The slopes of Chirrip—

Ninth- and tenth-grade students scale the heights to discover new vistas of personal accomplishment

ON APRIL 28, at approximately 6:00
am, eleven ninth- and tenth-
graders, two fathers, and two
teachers reached the summit of
Costa Rica@ tallest peak, Chirrip—
The crisp, clear morning gave us a
breathtaking panoramic view. We
could see the Atlantic Ocean to the
north, and, some thought, the
Pacific to the south. The view@®
grandeur was outdone only by the

ALrestones: .
by Laura McLauglin, tenth grade

MY MUSCLES sSCREAM with exhaustion and
the hill seemsto stretch endlessly out and
up in front of me. | curse myself for
choosing to do this extra hike. We@
already climbed to the top of Chirrip—
and now | choose to climb up almost as
high a second time!

He runs up effortlessly in front of
me, making me want to hit him for not
struggling when air is so hard for me to
come by, but at the same time pulling me
up, higher and higher.

We walk through a crevice between
rocks and | think | can see the top.
Coming out, the view that strikes me is
incredible. Pastel-blue mountains extend
to the horizon as far as the eye can see.
But still, to the right, the trail climbs up
along the ridge. Itn exhausted but | keep
walking, up and up, to the peak.

There® a register book where we all
sign our names, becoming some of the
many who have struggled and made it up
to this point. But while we®e at the
highest peak, we have yet to reach the
Crestones. So we continue walking up and
down along the ridge.

They come into view eerily looming
and powerful against the fog. Massive
stone structures; the fog whirls around
them. We stand and stare for a
minuteN the view strikingly beautiful, but
at the same time creepy and haunting.

We climb around at the top before
beginning the equally long walk back
down everything we had worked so hard
to climb up.

g

Many months before, during a
Wednesday morning pre-meeting,
we had begun exploring ideas for a
fieldtrip. It would have to
challenge us on a variety of levels,
and yet be feasible given the
constraints of our funding. We
unanimously agreed that hiking
some 3000 vertical metres (over
12,000 feet) through ecosystems
very different from Monteverde®
would be the trip we would work
towards over the next few months.

We raised funds by means of
bake sales and CGcookie-gramOsales,
nd also by selling folded paper
tars at the school@ Christmas Fair.
addition, a presentation about

‘Chirrip—by Martha Campbell, as

well as a generous donation from
the Armbrae Academy of Nova
Scotia, proved indispensable. With
sufficient funds in hand, we were
able to set a date for the end of
April.

Months of careful planning
culminated early on the morning of
April 26, when we squeezed into
three cars and left Santa Elena for
the seven-hour drive to the base of
Chirrip—We went to bed early in
order to wake up at 3:50 am,
breakfast at 4:00 am, and start
hiking by 5:00 am. Excitement and
curiosity quickened everyone(® feet
that morning, and quelled any
groans of complaint. So we began
the fourteen and a half kilometres
that wound from trailhead to the
hostel nestled in a valley some 2500
metres higher up.

For eight hours we hiked uphill
through stunning landscapes that

We awoke at 2:50 am to begin
the five-kilometre hike. Flashlights
guided our steps through the
blackness wuntil sunrise. The
extreme cold, which astonished
many of the students, forced us to
wear multiple layers; many sported
hats, and some of us had socks on
our hands. Frost twinkled in our
flashlight beams; the ground
crunched underfoot. Our pace was
slowed, our breathing labored due
to the rarefied, oxygen-starved air
of high altitude. The sun rose aswe
walked; the vista became grander
with each step. Resting before
tackling the final climb to our goal,
we spotted, high up and still so
very far away, it seemed, the tiny
Costa Rican flag flapping in the
wind on the summit of Cerro
Chirrip—.

Drawing on our reserves of
strength and determination, we
clambered up the last steep, rocky
slope. One-by-one we arrived at the
top. Some of us were teary eyed,
some sang songs, some danced the
salsa, and some sat in reverent
silence. We had discovered new
landscapes and a new capacity to
overcome personal obstacles in
order to live a dream.
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changed with the elevation. We | #

stopped for snacks, water, and a
chance to renew our determination
at every marked kilometre.

Arriving exhausted and short of

oxygen at the hostel, we made
plans for our final ascent the next
morning.
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