
FROM CAPTAINS TO EL CAPITAN
NEWSLETTER #5

37.8651° N, 119.5383° W

26
.78

54° N
 10

5.0
56

7° W



THE 

As all roads lead to Rome, the gipsies from Captains to El Capitan 
finally reunited at the Camp 4 campsite! After several weeks of boul-
dering and mechanics, your pirates finally face the terrifying and de-
manding cracked granite of the Yosemite walls. 

All on board!

The Captains to El Capitan team

IN YOSEMITE - FINALLY!
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REUNIFICATION 



In the middle of a desert, where no one expected them, there are piles of big rocks, a life-
size playground for the big kids that we are. In addition to this labyrinth of rust-colored red 
granite and pinkish cacti, there is a community of warm and cheerful Mexicans climbers 
who gather every night around a huge fire and bake bread, frijoles and share slices of 
laughter. Cooking an apple crumble on a wood fire? Tested and approved!  

We nearly lost our heads while walking in this labyrinth as there are way too many 
beautiful boulders to climb. Only a tiny part of the boulders have actually been 
climbed and the potential is infinite. One wonders if the Toboso tribe who lived 
there in the 17th century also climbed these beautiful boulders. We dream about 
their rites and customs. 

Carlos Verduzco welcomed us by asking us how many days we were going to stay, 4-5 days? 
He laughed and told us that every climber ends up staying there at least double the planned 
time. We stayed there for two weeks and left with a bitter taste of too little. Peñoles is a magical 
place to live and climb.

PEÑOLES A BOULDERING PARADISE

2

Text: MAUD II Image: MAUD



Well we are in order, that’s that, and I want to leave this city which is a little frightening. 
We prepare our papers before the border, we eat the avocados which we do not have the right to bring in 
US territory and we place at the wheel the one who makes the cleanest impression, who has his name on 
the insurance paper and who has his licence... uh, in fact we had to choose between two of the conditions 
amongst the three cited above... no way we can have it all, therefore so much the worse for the licence and 
Loïc finds himself at the wheel.
We tie ourselves with the belts that we placed just a few kilometres before, and we smile.
They ask for the passports, the immigration papers of Mexico, our vaccination passes, then look at the RV, 
our heads, and ask us to park on the side... 
We have to make a small maneuver so as not to disturb, with a huge knot in our bellies we ask if it is 
possible to get out to push the RV as we do not have a functional back gear. At one point we thought they 
were going to tell us ok, but to keep pushing until we get back to Mexico City. Apparently they have a little 
humor. 

THE USA 
CROSS THE BORDER AND WE’RE THERE
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First step: getting to that border... already a compli-
cated thing to do because of the low speed imposed 
by the engine jolts. The last city we cross is Ciudad 
Juarez, said to be the most dangerous city in the 
world, where we stop to get a US insurance for the 
RV. The Mexicans do not fail to their reputation, they 
tell us here that we will not find better elsewhere. So 
we go there, and they tell us that there is not better... 
but the offer is different. So our strategy is to arrive 
and say “I want a third party insurance” a technique 
that works quite well, until we realise that it is not 
quite the same as in France or Belgium... basically 
we buy an insurance but we are not entitled to even 
a little chunk on another car.



We go out, with our papers, and a customs officer asks me if we have weapons, no, drugs, no, cannabis, 
no, grass, still no, vegetables.... Well... we have a pumpkin... 
In short, they make us wait in a corner, the poor Kroux is relegated to a pathetic cage from which the 
customs officer has just taken out excrement..., it hurts our hearts.
We are told that someone will come. At the end of an hour and half seeing people getting to the coun-
ters, while we remain at the indicated place, next to the queue, we call a sympathetic customs officer. He 
inquires and comes back to us:
I have a good and a bad news. Bad news first. You should be in the line. The good news is: you can join 
the line. We love it. 

