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Slack time 
Thrill seekers test balance, nerves toeing a long, thin line 

 
Ben Bryant knows that finding a spot for slacklining sometimes can be difficult. "The areas that generally have the highlines aren't big tourist 
spots. . . . It's not like we can just show up to the Pearl Street Mall in Boulder and set up a line. They'd haul us in right away." 
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What do you get when you cross rock climbing with a high- wire act at the circus?  

The niche sport of slacklining.  

What the heck is slacklining, you ask? It's a thrill- seeker's activity that involves precise movement and constant balance while walking 
across a long, narrow piece of tubular climbing webbing strung between two fixed objects such as trees or rock formations.  

More advanced participants, otherwise known as slackers, mix in twists, spins, surfing-inspired moves and a variety of other tricks while 
slacking, which can, at times, look like spastic, arm-flailing chaos.  

"It's a lot of fun," said Dan Howley, owner and general manager of The Spot Bouldering Gym in Boulder. "It's a welcome break from what I 
do while I'm out climbing."  

Slacklining was pioneered in the early 1980s in California's Yosemite Valley by climbers trying to amuse themselves at their campsites 
after a long day on the rocks. But in recent years, slacklining has started to gain a stronghold as an activity in its own right, for the 
legitimate challenge it presents and the crossover skills it builds.  

Avid slackers say the emerging sport can build patience, mental focus and a greater sense of mind-body awareness that can be used in 
climbing, snowboarding, skiing and gymnastics.  

What makes it different from tightrope walking is that a slackline is purposely not taut, which means it can swing back and forth according 
to the movements of the slacker. The longer the line, the more difficult it is to balance.  

But fair warning: It's harder than it looks. Much harder.  

"People can get discouraged because they say, 'I can't even take a step and you can walk back and forth,' " said Golden's Lucas Arnold, 
23, who picked up the sport about a year ago. "It takes awhile, but eventually, you can get better at it. It's like a form of yoga, almost like a 
Zen-type thing."  

Many rock-climbing gyms along the Front Range, including The Spot in Boulder and Paradise Rock Gym in Denver, have permanent 
slacklines set up for demos and informal competitions.  

But slacklining is more commonly done in the wild, at a campsite or in a park.  

This fall, numerous low-level slacklines have been set up by students adjacent to the Norlin Quad on the University of Colorado campus.  

"It's kind of like new-school hacky sack," said Jenny Tishner, 19, who made her slacking debut recently on the Boulder campus. "It's kind 
of that weird-but-cool thing that people are doing now."  

Arnold, who started slacking about a year ago, vividly remembers one of his first experiences when he and some friends set up an 80-foot 
line about 6 feet off the ground in a park in Golden.  

http://www.rockymountainnews.com/
http://www.rockymountainnews.com/drmn/recreation/0,1299,DRMN_7,00.html
http://www.rockymountainnews.com/drmn/other_recreation/0,2777,DRMN_23950,00.html
javascript:popup(%22/cr/cda/email/article/1,1249,DRMN_23950_5100298,00.html%22,400,350)
javascript:popup(%22/drmn/cda/article_print/0,1983,DRMN_23950_5100298_ARTICLE-DETAIL-PRINT,00.html%22,700,500,1)


"Oh, yeah, dude, it was painful," he recalled. "I was walking on the line, and I fell off and tried to catch it, because that's what you're 
supposed to do when you're up off the ground. My ring finger got caught on it and it hyperextended. I sprained my hand and couldn't go 
rock climbing for six months. Aside from that, I had a lot of rope burns on my legs from falling off the line."  

As if the basic notion of slacklining weren't enough, daring climber-types have taken it one step further by setting up lines several hundred 
or even a thousand feet above the ground. That's when slacklining is known as highlining. Sure, safety harnesses and ropes are used, 
but it's still an extreme activity that can be gut-wrenching just to watch.  

The Holy Grail of that aspect of the sport is a highline to Lost Arrow Spire in Yosemite National Park, which is a breathtaking 2,700 feet off 
the ground.  

"There are quite a few good slackers out there, but even good slackers kind of freeze up when there is 1,000 feet or more below them," 
said Denver's Dylan Buffington, 25, who negotiated the Lost Arrow Spire highline last year.  

Because of its somewhat rogue and dangerous nature, highlining is discouraged by many parks and land agencies. But that hasn't 
stopped slackers from setting up lines 30 to 60 feet off the ground in the canyons west of Boulder and the foothills of Fort Collins.  

Always on the lookout for a good location to set up a highline, Buffington and slacklining friend Ben Bryant have found a place near 
Boulder they believe would require a 90-foot line over a raging waterfall. Finding an -ideal place can be a challenge, Bryant said, but it's 
not nearly as tough as securing a special-use permit.  

"We're sort of treading lightly and underground-style," said Bryant, 24, of Westminster. "We'll try to get the permits and all that, but if you 
can't, you still wind up going. The areas that generally have the highlines aren't big tourist spots, so they're not places you're likely to be 
seen by someone. But it's not like we can just show up to the Pearl Street Mall in Boulder and set up a line. They'd haul us in right away."  

You can do it  

• Wanna try slacklining? Many local climbing gyms, including The Spot in Boulder and Paradise Rock Gym in Denver, have permanent 
slacklines set up or put them up for demos and informal competitions.  

• Slacklining demos will be available Jan. 10-14 at the Ouray Ice Festival in Ouray (www.OurayIceFestival). 

 


