
y legal career and my life as a recreation-
al mountaineer started in the summer of 
1975, when I moved from Iowa to Seattle 
just a few days after graduating from law school. Since then I have devoted far 
more time and energy to law than to climbing, but the peaks and glaciers have 
always been calling my name.

It occurred to me recently that I have not been suffering from schizophre-
nia. There are striking similarities between mountaineering and the practice of law. Both are 
highly demanding and require training, focus, and commitment. Neither should be undertaken 
lightly. Both are risky, but they offer big rewards. 

There are many lawyer-climbers in the Pacific Northwest, and we have discovered that moun-
taineering offers lessons that also apply to our legal careers — to our professionalism, success, 
and well-being. I would like to share a few of these lessons.
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PLAN FOR YOUR SUCCESS

Plan Your Route, but Be Flexible 
You don’t just look out, see a lofty 
mountain, and set out to conquer it, al-
though once I met a trio who had done 
just that. High on the slopes of Mt. Ad-
ams, I noticed a group who were climb-
ing in street clothes and tennis shoes. 
They had no knapsacks, ice axes, or 
even jackets. When I went over to ask 
how they were doing, one of them ges-
tured expansively and said, “Man, this 
is nothing like L.A.” Out on a road trip, 
they had seen Adams from a distance, 
driven to its base, and decided to give it 
a go. Luckily for them, the weather was 
stable and they were on a non-glaciated 
route. 

If we are prudent climbers, we will 
study maps and route descriptions, call 
the Forest Service for current condi-
tions, and check the weather forecast. 
We will consider how to alter our course 
in case conditions change. Likewise, as 
a lawyer you won’t last long unless you 
carefully organize your caseload. But 
even after completing your meticulous 
planning, you should be prepared to 
change directions as circumstances 
evolve.

Train to a Higher Level of Skill than 
You Think You Need 
Every climber knows that a Class 3 
route will quickly turn into Class 4 
or 5 if it starts raining. A slope that is 
easy in daylight can be treacherous in 
the dark. If someone suffers an injury, 
the situation becomes exponentially 
more complicated. There is a reason for 
learning rescue techniques and wilder-
ness first aid. If we haven’t trained for 
the contingency, we may be out of luck. 

Law practice demands constant 
learning and the ability to deal with le-
gal issues that you hope will not arise 

in your case. It’s great to have experts 
down the hall, but you need to know 
enough to realize when you should call 
them. If you think about all of the com-
plexities swirling in our legal system, 
you just might be thankful for Bar sec-
tions, NWLawyer, and mandatory con-
tinuing legal education.

Be Bold in the Conception, 
Conservative in the Execution 
On Jan. 14, 2015, when Kevin Jorge-
son and Tommy Caldwell completed 
their 19-day siege on El Capitan’s Dawn 
Wall in Yosemite National Park, it was 
the fulfillment of a daring dream — the 
world’s hardest multi-pitch route. And 
yet, they were far from reckless. They 
had planned and trained for this climb 
for five years. They had rehearsed every 
move, pre-determined every bivouac, 
and separately climbed each section 
over and over.

To a non-climber, a mountaineer 
may appear as a crazed thrill-seeker, 
but the fact is that most climbers are in-
herently conservative. We enter a verti-
cal world filled with hazards, but we try 
to be as safe as possible at all times. In 
the same sense, lawyers should be both 
daring and cautious. You must be cre-
ative in navigating the legal minefield, 
but your ingenuity must be tempered 
by sobriety. From the first day of law 
school you are taught to see many sides 
to an issue, and that is why you should 
always challenge your own assump-
tions by asking, “But what if . . . ?” 

EQUIP YOURSELF FOR 
THE TASK AHEAD

Don’t Carry Too Much 
One of the recurring themes in Cheryl 
Strayed’s best-selling book Wild is her 
constant struggle with an overloaded 

backpack as she hikes along the Pa-
cific Crest Trail. Seasoned climbers 
have learned that it is indeed possible 
to have too much gear, and that going 
light can enhance agility and conserve 
energy. 

If you want to succeed as a lawyer, 
you should know that you can call too 
many witnesses, raise too many issues 
on appeal, and have too many words in 
a letter or document. 