Well, a little stamp, fingerprints (another source of stress considering the quality of our skin) and it’s 
done.... Uh, ma’am, why is the stamp marked 2021?... Who has a nice scratch on his passport? Yippee! 
We pay 30 bucks without knowing why, and we leave! Quickly before they change their mind.
There is just a last scanner to pass with the RV. We drive through with the RV, and it’s do.... Not just yet..
We have to pass through the scanner again. Again, we push, with our most serious looks, to not look 
like clowns. 
Let’s take a few seconds. An old Mexican RV, at night, 4 stupids who push because the back gear is not 
working, the driver who almost hits the scanner and a customs officer who looks at us... until the end we 
doubted if we would actually make it. 

THE JOY AND THE SURPRISE ACCOMPANIED THE NEXT MILES. 
LET’S GET TO THESE US WALLS!
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After a month of well deserved climbing in El Salto, an engine oil change, a filter change and the 
dismantling of the gearbox during which Loïc got a complete body treatment with used oil, we 
decided to leave with high hopes of not getting more issues... The situation degenerated when 
halfway, the wheels of our proud beast, essential elements for its good functioning, exploded one 
after the other...
Now much more serene after having visited half a dozen Vulkas (Mexican specialists in tire re-
placement with minimalist equipment) we flee the beaten tracks to venture without any trouble on 
the roads leading to Peñoles.

Some 1500 km further, after having successfully crossed the US-Mexico border, despite the lack of 
back gear, our driving is punctuated by the replacement of spark plugs and ignition cables. 5L of 
engine oil and stains on my pants, we finally reach Las Vegas and the famous walls of Red Rocks.

I will not dwell on the climbing, which in the end was only secondary as our starter broke down 
during an ordinary stop in downtown Vegas. Disassembling, cleaning, reassembling, starting, 
followed two days later by the simple change of the starter. Later on, it was the alternator’s turn to 
let us down on the road, at night of course.

Since Las Vegas doesn’t offer the comfort of a camp more pleasant than a gravel parking lot on 
the side of the road, we quickly decided to head for Bishop.
A break in the snow on a pass supposed to be a shortcut, wind gusts in the desert, misfires of our 
proud 8 cylinders on the endless straight US roads, for a funky arrival at Buttermilk, a chaos of 
granite blocks as abrasive as my bad mood.
A place where, for once, we didn’t do any mechanics.
But very soon the cracks and the big walls of our final destination forced  us to get back on the 
road.

THE GHETTO-RV
AN ENDLESS JOURNEY

We still had to run the final 
sprint: Fresno-Yosemite. Our 
whole trip is about to reach 
a milestone: getting to this 
much sought-after goal after 
weeks of navigation, sea and 
land, touching these legend-
ary walls and bim,... we break 
another strap. It is enough 
to make us miss the reunion 
drink with the buddies, but not 
to deflate our hearts tended 
towards the so desired valley. 
We arrive at night at Camp 4. 

A short night awaits us as So-
line prepared a day full of sur-
prises for Clovis and me.
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SO WHAT 

Yosemite… our final destination... “I cried when I 
first went there” “You have no idea how amazing 
it is”,... I heard a lot about Yosemite before I got 
here. My expectations were very high! And final-
ly... nothing very different than an Apple wallpa-
per, we float in the valley as in a movie set with 
the impression to not really be in the right place. 
Then you get used to it, you realise the climbing 
potential of of the area, you make the links with 
the history of climbing and you dread the rangers. 
Such a happiness to have arrived at the end of the 
road for a while. All we have to do now is roll up 
our sleeves (not too much it hurts) and progress 
in climbing to be able to enjoy this Disneyland of 
climbing!

