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Word Count: 2,500 

Joy of Climbing 

 

I was bored out of my mind, looking out the window at another storm coming in. It was 

already Saturday evening and I hadn't left the refuge since I arrived.  

A loud crash - I jumped from my chair. The wooden door had swung open and crashed 

against the wall. I thought the wind was culprit, then this guy burst into the room all red-faced 

and panting. 

A tourist. Fat-faced with an odd assortment of clothing, snow-shoes, and a climbing ax 

that was designed for technical ice, not general mountaineering. He probably thought it looked 

cool.  

He seemed as surprised as I did to find another person in the refuge. Timidly, he nodded 

in my direction, I said "Hello," and he flung himself onto a vacant bunk. 

He was sucking air like it was a dwindling commodity, loud enough to be heard over the 

roar of the shoddy wood stove. I would have welcomed him, but his vibe told me he wanted 

some time alone. 

So, neither of us said a word.   

The storm arrived. Powerful gust of wind rattled the single-pane window so hard I 

thought it might shatter. A fierce rattling noise ripped through the cabin, causing us both to jump. 

A wind gust had caught in the flue, forcing smoke from the cracked seals into the atmosphere. 

The newcomer and I met eyes between the smoke. I decided to engage him.  

"Just in time, huh?"  

He smiled shyly, turned away. That was our only interaction the entire day. He laid in his 



 

2 

 

bunk. I don't know if he was sleeping or not. I went to sleep at 7:30, though I wasn't tired.  

I woke up at 3:30 a.m., and not because I had slept so early.   

It was the newcomer. Trying to tug his feet into plastic boots, he was stamping onto the 

concrete floor, making a ruckus.  

Then he was filtering through whatever layers of outerwear he had brought. It seemed 

every piece was that kind of plastic rain gear that squeals when it rubs against itself.  

I lay there, pretending to sleep. 

He was quiet for a few minutes, then there was a noise like furniture being drug across 

the floor. I almost opened my eyes to see what the heck this guy was doing, but I didn't want to 

embarrass him. 

Next came a sound like he had taken a big step, but it was wood. Then a plop - a concrete 

sound. Again, a step onto wood, and then a plop onto concrete.  

I had to see what he was doing.  

I squinted open one eye.  

Beside his bunk he had positioned a wooden table. He had all of his winter clothing on 

and he held his ax. His empty hand hovered near the bed post, and with a shaky effort he raised 

his foot as high as it could go, just enough to clear the table, and he heaved himself up onto it.  

Standing on top of the table, which looked like it might bust, he did a three-sixty. As he 

came around I saw him smiling triumphantly.  

He saw me watching, lost his balance trying to get off the table, and had to grab the bed 

post to keep from falling.  

The moment was so awkward, I was desperate to do anything to move beyond the 

embarrassment.  
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"Doing some climbing?" I asked. 

He had turned his back to me, pretending to tidy up some things on his bunk. He cleared 

his throat, replied "Yeah." 

"Where to?"  

"Uh, Almin's Mastiff." 

"The big one, huh?" I said.  

He nodded his head, still not looking at me.  

Almin's Mastiff was the tallest mountain in the area, but the easiest. Plenty of tourists 

even fatter and more discombobulated looking than him stomped up her slopes in the summer. 

But it was February. Those slopes were now covered in fifteen feet of snow and ice.  

"Got crampons?" I asked. 

He turned to face me. "No. Do I need those?" 

"Maybe not, but they're good to bring." 

"I read that I wouldn't need special gear." 

"Well," I said, "not during summer. You got an ax, though. Your snowshoes got 

crampons, you'll probably be fine like that." 

"Think so?" he asked. 

"Yeah, sure." 

He nodded his head thankfully and walked across the room to the door. He stopped 

before he opened it and faced me.  

"I was just practicing." He said, pointing at the table he had heroically summited a 

moment ago. "I know it looks stupid. It just helps me." 

I smiled and waved him away. He began out the door.  
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"Hey," I called. "Is this your first time climbing?" 

"Yeah."   

I hopped out of bed, threw on my outerwear and donned my pack. I grabbed my 

crampons, walked across the room and offered them to him. 