Keep It Neat 
In rock climbing, it is critical to keep 
your equipment rack precisely orga-
nized. When you are hanging by one 
hand, you want to know exactly where 
that chock or stopper is attached to the 
sling, so you can efficiently retrieve it, 
insert it into a crack, and clip in. Like-
wise, you need to know where the first 
aid kit is stashed in your pack, and 
exactly how it is organized. When con-
fronted with blood, you don’t want to 
be fumbling around looking for a com-
press.

In my opinion, there is no greater sin 
— nor one committed with more frequen-
cy — than a messy work space. Unfortu-
nately, the modern law firm response to 
clutter is to have all conference rooms 
segregated from the lawyer offices, so 
clients will never see how disorganized 
their expensive attorney is.

Embrace Technology, but Don’t 
Be Too Dependent on It 
I grew up with compass, altimeter, and 
maps, and I’ll admit to being slow in 
buying into GPS devices. They are im-
pressive and they can be potentially 
life-saving. Likewise, cellphones can 
be invaluable in an emergency. But 
what happens if there is no signal or the 
battery dies? If you have hiked along, 
looking down and marking waypoints 
on your screen, have you noticed the 
actual physical landscape? Your brain 
doesn’t die after 10 hours of use.

As a lawyer, can you have a meet-
ing with a client at which you make 
eye contact instead of just typing notes 
onto a laptop or tablet? And at that clos-
ing or during that trial, doesn’t it make 
sense to carry knowledge in your head 
rather than only in a device? Modern 
technology offers so much information-
retrieval capacity that practicing law 
the old-fashioned way seems, well, old-
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fashioned. But surely there must still be 
a role for thinking on your feet.

FORM A TEAM

Find Good 
Partners and 
Communi-
cate with 
Them 
Caldwell and 
J o r g e s o n 
for me d wh at 
proved to be a 
per fect team 
and they knew 
ho w c r i t ic a l 
it was to stay 
i n  c on s t a nt 
contact. After 
19 days on the 
D a w n  Wa l l , 
t he y were 
hoa r se f rom 
shout i ng at 
each other to be heard around outcrop-
pings and over the noise of the wind.

I have always been fortunate to have 
colleagues, including support staff and 
service providers, who are smart and 
dedicated. My clients (and now my stu-
dents) have truly benefitted from the 
folks I work with. Nevertheless, just 
sharing office quarters with talented 
people is of little good if you and your 
colleagues do not communicate ef-
fectively. It always starts with you and 
your willingness to listen.

Ask Others to Check Your 
Equipment 
It is good mountaineering practice to 
check out each other’s tie-in, rappel rig, 
or belay set-up, especially when you 
have been climbing for many hours and 
are getting tired. Good teammates also 
consult on route-finding, anchor place-
ment, and other ongoing decisions. If 
you can’t accept the fact that two heads 
are better than one, you might as well 
be flying solo, and then, when you peel 
off the cliff with no belay, you will be.

Why work with other people in a law 
office or legal department if you won’t 
take the time to consult with them? 
Again, throughout my career I have 
gained so much from the people I work 
with — from their encouragement, but 

also from their questions and skepticism. 
One of the best sources of advice has 
been my assistants. I am not too proud to 
ask, “Does this make sense to you?” 

Swing Leads to Share the Effort 
On an extended rock climb, the usual 
practice is for one person to lead the 
first pitch, belayed from below. Then 
she sets a new belay, brings up the sec-
ond, and the second plays through and 

leads the next pitch. They continue to 
alternate, “swinging leads.” This is not 
only efficient, but also a wonderful way 
to share the responsibilities between 
partners.

In law practice, being part of a team 
means that others can shoulder part of 
the load. Some lawyers are reluctant to 
divide up their work, on the theory that 
“by the time I explain what I need, I can 
do it myself.” This is sadly short-sighted. 
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Sharing the effort is a necessary part of 
training new team members and it cre-
ates a stronger team.

 
MANAGE THE RISKS

Stay Alert and Recognize the 
Warning Signs 
When travelling to a new city or country, 
you are often advised to “be aware of 
your surroundings.” Hikers and climb-
ers should be alert to whether they need 
water or carbs, and whether their feet 
are developing any “hot spots” — the 
sign of an imminent blister. They should 
also be aware of their environment. A 
lens-shaped lenticular cloud appearing 
suddenly over a nearby summit foretells 
unstable weather. Falling air pressure 
means a storm is on the way.

