


ultimately led to Chouinard Equipment’s demise. Chouinard’s in-
surer decided to settle all the suits out of court, a move that may
have saved money and bad publicity in the short term but spiked
Chouinard’s premiums by 2,000 percent over the course of a year.
The costs were too much and, in March 1989, Yvon put Chouinard
Equipment into Chapter 11.

“I was like ‘Ah, shit, I've had enough, ” Chouinard told me recently.
“1 didn’t like where climbing was going anyway, with chalk and rubber
shoes and indoor walls. People ask me all the time if it was hard to let
Chouinard Equipment go, but it

wasn't. I never looked back?” BLACK DIAMOND’S
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tains, Metcalf sweet-talked his
40-person staff into pulling up stakes and moving to Salt Lake City.

“Itold them what I had to at the time, which was lies” Metcalf says
now. “What was I going to say? That I didn’t have the slightest clue
how we were going to raise the money? That I had absolutely no
idea how we were going to pull this off?”

What began as a nine-month relocation nightmare, wrangling cred-
it lines and seeking a suitable factory site, eventually eased into com-
fortable residence. As Metcalf had hoped, proximity to the Wasatch
attracted a steady supply of mutants and provided a world-class back-
yard for R&D. Over the next few years, the business began to thrive.

By 2000, BD had quietly evolved into a champion of conservation
and access issues, and Metcalf had become a prominent area business-
man. Which isn't to say success mellowed him out. In 2003, for exam-
ple, when abackdoor federal settlement threatened to strip wilderness
protections from nearly six million acres of public land in Utah, Met-
calf broke ranks. Without consulting anyone else in the outdoor
industry, he sent an impromptu letter to The Salt Lake Tribune that
threatened to move the city’s Qutdoor Retailer Show—the industry’s
twice-a-year gearpalooza, which pumps some $40 million into the
local economy every year—to a more envirenmentally friendly state.

Though the move initially stunned some of his colleagues, it ulti-
mately galvanized the entire industry, which realized that it did, in
fact, possess powerful economic clout. Not only did the gambit
work—when the dust finally settled, the outdoor industry ended up
on more equal footing with more powerful mining, oil, and
natural-gas interests—it also helped solidify Metcalf’s reputation as
one of the industry’s most respected voices.

When Eastern Mountain Sports (EMS), a $200 million-a-year, 68-
store specialty retailer based in Peterborough, New Hampshire, set out
in 2005 to revive its flaccid image and dwindling profits, it reached out
to BD for guidance. “When I was trying to figure exactly what we
needed to do to fix the business, I called Peter,” says Will Manzer,
EMS’s CEQ. “We needed to reclaim our authenticity, and Black Dia-
mond is as authentic as it gets! They staffed up with “knuckle drag-
gers—people who eat, sleep, and breathe their sports” —and got back
to the store’s roots selling technical climbing and skiing hardware. By
2008, average sales had increased 15 percent.

WHATEVER HIGHER PURPOSE Black Diamond might serve, the
company doesn’t spend alot of time bragging about it. Until recent -
ly, BD ad eampaigns relied on stark product shots highlighting a few
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salient features. Internally, the marketing mantra boiled down to
three words: “Product is king”

“When we started, our stuff was for the cognoscenti;” Metcalf
tells me. “You learned about it the same way you learned about
climbing. One night you'd be sitting by the campfire, and
it’s burned down to embers, and someone would lean over and
whisper, ‘Black Diamond! "

The gear didn’t stay underground for long. Almost immediately, BD
began pushing product design in brash ways. In 1992, it teamed up
with the Italian boot maker Scarpa to bring out the first plastic tele-
mark ski boots. This was blasphemy to leather-loving purists, but
plastic ushered in a new level of power and control, helping spike
telemarking’s popularity. In 1995, BD debuted the HotWire, a

‘Members of the Technical
‘Machining Crew: Jacob

IBrown, Steve Ebbéns and
L Lela rthy: |

carabiner with a looped wire gate that resembled a large paper clip.
Initially mocked —it appeared odd and unreliable —it’s now emulated
throughout the industry.