"Here, use these. Better safe than sorry." 

"No, no."  

"Trust me, you'll regret not having them if you get half way up and find a fifty degree 

slope of ice." 

"Don't you need them?" he asked. 

"I was going up Almin's today. Not so early, but I'm up now, anyway. Let's go together." 

"Go together? You're probably a really good climber - I'll slow you down." 

"Please, I've climbed Almin's a thousand times. I'm just hear to enjoy myself." 

He offered some more excuses, each of which I dismissed. My impetus was this: I knew 

if this guy went alone, he'd go maybe halfway up and call it quits, stumble down exhausted and 

probably never want to climb again.  

I loved climbing - I wanted to help him love it, too. 

Together, then, we set out for the summit. A full moon lit up the range like a magical 

fantasy land. I urged my new partner to lead the way. That would be more satisfying for him. He 

tromped up the first slope in less than two hours. The pace wasn't sustainable, I knew, but I didn't 

want to spoil that important lesson of climbing. I followed along without saying a word.   

Ten minutes further he stopped and slumped over. He was hyperventilating heavily.  

"It's tough breaking trail. Catch your breath, then I'll lead awhile." I said. 

A few minutes later he said he was ready. I doubted that he wasn't still winded. Anyway, 
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I obliged, and began to go up at a much more relaxed pace. 

We did well like that, for about a quarter of the journey. We came now to the main ridge, 

where the wind had blasted the exposed snow into an ice-like hardness.  

"See, good thing you got the crampons." I said. 

My partner gawked up the ridge with a look that gave the impression he was scared 

stupid. 

"I'll go up first." I offered. 

"No. I don't want to do this." 

"Come on, you came so far already. At least try it." 

"No way." 

"How about this: I'll go first with the rope and belay you coming up. I'll keep it nice and 

tight, you literally can't fall that way." 

"I don't know." 

I didn't push anymore - not with words. I started uncoiling the rope and tying it around 

my waist. I gave the other end of the rope to the tourist, who was shaking his head 'no', so I tied 

it around him myself. I showed him how to body belay, though it wasn't necessary. He just 

needed something to do. "Just watch me. If you don't want to go after that, fine. I'll come down." 

"Okay." He said weakly.  

"What's your name?"  

"Austin." He said. We shook hands.  

I scrambled up the slope quickly, holding the ax by the head and crawling on all fours. I 

left the crampons with Austin, and simply kicked the toe of my boots into the hard snow until I 

came to a granite boulder that provided a solid place to belay Austin from. 
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I waved for him to follow. He stood there, doing nothing.  

I waved again, and again, then watched him, vacillating over whether or not I should 

down-climb.  

Finally, Austin found his courage and began to make his way up. He climbed 

methodically, kicking each step several times until he trusted it and biting the narrow head of the 

ax into the snow fully with each step. At the risk of sounding mushy, I found it heartwarming to 

watch. He was like an infant first learning to walk. 

This was a grown man, of course, and a stranger to me - so I kept that thought to myself 

when he finally arrived just beneath my position.  

His arms trembled violently. His knees were ready to buckle. He turned over and sat on 

his backside, clutching his knees to his chest.  

I left him alone. When his shaking subsided and his full-throttle locomotive puffs of 

breath eased to a semi-normal rate, I yelled down, "That was badass, dude!" 

I couldn't tell if he made any response. I could only see the side of his hood. I went down 

to where he sat. 

"Really nice work there." I said. "We should take a break, eat lunch, recover a bit. A lot 

more slopes like that. After you calm your nerves the others will seem easy, since you done it 

once already, though." 

Austin said nothing. I worried that he was angry over my having pushed him into 

climbing a slope that racked him with fear so terribly. We ate lunch in silence. I avoided eye 

contact. When we were done, I coiled the rope and cinched it to my pack.  

"Ready to continue?" I asked.  

"I'm so exhausted... My hands are still shaking." Austin said.  
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"Pretty intense, huh?" 

"Yeah." He exhaled. "You can go on. I'll head down on my own. Thanks for helping me 

out. Appreciate it." 

"Going down's more dangerous than coming up. I'll come with you." 

