Vertical Gold
It has been more than twenty years since I have driven down the Bert Coombs Mountain Highway, yet heading into Red River Gorge I anxiously scan the highway looking for road marks, buildings, anything I would remember from my youth. I chuckle at my foolishness. Lord knows I spent enough time in the Red as my buddies and I would load our cars for the rapid two hour escape from Louisville, only to realize we forgot stove and pots. Instead of turning around we would forage the surrounding wilderness for dry wood and build a blazing fire, surviving on lukewarm beer, hotdogs and chips. The evening would darken as we sat around the fire shooting the breeze and laughing at each other’s jokes. The memories of my youth are slowly being obscured by the deepening fog of time. 

Growing up in Louisville in the 70’s and 80’s I felt the magnetic pull of the west ever drawing my heart away from the Commonwealth. Was it was my frequent camping trips outside the state with Troop 243, the National Geographic magazines I devoured or all of The Doors records I listened to? I cannot say, but forever my gaze was drawn west. With one eye wistfully watching my beloved bluegrass state fade in my rearview I settled at the entrance to the Rocky Mountains in Boulder, Colorado. 
Surrounded by the Rockies soon I abandoned the ball sports of my youth and replaced them with more “extreme” pursuits, skiing, rock climbing, mountaineering, anything outdoors. The outdoors affected my psyche. Rock climbing rapidly became a passion, I was no Spiderman but I could scale numerous cliffs.. Surrounded by other émigrés my southern drawl would invite friendly jibes at my roots, good-natured jokes about my Dixie heritage.  I found it curious that all the ribbing would stop when my fellow climbers discovered my Kentucky roots. They all would ask one question: “ Have you climbed the Red?” 
I was ashamed to admit that, no, I had not climbed the Red. 
I was in the Boy Scouts and the Red was one of our frequent places to camp and hike. We immersed ourselves in the natural beauty, but we scouts were not allowed to climb the majestic cliffs. Instead we were warned away from cliff edges, told stories about kids falling to their deaths. Climb the Red? Never. 

After my birthfathers death in January the realization that neither of my parents lived past 71 made me think of my bucket list. I realized that I wanted to go revisit the Red, and perhaps even climb it.  I wondered if it would be as marvelous as the rock climbing community claimed or if its cliffs would be as daunting as I remembered.
I decided to embrace my lost heritage and head back to the Red to discover what makes it as famous as my home’s other notable contributions to pop culture: Bourbon, basketball and horse racing. 
I decided I would fly down in March, when the oaks, walnuts, and poplars  would be getting their leaves and the rattlesnakes would be coming out of hibernation for the winter. 
The Red’s history is a lesson in Appalachia, an area that has seen its fair share of boom and bust stories. During the 1800s, miners dominated the area, extracting the nitrite, iron, and silver that brought a rail line and prosperity. As the miners emptied the valleys of their riches loggers descended upon the hillsides stripping the slopes of their magnificent trees. By the early 1920s, the Red was drained of its natural resources and abandoned; the rail lines were torn up, roads fell into disuse and poverty settled in. The moonshiners the state our state is famous for discovered the towering canyon walls, myriad of valleys and remoteness of the area perfect for their outlaw trade over the next several decades. Hillsides reforested and streams flushed their waters of the refuse abandoned over the last century. The area healed itself.  During the Forties and Fifties backpackers, hunters and fishermen laid claim to the area.  
In 1962 the Army Corps of Engineers announced plans to build a dam upstream that would drown the Red and its iconic cliffs. The “Save the Gorge” campaign thrust the area onto the national consciousness attracting a diverse cast of players. On November 18, 1967 the Sierra Club and Supreme Court Justice William Douglass   staged the Dam Protest Hike to highlight the beauty of the area. In 1971, the University of Kentucky commissioned Wendell Berry to write The Unforeseen Wilderness advocating the preservation of the Red. The issue was put to rest in 1993 when President Clinton entered the region into the National Wild and Scenic River system. The secret was out and climbers began appearing in the Red in increasing numbers talking about the 200-foot sandstone cliffs with huge holds. 

Though people had been climbing in the Gorge for years the area really was not an entry on climbers’ bucket lists until the early Nineties.  The dearth of permanent bolted climbs kept all but the most dedicated climbers away from the Red until a crazy Carolinian named Porter Jarrard arrived upon the scene in 1992 with his power drill and began developing numerous climbs, drilling into the semi soft sandstone and placing permanent bolts. The substantial cliffs with huge overhanging rocks had stumped the hardiest of climbers until Porter bolted them. As the number of bolted routes exponentially grew along with abundant natural climbs the area officially had caught the international climbing world attention. 
 Landing in Louisville I visited Rocksport Climbing Gym for insight into the denouement that has become the Red. With over Thirty years experience climbing the Red owner Rob Butsch a wiry man sporting a disheveled head of hair and sinewy forearms of a climber provided some insight  “ I had been climbing in the area off and on during the 80’s and thought I had experienced it all, until Porter arrived. He opened my eyes to what was possible, I did not even know what sport climbing was. It does not seem that long ago, the area is still in its infancy”. When asked where I should look for the heart of the Red his advice was cryptic “ Look no further than Miguel’s it has fueled the explosion of climbing in the Red”
As I left Rob and turned my rental car eastward one question kept surfacing in my mind: What would I find in my beloved Gorge and what is Miguels?

