support of any ropes, 
harnesses or teammates in three hours 
and 56 minutes, completing the most 

difficult free solo ascent ever attempted. 

Conquering
El Capitan

insight

commit to a line, you’re 
going, one way or the 
other. 

“In climbing, you 
never get a rush like 
that due to the slow, 
calculated movements. 
So, it doesn’t feel 
like other extreme 
sports, even though 
from the outside it 
seems outrageous.” 
I’m beginning to 
understand why 
Honnold has been 
given the nickname, 

‘No Big Deal’. The way in which he describes his 
climbing and his mental state is one of sheer ease. 
It is as if all of his exploits are natural, like going to 
the shops or working on a simple project. It’s just 
something that he does. 

Riding the wave of his current success, Honnold, 
with the support of The North Face, has started 
to turn his attention to using climbing as a tool to 
connect people, through the Walls Are Meant For 
Climbing initiative. “It’s all about bringing people 
together through climbing, particularly in the US right 
now where walls are seen as very divisive,” he says. 
“During these turbulent times, we’re trying to use 
walls to bring people together instead.”  He has also 
started a sustainable development organisation, the 
Honnold Foundation, with the intention of sending 
solar panels and aid to remote communities around 
the world. “I can see myself getting more involved 
with these sorts of projects, but I’ll be climbing for my 
whole life. I just love it. 

“Whether or not my career will always be focussed 
around it doesn’t matter to me. I’ll always climb.”

Honnold inspires through his serenity. He 
regales with stories about climbing the notorious 
Fitz Traverse in Patagonia, he casually mentions 
his future expedition to Antarctica, and he only 
briefly talks about the much-anticipated National 
Geographic film about his El Capitan climb. 

“Humans are hardwired to appreciate the 
outdoors and to enjoy nature and open spaces,” he 
says as we part. “Climbing feels like playing. It has 
always felt like playing.” 

“Humans are hardwired to 
appreciate the outdoors and to 
enjoy nature and open spaces. 

Climbing feels like playing.  
It has always felt like playing”
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Yosemite, image by Jimmy Chin
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