YOSEMITE ? 
MAUD

LOÏC

We reach Yosemite with festive hearts. Late in 
the night, after another trying journey. Relieved 
to be done with the RV? Oh yes. But especially 
happy to finally discover this small paradise. 
A thousand smells of pine, humus and wood 
greet us and embrace us. While discovering 
the valley, I have the impression of having en-
tered a landscape which only exists on post-
cards. After the desertic sceneries we crossed 
these last months, Yosemite seems to be an 
oasis of life, so beautiful it could make a stone 
cry. Each time we shove our bruised hands in 
cracks to take altitude, to go up again a few 
hundred metres, we admire different frescos. 
Acrylic paintings during the day or watercolors 
under the setting sun. What a pleasure. 
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CLOVIS
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“So Clovis? What were your impressions at your arrival in Yosemite? “ 
Euuuuh it was dark, we hardly saw El Cap while arriving, and maybe we did not even 
look on the good side... but we joined Soline and Seb!!! Well, they were sleeping. 
We are far from the welcoming committee on which we counted to recover from 
the emotions of the trip, nevertheless we arrive at the goal of a journey of several 
months! 

We arrive at midnight, at 00:30 am we are in our beds. But during that half hour, we 
smelled! It is the first thing that really reached us. The pines, the stones, the forest... 
a delight for our nostrils, which breathe the promises of this place. Tomorrow will be 
eventful because Soline, Bapt and I leave for a mythical route, but in the meantime, 
the night looks peaceful, lulled by these beautiful smells of forest.
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The days in the valley follow one another and our small projects give way to bigger ones. The 
attempts to get comfortable on cracks were not very conclusive, so it seemed to me that the time 
had come to put my hands on El Capitan. My plan was to do a scouting climb for a future project. 
Only one person responded to my proposal for a climb, and that person was none other than 
Clovis. As inexperienced as I am in Big Wall climbing, he sometimes shows great confidence in 
trad climbing, sometimes loses his footing by going into a more or less attenuated form of pan-
ic. I was not particularly comfortable with the idea of going with Clovis on a challenging, scary, 
chalk-free route. So I proposed to him to go for three days on the Nose, the most travelled route 
in El Cap. 

So here we are, 7am the next day, at the foot of the wall where our bags are waiting for us. The 
first four pitches, sustained and delicate to protect, go without a hitch. Seb passes at the foot of 
the wall and congratulates us for our speed “You guys did the hardest pitches of the day! I am 
regularly fooled by Seb’s approximate words but we relax all the same, without imagining that the 
day has actually just started. Seb picks up our shitbag, containing a gift, which we had already 
dropped on American tourists during the previous hoisting. We climb the following pitches in re-
versible. I get lost in a badly wobbled overhanging chimney before seeing the belay ten metres 
down on the right. 
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HALF THE NOSE
FOR THE NEWBIES

