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Into the Wild: Journey of the Heart

The story of Christopher Johnson McCandless is one of solitude, excitement, insight, and true happiness. Some would say he was an ungrateful, immature child who liked to run away from his problems and the problems of the world. Others, perhaps those more like Chris, would say he was a man of great ideals but had some immature understandings of his surroundings. I would consider myself to be included in the latter of the two. The real question is: Was Chris an immature child or an idealist man, perhaps both, perhaps neither? The task of decided who Chris truly was falls on the reader and watcher of the two stories created to help us accurately decide, the movie and the book. Only then, once you delve into the story itself, can you make a true description of Christopher Johnson McCandless. 

The journey of Chris begins on his graduation day from college. A boy with a world ahead of him, he has no clue where his future will take him. Chris displays his “unique” quality of harshly judging the people around him by refusing to take a new car as a gift from his parents because he doesn’t want to be bought. Suddenly, Chris decides to set out on a journey he hopes to redefine his life and possible redefine his view of people. Throughout his time on the road, Chris meets several individuals who help to show Chris what he is really searching for: Good people and the happiness which comes with good company. Happiness is defined as good fortune; pleasure; contentment; joy. It takes Chris until his last few days alive to realize and convey his thought that “happiness is only real when shared.”

The book itself is a fantastic description of what we now know to be the actual chain of events Chris went through on his journey. It seems Krakauer must have felt some sort of connection with Chris, almost bordering on the line of an obsession. It would seem this way because of the content in chapters fourteen and fifteen. It seems Krakauer could relate to Chris more than the reader would initially expect. He too was born into a wealthy family with an overbearing and difficult to deal with father. He explains how his father, from day one, pushed him to become a doctor, and at that, Krakauer rebelled against his father. He took to climbing and carpentry as his two main occupations, and eventually, he forgave his father and came to realization of his father’s loving wishes and his childhood stubbornness. Krakauer also favored the wild as a place of solitude and serenity. In an attempt to escape the pressures of life and prove himself to his father, Krakauer, at twenty-three years of age, attempted to climb the Devil’s Thumb and the Stikine Ice Cap where he nearly died twice. This is why I believe Krakauer had such a passionate desire to get every fact straight so nothing could be left unsaid about Christopher Johnson McCandless.

However, I believe that there was much unsaid about Chris. As much of a supporter I am of Chris and what he did, I believe that Krakauer did a good job of hiding Chris’s faults. I would almost go to say he did this out of some remembrance of his own journey into the wild. Krakauer, throughout the book, always tends to look to the best side of Chris. I do feel Chris had many faults, and because of one major fault, he came to perish at the end of his adventure. This major fault I feel to be concealed by Krakauer’s kind words is Chris’s pride and harsh judgmental attitude. His pride alone kept him from being properly prepared for the harsh conditions set before him, and it prevented him from accepting all the love which was being given to him from almost everyone he met. Many times Chris had a chance to stop, settle down, and have a good life where he was, but he was never content with his surroundings. Honestly, for as intelligent as he was, Chris made some really stupid decisions. However, this is why I like Chris so much. These flaws make him human. Although Krakauer does a good job of presenting Chris as a hitchhiking guru with wise words and strong ideas about everything, you can still easily see in the end he was only a human being.  

Another interesting idea that Krakauer demonstrated within this dramatic book is the bonds between fathers and sons. We can see this in four major instances: Chris and his father, Chris and Rainey, Chris and Mr. Franz, and Chris and Wayne. Initially we see the bond between Chris and his actual father to be somewhat rough, with his dad’s offer to buy him a car being the last straw for Chris. His father always seemed to expect more than Chris could ever give, which in turn pushed Chris away from any sort of real relationship with his father. Near the end, Chris learns to forgive, and his father seems convicted by how he has mistreated the gift of a son such as Chris. The example of a father figure in both Rainey and Mr. Franz was mostly like a positive role model with good advice more than an actual father like figure. Wayne was like a father to Chris in the sense that, to Chris, he represented almost the exact opposite of how Chris viewed his father. So naturally, Chris was attracted to Wayne as sort of a father figure.

I think a very interesting part of the telling of Chris McCandless’ story is that it can be told in the form of a book, or for those not so willing to pick up and read a book, a movie has been created. The good thing is, for the most part, the book and movie are pretty much the same. However there are some differences between the two. Although Krakauer gave information to help with the making of the film, the movie does not follow his book exactly. I was one of those individuals who saw the movie before reading the book. I liked them both and thought they did a great job of depicting the journeys of Chris. Consequently, there were certain aspects of each the book and the movie I found to be great and a little lack-luster. First of all, the movie did a great job of keeping Chris’s pre-Alaska travels in an understandable format; while the book kind of jumped around and made it mildly difficult in some sections to remember where you were. Both the book and the movie did a good job of depicting the nature and scenery seen by Chris, but the book by far was more descriptive. One thing about the movie I wasn’t so fond of was the lives of everyone after Chris had met them were shown very briefly, if at all, when in the book, the stories were vividly depicted. Another difference I saw was the movie tended to be so much harder on Chris and his parents then the book was. It made Chris look like somewhat of a lunatic and his parents like unemotional nutcases. Krakauer is a little gentler with the McCandless family. With his extreme liking towards Chris, he already is sympathetic towards him, but he also allows for his parents to share their thoughts at the end of the book. This shows they are not the heartless people you think they are. The biggest difference between the book and the movie I believe is the depiction of the death of Chris. The movie has him dying of starvation due to poisonous potato plants. The book however, makes it perfectly clear the real cause of death isn’t actually known, but starvation was the easiest to conclude based on the condition of the body after being found. What led to the starvation, we may never know. All in all, I think if one has either read the book or seen the movie, he/she should do the other as well. 

To be honest, I kind of find myself relating to Chris somewhat. It’s a different kind of relation though. I didn’t grow up in a home with an over-expecting father, I haven’t graduated college yet, and I am not incredibly wealthy, but I feel some sort of a sympathetic connection with him. I would do the same thing as he did. In fact I would love to travel the country the exact same way as he did, but I am in college and cannot do so. The main difference between Chris and I isn’t the family background but the issue of pride. He allowed his pride to hinder his ability to reason and ended up dead due to lack of supplies. I would be able to understand my lack of knowledge and experience and be thoroughly prepared for the trip. Despite all these differences, I still feel somewhat like Chris. Maybe it’s my love for the outdoors, will to do something drastic and bold, or maybe I am searching for something greater than myself like Chris. I don’t know, and maybe I never will. I do know this, Christopher Johnson McCandless, a.k.a. Alexander Supertramp, was not an ungrateful child or an over-idealistic man. He was simply a young man looking for something. If he ever found that is beyond the knowledge of us all, but I am sure in his travels, he discovered something. He discovered himself.
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