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Cast of Characters 
(In Order of Appearance) 

 
DOCTOR GUITAR, 32, street musician. 
 
ROYAL ROBBINS, 35, rock climber. 
 
WARREN HARDING, 46, rock climber. 
 

Time 
 
The play begins in early January and ends in late February 1971. 
 

Place 
 
The action takes place in Yosemite Valley, California. 
 

Production Notes 
 
This play is a fictional dramatization based on a true story and 
real events and was drawn from a variety of sources, including 
published materials and interviews. Although many of the 
locations and incidents depicted in the play are real and the 
characters presented are based on real people, the characters’ 
words and actions are a work of dramatic fiction. 
 
Regarding the physical sets, there will be two set-pieces. Camp 
4 is located stage right. The Dawn Wall is stage left. 
 
Camp 4 is a minimalist re-creation of the historic campsite. The 
Dawn Wall is a minimalist re-creation of the iconic rock wall. 
 
A permanent fixture throughout is an elevated projection screen 
center stage. It displays pre-recorded still and motion 
segments. Music and sound effects also play a critical role in 
setting the mood, tone, and theme for the production. 
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Prologue: 
 

ACT I 
 

Scene 1 

(Black. 

Upstage Center. A projection 
screen hangs suspended from 
the lighting grid. 

Music:  Movement One, Dawn 
Wall Suite – Dawn (Prologue) 

Screen. Photo/Video. Sunrise 
on the “Wall of the Early 
Morning Light.” 

Center Stage. DOCTOR GUITAR, 
32, steps out of the shadows 
into a pool of light. He 
wears a blue nylon mesh 
baseball cap with the word 
“El Cap” stenciled on the 
front, blue jeans, waffle 
stompers, and beneath his 
blue work shirt, his T-shirt 
bears the image of John Muir. 

He sings “Sierra” by Boz 
Scaggs.) 

DOC 
My name is Doc Guitar. You might have heard of 
me. I’m a Flatlander. It’s what I know. I like 
the unending flatness, the uncomplicated people, 
the unbearable weather. Sometimes it weighs me 
down. 

 
That’s why I climb. Why I come here. This is Camp 
4. Arcadia for this band of footloose dreamers. 
Who come from all points of the compass. To 
master the mighty rocks of Yosemite. 

 
Including two men whose rivalry defines and 
dominates the sport of rock climbing at this 
moment. 
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(Screen. Photo. Images of RR 
and WH.)  

DOC (CONT’D) 
Royal Robbins and Warren “Batso” Harding. 
 
Royal is a climbing pioneer and legend. Perhaps 
the greatest North American rock climber. Always 
pushing to go farther and climb higher, his 
ascents and achievements read like a one-man 
history of climbing.  
 
Warren is the Pied Piper of Yosemite. A larger-
than-life master of “big wall” climbing. An 
enigma, he is Yosemite's legendary master of 
wine, women, and walls. 
 
Icon and iconoclast. 
 
Climbing is their life and their legacy. 
 
They are inspired to great heights by Yosemite. 
And each other. 
 
Like Janus, the two-headed god of doorways, they 
are two sides of the same coin. Yin and yang, 
dark and light. The King and the Jester. One is 
journey, the other destination. The 
Traditionalist and the Trickster. 

(The screen goes dark. 

Doc holds up the mask for 
tragedy and the mask for 
comedy.) 

DOC (CONT’D) 
They are as alike as they are different. As 
different as they are alike. In their values and 
views. Of the sport; why they climb; their 
technique and style; Mother Nature; aesthetics 
and ethics; ambition, fame, and publicity. 
 
Royal climbs for the Zen of it. Warren for the 
Zin of it. 
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It’s never personal. But, then, it never is, is 
it? 

(Doc smiles. 

Lights dim. The screen goes 
dark. Black.) 

 
ACT I 

 
Scene 2 

(Music:  Movement Two, Dawn 
Wall Suite – Camp 4 
(Separation) 

Screen. Photo/Video. Camp 4 
Sign. 

Screen. Title. Caption:  Camp 
4, Yosemite, January 1971  

The screen goes dark. 

Lights up. 

Stage Right. Camp 4. A 
boulder. A tree. A bush. A 
picnic table with an oilskin 
tablecloth, end facing the 
audience. Coleman stove and 
kerosene lantern. A battery-
powered record player with a 
collection of Mozart and 
Dylan, Beethoven and Beatles. 
Under the table, a collection 
of ropes, hardware, haul 
bags, and bivy gear. Next to 
the table, a rumpled sleeping 
bag. Behind the table, a tarp 
tent. 

A campfire burns. 

Doc sits by the fire. He 
sings “Above the Timberline” 
by California Zephyr. 
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Close by, ROYAL ROBBINS, 35, 
and WARREN HARDING, 46, sit 
in profile at the picnic 
table. A chess board between 
them. 

Robbins is tall, athletic, 
graceful. He is dressed in 
white turtleneck, bulky 
sweater, corduroy pants, 
Converse tennis shoes, and 
black horn-rimmed glasses. 
Butch haircut and stubbly 
beard. A white cap and 
rucksack sit on the bench 
next to him. 

Harding is short, lean, 
coarse. He is dressed all in 
black. Turtleneck, jacket, 
Levi’s, and boots. Long, 
slicked back, unruly hair. He 
drinks from a tin cup.  

The chess scene is 
reminiscent of the chess game 
in Ingmar Bergman’s The 
Seventh Seal. 

Robbins opens a wooden box 
and places it on his lap 
where Harding can’t see. 
Robbins selects a white pawn 
and encloses it within his 
left hand. He grabs a black 
pawn and encloses it within 
his right hand. He holds out 
both hands over the 
chessboard toward Harding, 
fists down. 

Harding taps Robbins’ right 
fist. 

Robbins opens his right hand, 
revealing the black pawn.) 
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RR  
Your favorite color. 

WH  
My lucky color. 

(They place the rest of the 
pieces on the board.) 

RR  
Another day, another mountain. 

WH  
Another day, another game. 

RR 
Wait a moment. 

WH  
That’s what they all say. 

RR  
If I win, you clean the latrine. 

WH  
If I win, you buy the next round. 

(Robbins opens by moving his 
pawn to e3.) 

DOC  
Did you have a nice Christmas? 

WH  
I worked. 

RR  
I spent it with Liz’s family. 

WH  
You? 

DOC  
Stayed close to home. Got a cold. Like I do every 
year. 

RR  
It’s a stressful time. 
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WH  
I know how to take care of that. 

(Harding lifts his tin cup in 
toast. He takes a sip and 
smacks his lips.) 

DOC  
What are we drinking today? 

WH  
Teton Tea. Lemons, tea, sugar, and port. Makes me 
a wide-awake drunk. 

DOC  
New Year’s? 

RR  
I watched the ball drop and went to bed. 

WH  
I watched the sun come up and never went to bed. 

DOC  
It was too foggy in Modesto to even see the sun. 

(Harding opens by moving his 
pawn to e5.) 

DOC (CONT’D)  
What are we playing for? 

RR 
The challenge. 

WH 
Bragging rights. 

DOC 
The symbolic battle? 

RR 
That’s part of it. 

WH 
That’s all of it. 