During a typically cloudy spring day speeding down I-64 past numerous signs for the Kentucky Bourbon Trail I bask in the beauty of the horse farms surrounding Lexington. These bastions of revelry rightly deserve a spot in most Kentuckians consciousness, but do they recognize visitors flock to the Commonwealth for its unspoiled backwoods? Paul Vidal of the Red River Gorge Climbers Coalition (RRGCC) sums it nicely: “Nobody understands what it means for the area economically, what it means to help develop awareness of that region. Its one of the best things Eastern Kentucky has going for it”. Tourism for the region is roughly flat with estimated visitors to Natural Bridge State Park located in the Red at 1.2 million annually. Climber visits to the Red hit 75,000 last year and keeps growing. With the climbing industry reporting 10% growth in 2013 and dozens of new climbing gyms appearing yearly in US cities the sport looks to keep adding new visitors to the Red’s roll book. 
Locals long used to their solitude have somewhat grudgingly allowed outsiders into their valleys. Slowly local businesses have appeared aimed at filling the void; Lil Abner Motel routinely hosts two- to four-week climbing groups from Japan, California and Germany, Red River Rockhouse offers another restaurant option, Red River Zipline Tours says business is booming. Then there is the unique privately owned public climbing area Muir Valley
Muir Valley is a private reserve with more than 400 acres that’s adjacent to the Red. Rick and Liz Weber started climbing in their early fifties and soon were drawn to the Red for periodic visits from their hometown Indianapolis. After retirement they decided in 2003 to purchase a small tract of land next to the Red for their own climbing area, they expected 300-500 visitors their first year, several thousand arrived. Through several purchases they expanded their private reserve, surrounded by seven miles of sandstone cliffs.  It attracted approximately 40,000 climbers last year alone. 
As I exit off the Mountain Parkway my window is down, twilight is approaching, the Rolling Stones singing about a honky tonk and I can smell the first hints of spring hitting the Red. I am instantly transported back to early Spring 1984, me and two buddies making the same turn off the freeway in my Chevy Malibu singing the Clash at the top of our lungs, its good to be back. A couple of miles up the road I round a corner and am greeted by a bright yellow building with a parking lot full of cars and at least a hundred tents in the field behind, this must be Miguels.
Miguels Pizza is a vibrant mélange of cultures, an oasis that attracts from across the globe. The pizza restaurant/climbing store/campground, founded by Miguel Ventura, is the funky multinational heartbeat of the Red. As an early friend to campers, hikers and climbers alike, Miguel’s was a driving force in building the Reds reputation in the international climbing scene. The large cooking pavilion and campground behind the restaurant hosts thousands of travellers every year and every night the line for pizza stretches out the door, after having a slice I can see why. As I walked the parking lot looking at license plates, far away locals of Quebec, Hawaii, Mexico and Maine were amongst the hundred cars unfortunately there were few Kentucky plates. 
When I asked Chauncey Carroll a member of the US National Climbing team what she and her fellow climbers thought of the area she said: “ It absolutely lived up to its hype when I visited in 2008, it feels like a woodland wonderland when you arrive, there were plenty of areas to explore, amazing rock faces to climb, and fun climbing vibe among the locals. Most of my competitors have been to the Red at least once, if they don’t train there on a regular basis. It’s considered a legitimate accomplishment among the climbing community, a right of passage” 

At 8:30 the next morning I met up with Brandon Campbell and Joe Gillespie two twenty something year old climbers from Indiana and Ohio respectively I had met the night before at Miguels. The boys were looking a bit disheveled after a night sleeping under the stars, Brandon is a muscular guy about six foot tall with an inviting smile, and Joe is a smaller man with a prodigious amount of tousled black hair. If I felt any guilt about sleeping in my bed at Lil Abner’s it quickly dissipated as we drove the rutted road past old rusting oil derricks back to the Coal Bank Hollow climbing area. As the name suggests large portions of the climbing areas are on or adjacent to old mining and oil areas, groups like the RRGCC have purchased over 1000 acres of land in the last ten years to ensure access remains unfettered. 
Hiking in I felt the haze of the past lifting, the pack on my back felt familiar. I was fourteen-year-old scout leader again leading young men into the wild. The mighty trees surrounding me unfortunately had not begun to bloom; they had had a rough winter I was told, but the wall of trunks told the story of impenetrable foliage that soon would arrive. In the distance the Crossroads cliff band appeared and voices echoed through the valley, we were close.
Gazing upon the immense rock face I felt dwarfed by the boundless possibilities of nature. As I put on my gear and laid my hand to the rock I could feel the unique possibilities the sandstone offered, the distinctly bluegrass nature of the rock. Paul Vidal had summed it up best over a beer in Lexington on my way to the Red” Many Kentuckians are proud of their Bourbon heritage its status as distinctly Kentuckian, The Red is quite similar. The Bourbon is based on geology just like the climbing is based on geology. Limestone drives Bourbon and sandstone drives climbing. You can’t get them anywhere else, it’s a Kentucky thing”.
After some struggling and sweating I made it to the top of my first climb in the Red, I enjoyed it so much I completed five more routes before heading back Miguels for a hard won Ale 8 soda and Pizza. That evening as I sat surrounded by fellow climbers I understood for the first time why everyone back home asked me if I had climbed the Red, I felt part of a fraternity. The next time they asked I was looking forward to saying one word…Yes