He didn't say anything - perhaps too nerve-racked to argue.  

I uncoiled the rope, we tied in, and I paid out slack as he carefully climbed back down. It 

took him twice as long going down. I followed, and met him below. While I coiled up the rope 

yet again, I saw in the corner of my eye this big guy coming at me, but it was too late! 

He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and squeezed me so hard I almost lost my 

lunch. I wanted to scream, I thought he was going to hurl me down the steep west flank.  

He released me, and I felt like an idiot for not realizing it was a genuine hug. Bear 

hugging strangers isn't exactly an ordinary thing to do, but then neither is it normal to trust your 

life to one for no other reason than to have fun.  

"Sorry," he said, looking embarrassed. "It's just - that was frickin’ awesome!" 

"Yeah, totally badass. You did great." 

"I was so scared, I just kept going cause I didn't think I could go back down, and my heart 

was beating so hard I couldn't even hear, and..." he went on and on, smiling and laughing like a 

maniac. 

"You're gonna make a real good climber." I said when he finished. 

Austin considered my compliment seriously for some time. "Can I tell you something 

personal?" he asked. I nodded yes. "You know, I was in a bad way before I came out here. I had 

told myself, if I can't get to the top of that mountain, I'll probably just kill myself." 

"What? Why?"  
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Austin sighed. "Well, I don't know. I'm just a fat loser, I still live with my mother, I just 

can't ever seem to do anything with my life... But, I want to. I really want to." 

"Man's got you all strung up and washed out, huh?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Listen," I said, "You probably came here with the same attitude everybody else has: You 

were gonna power up that mountain, by sheer will if nothing else, and somehow your triumph 

was going to catalyze some new phase of your life where you wake up every morning and sprint 

around accomplishing heroic feats and getting monstrously rich in the process, right?" 

Austin shrugged his shoulders. "Something like that, I guess." 

"That's all baloney though, man. You aren't thinking you want to kill yourself now, are 

you?" 

"Not at all." 

"Why not? You hardly went a quarter of the way." 

"No, but I had fun. Thanks to you. I did more than I thought I could have done." 

"Exactly! You had fun. That's what climbing is about. It's not about the triumph of the 

human will over nature. That's some capitalist propaganda the fat cats use to trick you into 

working harder than any reasonable person ever would so they can get rich off you.  

"Look, you didn't get to the top today, but if you keep at it, climbing for fun, as much or 

as little as you care to, you eventually will. This mountain and others - many others. The first 

time you get up there, you'll feel great. Really great. But if you're honest with yourself, after a 

while you realize how empty it is. I mean, you'll get to the top of some big mountain you've been 

dreaming of and you'll just flat out realize that nothing special happens at the summit. You just 

turn around and go down, that's all. Maybe you'll feel a little depressed then, like you lost the 
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spirit of climbing or something. 

"But remember what I'm telling you when you get there, it's important. No lifelong 

climbers got that attitude. They aren't constantly pushing themselves for pride, for ego. The ones 

who do burn out young or end up dead. Old climbers -" I pointed to the slope where Austin had 

psyched himself out with fear, "- that's why they keep climbing. Cause it's just damn exciting. 

Makes you feel alive, like a tiger wrestling, raw-meat-eating caveman type of alive. Climbing's 

about the joy in the movement, nothing more. It doesn't matter if you climb a boulder or 30,000 

feet, whether you reach some arbitrary goal or not. If you aren't enjoying every move, every step, 

you're doing it wrong... Same goes for life, man. Don't make goals. Forget accomplishments. 

Abandon your pride, let the wind just sweep that stuff away. You just die, anyway. Who cares 

how many points you accrued?" 

Absorbed in my monologue, I hadn't realized tears were streaming down Austin's cheeks. 

"I knew all of that." He said. "I thought something was wrong with me for thinking that way. I 

didn't think it exactly how you said it, but I knew it all along." 

"Every person knows it. It's the human way to live. The animal way to live. It's in our 

blood - two hundred thousand years we lived that way. Us climbers, we got an advantage to help 

remember the old way of living." 

Austin hugged me again, and together we walked back to the refuge, laughing over how 

freaked out he had been on the ridge. 

    