DOC  
When did this rivalry begin? 
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RR  
We’re not rivals. 

WH  
Just friendly competitors. 

(RR Pawn to d4.) 

DOC 
Where’d it start? 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Tahquitz Rock.) 

RR 
The first time was Tahquitz Rock in southern 
California.  

WH 
We climbed a new route together. 

RR 
He scared me a little. He liked racing cars. 

WH 
He scared me a lot. He liked jumping between 
moving trains. 

RR 
He was a wild man. 

WH 
He was a juvenile delinquent. 

RR 
Climbing with him was like “Mr. Toad’s Wild 
Ride.” 

WH 
Climbing with him was like “The Tortoise and the 
Hare.” 

(WH Pawn takes Pawn exd4.) 

DOC 
You both like taking risks. 

RR  
We do. 
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DOC 
And you take it to the mountaintop. 

WH  
We do. 

RR 
Climbing as a team, we became friends. Partners. 

WH  
I may be a risk-taker, but when I’m on the 
mountain, you can trust me. 

DOC  
That’s what climbing is all about, isn’t it? 

RR  
You develop an unbreakable bond when you rely on 
others. 

WH  
Based on respect. 

RR  
A true brotherhood of the rope. 

WH  
Your life depends on it. 

(RR Pawn takes Pawn exd4.) 

RR  
The next time was 1955. 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Northwest Face of Half dome.) 

WH  
The Northwest Face of Half Dome.  

RR  
With Don Wilson and Jerry Gallwas. We didn’t 
finish. Wilson pulled the plug. 

WH 
Pissed me off. 
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RR 
Neither of us was happy. We would have gone on, 
but they preferred to retreat. After we got down, 
I asked Warren if he would be keen to return the 
following year.  

WH 
I totally was. 

RR 
We were going to try again in ’56, but the plans 
never materialized. I put a team together and did 
it in June of ’57. 

WH 
Without me. 

RR 
Well, you were in Alaska. 

WH 
Well, you never asked. I come back to the Valley 
with a team in tow ready to climb and you’re 
already on the mountain. 

RR 
I didn’t want to be second. 

WH 
Neither did I. 

(WH Bishop to b4. The screen 
goes dark.) 

DOC 
You guys are buddies, but you’ve got no problem 
one-upping the other. 

RR 
I knew if we failed, you were ready to pounce on 
the route.  

WH  
Everyone wants their name etched on the first 
ascent. 

RR 
You probably would have made it if we hadn't 
gotten there first. 
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WH 
No damned “probably” about it. 

DOC 
That must’ve burned a little to miss out? 

WH 
I was tee’d off. I lost the prize. 

RR 
He didn’t sulk. Instead, he hiked eight miles to 
the top of Half Dome to greet us. 

WH 
“Congratulations, you lucky rotten bastards.” 
That’s what I said. 

RR 
He brought sandwiches, orange juice, and 
goodwill. There was no evidence of a grudge. 

(RR Pawn to c3.) 

WH 
Not much. We grumbled around the Valley for a 
couple days, trying to figure out what to do. 
Well, shit, I’m thinking. We're here with all 
this gear. Might as well climb something. There 
were plenty of cool new routes that hadn’t been 
done. They all felt like a “put-down” compared to 
Half Dome. All but one.  

RR  
El Cap. 

DOC 
That climb changed the game.  

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
“The Nose.”) 

WH  
“The Nose” was a helluva route. 

DOC  
Some say it’s the most elegant line in Yosemite. 
Maybe even the world. 
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RR  
I wanted it. 

WH  
You wanted everything. 

DOC  
3,000 feet of fixed ropes, several hundred 
pitons, 125 expansion bolts, and forty-five days 
of climbing spread over a year-and-a-half. You 
upped the stakes with that ascent. 

WH 
Exactamundo. 

RR 
Publicly, us “experts” said we were witnessing 
the doomed, grandiose scheme of a madman. 
Privately, all of us would have shed a finger or 
two to have had that kind of vision and courage. 

WH 
When I hammered in the last bolt and staggered 
over the rim, it wasn’t all that clear who was 
conqueror and who was conquered. I do recall that 
El Cap seemed to be in much better condition than 
I was. 

(The screen goes dark.) 

DOC 
Yosemite rock climbing would never be the same. 
You proved an unclimable wall could be climbed.  

RR  
It was a powerful move on the chessboard of 
Yosemite climbing. 

WH  
Whoever makes the best moves wins. 

(WH Bishop to d6.) 

RR  
Good move. 

(RR Knight to f3.) 
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WH 
Smooth move, Ex-Lax. 

 

DOC 
Didn’t Warren send you a card asking you to join 
them? 

RR 
He did. I wanted to do El Capitan badly. 

(Robbins is silent a moment.) 

RR (CONT’D) 
I declined because it was his scene. And because 
I didn't want to do it that way, even though I 
didn't think it could be done any other way. 

DOC 
What way? 

RR 
Siege tactics.  

WH 
We never thought of making the entire climb in 
one push. It was too much. We figured we'd simply 
get up as far as we could, fixing ropes along the 
way. When we'd run out of gas, we'd descend, 
leave the ropes, and try again next time.  

RR  
It was the same technique George Mallory used to 
ascend high mountains like Everest.  

WH 
Prusiking and rappelling gear replaced ice axe 
and crampons. Winch and hauling lines replaced 
Sherpas. 

(WH Knight to h6.) 

RR 
I'm not an expedition man. I don't really 
understand that type of climbing. I would have 
been too much out of my element. 
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WH  
It ain’t all that different. You still have to 
get to the top. Somehow. 

RR 
Unclimbed faces should be left alone. Until they 
can be climbed right. 

DOC 
You just said it couldn’t be climbed any other 
way, so why not use siege tactics? 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Illustrating RR’s climbing 
technique.) 

RR 
Siege climbing assures success. What fun is there 
in a game when the odds are a hundred to one in 
your favor? Where’s the adventure? Me, I’m heavy 
on patience and plodding. A certain mechanical 
methodicalness composed of hundreds of similar 
movements and actions. Piton after piton, 
rappelling after each pitch, removing the 
hardware, hauling the gear, untangling the ropes, 
preparing the next pitch, and then the whole 
rigmarole all over again. And all the time, the 
constant awareness of every danger that might 
threaten me. Had the swami belt knot loosened? 
Were the slings on the Jumars abrading? Were the 
ropes securely anchored? Would the rope run 
freely? Was the carabiner brake for the rappel 
properly arranged? Things like that. 

(The screen goes dark.) 

WH 
Fuck all that. Fuck the odds. I’ll climb it any 
way I want. 

RR  
(to the 
audience)  

Given enough time, any determined climber, 
however competent, can manage to commute up and 
down an umbilical cord that stretches from ground 
to summit. 
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WH  
(to the 
audience)  

Most climbers thought the Nose was a pretty 
“zazzy” thing. There were some grumblings from 
certain “far-sighted” members of the climbing 
community.  

(Harding nods at Robbins.)  

WH (CONT’D) 
Even these visionaries didn't know exactly what 
was wrong with the climb. They sensed something 
wasn’t right, but what? Perhaps it was simply 
that somebody else did it first. 

(RR Bishop to e2.) 