As the product line steadily expanded, BD began looking to break
into categories beyond backcountry skiing and climbing. Take head-
lamps, for example. In 1998, they basically came in two varieties:
small and dim or bulky and bright. But the mutants wanted a head-
lamp that was small and bright, so they figured out how to make
some. Within two years, they had 30 percent of the market share,
which rivaled the biggest player in the business, Petzl. If it didn't

" make sense to build a product they were hot for, BD orchestrated

smart acquisitions and alliances, either partnering up with an indus-
try leader like Fritschi AG Swiss Bindings (BD serves as its exclusive
U.S. distributor) or buying up a company that they liked, as they did



Chris Grover, BD!
official “minister
of culture”

with Ascension Enterprises (climbing skins)
and Beal (ropes). By 2008, after averaging
nearly 15 percent growth annually for 19
years, BD commanded at least half of the
climbing hard-goods market and 35 percent
of the backcountry-skiing market.

Over the years, they've also developed
enough confidence and credibility to take on
projects that no one else would touch. In
1097, a psychiatrist and skier from Denver
named Tom Crowley showed up at the Black
Diamond offices hauling a strange-looking
apparatus he called the AvaLung. “It lets
youbreathe;” he told a few managers, “under
the snow.” The AvaLung uses respiratory
tubes to redirect exhaled carbon dioxide
away from a trapped skier’s face, preventing
asuffocating ice mask from forming. Crow-
ley had shopped his design for a year with no
takers —until then. Two years and half a million bucks later, Black
Diamond brought the product to market. To date, they’ve sold about
50,000 AvaLungs. The device is now standard issue for Indian Army
soldiers operating in the Himalayas. More important, it's been eredit -
ed with saving at least five lives.

None of these undertakings, however, has been as risky as BD's
ski-boot launch. No American company had produced a full ski-
boot line from scratch in more than 25 years. Sales of alpine-skiing
equipment flatlined a decade ago. And while backcountry skiing has
been growing steadily over the past several years, it’s still tiny com-
pared with alpine, and the boot market is saturated with reputable

Furopean brands like Scarpa, Garmont, and Dynafit.

Black Diamond could have dabbled, subcontracting with an es-
tablished factory to bring out a couple of cosmetically embellished
house-brand boots. Instead, they scanned 100 mostly “American”
feet (European feet, apparently, are narrower), cherry-picked their
favorite features from existing alpine, touring, and telemark boots,
and, this past fall, debuted their nine-model boot line.

When I ask Matt Hyde, executive vice president of merchandising
and marketing for REI, BD's largest retailer, how big a gamble it was to
release an expensive line of products right now, he bursts out laugh-
ing. “In this economy?” he says, adding, “If the boots tank, it proba-
bly won’t sink the company, but it’ll hurt ’em pretty bad.”

WHEN YOU’RE ABOUT TO SKI an avalanche-prone chute or trust
your life to a pea-size piece of climbing protection, the gear’s gotta
work. Herein lies the heart of BD; it’s doubtful many companies in-
tentionally break more stuff to make sure it doesn’t unintentionally
break when it shouldn’t. For many years, BD accomplished this with
“the curb test,” and other equally crude experiments, in which they
gathered up a bunch of samples, tock them to the alley behind the
factory, and beat them against the concrete until they cracked.

Thankfully, testing is (generally) a more sophisticated affair now,
handled largely by Kolin Powick and his nine-man quality-assurance
wrecking crew. The afternoon I stop by, someone’s girlfriend has just
delivered homemade muffins and the crew is gathered around,
munching. Shattered boot shells, *biners, ice axes, and other pieces of
equipment are piled in corners.

“Metcalf doesn’t like to come in here,” Powick says between
mouthfuls. “He gets all wiggy when he sees how much stuff we go
through” To test their C3 Camalots, for example, Powick first put
the items —small camming devices with multiple moving parts—
through a cycle of tensile, material, durability, and various other
tests. Then he sent his crew to a local crag

for a real-world examination, The field test
involved climbing up a rock wall, putting
the cams in “progressively sketchier place-
_ments,” and then taking “huge whippers.”
“We went through something like 500
cams before we were done” Powlick says.

