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On another mist-draped afternoon of our 
sodden, sodding summer of 2019, I give up 
climbing, yet again, but still head to Banff 
to try to find Chris. It’s cold and damp to 
be up off the ground, but it’s a pretty safe 
bet that even in this weather Chris will be 
plugging away on his latest project. He’s 
been up there, after all, almost every pass-
able day this season, and more than a few 
days last summer as well. And, as he’d 
pointed out with a laugh a few days before, 
as a faithful Brit he’s not going to let a bit 
of rain stop him from climbing. 

Sure enough, his lime-green Honda El-
ement is in its usual spot by the trailhead 
that leads to the climbs on the big north-
east wall of Tunnel Mountain, the buffa-
lo-shaped lump of stone that Banff wraps 
itself around. I’m not entirely sure where 
his line goes, but after a couple minutes, 
I spot the string of climbing ropes that 
Chris has dropped down from the top of 

the wall to mark the path he’s imagined 
his route will eventually follow. 

  
It’s harder to find Chris himself, and 

that’s a bit of a surprise: at 6’4”, with a snow-
white rendition of the Rubber-Soul-Len-
non mop and a Tarantino chin, Chris is 
usually pretty hard to miss. But on this 
270-metre-high wall of corners and shad-
ows, it takes a while to spot him. It doesn’t 
help that he’s not moving. At all. He’s in 
the middle of a long, arcing crack, and for 
the entire 30 minutes that I sit in the mead-
ow below the face, he doesn’t seem to do 
a thing. I hear a couple of gentle taps of a 
hammer echo around the dish of the wall 
and guess that he’s testing to see how sol-
id the rock is, but nothing else happens. I 
shout to him, but there’s no response. I get 
cold, feel pity for him up there in a rising 
wind, but I know he’ll tell me later that he 
was having his own kind of fun that day. I 
leave him to it.

Chris Perry doesn’t mind that you’ve never heard of him, 
but you should. Geoff Powter profiles one of the Rockies’ 
most prolific routebuilders and discovers what motivates 

him to set the path for others to follow.

Up, at Work
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A FEW DAYS LATER, sitting in a Can-
more café, Chris anticipates the obvious 
question before I have a chance to ask it — 
because, as he explains with a wry laugh 
and the remnants of a south-of-Manches-
ter accent, he asks it of himself all the time: 
“Why do all that work, instead of actually 
going climbing?” 

He laughs again, then settles back in his 
chair, a bit more philosophical. “It’s the 
way that I feel closest to the rock. When 
you climb, it’s too easy to move through 
the terrain without really seeing it, but 
when I work on one of these climbs the 
way I do, I get to know every inch of it, 
and see everything.” 

He pauses for a second, then puts it in a 
more compelling way, “I think it’s probably 
the way that Lawrence Grassi (the great pi-
oneer trail-builder of the Rockies) felt when 
he’d load up a wheelbarrow with rocks, and 
just go out all day, all on his own. There’s no 
better way to connect with the mountains.” 

Then, with another sardonic smile, “It 
sure isn’t for the fame…”

NOT LONG AFTERWARDS, on a sunni-
er day, I head back to Tunnel with a friend 
to climb one of Chris’ other long routes on 
the wall, a brilliantly intricate and aesthetic 
nine-pitch sport route called River Run. At 
the base, I start chatting to a member of an-
other party and test that “fame” comment. I 
ask the young woman what she knew about 
the climb and who put it up. Sheepishly, I 
like to think, she admits that she knew the 
grade, and how many rope lengths it was, 
but not much else. She smiles and starts 
climbing, probably a bit puzzled about 
what I am getting at.

It’s an interesting thing about our 
climbs, that we can just show up and have 
a great time on a great line, and have ut-
terly no sense of all that went into creating 
that moment for us. This is especially true 
in the Rockies, where every big, multi-
pitch route, on even the cleanest walls, 
has ledges littered with potentially lethal 
debris. And even the most solid climbs on 
the best quality rock here have sections 
that need crowbars and hammers and a 
whole lot of assiduous time to ensure that 
they're safe. Building a climb here – build-
ing a good, aesthetic, safe climb here – is a 
lot more labour than love.

Another day in the coffee shop, I ask 
Chris about both the labour and the love, 
and he explains that he’s come to realize 
that he’s perfectly suited to all the work 
that his creations take. “I’m careful, pre-
cise, and thorough,” he says. “So I love 
what it takes, maybe in a different way than 
other people do.” He tells the story of River 
Run to illustrate the point. He spent more 
than a year on that one climb, figuring out a 
possible line from the ground, then lugging 
huge loads of ropes, a hammer drill and 

“Why do all that 
work, instead of 

actually going 
climbing?” 
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batteries, crowbars to pry loose stuff off 
the wall, brushes to clean lichen, and more 
than 100 expansion bolts that he’d eventu-
ally drill once the line was set. He set up a 
spreadsheet to list all the work that he had 
to do on each pitch, and then bit away at the 
route for as long as it took. He’d go up and 
down the ropes, again and again, crafting 
the best line up, figuring out the moves, on 
his own, day after day. 

I ask Chris if he starts at the bottom and 
makes his way from there, to be sure the 
climb is actually possible, and he laughs, 
admitting, “I’d get bored if I had to do it 
that way. I like doing a bit here, a bit there, 
just a few hours at a time, finding part of the 
route that I want to figure out, then another 
part.” On River Run, in fact, the first pitch 
off the ground was the last part of the climb 
that he resolved, and the first 20 metres of 
that pitch, he explained, took as long to sort 
out as the entire rest of the climb. 

It eventually took him nearly two years 
of work to finally put the beautiful puzzle 
of the line together, and now you can race 
through every move that he fretted over 
without knowing Chris’ name.

THERE’S A TWIST TO the story of Chris 
up on Tunnel doing all that work; one that’s 
hard to wrap your head around, even when 
he sits in front of you in a café — and espe-
cially when you watch him climb. The man 
who can float up the climbs he builds, and 
who does all this imagining and hauling 
and cleaning and prying and drilling for 
the masses who follow, is 74 years old. 

He’s been building routes like these all 
around our valleys forever. He was part 
of a British invasion of climbers that came 

to Canada in the 1960s and dramatically 
bumped up the standards of rock climb-
ing here. Like a lot of Brits, Chris found his 
way to the Rockies as part of a straggly pil-
grimage to see the fabled possibilities, and 
just never left. He put a PhD in chemistry 
to use in a job at the Southern Alberta In-
stitute of Technology, and raised a family 
that includes his son, Ian, who’s a fabulous-
ly talented climber and Chris’ most regular 
partner. Chris has been a foundational part 
of the Rockies climbing scene for virtual-
ly all the time he’s been here, putting up 
some of our best climbs and introducing 
thousands of climbers to the area through a 
series of guidebooks that are just as metic-
ulously crafted as his climbs. 

Back in the coffee shop, I ask Chris about 
slowing down, about whether he’s still 
stoked to put all this time into routes. He ac-
knowledges with a smile that he has gotten 
to the point that, yes, as climbing has grown 
he’s not just building routes for friends any-
more, and that now he can’t even climb ev-
erything that he creates, but insists that he 
hasn’t lost any of his energy to get out, to 
explore, to figure problems out. 

“Can’t imagine a better version of retire-
ment,” he says, and then stands up to head 
back to Tunnel.  