DOC 
You did the second ascent of The Nose. 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Second ascent of “The Nose.”) 

RR 
Fewer bolts. No fixed ropes. In one continuous 
push. Toe to summit without descending. In seven 
days. The classic way. The better way. The right 
way. 

WH 
You used our bolts. You couldn’t have done it 
without them. 

RR 
I made my point about not needing an endless 
string of ropes. 

WH 
I made my point about the quality of the route. 

DOC 
And so, the rivalry –  

RR  
The competition. 

DOC 
– was cast in stone. 
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RR  
It was never personal. 

WH  
It never is. 

DOC  
It always is. 

(The screen goes dark.) 

(WH Castles his King and Rook 
O-O.) 

DOC (CONT’D) 
It’s obvious you don’t agree about style. 

RR  
Not always. 

WH  
Hardly at all. 

DOC  
(to the 
audience)  

For Royal, the means justified the end. For 
Warren, the end justified the means.  

(to RR)  
You’re classical.  

(to WH)  
You’re rock ‘n roll. 

(A classical music 
composition plays.) 

RR 
(to the 
audience) 

I like its precision, control, and grand sweep. 
When I listen to it, it’s like being in the 
mountains. 

(A rock ‘n’ roll song plays.) 

WH 
(to the 
audience) 

There’s nothing like it. Sexy, dirty, driving, 
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rebellious. When I listen to it, it’s like being 
on the racetrack. 

(The two musical styles 
collide.) 

RR 
If I have a style, I guess it’s guts and grit. 

WH 
Live and let live. 

RR 
Leave no trace. 

WH 
Take no prisoners. 

RR 
Nothing between us but a rope and hope. 

WH 
Speed is where it’s at. 

RR 
The rock always wins. 

(Both songs end in a clashing 
crescendo.) 

(RR Castles his King and Rook 
O-O.) 

RR (CONT’D)  
Style is personal. 

WH 
Style ain’t nobody’s business but my own. I like 
what the Italian Emilio Comici said. The most 
elegant route is as straight as “a falling drop 
of water.” 

DOC  
Royal, there’s a few things I’ve learned – we’ve 
all learned – from you. The rock is fragile, free 
is better, style matters, and suffering gives you 
serious style points. 
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(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Images contrasting RR’s and 
WH’s style of climbing.) 

RR 
I would like to be remembered for carrying on the 
tradition of adventure in climbing that I got 
from my betters. 

WH 
I try to do a climb in as good a style as 
possible. To the best of my ability. Not someone 
else’s expectations. 

RR 
(to the 
audience) 

I've grown up with certain values. I believe in 
certain things. Success by itself is meaningless 
to me. The way you do it is everything.  

(A moment of silence.) 

RR (CONT’D) 
You get on a climb, you stay on it, and you get 
to the top. It is not the summit that matters, 
but the fight for the summit. Not victory, but 
the game itself. Better we raise our skill than 
lower the climb.  

WH 
(to the 
audience) 

I get up the wall the easiest way possible. I 
like climbing because there ain’t no rules. It’s 
an individual thing, not some kind of organized 
religion. There are quite a few who share my 
feelings about all this ethics crap. That ticks 
off a few of the Camp 4orcers. 

(WH Rook to e8.) 

DOC 
You call Royal and the others “Valley 
Christians.” Because of their “high-minded” 
beliefs about publicity, ethics, and other 
issues. 
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(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Images contrasting the 
“Valley Christians” and Los 
Farcederos.) 

WH  
For them, Yosemite is the temple. Camp 4 the 
monastery. Climbing is a spiritual quest. They 
are the Pilgrims of the Vertical. They come to 
worship at the shrine. They come to find the 
truth. Anybody who doesn’t follow their pure 
principles is an infidel. 

RR  
I’m sorry you see us that way. We’re not the 
fanatics you make us out to be. 

DOC  
You founded the L.S.E.D. & F.S. The Lower Sierra 
Eating, Drinking, and Farcing Society. 

WH 
Devoted to gluttony and sloth.  

DOC 
It was a bit of a reaction against all the “lofty 
ideals” of climbing from the other camp. 

WH 
Every climb I do is a farce, so why not have fun? 
We are Los Farcederos. We leave no farce or fart 
unturned. 

DOC 
(to RR)  

To be you and have this “vulgar nutcase” working 
to undermine this beautiful world you’re trying 
to preserve, it must have been deeply annoying.  

(to WH) 
And for you, to have this “buzz-headed square,” 
with his crew of acolytes and yes-men, this rule 
and that rule, you must have driven each other 
crazy. 

RR 
That's one of the things I admire about climbing. 
There are all these ways of self-expression. 



21 
 

(Silence.) 

RR (CONT’D)  
I believe we all climb the best way we know how. 

(to the 
audience) 

What a pleasure to climb a fine route and find no 
traces of those who have come before and to leave 
no mark of one’s passage. To use art instead of 
force. 

(RR Bishop takes Knight 
Bxh6.) 

DOC 
Nobody in the Valley would ever think of doing a 
climb and not try to do it in the Robbins’ style. 
Except you. 

WH 
Hey, all I want to do is get up the damn wall. 
I'm going to do it any way I please.  

RR 
If I can’t do it right, I don’t do it at all. I 
do the climb as well or better than the first 
ascent, or not at all.  

WH 
You do it your way and I’ll do it mine. If you 
don't like it, tough shit.  

RR 
I’d rather fail falling than succeed 
compromising.   

(The screen goes dark.) 

WH 
(to the 
audience) 

For me, the basic premise of climbing is simple. 
Just keep going upward. The more you keep going, 
the closer you’re going to get. You may even 
eventually get there. The topo is simple. Start 
at the bottom, come out on top. 
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RR  
(to the 
audience) 

For me, you first have to climb it inside 
yourself then you can climb it outside. Before 
the deed comes the thought. Before the 
achievement comes the dream. Every mountain we 
climb, we first climb in our mind. 

(Silence.) 

RR (CONT’D) 
(to WH) 

I don’t like anything that gets in the way of 
using what’s inside you to overcome the 
challenges of climbing. 

WH 
(to RR) 

Well, you can go your “high-minded,” ethical way, 
and I'll continue “downward bound.” 

RR 
Ever upward. 

(to the 
audience) 

When I touched the rock, it touched my spirit. 

WH 
(to the 
audience) 

When I touched the rock,  …  I touched the rock. 

DOC 
I guess, since your attitudes are so different, 
there’s really no getting there from here.  

RR 
I disagree. There’s always room for compromise. 

WH  
I disagree. We’ll have to settle it the 
gentleman’s way. A shootout with bolt guns at 
twenty paces. 

(WH Pawn takes Bishop gxh6.) 
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DOC 
Your rivalry –   

WH  
Competition. 

DOC 
– led to the next big climb. 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Images contrasting RR’s 
Salathé climb and WH’s the 
Tower climb.) 

RR 
We did Half Dome. You topped it with the Nose. We 
answered with the Salathé. You knocked off the 
Tower. 

WH 
One-up, one-up. We were looking for the ultimate 
route. The next game changer. The climb that 
would top what you’d done. 

DOC  
You found it. 

RR  
On El Cap, of course. 

