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CHIMNEY CLIMBING 
CHIMNEY CLIMBING 
Chimney climbing is a type of climbing that involves ascending a narrow, vertical gap 
between two rock faces, where the climber can apply pressure to both walls for stability and 
upward movement. This technique is often used in traditional climbing on natural rock 
formations and can range in difficulty depending on the width of the chimney and the skill 
required to maintain balance and friction. Here’s a detailed look at chimney climbing, 
including techniques, required gear, and safety considerations. 

What is Chimney Climbing? 
 Chimney climbing involves scaling up a vertical space between two parallel or nearly 

parallel rock faces, known as a chimney. Climbers use their body to press against 
both walls, applying opposite forces with their hands, feet, back, and sometimes 
knees, to stay balanced and in place. 

 The width of the chimney can vary from just wide enough to fit a body to very wide 
chimneys, which require different techniques based on how much body contact is 
possible. 

Types of Chimneys 
 Narrow Chimneys: These are tight enough that a climber can wedge their entire 

body between the walls, offering better support but requiring careful movement. 

 Wide Chimneys: Require a "stemming" technique, where climbers may need to 
stretch their legs and arms to opposite sides to create pressure. 

 Flared Chimneys: These widen or narrow as they rise, making it challenging to 
maintain consistent pressure and body positioning. 

Techniques for Chimney Climbing 
The technique to climb a chimney by: 

 RIGLING UP (When the gap is narrow): A method of climbing chimney by using foot, 
knee, hand and back, just dragging the body up or down through a narrow space. 

 BACKING UP: A method of climbing Chimney by resting back on one wall and foot on 
the other wall of the chimney, Hands close to waist. 

 BRIDGING UP/ Layback - A method of climbing by push hold on each wall by hand 
and foot on each wall. 

 Back-and-Foot Technique: One of the most common techniques, where climbers 
press their back against one wall and use their feet against the opposite wall, 
pushing themselves upward. 

 Knee and Elbow Bracing: In narrow chimneys, climbers can press their knees, 
elbows, or both against the rock to keep their balance and ascend slowly. 

 Stemming: A technique used for wider chimneys, where climbers press their hands 
and feet on opposite walls, often in a split position. Stemming helps maintain 
balance in wider spaces. 
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 Arm Bars and Foot Jams: Placing arms or feet in a jammed position between the 
walls can provide a momentary "rest" position or help stabilize movement. 

 Friction and Pressure Control: Applying even pressure between both sides of the 
chimney to create the necessary friction is crucial, particularly for wide or flared 
chimneys. 

Gear for Chimney Climbing 
 Climbing Shoes: Shoes with good rubber soles are essential to provide traction on 

both walls. 

 Helmet: Important for protecting against rockfall and scraping against the sides of 
the chimney. 

 Harness and Rope: Standard for lead climbing, with the rope typically anchored 
along the route. 

 Protection Gear: In traditional chimney climbs, cams, nuts, and slings are essential 
for securing into the rock along the route. 

 Knee Pads and Elbow Pads: Optional but helpful for protecting against abrasions and 
providing additional friction for narrow chimneys. 

Challenges and Hazards 
 Scrapes and Abrasions: Chimneys often require close body contact with rock, 

leading to scrapes on hands, knees, and elbows. 

 Difficulty Moving: The confined space can make it hard to adjust or reposition, 
especially in tight chimneys. 

 Exhaustion: Maintaining the necessary pressure to ascend can be tiring, especially if 
there are few natural holds to rest on. 

 Getting Stuck: Narrow chimneys can trap climbers if they misjudge the space or get 
wedged awkwardly. 

 Fall Potential: Falls in chimneys are less severe since climbers can often wedge 
themselves in place; however, the confined space increases the risk of injury from 
abrupt stops. 

Safety Tips 

 Wear Protective Clothing: Long sleeves and pants protect against scrapes. 

 Practice Controlled Breathing: Staying calm and breathing steadily prevents 
exhaustion. 

 Use Knee and Elbow Pads: These add comfort and improve grip. 

 Choose a Skilled Belayer: An experienced belayer is key for lead climbing. 

 Stay Hydrated and Rest: Take breaks and drink water to maintain endurance and 
prevent cramps. 

 


