
LEARNING STRATEGIES:
Skimming/Scanning, 
Graphic Organizer, Marking 
the Test, Close Reading, 
Brainstorming

 ACTIVITY

4.13
A Personal Perspective

Learning Targets
• Identify and evaluate the effectiveness of the organizational elements of a 

personal essay.

• Analyze how a writer uses details, events, and character actions to craft an 
effective narrative. 

Before Reading
1. In Chapters 14 and 15, Krakauer breaks from his 3rd person account of 

McCandless’s biography by inserting a personal narrative essay. Krakauer’s 
account of climbing Devils Thumb, which presents a significant personal 
experience in which learns about his own skills and inner strength, offers a 
professional model of the personal essay you will be writing in Embedded 
Assessment 1. Most personal essays are structured to include three essential 
elements: 

Event or Incident: The author describes some incident or set of circumstances. 

Response: The author describes his or her feelings and thoughts concerning 
the encounter at the time when it was happening. This is the initial response, 
without the benefit of reflection.

Reflection: The author reflects on the incident. This reflection usually occurs 
some time after the event or incident. In the reflection, the author will often 
transition from describing a situation unique to him or her to a discussion more 
universal in nature.
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A Personal Perspective
 ACTIVITY 4.13
continued

During Reading 
2. As you reread the following excerpt of Krakauer’s climb, highlight the text 

with two colors: one for sentences that reveal his responses at the time and a 
second for those that present reflection on what was learned as a result of the 
experiences. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jon Krakauer (b. 1954) started climbing mountains at age 8. He has  chronicled 
his experiences in two best-selling books: Into the Wild and Into Thin Air. He 
wrote Into Thin Air after a failed expedition to climb Mt. Everest. The book 
earned a nomination as one of the finalists for the Pulitzer Prize.

Biography

by John Krakauer

 1 My suspicion that McCandless’s death was unplanned, that is was a terrible 
accident, comes from reading those few documents he le�  behind and from listening 
to the men and women who spent time with him over the � nal year of his life. But my 
sense of Chris McCandless’s intentions comes, too, from a more personal perspective.

 2 A a youth, I am told, I was willful, self-absorbed, intermittently reckless, moody. 
I disappointed my father in the usual ways. Like McCandless, � gures of male authority 
aroused in me a confusing medley of corked hurt and hunger to please. If something 
captured my undisciplined imagination, I pursued it with a zeal bordering on obsession, 
and from the age of seventeen until my late twenties that something was mountain 
climbing.

 3 I devoted most of my waking hours to fantasizing about, and then undertaking, 
ascents of remote mountains in Alaska and Canada—obscure spires, steep and 
frightening, that nobody in the world beyond a handful of climbing geeks had ever 
heard of. Some good actually came of this. By � xing my sights on one summit a� er 
another, I managed to keep my bearings through some thick postadolescent fog. 
Climbing mattered. � e danger bathed the world in a halogen glow that caused 
everything—the sweep of the rock, the orange and yellow lichens, the texture of the 
clouds—to stand out in a brilliant relief. Life thrummed at a higher pitch. � e world 
was made real.

 4 In 1977, while brooding on a Colorado barstool, picking happily at my existential 
scabs, I got it into my head to climb a mountain called the Devil’s � umb. An 
intrusion of diorite scripted by ancient glaciers into a peak of immense and spectacular 
proportions, the � umb is especially imposing from the north: Its great north wall, 
which had never been climbed, rises sheer and clean for six thousand feet from the 
glacier at its base, twice the height of Yosemite’s El Capitan. I would go to Alaska, ski 
inland from the sea across thirty miles of glacial ice, and ascend this mighty nordwand. 
I decided, moreover, to do it alone.

Literary Terms
Coherence is the quality of unity 
or logical connection among 
ideas. It is achieved by the 
clear and orderly presentation 
of ideas in a paragraph, text, 
or presentation.

Into the Wild
From
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 ACTIVITY 4.13
continued

 5 I was twenty-three, a year younger than Chris McCandless when he walked into 
the Alaska bush. My reasoning, if one can call it that, was in� amed by the scattershot 
passions of youth and a literary diet overly rich in the works of Nietzsche, Kerouac, 
and John Menlove Edwards, the latter a deeply troubled writer and psychiatrist 
who, before putting an end to his life with a cyanide capsule in 1958, had been one 
of the preeminent British rock climbers of the day. Edwards regarded climbing as a 
“psycho-neurotic tendency”; he climbed not for sport but to � nd refuge from the inner 
torment that framed his existence.

 6 As I formulated my plan to climb the � umb, I was dimly aware that I might be 
getting in over my head. But that only added to the scheme’s appeal. � at it wouldn’t be 
easy was the whole point.

 7 I owned a book in which there was a photograph of the Devils � umb, a black-and-
white image taken by an eminent glaciologist named Maynard Miller. In Miller’s aerial 
photo the mountain looked particularly sinister: a huge � n of exfoliated stone, dark and 
smeared with ice. � e picture held an almost pornographic fascination for me. How 
would it feel, I wondered, to be balanced on that bladelike summit ridge, worrying over 
the storm clouds building in the distance, hunched against the wind and dunning cold, 
contemplating the drop on either side? Could a person keep a lid on his terror long 
enough to reach the top and get back down. . . .