DOC  
Tracing a line between two routes you were both 
very familiar with. 

WH  
The North America Wall and The Nose. 

RR  
“The Wall of the Early Morning Light.” 

WH  
“The Dawn Wall.” 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
“The Dawn Wall.”) 

DOC  
It’s a sea of blank granite. 2,800 feet of 
overhanging and intimidating rock. 
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WH 
A ball-busting route.  

RR 
A real nutcracker. 

DOC 
You and Dean Caldwell –  

WH 
The “Wizard.” 

DOC 
– roped up on October 23, 1971.  

WH 
We did. 

DOC  
27 days, 330 drilled holes, four storms, and one 
refused rescue later, it was over.  

RR  
For some.  

DOC 
(to the 
audience)  

The climb was over. But, the controversy was just 
beginning. 

WH 
Controversy-smontroversy. I ain’t afraid of no 
controversy. 

(RR Queen to d2.) 

DOC 
Where’d the name come from? 

WH 
Glen Denny and I had been drinking a bit.  

DOC 
(mock 
surprise) 

No. 
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(If looks could kill, Doc 
would be dead from the look 
WH just shot him.) 

WH 
We were well into our cups and were getting quite 
poetic. We'd noticed previously that the first 
light of the morning struck the top of the wall 
and gradually crept down its face. I says, “Well, 
I like the Wall of the Early Morning Light, 
because the first light hits El Cap and down.” He 
says, “That’s too long. I like the Dawn Wall.” 
And so it went through the remainder of the Red 
Mountain. Naturally, we used both. 

DOC  
Naturally. 

(Another glare.) 

WH 
(to RR) 

Then I heard you were back in the Valley. I was 
worried. 

DOC  
What, you worried? 

(WH clenches his right fist.) 

WH 
Of all the hot-shot climbers in the Valley, you 
were the only one we felt had what it would take 
to get up the Wall. We’d seen what you’d done on 
Tis-sa-ack. There was no doubt in my mind you 
could do this climb. So, we had to get our ass in 
gear. It was time to get it together and get on 
the wall. 

DOC  
(to RR)  

It was the only stretch on El Cap you had never 
climbed. The last major blank area. 

RR 
It was impossible. We all knew that.  
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(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
WH’s climb of “The Dawn 
Wall.”) 

WH 
Not me. I didn’t know any better. ‘Sides, it was 
the only way I could lap you.  

RR 
It was too blank. It would take too many bolts. 
That’s why I never dared. 

WH 
I did. And I did it my way. ‘Cause nobody was 
going to tell me what to do or think. 

DOC  
That’s what we’d expect from you. 

WH 
The Big Motha’. It’s a wall I had to climb. 

(WH Queen to f6.) 

DOC  
Well, you don’t look too worse for wear having 
just come off the rock.  

WH 
A month or so now. Feels a lot longer. 

DOC  
Time will do that. 

RR  
I had a problem with it. 

WH  
What’s new. 

DOC  
Why? 

RR  
You forced the route. It was an unnatural line. 
Too many bolts. 
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WH  
330 to be exact. I wanted a super direct route. 
Straight to the top.   

DOC  
You bolted 40% of the route. That’s gotta be a 
new Yosemite high. 

RR 
Bolting is not climbing. 

WH  
Look, I climbed it the best way I knew how. A 
single upward push. No scouting. No fixed ropes, 
which should’ve made you happy. As light as we 
could go. I placed drilled anchors where I needed 
them. When I needed them. It was my call.  

RR  
You could do some of it my way. 

WH  
Some, not all. I was on the mountain, not you.  

(The screen goes dark.) 

DOC  
I guess the actual situation on the mountain 
always determines the final ethics. Not personal 
aesthetics back at camp. 

WH  
Yeah, you had to be there. 

DOC  
Kind of like campfire courage. You’re always 
braver when you’re sipping wine around the fire 
at night. 

(RR Queen to c2.) 

RR  
Look, if you drill an expansion bolt, it’s there 
for eternity. The bolt changes the rock. Pitons 
don’t violate the rock. 

DOC  
But, you – we – do. Just by being there, right? 
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WH 
(sarcastic)  

Does a falling tree make a sound if no one’s 
there? 

RR 
You can remove the bolts, but the holes will 
always be there. If that’s acceptable, well, 
before long we’ll be using suction pads.  

WH  
Horseshit. 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
John Muir.) 

RR 
On this, I go back to John Muir. 

WH 
You always do. 

RR 
His ethic was leave no trace. Leave it natural. 
Leave it as it was.  

WH  
How about leaving it alone? Or just leaving it? 
The Miwok and Yokuts would have liked it if Muir 
had done that. 

RR 
We placed pitons, but we took them out, so we 
could leave the rock the way we found it. We 
avoided bolts because it was taking the easy way 
out. It was bringing the climb down to our level. 
The goal of climbing is to bring yourself up to 
the level of the climb. I think whatever is 
harder has to be better. 

WH 
I’m just a plain old rockhound. A common guy. I 
bring everything down to my level. It’s a bad 
habit, but I’m good at it. 

(The screen goes dark.) 

DOC  
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Good old TM Herbert hates mad bolters.  

RR  
Enough to want to castrate them all. 

(Harding winces. 

Then moves his Queen to e6.) 

DOC 
You’ve been one of the loudest critics of 
bolting, yet you’ve done your fair share. 

RR 
(to the 
audience) 

I'm not totally against bolts. I've certainly 
used enough myself. I'm just against anything 
that encourages pure technology. It’s about 
having the right tool at the right time.  

(Silence.) 

RR (CONT’D) 
It’s not the equipment that does the climbing. 
It’s the climber. I deplore the idle drilling of 
holes in rock just to get up. It’s lazy.  

WH 
You get away with it because you’re one of “the 
boys.” I’m an outsider. Always have been. You 
insiders always get a pass. On this and 
everything else. 

DOC  
Everyone here is an outsider. An outlaw. How can 
you be inside when you’ve always been outside? 

RR  
Being a “crusty individualist” doesn’t make it 
okay. It takes all the risk, character, and 
unpredictability out of the climb. 

WH 
That’s not why I climb. 

(RR Bishop to d3.) 

DOC  
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Why do you?  

WH  
To be somebody. 

RR  
To be brave. 

WH  
Fame and fortune. 

RR  
Inner challenge. 

WH  
Climbing is no better or worse than anything else 
in life. It’s just another asshole-ish, self-
centered thing to do. And I dig it. 

(Robbins removes a book from 
his rucksack.) 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
The Beats.) 

RR 
(to the 
audience)  

This book. Jack Kerouac’s Dharma Bums. That’s 
where it started for most of us crag rats. 
Kerouac and the Beats out in California had this 
vision of a rucksack revolution.  

WH 
(to the 
audience)  

Young guys shaking off the bland conformity and 
chicken-shitedness of the vanilla middle class. 

RR  
It satisfied something we were seeking. 

WH 
The world was a mess. Eisenhower was a square. 
They shot Kennedy and killed Camelot. Vietnam was 
a nightmare we couldn’t wake up from. 

RR  
Motivated by Whitman, Kerouac envisioned a world 
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full of backpack wanderers inspired by the wild 
beauty and freedom of the Sierra.  