In the lab, Powick shows me some of
their machines. One is a pile driver called

the Evanpactor, designed by Evan Bouchier,

BD's flagship

2 ;QR%L% which tests the strength of plastics. (One
% Quality Assurance job perkis that yougetto

name the equipment you create.} In an ad-
jacent roomn, we enter alarge walk-in freez-
er where some of the new ski boots are
getting ‘worked over by a pair of pneumatic
fatigue-testers. It’s all very Willy Wonka, I
think as Powick shows off their newest
addition: Andy Rosenberg’s Rosenflexor,
which bends and twists boots in order to
measure their stiffness.

“What's this one?” I ask, pointing to an older machine next to the
Rosenflexor that’s glistening with oil and emitting angry-sounding
pops and hisses as it cranks on the toe of a telemark boot. “That's
been here for a while,” he says.

#Does it have aname?”

“Shiva]” he says, gazing nostalgically at the apparatus, “god of
destruction.”

Despite their best efforts, innovation occasionally outpaces the
controls. BD has launched and recalled at least three different tele-
mark bindings, including a model called the Pitbull that was prone to
breaking apart at the peak of the turn, sometimes continued on page 116
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BLACK DIAMOND continued from page 93
shooting the cable stop like a rocket-propelled grenade. “I walked
into the back room one day,” recalls skier Andrew McLean, a former
BD designer, “and there was a guy with boxes stacked around him,
running all the Pitbulls we had left through a band saw

No product, however, is quite as infamous as the Black Prophet ice
ax. Released in 1993, the fearsome tool was the first to be built with
a carbon-fiber handle. But it was a new application for carbon, and
the shaft didn't perfectly adhere to the aluminum pick. As a result,
the shaft sometimes shattered if struck a certain way against the ice,
the head tumbling down into space, the hapless climber left clutch-
ing the jagged handle. BD did “the only ethical thing,” says Metcalf,
and instituted a full recall, even though it cost the company several
hundred thousand dollars. The case is such a classic product -failure
fiasco that it’s been anthologized in business-school textbooks.

Remarkably, given the spectacular nature of these problems and the
inherent riskiness of their business, Black Diamond has managed to
avoid, deflect, or defeat almost every attempt to sue them. Of the three
product-liability cases that were actually filed, two involved “gross
misuses” of their carabiners—the first case was arappelling incident in
Pennsylvania, the second a bungee-jumping accident in Bali—and
the third concerned a Korean climber who broke his legs when a
postage-stamp-size “stopper” broke during a fall in Yosemite. When
Rick Luskin, BD’s in-house counsel, learned that the product in ques-
tion in the third case had never been recovered, he flew to California,
hired a guide, and ascended the route. They found the broken piece,
still inserted into the rock and stamped with the symbol of its manu-
facturer: CHOUINARD EQUIPMENT. Case closed.

“We're pretty aggressive when it comes to litigation,” says Luskin,
who's gone to trial in several intellectual-property disputes for BD
and won all of them. They still get threats, he says, but they rarely go

very far, “There isn't alot of incentive for plaintiffs’ attorneys to keep
pushing. With climbing, there is this assumption- of-risk thing.
Most juries would see that we're a company that cares about our
products. We have some of the best quality assurance in the business
and a thorough system of instructions and warnings. The closer is
almost always ‘What else can we do?’ "

THE DAY BEFORE I LEAVE Salt Lake, T'join Dave Mellon, BD's product
manager, and Thomas Laakso, the ski-line director, at Snowbird to
demo the much ballyhooed new boots. The flagship model, the Factor,
is olive and chartrense, with neon-yellow buckles, in case you forget to
announce that you're wearing a pair. In spite of the terrible conditions—
locals have been referring to the backcountry snow as “chossy death
mank” —the boots are surprisingly smooth and powerful. Later in the
afternoon, as we drink beer on the deck at Snowbird, I ask Laakso how
the boots are doing. “We're pretty much sold out” he says.

