Rockclimbing on the Edge of “The Rock”: Pine-Clad Hills and Sun-Drenched Cliffs Make for Great Climbing in Flatrock, NL
By Amie Watson

We’re on top of a fifty metre-high cliff overlooking ocean-smoothed rocks below. Alarm bells should be going off in my head, cautioning me to stay away from the ledge, but I turn from the panoramic view of whales and crashing waves, take a deep breath and step hesitantly backward over the edge.

Instead of falling I’m held fast by an anchor of knotted slings connected by rope to my harness. The knots tied by Association of Canadian Mountain Guides-certified Leo van Ulden, keep me from swinging sideways as I walk backwards, rappelling down the grey sandstone cliff face. 

Van Ulden owns Wallnuts Climbing Centre in St. John’s, NL, out of which he operates his guiding service. From Wallnuts it’s a twenty-minute, winding coastal drive to Flatrock and the highest concentration of climbing routes in Newfoundland. For six years van Ulden has introduced beginners, experienced climbers, kids and corporate groups to one of the most breathtaking, lesser-known climbing destinations in Canada.

We’ve descended to a 500-metre wide stretch of rock called “Main Face” – a sequestered climbing area drenched in sun at the edge of the Atlantic Ocean, seemingly created when the ocean cut a piece of cake off the side of the mountain, the crumbs falling below. The only sounds other than waves come from a group of seagulls halfway up a 5.10.b climb called “Paging Don Kiedik”. 

Graded by difficulty, climbs range from 5.0 to 5.15 – from “a staircase” to “a climb that takes years of training, a specific gene pool and guts,” says van Ulden. I start on a 5.9 called “Dynamic Duo”, leaning back on deep cracks and climbing hand-over-hand with my feet flat against the rock instead of on horizontal ledges. 

Twisting my body left around a rock ceiling near the top, I reach blindly around the roof. Almost horizontal, I’m trying not to picture myself swinging like a pendulum if I fall. After a quick scramble I top-out next to the anchor and sit, smiling, with my feet dangling, breathing deeply while my heart races, taking in the view before van Ulden lowers me. 

Van Ulden says that while most summer days there will be other climbers, you rarely line-up for a climb at this climbing oasis. “The community is small and friendly.” The same goes for the town of Flatrock, where cars stop for you if you even think about crossing the road. A few locals do show up later in the day, offering ropes, technique advice and suggestions on the best post-climb “feed” in St. John’s – all-day breakfast at the Bagel Café.

After a single day of climbing I understand why van Ulden decided to move to Flatrock from St. John’s last year. “I’m in love, for sure. What I like most besides the whales and icebergs is the solitude. There’s something different about being next to the ocean. I feel at home on the rock.” Whether he’s referring to climbing outside or to Newfoundland in general, I agree.

Where to Stay
The Roses Heritage Inn
9 Military Road
709-726-3336
1-877-767-3722
http://www.therosesbandb.com
Doubles from $85/night

The Sheraton Hotel
115 Cavendish Square
709-726-4980
http://www.starwoodhotels.com/sheraton/property/overview/index.html?propertyID=3455
Doubles from $186/night

Where to Eat
The Bagel Café
246 Duckworth Street
709-739-4470

Ches’ Famous Fish ‘N’ Chips
9 Freshwater Road
709-722-4083

Bacalao Nouvelle Newfoundland Cuisine
65 Lemarchant Road
709-579-6565

Where to Climb
To find partners and information on climbing at Flatrock and to purchase the Newfoundland Climbing Guide head to Wallnuts Climbing Centre or to www.climbnewfoundland.com. The guide may also be purchased online. Less experienced climbers can also take the appropriate courses at Wallnuts and purchase equipment before heading out on their own. 
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Leo Van Ulden

Wallnuts Climbing Centre

57 Old Pennywell Road

709-579-9255

Toll-free: 1-866-579-9255

http://www.wallnutsclimbing.com/

http://www.facebook.com/WallnutsClimbing
http://www.twitter.com/climbwallnuts 

leo@wallnutsclimbing.com

Newfoundland Climbing Guide by Leo Van Ulden

http://www.lulu.com/shop/leo-van-ulden/newfoundland-climbing-guide/paperback/product-16339391.html
Climb Newfoundland
www.climbnewfoundland.com