WH 
We headed for the hills to escape the boring 
flatland deadbeats. 

RR 
We were restless. We were searching for high 
adventure. 

WH 
Searching for ourselves. Bullshit like that. 

RR 
A lot of others felt the same. About the search, 
not the “bullshit.” Keroac said, “Because in the 
end, you won’t remember the time you spent 
working in the office or mowing your lawn. Climb 
that goddamn mountain.” 

(WH Knight to a6.) 

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Images of climbing.) 

WH 
(to Doc)  

We realized climbing could be cool.  

DOC  
And dangerous. 

RR 
(to Doc)  

Risk is an essential element of climbing. 

WH  
It’s cleansing. 

RR  
(to the 
audience) 

Danger is important. You need it. It’s good for 
you. It makes you more alive. 

WH 
(to the 
audience)  
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You just want to keep pushin' it. See how big and 
steep you can go without killing yourself. 

RR 
(to Doc)  

After all, we’re defying gravity. 

WH 
(to Doc)  

And common sense. 

RR 
(to the 
audience) 

I still get scared. The challenge is to keep 
danger minimized so you end up surviving. But, 
you come as close as you can. Like a bull 
fighter.  

(Silence.) 

RR (CONT’D) 
You feel more confident afterward if you come 
close and control the fear and not let the fear 
control you. That's huge. 

WH 
(to the 
audience)  

We climb because it's there and we're mad. A fine 
kind of madness though.  

RR 
“The adventures may be mad, but the adventurer 
must be sane.” The English writer G.K. Chesterton 
said that. 

WH 
How else could you explain freezing your ass off, 
battling heat and thirst, scaring yourself to 
death just to get up some rock face? 
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RR 
We’re adrenalin junkies. We love dancing on the 
brink. We get hooked, frankly, on the rush of it. 

WH 
I like to cure my hangovers with a little hit of 
endorphs. 

RR 
We’re like addicts. Climber highs grow ever more 
elusive. A climber needs stronger brew. He needs 
to face terror and control it. To remind himself 
that he is more than the pawn of the forces 
around him. More than an expendable piece in a 
monstrous chess game. 

(RR Rook to e1. 

WH Queen to f6.) 

WH  
The game seems to amount to finding the most 
difficult ways of getting nowhere.  

RR 
There’s really nothing useful about it. 

WH 
Viewed objectively, climbing is totally absurd. 
Sort of like golf.  

RR 
I was good at it. Not golf. We like things we do 
well. 

WH 
Climbing is the finest thing I could have done. 
In fact, I can’t imagine myself doing anything 
else. I couldn't catch a ball or any of that 
stuff. I could only do what required brute 
stupidity. Once I was climbing with some hotshot 
Brit in Yosemite and he said, “My God, Harding, 
you can’t do anything!” I said, “I know, but I 
can do it forever.” 

RR  
Mallory told reporters he coveted Mount Everest, 
“Because it is there.” He wanted Everest because  
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it was the biggest thing around. If there had 
been a higher peak, he would have gone there 
instead. 

WH 
(to RR)  

We all seem to need some kind of battle. 

RR 
(to WH)  

Climbing gives me peace of mind. It makes 
everything else all right. The rock makes me 
whole. Conquering nature was – is – my way to 
become a man. My own man.   

WH  
Climbing is tough. It’s dangerous. No bones about 
it. That’s good. Makes me stronger. 

RR  
When the going gets tough, the tough never quit. 

WH  
They step up the cut. 

DOC  
Kind of clichéd. 

WH  
A cliché becomes a cliché because it’s true. It’s 
like a line from Shakespeare. “Her eyes are like 
stars, her lips like roses.” Amazing at the time. 
But, the more you use it, the less it means. 

RR  
It’s the difference between giving up and giving 
it your best. Not taking the easy path. Captain 
Ahab was on a quest to slay the white whale. That 
quest, like climbing, was nonsensical to most 
people, but it resonated perfectly with me.  

(RR Rook xe8.) 

DOC  
Neither of you retreat from anything. 

RR  
Not true. I’ve turned back. For good reason. I 
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wasn’t a fool. 

WH  
The only way off the rock is over the summit. 

RR 
I have four rules. Believe in yourself. Seek 
adventure. Take care. Have fun. 

WH 
Drive fast. Love the ladies. Climb hard. Drink 
harder. 

(WH King to g7.) 

RR 
I want to be the best. It’s natural. 

WH 
I want to be the first. It’s matter-of-factual. 
To win. To be the top dog. Whatever the cost. 

DOC  
Climbing helps you – all of us – discover who we 
are and what we’re made of. 

RR 
What we learn on the mountain on the weekend, we 
take back to the flatlands on Monday. 

WH 
We take our wounds to the wilderness for a cure. 

(RR Bishop takes Pawn Bxh7.) 

DOC  
The media have really eaten up this story about 
your Dawn Wall climb. 

WH 
Quite honestly, I’m baffled, but I won’t kick 
them out of bed for eating crackers. 

DOC  
You’ve become the “iron man of Yosemite.” 

WH 
Hell, we just wanted a little publicity. I didn’t 
think it was going to get this crazy. 
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(WH Bishop to f8.) 

DOC 
An interviewer asked you, “Why on God’s green 
earth do you guys climb mountains?” You answered 
–  

WH 
“Because we’re insane. Can’t be any other 
reason.” 

(The screen goes dark.) 

DOC 
Right now, you’re the most famous climber in 
American history. 

WH 
If the shoe fits, I don’t mind wearing it. 

DOC 
Britain had its “Lawrence of Arabia.” We have 
“Harding of El Cap.” 

WH 
Has a nice ring to it. 

DOC  
Climbers seem to like to read their names in 
print. 

RR 
I didn’t. 

WH 
I didn’t mind. 

RR  
(to the 
audience)  

Warren never met a spotlight he didn’t like. 

WH  
(to the 
audience)  

Royal hid from fame-osity. He hated crowds. 

DOC  
You’ve never been a big fan of fame. In fact, you 
call it “the fame dragon.” 
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RR 
(to WH) 

I have to admit, I have a problem with the 
publicity, the number of bolts, and the fact you 
may profit from this climb.  

(Silence.) 

RR (CONT’D) 
(to the 
audience) 

But, only hypocrites will object to all this. 
It’s simply a matter of scale. All of us have 
sought minor publicity, or used too many bolts, 
or given slide shows for cash.  

DOC 
(to WH)  

You, on the other hand, court fame fanatically. 

RR  
Amen to that. 

WH  
Finally. We agree on something. 

(RR Knight to e5.) 

RR 
(to the 
audience)  

In these days of conformity, of the death of 
individuality, of joiners and organizations, of 
group assertion, it is refreshing to see the 
intense, eccentric individualism of someone like 
Warren. Good to have a man around who doesn't 
give a damn what the establishment thinks. As our 
sport becomes rapidly more institutionalized, he 
stands out as a magnificent maverick.  

WH 
Eccentric individualism. That’s me. 
(The screen goes dark.) 

DOC  
Ansel Adams called your climb a “super-
spectacular ‘engineering’ achievement with little 
relation to the spirit of mountaineering.” 
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WH 
Look who’s calling the kettle black. Nobody’s 
made more money selling Yosemite than that guy. 

