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John Bachar, Rock Climber, Dies at 51; |

Daredevil With UncompromtsmgStyle

By MICHAEL BRICK

John Bachar, a rock climber
who inspired awe as a daredevil,
condescension as an anachro-
nism and eventually respect as a

legend, fell to his death Sunday

from a rock formation near his
home in California. He was 51.

After years of climbing without
protection, sustaining his only
major injuries in a car wreck,
Bachar was confirmed dead by
the sheriff of Mono County, Calif.,
where he lived in the town of
Mammoth Lakes.

“He was an artist,” said Dean
Fidelman, a contemporary who
has climbed with him for dec-
ades. “He transcended the sport.”

Bachar left his mark across the
Yosemite Valley, the worldwide
- focal point of elite climbing in the
1970s, by making terrifying as-
cents of spectacular rock forma-
tions like El Capitan.

To critics, Bachar cut a stub-
born, self-righteous figure, un-
compromising on matters of dar-
ing style and minimal gear. To ad-
mirers, he represented the van-
ishing purity of a simpler age, a
time when rocks and mountains
were to be ascended only from
the ground up, without advance
rigging. For about half a decade
at his prime, Bachar enjoyed a
reputation comparable only to
that of Royal Robbins in the
1950s.

“Since Bachar, I don't think
there was anybody you could say
was the greatest, most influential
climber in the world in his time, "
said Pete Mortimer, a Yosemite
stalwart known among climbers.

In the early 1970s, Bachar ar-
rived in the Yosemite Valley with
a pair of boots, an alto saxophone
and a stunning physique, joining
a group of brash young climbers
known as the Stonemasters. The
big-wall climbing styles of the
1960s were making way for a
style known as free climbing,
whose practitioners sought to
minimize their gear, using ropes
only for protection. Bachar took
that kind of self-reliance to levels
that could appear dangerous.

“If ever a Stonemaster carried
the name on his sleeve (and he
scribbled it on his boots as well),
it was John Bachar, Grand Tem-
plar of the entire movement,”
wrote John Long, a founder of the
group, in an online history.
Bachar once spent an entire sea-
son climbing without using a
rope. He offered $10,000 to any-
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John Bachar free-climbing in the Yosemite Valley in 1984.

‘He was an artist,’

a contemporary

says. ‘He transcended
the sport.’

one who could keep up with him
for a day. He found no takers.

His exploits soon gained notice
in the American Alpine Journal,
where one diarist wrote that “his
extraordinary free-climbing tal-
ent, coupled with an awesome
physique, polished by the mental
discipline of years of experience,
place him at alevel few attain."

As the sport splintered into
ever narrower specializations in
the 1980s, Bachar fell from grace
among some climbers. Some
adapted his unharnessed phys-
ical techniques to the safe con-
fines of boulder climbing, while
others sought to scale more diffi-
cult pitches with bolts and other
gear that could sometimes per-
manently mark the rock forma-
tions.

“John never really pushed his
ethos on anyone, but because he
was so good and made no bones
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Rebisitiﬁg an Old Boss
Named John Coltrane

The pianist Steve Kuhn can
play John Coltrane’s music mean-
ingfully without sounding asifhe
lives by it. That shows self-pos-
session, for a couple of reasons.

Coftrane was the most
influential jazz musi-
cian.in the late 1950s
RMHFF and 1960s, when Mr.
Kuhin got started. And
Mr. Kuhn, now 71, also
' has something many of
his peers don’t: a small but sig-
nificant association with Coltrane
onthebandstand. .

He played with the first ver-
sion of Coltrane’s quartet, in the
spring of 1960, during a long gig
at the Jazz Gallery in the East
Village before McCoy Tyner took
over to finish the run. And that
was it. Later Mr. Kuhn's music
followed a path véry different
from Coltrane's, one of stricter
harmony, piano-trio subtlety and

MUSIC

. endless curiosity about ballad

standards.

Nearly 50 years later he has re-
leased a quartet record of Col-
trane’s music, “Mostly Coltrane”
(ECM). On Tuesday at Birdland
he played some of it — elegantly
— in a group that put the saxo-
phonist Joe Lovano alongside Mr.
Kuhnts regular working trio, with
David Finck on bass and Billy
Drummond on drums.

Mr. Kuhn has gone about this
project with nearly awesome
counterirtuition, Coltrane’s mu-
sic went through ratically differ-
ent phases, sometimes cutting
his audience into sections; brave-
ly, Mr. Kuhn has chosen a lot of
Coltrane music from phases after
the one he knows best.

On Tuesday he dippedintoa
kind of free improvisation that’s
not completely native to his band
and did it well, Sometimes he
played a kind of strumming effect

- on a chord, rolling it lightly. Pos-

sibly he was invoking Alice Col-
trane’s arpeggios, But as with ev-
erything else he played, it came
through his voice; he was inno
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Steve Kuhn Quartet
Birdland

danger of fully giving way to Col-
trane's style.

He sounds almost nothing like
McCoy Tyner or Ms. Coltrane,
the pianists who helped shape
that style, Mr. Kuhn doesn’t pin
you to the wall with fourth
chords; he accompanies other so-
loists sparingly, sometimes using
small melodic ideas. On Tuesday
he largely stayed away from the
sustain pedal; helet hisinstru-
ment sound dry and to the peint.

He connected with Mr. Drum-
mond through subtle phrasing
and accents; piano, bass and
drums lined out the songs likea -
machine of understatement, giv-
ing Mr. Lovano room to float his
improvisations on top. And in 75.
minutes the archetypal Coltrane-
quartet groove — the seductive,
slow-to-mediym tempo feeling;
from records like “Crescent” that
became widely copied injazz —
made only one appearance.

The songs in the set included a
few from around the time of Mr.
Kuhn's stint with Coltrane, “Fifth
House” and “Like Sonny,” but

- most of it was given to later Col-

trane. There were songs from the
months before Coltrane’s death
in 1967: “Configuration,” witha
wriggling upward chromatic
scale and a place for a saxo-
phone-drums duet; and “Jim-
my’s Mode,” a bass solo framed
by a microsong. And there was a
rubato ballad, “Welcome,” from
1965, with Mr. Drummond’s roll-
ing tom-toms and Mr. Lovano im-
provising in rolling phrases
through what was basically one
long exposition of melody, witha
broad, detailed sound.

A difficult balance was
achieved here: the feeling of
loose, natural expression inside
discrete parts of a quiet, con-
trolled set.

The pianist
Steve Kuhn
accompanied
by the saxo-
phonist Joe
Lovano at
Birdland on
Tuesday
evening.
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