There are warning signs for lawyers 
as well. When your inbox fills up; when 
clients, colleagues, or opposing counsel 
send you repeated requests for informa-
tion or documents; when you fall behind 
in your timesheets — it’s clear that trouble 
is brewing. When you see these things 
happening to one of your colleagues, ask 
yourself if he or she might be struggling 
with substance abuse or psychological 
problems. Whether it’s about you or a co-
worker, consider calling the WSBA Law-
yers Assistance Program.

Know When to Turn Back 
There are times when you have to aban-
don a climb. Deteriorating weather, ill-
ness, injury — there are many reasons 
to call it a day. It is said, “There are old 
climbers and bold climbers, but no old, 
bold climbers.”

As a lawyer, you can’t win every ar-
gument or negotiating point, and some-
times you will lose your case or see your 
transaction fall apart. You are willing to 
go to the mat, but you owe it to your client 

to explain when it may be the best course 
of action to concede or settle. Topps 
doesn’t issue lawyer cards with your pho-
to on the front and your lifetime statistics 
on the back. Success in a legal career can 
be defined in many different ways.  

When Disaster Happens,  
Do Your Best 
Everybody who climbs has been involved 
in difficult situations and some of us 
have witnessed tragedies. We train in 
first aid and rescue techniques, yet in the 
face of an accident, we feel inadequate. I 
have learned that under the pressure of 
an awful event, you need to take a deep 
breath, clear your head, and set definable 
tasks for yourself and your teammates. 
Do what is manageable and don’t berate 
yourself for lacking super powers. 

Every lawyer will experience some 
failure, and a few of us will be involved 
in a true disaster, such as the collapse of 
a law firm. As in a mountain incident, it 
does no good to blame yourself for not be-
ing able to fix everything. Rather, main-
tain your professionalism, do what you 
can under the circumstances, and get on 
with your career. Seek professional help 
from the WSBA Lawyers Assistance Pro-
gram, colleagues in the Bar, or other ad-
visors. They can help you maintain your 
perspective and set a strategy for going 
forward. Hard as it may seem at the time, 
today’s failure can make you stronger for 
tomorrow. 

RISE TO THE CHALLENGE

Accept the Fact that It’s Mostly 
Plodding
Most mountain photos are taken at the 
summit, showing big smiles and raised 
fists. But take it in perspective: In a one- 
or two-day climb, maybe 20 minutes are 
spent on top. The rest consists of long ap-
proaches under heavy packs, coiling and 
recoiling rope, and generally trudging 
along. It’s a lot of effort, and the overall 
character of a mountain outing is not ec-
stasy, but patience and discipline.

Legal programs on television leap 
from one dramatic moment to the next 
— an intense confrontation during an in-
terrogation, the zinger question on cross-
examination, the reading of the verdict. 
True life for lawyers is simply not a high-
light reel. You must deal with hours, days, 

and weeks of grinding it out. At least it 
can be said that law school prepares you 
for this life.

To Stay in Balance, Keep Moving 
In climbing, we speak of a “dynamic 
move” in which you pass over a nub 
of rock or bit of ice that won’t sup-
port you for more than a second. You 
can’t stop there, so you flow through to 
something more substantial. In such 
a situation, staying in balance means 
staying in motion.

Lawyers get stuck sometimes. It may 
be because they are on unfamiliar ground 
(a daily occurrence for new lawyers), be-
cause they are over-thinking a problem, 
or as a result of outside stresses. In any 
event, a bout of uncertainty is a normal 
human condition that need not stop you 
in your tracks. You can use your anxiet-
ies to spur yourself onward and even to 
improve your performance, but you must 
keep moving.

When It’s Time to Take a Leap,  
Go for It 
On rock, you can lunge for that hand-
hold that is just out of reach, as long as 
you think it through and set protection 
to limit your fall if you miss your target. 
Caldwell and Jorgeson fell many times, 
reconnected with the rock, and tried 
again. The crux of their ascent proved to 
be a few critical leaps to miniscule finger 
holds, but they had trained and had the 
courage to go for it.