DOC  
Doesn’t good and even bad publicity help promote 
the sport? 

RR  
Certainly, it makes more people want to try it.  

WH  
Especially the crazies. 

DOC  
Involving more people usually improves a sport. 

WH  
Doesn’t make us real popular with the Park 
Service. 

RR  
That’s because people can get badly hurt. 

DOC  
Newspapers and the media are in business to sell 
advertising. Above-the-fold sensationalism sells. 
So, they play up the madness and the death-
defying. The stunts and trick climbing. The 
lunatic fringe. 

RR  
The public likes train wrecks. 

WH  
We can’t resist a good pileup. 

(WH Bishop to d6. 

RR Rook to g8#.) 

RR  
Checkmate. 

(Harding stands. He 
stretches.) 
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WH  
I’m headed to Chicago. Me and the “Wizard” are 
representing Denali and Ascente at the National 
Sport Show.  

DOC  
More of that filthy lucre and fame-osity. 

(Robbins knocks over 
Harding’s king, then stands.) 

WH  
Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.  

RR  
I can’t promise anything. 

WH  
It’s your move. 

RR  
Yes, it is. 

WH  
Well, then, see you in the funny papers. 

(Lights dim. The screen goes 
dark.  

Black.) 
 

Act I 
 

Scene 3 

(Music:  Movement Three, Dawn 
Wall Suite – Dawn Wall 
(Initiation) 

Screen. Photo/Video. The Wall 
of the Early Morning Light. 

Screen. Title. Caption:  The 
Wall of the Early Morning 
Light, Yosemite, Late January 
1971 

The screen goes dark. 
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Lights up. 

Stage Left. The Dawn Wall. A 
minimalist re-creation angles 
up toward the grid.  

Doc and Robbins stand at the 
base of the wall. They are 
dressed and outfitted to 
climb. Their gear lies at 
their feet.) 

DOC  
Another day, another mountain. 

(Robbins pulls two cold 
chisels from his haul bag.) 

RR 
You okay with this? 

DOC 
I’m just along for the ride. I really don't care 
what we do, as long as it’s a second ascent of 
this wall. Whatever you decide is cool with me. I 
know I’m in good hands. 

(Robbins ponders this. Doc 
has put it all on his 
shoulders.  

Robbins looks at the 
audience, as if asking for 
guidance.) 

DOC (CONT’D) 
You know, this is probably the worst time of the 
year to be doing this. 

RR 
We need to do it now. He didn’t do it the right 
way. He used 330 bolts. Will the next climber use 
600? And the next 1,000? It destroys the game. 
What’s the point? 

DOC 
What’s the rush? 
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RR 
It’s up to me to do something, or keep my trap 
shut. If someone is justified in putting all 
those bolts in, someone else is just as justified 
in taking them out. We need to send a message. 

DOC 
Try Western Union. 

RR 
It’s a blot. I’m going to remove it. 

DOC 
Why now? 

RR 
I talked it over with Schmitz and Bridwell. They 
were all for erasing the route. They were 
seriously considering doing it themselves. I was 
keen on doing the second ascent and seeing what 
the route was like, so I suggested I should do 
that and leave the third ascent and the problem 
of erasing the route to them. They said if I do 
that, it would give the route currency. To repeat 
the route once, without erasing it, would be a 
form of approval. If that happened, they didn’t 
feel right about taking the drastic step of 
erasing it. That put me in a spot. In the end, I 
left it without saying what I was going to do. I 
did say that if I climbed the route, I would do 
something about it. 

DOC 
So, here we are. 

RR 
Yes, here we are. 

DOC 
You know what Chouinard told me not long ago? 

RR 
What? 

DOC 
He told me climbing with you isn’t any fun. 
You’re like a crutch. You always know you’re  
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going to make it. 

RR 
Be careful. Expectations can be lethal. 

DOC 
Not today, okay? 

RR 
Why don’t you take the first lead? 

DOC 
Summit or plummet. Succeed or bleed. 

RR  
Another day, another bolt. 

(Black.  

Screen. Photo/Video. Re-
enactment of climbing the 
first pitch on the second 
ascent of the Dawn Wall. A 
short series of close-ups of 
hands, rope, feet, rock.  

The screen goes dark. 

Lights up. 

Doc leads the first pitch. He 
uses all the existing 
expansion bolts for aid. 

Robbins reaches the first 
bolt. He chops the head off.) 

DOC  
(to the 
audience)  

Wow, I used that bolt. He’s serious about this. 
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(They climb a little higher. 

Robbins stops at the next 
bolt. He chops that one off, 
too.) 

DOC (CONT’D) 
Hey, Royal, I needed that. 

RR 
Sure you did, but chopping bolts, that’s the name 
of the game today.  

DOC 
All the bolts? 

RR 
Every last one. 

DOC 
Right. 

(They climb higher still.) 

RR 
You do understand we’re “erasing” the route? All 
of it.  

DOC 
I do now.  

RR 
If we go back without erasing everything, T. M. 
Herbert will definitely castrate us both. 

(Doc winces and shields his 
crotch. 

They continue climbing.  

Robbins continues chopping. 

Black. 

Screen. Photo/Video. Re-
enactment of the next pitch. 
More close-ups of hands, 
rope, feet, rock. 
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Lights up. 

Robbins stops. He gazes 
around him.  

Screen. Photo/Video. A view 
of the vertical rock wall 
that stretches up and away. 

The undeniable beauty of the 
climb seems to overwhelm 
Robbins.) 

RR  
You know, this route is a lot more difficult than 
I imagined. 

DOC  
Sure as hell is.  

RR  
There’s one good lead after another.  

DOC  
We’ve been pushed just to follow his leads. 

RR 
This is the best climbing he’s ever done. 

(Black. 

Screen. Photo/Video. Re-
enactment of the bivouac. A 
short series of close-ups of 
tarp, hammock, sleeping bag, 
canned food, plastic jug of 
water. 

Screen. Photo/Video. The sun 
goes down over Yosemite. 

The screen goes dark. 

Lights up. 

Doc and Robbins rest on a 
ledge.) 

	  



45 
 

DOC  
You sure we’re doing the right thing? 

RR 
We need to make a statement. This route goes 
against everything I believe. 

DOC 
Is it the right statement? Maybe we’re doing more 
damage taking them out instead of leaving them 
in? 

RR 
I considered several options. I’m not sure I 
picked the best one. 

DOC 
Me, neither. 

RR 
All of this is really about removing what I think 
is a scar on the Yosemite landscape. 

DOC 
Is that all? Or, did the publicity have something 
to do with it? 

RR 
Maybe a little. I don’t like it. But, this is all 
about just one thing and one thing only. 

DOC 
What’s that? 

RR 
The way the route was done. Period. End of story.  

DOC 
Really? Or, maybe it’s because he climbed it 
first? 

RR 
It’s hard to admit, but I think that’s part of 
it. I guess my ego is getting in the way. 

DOC 
I know one thing. 
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RR 
What’s that? 

DOC 
It’s a pretty bold route. 

RR 
It is. 

DOC 
And he’s a damned good climber. 

RR 
He is. 

DOC 
Do you trust him enough to climb with him again? 

(Silence.) 

