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Jan Brady 


Composition I 


Personal Narrative: Option #1 


May 6, 2013 


Climbing the Mountain: A Personal Narrative 


From the first day I laid eyes on it, I knew that I had to set foot atop that mountain.  Old 


Rag Mountain is a craggy, gray monstrosity perched between the happy green hills of the 


Shenandoah Mountains in Northern Virginia.  She is an unwelcome slab of granite shooting 


3,300 feet into the air.  She does not beckon the climber, but rather seems to scoff at anyone 


who would want to scramble up her scree and boulders to venture toward her peak.  I knew 


that climbing her would be the ultimate test of my physical, mental, and emotional limits. 


 It was early July, and the season had already been one of the hottest anyone in the 


Shenandoah Valley could remember.  Mike and I gathered our gear as we headed out from the 


parking lot.  The forecast was for a high of 105 degrees, and the late-morning sun was already 


blistering his way up to the peak angle in the sky. 


“It looks like we might be the only two people dumb enough to try this on a day like 


today,” Mike said quietly, clearly conserving his energy for the looming climb. 


“We’ll have the whole mountain to ourselves,” I replied confidently.  There was no room 


to start doubting myself.  Today was the day. 


 We headed up the one-mile looping hike toward the trailhead.  Glancing down at the 


pavement, I saw parts of the black top that were slowly melting and beading up like drops of oil 


on a black flying pan.  I started wondering if the soles of my shoes would be up to this 
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challenge, and took a quick sniff to see if there was any aroma of rubber burning, just to be 


sure. 


 I knew the first challenge of the hike was going to be a physical one.  As we finally 


reached the trailhead, after about thirty minutes of hiking, my shirt was already reminiscent of 


being caught in a downpour during a long soccer game.  And this was only the starting point of 


the climb.  The straight path now turned into a series of many switchbacks, each more 


agonizing than the last.  First we went ninety feet in one direction, then a turn and ninety feet 


in the other.  This went on for what seemed like hours.  We were scaling the hillside, foot by 


foot, but at the same time it was slowly beating us down.  Mike said he heard a deer, or maybe 


it was a bear.  I could only focus on putting one foot in front of the other.   


 My body was holding up, but barely.  There was no breeze to carry the heat away from 


our roasting skin, and even if there was, there would be no place for the heat to go.  I sipped 


some water from my pack, but it was the same temperature as the blood and juices that were 


flowing through my veins.  My legs felt like logs being carried up to some great bonfire at the 


summit.  When I dried my brow enough to look up at the sky, I cowered in a defeated squint as 


the sun overwhelmed my dry eyes.  My breath warmed the air around me, in an endless cycle 


of heat begetting more heat.  Cramping was starting to set in, but since stopping provided no 


relief, we simply soldiered on. 


But the physical pain was not the part of this climb that I was worried about.  It was the 


mental battle between me and the mountain.  I had never climbed a mountain before, and this 


hike on this day was going to take all the psychological power I could muster.  I knew if I could 


just make it half way up the slope, there would be no turning back at that point.  But after 
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reaching a false summit, and then another, we realized that we were just approaching the 


boulder scramble.  This element of bouldering was going to add an element of danger, on top 


of the physical challenges we had already endured. 


“Do you think anyone has ever died up here?” Mike asked.  This was not exactly the 


uplifting conversation I was hoping for at that point. 


“Maybe some dogs who got separated from their owners,” I replied.  Hopefully that was 


enough to convince him that I still had some of my wits about me. 


 My mind started to betray me, like a wounded soldier becoming separated from his 


battalion.  I wondered what would happen if I couldn’t take another step, or if I suffered some 


minor cut and simply bled to death.  These are the things I started to think about after four 


hours of climbing.  I wondered how people climb this mountain by themselves.  Or what even 


gave anyone the idea to venture up here in the first place. 


 Soon we started to see some promising signs.  The boulders were starting to become 


smoother and more weathered.  The sun started to shine brighter.  We seemed to be getting 


closer to the top.  The vegetation became lighter.  The path splintered off in many directions.  


And then there it was, the sign I had been waiting for: 


OLD RAG SUMMIT – ELEVATION 3,291 FEET 


 


 I began to feel a sense of euphoria that I would imagine is not unlike the settlers of the 


American West, perhaps as they crossed a mighty river and spotted miles of virgin landscape 


across the other bank, for as far as the eye can see.  The sense of accomplishment was 


palpable, and Mike and I smiled at each other.  It might have been my imagination, but there 
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was a cool breeze that I could feel when standing between any two boulders at the summit.  It 


was like jumping into an almost-frozen lake in the late-Autumn.  My cool emotions seemed to 


flow out from my mind, through my veins, and served as quite a bit of relief to my throbbing 


joints.  We enjoyed a long lunch as we sat up against a large stone and stared off into the 


distance together.  We looked down on circling hawks, and cell towers, and the tops of trees so 


very far below. 


 I left the summit of Old Rag a different person than the tentative one who had ventured 


out from that parking lot far below.  Each step I took on the trails descending from the summit 


was a step of confidence and victory.  I had not defeated the mountain; she will be there for 


thousands of years after we are all gone.  Nonetheless, it was a victory for me, knowing that for 


me many things are possible.  This may even include some things that I don’t even know about 


yet, but someday I am going to conquer them.  There is no doubt in my mind about that. 


Note: This essay is just over 1100 words (not counting the editorial comments), which meets the minimum 


guidelines of at least 750 words. Word count really is better indicator than page count when you are 


determining whether or not you’ve met the minimum.  
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