 8 All that held me to the mountainside, all that held me to the world, were two thin 
spikes of chrome molybdenum stuck half an inch into a smear of frozen water, yet the 
higher I climbed, the more comfortable I became. Early on a di�  cult climb, especially 
a di�  cult solo climb, you constantly feel the abyss pulling at your back. To resist takes 
a tremendous conscious e� ort; you don’t dare let your guard down for an instant. � e 
siren song of the void puts you on edge; it makes your movements tentative, clumsy, 
herky-jerky. But as the climb goes on, you grow accustomed to the exposure, you get 
used to rubbing shoulders with doom, you come to believe in the reliability of your 
hands and feet and head. You learn to trust your self-control.

 9 By and by your attention become so intensely focused that you no longer notice the 
raw knuckles, the cramping thighs, the strain of maintaining nonstop concentration. A 
trancelike state settles over your e� orts; the climb becomes a clear-eyed dream. Hours 
slide by like minutes. � e accumulated clutter of day-to-day existence—the lapses of 
conscience, the unpaid bills, the bungled opportunities, the dust under the couch, the 
inescapable poison of your genes—all of it is temporarily forgotten, crowded from your 
thoughts by an overpowering clarity of purpose and by the seriousness of the task at 
hand.

 10 At such moments something resembling happiness actually stirs in your chest, 
but it isn’t the sort of emotion you want to lean on very hard. In solo climbing the 
whole enterprise is held together with little more than chutzpah, not the most reliable 
adhesive. Late in the day on the north face of the � umb, I felt the glue disintegrating 
with a swing of an ax.

 11 I’d gained nearly seven hundred feet of altitude since stepping o�  the hanging 
glacier, all of it on crampon front points and the pick of my axes. � e ribbon of frozen 
meltwater had ended three hundred feet up and was followed by a crumbly armor 
of frost feathers. � ough just barely substantial enough to support body weight, the 
rime was plastered over the rock to a thickness of two or three feet, so I kept plugging 
upward. � e wall, however, had been growing imperceptibly steeper, and as it did so, 
the frost feathers became thinner. I’d fallen into a slow, hypnotic rhythm—swing, swing; 
kick, kick; swing, swing; kick, kick—when my le�  ice ax slammed into a slab of diorite a 
few inches beneath the rime.

My Notes

 

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
Krakauer shifts to 2nd 
person in paragraph 8. Why 
does he do so? How does 
this impact his relationship 
to his readers?
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 12 I tried le� , then right, but kept striking rock. � e frost feathers holding me up, it 
became apparent, were maybe � ve inches thick and had the structural integrity of stale 
corn bread. Below was thirty-seven hundred feet of air, and I was balanced on a house 
of cards. � e sour taste of panic rose in my throat. My eyesight blurred, I began to 
hyperventilate, my calves started to shake. I shu�  ed a few feet farther to the right, hoping 
to � nd thicker ice, but managed only to bend an ice ax on the rock . . .

 13 Awkwardly, sti�  with fear, I started working my way back down. � e rime gradually 
thickened. A� er descending about eighty feet, I got back on reasonably solid ground. I 
stopped for a long time to let my nerves settle, then leaned back from my tools and stared 
up at the face above, searching for a hint of solid ice, for some variation in the underlying 
rock strata, for anything that would allow passage over the frosted slabs. I looked until my 
neck ached, but nothing appeared. � e climb was over. � e only place to go was down.

 14 Less than a month a� er sitting on the summit of the � umb, I was back in Boulder, 
nailing up siding on the Spruce Street Townhouses, the same condos I’d been framing when 
I le�  for Alaska. I got a raise, to four bucks an hour, and at the end of the summer moved out 
of the job-site trailer to a cheap studio apartment west of the downtown mall.

 15 It is easy, when you are young, to believe that what you desire is no less than what you 
deserve, to assume that if you want something badly enough, it is your God-given right 
to have it. When I decided to go to Alaska that April, like Chris McCandless, I was a raw 
youth who mistook passion for insight and acted according to an obscure, gap-riddled 
logic. I thought climbing the Devils � umb would � x all that was wrong with my life. In 
the end, of course, it changed almost nothing. But I came to appreciate that mountains 
make poor receptacles for dreams. And I lived to tell the tale.

 16 As a young man, I was unlike McCandless in many important regards; most notably, 
I possessed neither his intellect nor his lo� y ideals. But I believe we were similarly a� ected 
by the skewed relationships we had with our fathers. And I suspect we had a similar 
intensity, a similar heedlessness, a similar agitation of the soul.

 17 � e fact that I survived my Alaska adventure and McCandless did not survive his was 
largely a matter of chance; had I not returned from the Stikine Ice Cap in 1977, people 
would have been quick to say of me—as they now say of him—that I had a death wish. 
Eighteen years a� er the event, I now recognize that I su� ered from hubris, perhaps, and 
an appalling innocence, certainly, but I wasn’t suicidal.

After Reading
3. Following style of the personal-essay graphic organizer on page 287, create a 

web that shows (a) details of the event, (b) examples of Krakauer’s responses at 
the time of the climb, and (c) his reflections following the failed attempt.

Writing Prompt: Defend, challenge, or refute the following statement: Krakauer is 
more of a transcendentalist than McCandless. Be sure to: 

• Begin with a clear central claim.

• Support your response with specific textual evidence from Krakauer’s account 
of McCandless and/or his personal account in Chapters 14–15.

• Reference specific tenets of Transcendentalism to logically support your position.

Check Your Understanding
How would creating a web of this type help you to successfully write a personal essay?

A Personal Perspective
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continued

My Notes

 

 

WORD 
CONNECTIONS

Roots and Affixes
The word hubris refers to 
excessive pride or exaggerated 
self-confidence. The word 
comes from the Greek word 
hybris, originally meaning 
“presumption toward the gods.” 
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