DOC (CONT’D) 
What now? 

RR 
We're going to look really stupid if we stop 
after removing some of the bolts.  

DOC 
It’s a no-win situation. 

RR 
I can see that now. 

(Another silence. 

Robbins sets the two chisels 
on top of the haul bag.) 

DOC 
What feels right? 

RR 
I don’t know. Maybe I’m getting greedy. Too 
anxious to get a certain wall before someone else 
does. I’m afraid it’s become more about the fame 
than the fun. 

DOC 
Another day, another decision. 
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RR 
We’ll still have to deal with TM. 

DOC 
One way or the other. 

(Screen. Photo/Video. The sun 
sets over Yosemite Valley.) 

RR  
How sublime is that? 

(Lights dim. The screen goes 
dark.  

Black.) 
 

Act I 
 

Scene 4 

(Music:  Movement Four, Dawn 
Wall Suite – Camp 4 Redux 
(Return) 

Screen. Photo/Video. Camp 4 
sign. 

Screen. Title. Caption:  Camp 
4, Yosemite, Late February 
1971 

The screen goes dark. 

Lights up. 

Harding sits at the picnic 
table. He’s dressed in 
climbing gear, as if he’s 
just come off the mountain or 
been doing some bouldering. 
He’s drunk. He gazes at the 
chessboard. It is set up and 
ready for the next game. 

A campfire burns. 

Doc sits by the fire. He 
sings “Mountains of Light” by 
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California Zephyr. He’s 
dressed as he was in the 
opening scene. 

Robbins enters. He’s dressed 
in white shirt, down jacket, 
wool pants, hiking boots, and 
striped snap bill wool cap. 
He walks to the picnic table. 

Robbins removes a leather 
pouch from his right jacket 
pocket. He tosses it on the 
table. It lands with a thunk. 

Harding picks it up, turns it 
upside down, and shakes it. 
The heads of a couple chopped 
bolts drop into his palm like 
nuggets of gold.) 

RR 
Souvenirs. 

DOC 
Royal here went all kinds of crazy with a cold 
chisel.  

WH 
I heard. Guess you lost your legendary sense of 
humor. 

RR  
It was chop suey time. 

(Harding smiles.) 

WH  
A blot of lightning couldn’t stop you from your 
appointed rounds. 

(Robbins smiles.) 

RR  
The rock was slab happy when I finished. 

(All three smile.)  
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WH  
Well, I really don’t give a rat’s arse. If you 
want to go to all that trouble and work. If you 
think you’re accomplishing something, then fine 
by me. You’re the “moral authority” around here. 

(Robbins pulls a leather 
pouch from his left jacket 
pocket. He tosses it on the 
table. It lands softly. 

Harding picks it up, turns it 
upside down, and shakes it. 
It’s empty.) 

RR 
I stopped. 

WH 
Excuse me. My hearing isn’t all that good. 

(Harding touches his right 
ear.) 

RR 
I chopped bolts on the first two pitches.  

DOC  
About 40. More or less. 

RR 
I didn’t finish. 

WH 
No shit. 

RR  
It was inspired climbing. 

WH 
Well, we were motivated to be the best by one of 
the best. 

RR  
It was so good, we just quit. We decided to go 
ahead and climb it and leave it at that. 
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DOC  
That’s what we did. We had a good time. 

RR 
Your route had a lot more quality than I 
expected. 

DOC 
It was some of the hardest nailing I’ve ever 
seen.  

RR 
Until we got near the top. There we found a few 
ridiculous things, like rivets placed next to 
good nailing cracks.  

WH 
(to the 
audience) 

The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. 

RR 
The night of our first bivouac, I lay awake in my 
hammock thinking about it. I wasn’t going to make 
a decision based on how people were going to 
judge me. If my actions were going to be 
motivated solely by what people would think, I 
was finished anyway.  

(Silence.) 

RR (CONT’D) 
In the morning, we stopped chopping. 

WH 
You know, once upon a time, you wrote that 
“Reckless bolt chopping is just as irresponsible 
as indiscriminate bolting.” 

RR 
I did. 

WH 
By chopping the bolts after using them, you 
deliberately violated the first-ascent principle 
you defended in your own book. 
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DOC  
Sort of like the policeman who goes through a red 
light to catch a speeder.  

RR 
What I wrote was that we shouldn't change routes 
or improve them. We should leave them in their 
first-ascent state. This was an exception to the 
rule because it was an exceptional situation. 
Here, our idea was to remove the route entirely. 
Erase it completely. There’s a difference. 

WH 
What about Tis-sa-ack? Wasn’t that just a scaled 
down version of the Dawn Wall? 

RR 
My sense of proportion tells me that Tis-sa-ack 
was all right, but Dawn Wall was going too far. 
If someone feels as strongly about Tis-sa-ack as 
we did about Dawn Wall, then they are certainly 
welcome to erase that. They would be right to do 
so. 

WH 
Kind of arbitrary. And a little self-serving. 

RR 
It is. But, it doesn’t change how I feel. The 
sport of climbing has to have standards. You 
breached those standards. Your climb ran counter 
to what I feel is right. What represents the 
spirit of Yosemite climbing. 

WH 
Well, my sense of distortion tells me that you’ve 
gone the way of Carrie Nation. Just substitute a 
hammer and chisel for a hatchet, expansion bolts 
for whiskey bottles, and little old me for the 
town drunks.  

RR 
I wasn’t attacking you. I was never attacking 
you. I was always defending a point of view about 
the Yosemite style. Always. 

	  



52 
 

WH 
Feels like an attack.  

RR 
I admire you, Warren. I always have. You’re one 
of a kind. 

WH 
Thanks. I think. 

RR 
You’re a great exponent of individualism, which I 
think is one of the most important features of 
climbing. It's one of the reasons I got into 
climbing. You and I differ in our methods. 
Sometimes you do things I feel are harmful to the 
kind of climbing I’d like the world to see in 
Yosemite. That's a question of philosophy. It has 
nothing to do with you as a person. 

WH 
So, I don’t need to worry about being imprisoned, 
stretched on a rack, and forced to confess my 
sins? 

DOC  
Not today. 

WH 
You know, you could’ve just let it go. 

RR 
Yes. The safest thing would have been to do 
nothing. Level a bit of criticism, but no more.  

(a pause) 
I couldn’t do that. 

WH 
No, you couldn’t. You’re too honest for your own 
good. 

RR 
You put your beliefs and reputation on the line 
by doing the route the way you did. I put mine on 
the line by removing it. There was only one way 
to answer your action, and that was by an even 
stronger reaction. 



53 
 

WH 
(sarcastic) 

“Actions speak louder than words but not nearly 
as often.” The American writer Mark Twain said 
that. 

(to the 
audience) 

I got there first. 

RR 
(to the 
audience) 

I got there right. 

DOC  
Would you do the same thing again? 

RR 
It looked right at the time. The iron was hot, so 
I took a risk that I might be doing the wrong 
thing.  

WH  
Everyone makes mistakes. 

DOC  
Was it a mistake? 

(Silence.) 

RR 
It was. If I had it to do over, I'd either climb 
the route without interfering with it, or not 
climb it at all. 

DOC  
What about you? 