I congratulate myself for having put a 
protection every 80 cm, it makes my de-
scent much easier. Note to self: don’t pull 
with both hands on a belay to remove it 
at the risk of taking an unexpected fall. 
We then climb several pitches in a large 
fist crack. While I climb slowly in the first 
pitch, avoiding any uncomfortable situa-
tion, Clovis leads with more enthusiasm 
and suffering. He is tired, the afternoon 
is cold and windy, his hands and feet 
are the cause of light complaints. We ar-
rive at Dolt Tower at night. I am already 
thinking about the next day, which we 
expect to be busy. Our awakening, the 
next day, is upset by icy gusts that unfor-
tunately nail us to the bed. I hope it will 
be too cold to climb, I think to myself, 
without much pride... 
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Besides, the well-being and the serenity of the day before changes to the discomfort of the emp-
tiness and the unknown, joined together in a knot which comes to be lodged in my stomach. 
The wind stops. We have to go. I don’t feel too tired from yesterday, but I still ask Clovis, on his 
kneecaps, to go for the next two pitches that have to be combined into one. He does very well, 
with only a few laments, until the last 15 meters. In the widening crack, his size 3 friend fully open 
gives way to his size 4, which he pulls up several meters. Unsurprisingly, his number 3 takes the 
liberty of leaving the crack to meet his other buddy further down. “ Soline !!#@!! I’m shitting 
myself here, I only put this number 4 on 15 meters and the relay is at 10 meters..”. I put out my 
best oratorical performance on the theme “my buddy is going into panic mode”. Surprisingly, to 
my delight, it works. I might as well tell you that I didn’t want him to go back down to the relay 
as that would mean i would have had to lead that pitch. He climbs back up the few meters that 
separate him from the belay, leaving his size 4 device behind him. Clovis has just burned one of 
his last emergency energy cartridges. His body goes into survival mode. My state of mind contin-
ues to deteriorate as  we reach the foot of pitch 15. Having taken the route that goes free, I equip 
myself to go on a nice finger dihedral ending in a wide crack. As usual, I organize the equivalent 
of eight and a half racks on my harness and climb the first 25 meters with two (four) times too 
much protection. I climb up a small chimney and place a last protection inspiring anything but 
confidence, in a flared and crumbled internal crack. I look up, distorted by fear at this offwidth 
that seems so steep and impossible to protect. I look even higher and the magnitude of the wall 
standing before me makes me shiver. 
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Helpless and sorry, my brain doesn’t even give 
me the option to imagine trying. I turn to Clovis, 
who had been analyzing the rappels for some 
time, “Let’s get out of here. A Samsara-like wind 
has risen and threatens to turn our rappels to 
mush. The first part of the descent is as haz-
ardous as a game of goose. Our ropes go in 
all directions and flirt with decaying jammers in 
the lair of deep cracks. Bringing down the 40 
kg of the bag is also quite interesting. We join a 
more obvious abseiling line that leads us to the 
ground. Seb and Nic Martinez, who were pass-
ing by, welcomed us. Stunned by our backtrack-
ing, they let us know that we were actually well 
on our way and obviously closer to the summit 
than to the ground. It is necessary to say that it 
is not the impression that it gives when you are 
there! 
In short, we climbed half of the Nose, and like 3 
parties out of 4, we came back down. In short, I 
have the mental strength of goat.
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LE DAWNWALL
Text: SEB II Image: JEAN-ELIE

UN PETIT TOUR DANS

I reread my notes from the first day of the push, those lines you can read above. 
It’s heating up in my portaledge. The sun has been beating down hard since early this morning.
I’ve left the valley floor and its comfort behind for over a week. After two months of hard work, I 
finally set out for a push! The rule I set for myself is the following: send all the pitches, one after 
the other, without resting the foot on the ground. 
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“On my knees, the Dawn wall makes me drop on my knees... I am drained, exhausted, my toes, my fingers, 
my forearms,... And it has only be one day of climbing and 3 pitches... How could I manage the next 30 
pitches? My confidence in myself and in my climbing is gone. Or did I forget it on the boat?  I don’t know 
where the fun is anymore, nor what I want. I mean, what I want is to get down!”
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I’ve been alternating rest days and days of fighting for a week now. Fighting against the smooth 
granite of El Cap and its pitches, each one harder than the next one. Ultra technical traverses, lieb-
ack straight out of the inferno, unforgiving boulder sections just below the belay. Getting through 
these pitches, one after the other, requires everything I’ve learned, practised and trained for in my 
20 years of climbing. Technically, I have to be perfect. Physically, I have to be fresh and fit. Mentally, 
I have to be at my best.
All the details are important: the choice of the shoes, the skin, the conditions, the placement of the 
protections, the resting times, the encouragement... 
After a very complicated start, and thanks to the support of my adventure partners, my days have 
been getting better and better and the first pitches are coming in: 7b, 7c+, 8a+, 7b, 7c, 8a+, 
8b+, 8b, 8a+, 8a+, 8c, 8a+, 8c, 8a. I’m starting to enjoy the game!
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This morning, however, I can hardly contain my stress and excitement: today, I’m going to try the 
famous pitch 14, the crux pitch, the 9a. On the menu: 12m and 3 of the hardest and most ignoble 
boulder sections I’ve ever tried. Tiny razor blades, footholds almost invisible to the naked eye, and 
a dance that must be executed to perfection to prevent gravity from catching up with you... The 
slightest mistake results in a slip or an imbalance.
As I wait for the shadow and the wind to rise, I realise the following truth: this length alone can stop 
me, and I will continue the fight until it becomes obvious that I cannot continue.
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