
My Notes

 

LEARNING STRATEGIES:
Guided Reading, Close Reading, 
Marking the Text

Learning Targets
• Understand the purpose and conventions of an author’s notes as a genre.

• Explain how authors can use sentence structure for effect.

Before Reading
1. The cover of a book serves a crucial purpose: to entice readers to purchase or 

check out the book. Examine carefully the cover of Into the Wild. Cite at least 
three design details you observe, and explain why you think the cover designers 
made these specific choices. What effect(s) do you think they were going for? 

During Reading
2. As you read Krakauer’s “Author’s Note,” identify shifts in the point of view (1st 

person to 3rd person) and between objective and subjective descriptions. Use 
the margin to label these different types. Be prepared to discuss what you think 
the purpose of an author’s note is. How does Krakauer structure the note to 
explain his purpose in writing the book?

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

Biography

by Jon Krakauer

AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 1 In April 1992, a young man from a well-to-do East Coast family hitchhiked to 
Alaska and walked alone into the wilderness north of Mt. McKinley. Four months later 
his decomposed body was found by a party of moose hunters. 

 2 Shortly a� er the discovery of the corpse, I was asked by the editor of Outside 
magazine to report on the puzzling circumstances of the boy’s death. His name turned out 
to be Christopher Johnson McCandless. He’d grown up, I learned, in an a�  uent suburb of 
Washington, D.C., where he’d excelled academically and had been an elite athlete. 

 3 Immediately a� er graduating, with honors, from Emory University in the summer 
of 1990, McCandless dropped out of sight. He changed his name, gave the entire 
balance of a twenty-four thousand-dollar savings account to charity, abandoned his car 
and most of his possessions, burned all the cash in his wallet. And then he invented a 
new life for himself, taking up residence at the ragged margin of our society, wandering 

 ACTIVITY

4.8
Framing the Subject

Literary Terms
Connotation refers to the 
associations and emotional 
overtones attached to a word 
beyond its literal definition or 
denotation. Authors can also 
create connotation through 
techniques such as imagery, 
comparisons, and structure.

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
How do Krakauer’s diction, 
structure, and shifting point 
of view reflect the tension 
he felt while trying to remain 
objective in his biography of 
his subject, Chris McCandless?

Into the Wild
From
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 ACTIVITY 4.8
continued

GRAMMAR USAGE
Punctuation
Notice how Krakauer used 
the adverbs indeed and 
instead as transitional words 
to open his sentences. 
As opening adverbs, they 
are followed by a comma. 
Here they help Krakauer 
emphasize his points. They 
can also be used to join two 
main clauses, but they must 
be preceded by a semicolon 
and followed by a comma.

across North America in search of raw, transcendent experience. His family had no idea 
where he was or what had become of him until his remains turned up in Alaska.

 4 Working on a tight deadline, I wrote a nine-thousand-word-article, which ran in 
the January 1993 issue of the magazine, but my fascination with McCandless remained 
long a� er that issue of Outside was replaced on the newsstands by more current 
journalistic fare. I was haunted by the particulars of the boy’s starvation and by vague, 
unsettling parallels between events in his life and those in my own. Unwilling to let 
McCandless go, I spent more than a year retracing the convoluted path that led to his 
death in the Alaska taiga, chasing down details of his peregrinations with an interest 
that bordered on obsession. In trying to understand McCandless, I inevitably came 
to re� ect on other, larger subjects as well: the grip wilderness has on the American 
imagination, the allure high-risk activities hold for young men of a certain mind, the 
complicated, highly charged bond that exists between fathers and sons. � e result of 
this meandering inquiry is the book now before you. 

 5 I won’t claim to be an impartial biographer. McCandless’s strange tale struck a 
personal note that made a dispassionate rendering of the tragedy impossible. � rough 
most of the book, I have tried—and largely succeeded, I think—to minimize my 
authorial presence. But let the reader be warned: I interrupt McCandless’s story with 
fragments of a narrative drawn from my own youth. I do so in the hope that my 
experiences will throw some oblique light on the enigma of Chris McCandless. 

 6 He was an extremely intense young man and possessed a streak of stubborn 
idealism that did not mesh readily with modern existence. Long captivated by the 
writing of Leo Tolstoy, McCandless particularly admired how the great novelist 
had forsaken a life of wealth and privilege to wander among the destitute. In college 
McCandless began emulating Tolstoy’s asceticism and moral rigor to a degree that � rst 
astonished, and then alarmed, those who were close to him. When the boy headed o�  
into the Alaska bush, he entertained no illusions that he was trekking into a land of 
milk and honey; peril, adversity, and Tolstoyan renunciation were precisely what he was 
seeking. And that is what he found, in abundance. 

 7 For most of the sixteen-week ordeal, nevertheless, McCandless more than held his 
own. Indeed, were it not for one or two seemingly insigni� cant blunders, he would have 
walked out of the woods in August 1992 as anonymously as he had walked into them in 
April. Instead, his innocent mistakes turned out to be pivotal and irreversible, his name 
became the stu�  of tabloid headlines, and his bewildered family was le�  clutching the 
shards of a � erce and painful love. 

 8 A surprising number of people have been a� ected by the story of Chris 
McCandless’s life and death. In the weeks and months following the publication of 
the article in Outside, it generated more mail than any other article in the magazine’s 
history. � is correspondence, as one might expect, re� ected sharply divergent points 
of view: some readers admired the boy immensely for his courage and noble ideals; 
others fulminated that he was a reckless idiot, a wacko, a narcissist who perished out 
of arrogance and stupidity—and was undeserving of the considerable media attention 
he received. My convictions should be apparent soon enough, but I will leave it to the 
reader to form his or her own opinion of Chris McCandless. 

    Jon Krakauer, Seattle
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After Reading
3. Identify some conventions of the Author’s Note.

 

Language and Writer’s Craft: Informal Spelling and Usage
You may have noticed that some writers use informal spelling and usage. This 
practice is common in song lyrics. For example, the song “Rocky Mountain High” 
uses informal spelling. 

When he first came to the mountains his life was far away
On the road and hangin’ by a song
But the string’s already broken and he doesn’t really care
Keeps changin’ fast, it don’t last for long

In this example, John Denver uses “it don’t” in place of “it doesn’t.” “It don’t” fits 
the rhythm and meter of the song better, and it helps create an informal tone. 
Writers and singers often use informal spelling (here, hangin’, changin’) and usage 
to make their language sound more colloquial or conversational.

When you are writing for school, you will most often use standard, formal English 
rather than informal language. (Examples where you might use some informal 
language include creative writing, dialogue, and the like.)

If you are unsure whether language is informal or what the standard spelling 
of a word is, you can consult a dictionary or usage guide such as Merriam-
Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage or Bryan Garner’s Dictionary of Modern 
American Usage.

Writing Prompt: Write an analytical text explaining how Krakauer uses structure 
and style to show his shifting feelings toward his subject, Chris McCandless. Be 
sure to:

• Begin with a statement that presents your analytical statement and use 
commentary to link your evidence to your central claim.

• Support your claim with specific evidence from the text. 

• Make effective choices for meaning or style.

Check Your Understanding
Based on Krakauer’s example, what are some ways in which writers can manipulate 
structure for effect?

Language and Writer’s Craft: Informal Spelling and UsageLanguage and Writer’s Craft: Informal Spelling and Usage
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