WH  
Given a second chance, I probably wouldn’t climb 
it, either. 

RR  
We’re getting too old for this anyway. 

WH 
Old and in the way. 
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RR 
I can’t do what I used to. No matter how hard I 
try, I can’t will my body to do what it doesn’t 
want to, or can’t anymore. 

WH 
All those punks can’t wait for us to clear out 
and move on. 

RR 
The vandals have arrived. 

WH 
We’ve relied on our bodies to define who we are 
for a very long time. 

RR 
I am what I climb. 

WH 
I climb, therefore I am.  

RR  
If I can’t climb, what am I? 

WH 
It’s been real. 

DOC  
It feels like a door closing. A curtain ringing 
down. Another nail in the coffin. A Golden Age 
ending. 

WH  
It was a game, all a game, you know, and nobody 
worries about it anymore. We did some pretty good 
stuff up there, though, and that’s all that 
matters.  

(Harding thumps the picnic 
table.) 

WH (CONT’D)  
We got our fair share. 

DOC  
Those were the days.  

 



55 
 

RR  
We had some good times. 

WH  
We made some history. 

RR  
You’ve always been a friend, Warren. We’ve 
disagreed on a lot of things. People have tried 
to paint us as enemies. I suppose there is some 
truth to our being seen as rivals –  

WH  
Competitors. 

RR 
Yes, competitors. Friendly competitors. I want 
you to know it was never personal. 

WH  
It never is. 

DOC  
It always is. One way or the other. 

RR 
There is one thing we’ve always agreed on.  

WH 
What’s that? 

RR 
Climbing wasn’t – and isn’t – a pastime. It was – 
and is – my life. 

WH  
A life. 

DOC  
Amen. 

RR 
Maybe we could climb together again someday? 

WH 
You trust me enough now? 

RR 
I do. I always have. 
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WH 
I don’t scare you still? 

RR 
You don’t. 

WH 
Well, then, sure, some day.  

RR  
Tempus fugit.  

DOC  
Time does indeed fly. 

WH 
Tempus fuckit. 

(Robbins sits down at the 
table across from Harding. He 
grabs the black pawn from the 
chess board. He holds it out 
to Harding.  

Harding takes it and smiles. 

Lights dim. The screen goes 
dark.  

Black.) 
 
Epilogue: 

 
Act I 

 
Scene 5 

(Music:  Movement Five, Dawn 
Wall Suite – Sunset 
(Epilogue) 

Screen. Photo/Video. Scenic 
shot of Yosemite Valley. 

Doc steps into a pool of 
light.) 
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DOC 
After the battle of the bolts on the Dawn Wall, 
things were never the same for these two graying 
titans. Their days of pioneering first ascents 
were pretty much over. And so were their big wall 
climbing days. It was here that their rivalry – 
competition – wound down. Fourteen years after it 
began. As unresolved as it had ever been.  

(Screen. Photo/Video Montage. 
Images of RR and WH in years 
after climbing.) 

DOC (CONT’D) 
Royal switched to white-water kayaking, first 
descents of high mountain rivers, and other 
adventures. With wife Liz, he founded a clothing 
company, like his buddies Yvon Chouinard, founder 
of Patagonia, and Doug Tompkins, founder of 
Esprit. Warren kept driving fast and drinking 
harder. He continued to work for CalTrans, always 
on the hunt for the next beer, hot car, and 
hotter lady. 
 
Though their approaches to rock climbing differed 
radically, their differences were always about 
values and views. It was never personal. 
 
Royal believed the cliffs shaped character. 
Warren believed the character shaped the cliffs. 
 
Royal cared what others thought. Warren could 
care less. 
 
Royal climbed for himself. Warren climbed for 
others. 
 
Royal peered inward. Warren turned outward. 
 
Royal was an idealist. Warren was a pragmatist. 
 
Royal was serious. Warren was not. 
 
Yin and yang, yang and yin. Two sides of the same 
coin. 
 
They each had something to prove. To themselves. 
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To each other. And they did. The best way they 
knew how. On the rocks. 
 
Warren Harding died on February 27, 2002. Royal 
spent time with his old friend during his last 
days. 
 
Royal Robbins died on March 14, 2017 in Modesto. 
Before he passed away, he would often say that on 
a clear day, he could still touch the rock. 
 
Doc sings “In My Life” by the Beatles. He exits. 
Lights dim. The screen goes dark.  
 
Black.) 

 
THE END 
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This play could not have been written without the assistance and 
information provided by these invaluable resources. 
 
To Be Brave Royal Robbins 
 
Fail Falling Royal Robbins 
 
The Golden Age Royal Robbins 
 
Dharma Bums Jack Kerouac 
 
The Vertical World of Yosemite: A Collection of Writings and 
Photographs on Rock Climbing in Yosemite Galen A. Rowell, Editor 
 
Pilgrims of the Vertical: Yosemite Rock Climbers and Nature at 
Risk Joseph E. Taylor III  
 
“Cultural Conversations with Royal Robbins” Michael J. Ybarra, 
The Wall Street Journal 
 
Downward Bound:  A Mad Guide to Rock Climbing Warren Harding 
 
Valley Uprising:  Yosemite’s Rock Climbing Revolution Sender 
Films 
 
“Warren Harding” Chris Jones Mountain #9 
 
“Warren Harding:  Semper Farcissimus” Don Lauria 
 
Vertical Frontier:  A History of the Art, Sport and Philosophy 
of Rock Climbing in Yosemite Peloton Productions 
 
“The Life of Warren ‘Batso’ Harding:  A Yosemite Valley Legend” 
Burr Snider Climbing 
 
Ordeal By Piton:  Writings from the Golden Age of Yosemite 
Climbing Steve Roper 
 
“Second Up the Arrow Chimney” Bob Swift, Sierra Club Bulletin, 
April 1955 
 
“The Northwest Face of Half Dome” Mike Sherrick, Sierra Club 
Bulletin, November 1958 
 
“El Capitan” Warren Harding, American Alpine Journal, 1959 
 
“Bolts and Ethics” Yvon Chouinard, Summit, March 1961 
 
“Climber’s Camera” Henry Kendall, Sierra Club Bulletin, December 
1962 
 
“Realm of the Overhang” Al MacDonald, Sierra Club Bulletin, 
December 1962 
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“Reflections of a Broken Down Climber” Warren Harding, Ascent, 
1971 
 
“The Magnificent Maverick” Royal Robbins, Summit, December 1970 
 
“The Dawn Wall Erasure” TM Herbert, Alpine American Journal, 
1971 
 
The Best of Ascent:  Twenty-Five Years of the Mountaineering 
Experience Steve Roper 
 
Big Walls:  Breakthroughs on the Free-Climbing Frontier Paul 
Piana 
 
Camp 4:  Recollections of a Yosemite Climber Steve Roper 
 
“Historical Badass:  Yosemite Pioneer Warren Harding” HUW Lewis 
Jones, Polar World 
 
As the Curtain Falls Warren Harding 
 
Big Wall Climbing:  Elite Techniques Jared Ogden 
 
Fifty Classic Climbs of North America Steve Roper 
 
A History of Free Climbing in America:  Wizards of Rock Pat 
Ament 
 
K2 Patrick Meyers 