There are no guarantees of success 
in law practice. There will be times when 
you have to roll the dice and hope for 
sevens. Be sure to consult with your cli-
ent before doing so, and then let loose. 
If legal affairs were totally mechanical 
and predictable, there would be no need 
for lawyers: LegalZoom would cover ev-
erything. 
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SPEEDING TICKET?
TRAFFIC INFRACTION?

CRIMINAL MISDEMEANOR?

The Washington State Bar 
Association and its 

Criminal Law Section present:

22nd Annual
Criminal Justice Institute

Thursday and Friday
October 22 and 23, 2015

Washington State
Criminal Justice 

Training Commission*
19010 First Avenue South

Burien, Washington

The comprehensive conference that 
brings together prosecutors and 
defense counsel, law professors and 
law enforcement, forensics experts 
and the judiciary to share insights, 
expertise, and best practices across 
the criminal justice system.

Register at www.wsbacle.org . 
Enter 16816BUR in the Search box.

*Located 13.6 miles from downtown 
Seattle with ample free parking.

TAKE JOY IN WHAT  
YOU DO

Don’t Complain . . . Ever 
Mountain climbing is strenuous, but 
you have chosen to do it, and you should 
never complain. If you need to adjust 
your socks or your pack straps, just say 
so and then do it. No need to grumble. 
I have a pretty strict rule about this: I 
will climb with a whiner only once and 
never again. 

Every lawyer has a heavy workload 
and receives insufficient praise, so why 
complain about it? To be sure, if you 
suffer harassment or discrimination, 
you should speak out and seek redress, 
but on ordinary things, do you want 
to be known as a person who is never 
happy? Some squeaky wheels seem to 
get greased, but everyone remembers 
the squeaking.

Lighten Up Once in a While 
Even though mountaineering is an 
avocation for most climbers, it is seri-
ous business, and it can wear us down. 
We need a bit of levity now and then. I 
once saw a photo of some people who 
carried a keg of Coors to the top of one 
of Colorado’s Fourteeners, and I regret 
that I was not on that summit that af-
ternoon. It’s great when climbers wear 
something loud or zany — I used to put 
on a summit necktie; why not a tutu? 

If ever there was a profession that 
should have Mandatory Continuing 
Recreation, it is the practice of law. We 
need other things in our lives. Yoga 
is wonderful, but so are child-raising, 
making music, and acts of charity. Ten-
nis, anyone? Choose what you will, but 
do it regularly, or your legal career will 
consume you. Also, is there a rule that 
says lawyers can’t have a little flair? 
I’m not impressed by a Lexus, but how 

about some argyle socks, a pocket 
square, chandelier earrings, or five-
inch heels? 

Enjoy the Summit, and a Job Well 
Done 
Those of us who climb mountains do 
so because we can’t imagine not do-
ing it. We are drawn to the fresh air, 
the breathtaking scenery, and things 
we can’t even articulate. We take sat-
isfaction in doing something difficult. 
We are grateful for our teammates. We 
revel in reaching the summit, and even 
more in making it back home at the end 
of the day. Climbing brings us joy.

As lawyers, we are called to the Bar 
and commissioned to play a vital role 
in ordering society. We have the honor 
of being entrusted with our clients’ 
most difficult problems and helping 
them achieve their dreams. We are 
privileged to do what we do. We have so 
much to celebrate. 

If I have spent more time lawyer-
ing than climbing, it is because I know 
which of the two is more important. But 
I am glad that I have done both. NWL

Steve SieberSon, a WSBA 
member since 1975, practiced law in 
Seattle for 25 years before becom-
ing professor of law at Creighton 
University in Omaha. A longtime 
climber, he is the author of The Na-
ked Mountaineer — Misadventures of 
an Alpine Traveler (University of Ne-
braska Press). Sieberson’s webpage 
is www.stevesieberson.com and he 
can be reached at stevesieberson@
gmail.com. 

 
Drawings © 1982. Illustrations by Bob Cram, re-
produced from Mountaineering: The Freedom of 
the Hills, 4th edition, published by Mountaineers 
Books, Seattle. The book is known as “the bible 
of mountaineering instruction” and is currently 
in its eighth edition. 
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