“So the market research paid off”

“Market research?” says Mellon. “We made the kind of boot we
wanted to ski on. That was our market research”

Tknew Mellon was just being a little glib, but this was a perfect ex-
ample of BD’s self-assured strategic thinking. Its ability to anticipate
skiing’s future—in this case, the convergence of resort fun and back-
country freedom—arose because the mutants were already there,
pushing the limits of their sport and designing gear that allowed them
to doit. “Alot of people in the ski industry are locking enviously at BD
right now,” says David Ingemie, president of the SnowSports Indus-
tries America, “and a lot of people are going to be scrambling over the
next year to position themselves in the same way”

While skiing hard goods have become an increasingly essential
part of BD’s empire (now accounting for a third of their overall busi-
ness), Metcalf doesn’t ski much—at least not compared with his
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staff. He's a climber, first and foremost. In fact, when we first met he
told me that if it hadn’t been for one climb in particular, he’s certain
that BD wouldn’t exist today.

In May 1980, he traveled to Alaska to attempt the south face of
14,573 -foot Mount Hunter, with two teammates, Pete Athans and
Glenn Randall. The route— 6,000 vertical feet of sheer rock and ice
culminating in a mile-long ridge that looked like a ripsaw—had been
completed just once, in a 145-day siege in 1978, by John Waterman,
Guy’s son. Metcalf believed they could do it in six, in an alpine-style
blitz, forgoing radios, tents, and even spare crampons.

It took them 13 days, climbing 18 hours at a stretch, but they sum-
mited. They ran out of food, with only a spent tea bag to see them
through their final two days. Metcalf dropped a sling holding all but
two of their ice screws, Randall broke a crampon and suffered frost-
bite on six fingers. Two storms forced them to burrow into ice holes
in order to survive the minus-30-degree temperatures and gale-
force winds. When they stumbled back into base camp, they’d lost
so much weight that others there didn’t recognize them.

“1 falt like everything in my life had been taking me to that point,”’
Metcalf says. “BD was the same way. On Hunter, we'd gotten 25 per-
cent of the way up, and now there’s no way to turn around, we're low
on fuel, don't have enough food, the weather’s horrendous. It's so
easy to give up hope and say, ‘We're fucked. Then you stop and real-
ize, Wait aminute, we're fit, we're strong, we did some amazingly dif-
ficult climbing yesterday. Why can't we do that again today?”

Metcalf seems to have done an admirable job transferring his alpine-
style business philosophy to his team, but the big question is how well—
and for how long—it can be sustained, especially as BD goes global. Most
of the employees in Asia don’t even seriously climb or ski, I've been told.

It seems as if the company has reached an evolutionary crossroads.
A few days ago, I walked past a room full of staffers watching the latest
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ski flick from Teton Gravity Research. Next to one of the desks was an
AvaLung, designed for extreme skier Shane McConkey, built into a
bright-red backpack imprinted with a skull and crossbones. I thought
of something Adam Chamberlain, BD’s marketing director, told me.
“QOur image isn’t so exclusively focused on product anymore,” he said.
“We're about the moment —making that clip, skiing the bigline—that
instant where you connect, through your gear, to genuine experience.”

I asked Metcalf how he feels about the image update. Is it a little
too Red Bull? Are they compromising their core values?

“Hey, we're hip, we're edgy. We're from California!” Metcalf said
half-jokingly. “I may not have alot of strong skills, but one thing I do
have is empathy, an ability to look at things and know whether it's a
good idea or bad. I don't ever want the people here to feel the way I
did at Chouinard Equipment, because I know how much potential
can get wasted”

After a pause he says, “I know some things here will get diluted if
we reach $200 million, but I also know we can preserve a lot of what
we've created. When we went to Hunter, we were determined to do
it in really good style. Style is every bit as important as the goal.
When you can combine success with style, that's the point where
you begin to envision all the bigger things you're goingtodo” o
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