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DEEP-WATER SOLOING (DWS), 
ALSO KNOWN AS PSICOBLOC, 
IS A FORM OF SOLO (WITHOUT 
GEAR) CLIMBING. It started in the late 
1960s as a way to cool off after a hard day of 
climbing, but the real development of this style 
of climbing began in the 1990s, with the release 
of King Lines, a film about Chris Sharma pushing 
himself to the limit in the Mediterranean. Today, 
DWS is recognised as a sport in its own right.

YOU VS. 
THE ROCK

DEEP-WATER SOLOING Brendon Salzer scouting the 
upcoming route, choosing the 
perfect line.
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ENJOYED BY CLIMBERS AROUND 
THE WORLD WHO RELISH THE 
OPPORTUNITY TO PUSH THE 
ENVELOPE OF TECHNICAL 
CLIMBING, DWS IS ONE OF THE 
PUREST FORMS OF CLIMBING, AS 
YOU ARE CLIMBING WITHOUT A 
HARNESS OR ROPES. The difference 
between this and free soloing is that with DWS, 
you are doing it above water. It is normally 
practised on sea cliffs at high tide, but as the 
sport has developed, it has also made its way to 
rivers, dams, and even some swimming pools. 
When the time comes or a grip is unreachable, 
the climber will drop into the water below and 
swim to safety.

While this sought-after activity boasts a number of 
famous spots internationally, finding a DWS spot 
in a nearby South African town is like finding that 
extra Easter egg two weeks later in the garden – it 
goes down a real treat! Neil Margetts, head of the 
SA Climbing Academy and organiser of the first SA 
DWS competition explains, "The four most famous 
places in the world are Mallorca Island, just off the 
coast of Spain, Thailand, Vietnam, and Romania. 
In South Africa, we have few DWS climbs in 
the kloofs of Magaliesberg, Morgan’s Bay in the 
Eastern Cape, and there is one area along the 
Orange River in the Northern Cape.
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Setting up for the first 
climb of the day.
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Taking time to enjoy the 
atmosphere, Ashlee Cramb 
relaxes as Kent Jennings takes 
on the first climb of the day.
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AS A RESULT OF NOT HAVING THE 
COASTLINES OR COMBINATION OF 
MOUNTAINS AND RIVER TO SUPPORT 
IT, DWS HAS NEVER REALLY TAKEN 
OFF IN SA, UNTIL NOW! IN LATE 2013, 
THE JOHANNESBURG SECTION OF THE 
MOUNTAIN CLUB OF SOUTH AFRICA 
(MCSA) FOUND A HAVEN HIDDEN OUTSIDE 
OF BRONKHORSTSPRUIT, IN GAUTENG. 
How someone stumbled on this gem no one knows, but 
everyone is grateful for this incredible discovery. With more 
than eight routes graded from 19 to 28, this climbing spot is 
available to any climber (a permit from MCSA is required). At 
20 m high and overhanging a deep, natural pool along the 
Wilge River, this location is perfect for a sweet day out.

Adds Margetts, "Last year after the MCSA purchased the 
property, we were planning a meet there and I came up with 
the idea of putting up a slack line above the waterfall and 
including DWS. Having done DWS before in Vietnam and 
some of the Magaliesberg kloofs, I had an idea of what was 
needed. I went there to see the feasibility and the location 
proved to be perfect. Climbable sections of the cliff are 10 
m to 12 m high (you don’t want to go much higher), slightly 
overhanging so you fall nice and clear, and the water is deep 
enough for safe landings. We had a trial meet in November, 
where we introduced the idea and it was a success. We 
then organised a competition, held in March this year at 
Wilgepoort, Mpumalanga, which was also a great success.
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EXPRESSING HIS FEELING ABOUT 
DWS, GAUTENG-BASED CLIMBER KENT 
JENNINGS SAID, "THE ATTRACTION TO 
DWS WAS MOSTLY CURIOSITY, AS WE 
DON’T HAVE MANY OPTIONS TO TRY THIS 
TYPE OF CLIMBING HERE IN SA AND IT 
IS ALSO SIMILAR TO BOULDERING, MY 
FAVOURITE FORM OF CLIMBING. 
DWS is a very pure form of climbing, with no safety gear and 
just the belief in ourselves, and provides an opportunity to 
climb with others. It is always great to climb with others no 
matter the age or level of climber and DWS allows us to share 
the experience whilst sitting in boats cheering each other on. 
I was lucky enough to complete a route for the first time and 
gain the first ascent. It's an amazing feeling knowing that you 
have contributed to the climbing areas in South Africa. It is a 
great privilege."

Michael Benci reaching for safety, 
before a nasty and wet fall. 
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Ashlee Cramb taking the time to get 
the move right to avoid a cold rush. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KuRZgXscxJc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KuRZgXscxJc
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WHAT DO I NEED TO GO DWS? 
The advantages of taking up DWS are that you don’t need over-priced 
harnesses and ropes to have a little fun. Shoes and a self-made waterproof 
chalk bag (the bottom of a 2-litre bottle and string) are all you need to climb. 
However, you do need some way of getting onto the wall should you want 
to keep your shoes dry, so you can climb like a 'beast'. We made use of an 
inflatable raft to get to the wall. 

Anyone who wishes to give DWS a go will have to work through the MCSA to 
obtain and pay for a permit. Directions and information on the routes is given 
to you when your permit has been approved (takes one to two working days). 

THE MOUNTAINS IN OUR COUNTRY NEED TO BE 
PROTECTED AND WORKING IN PARTNERSHIP WITH 
THE MCSA, THROUGH THEIR EASY BUT FUNCTIONAL 
SYSTEM, WE CAN DO IT.
The last thing you need is courage. It is one thing to go climbing with a 
harness and rope knowing that should you fall, within 0.5 m you will be 
caught and can carry on. It is another knowing that one wrong move leads to 
12 m drop and a cold, wet ending, until you dry off and go again.
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DWS HAS SOMETHING FOR 
EVERYONE: HARD, FLUID 
MOVEMENT FOR THE BOULDERS, 
HEIGHT FOR THE SUPER-FIT 
SPORT CLIMBERS, AND A BIT OF 
SPICE FOR TRAD CLIMBERS. FOR 
THOSE WHO PREFER TO REMAIN 
ON TERRA FIRMA, THERE'S SUN, 
WATER, AND A FUN DAY OUT WITH 
A GROUP OF MATES. •

For more information about deep-water 
soloing, visit www.dwsworld.com

Climbing with no gear makes you 
doubt yourself. Kent Jennings falling 
off a super-tough route.

http://www.dwsworld.com



