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Across the Divide

This trip came together at the eleventh hour, but it had its roots in events that unfol-
ded weeks before.

Earlier in the year, when I became interested in exploring the Sierra High Route, I
reached out to two internet ghosts from the Yahoo John Muir Trail forum. The inter-
net ghosts—we’ll call them Joe and Robert1—had posted about their own plans to
hike sections of the SHR this year; it was my intent to ask them politely if I could join
them.

Joe never responded, but Robert did. Robert and I seemed like pretty compatible hik-
ing partners:

“I want to explore the High Sierra and not die,” I said to Robert.

“I explore the High Sierra without dying. Wanna come along?” he offered.

And we planned a trip, but I backed out, because the day before the trip, I came down
with a case of terrible crushing chest pains. These were, with high probability, related
to the terrible crushing chest pains I experienced in July.

“I can’t go, because it seems I have a touch of terrible crushing chest pain, and despite
what you said about not dying in the High Sierra, I think I might die, regardless of
where I am.”

Of course, I ended up not dying, and my doctors ultimately cleared me:

“I dunno, you seem pretty healthy to me,” said the cardiologist.

____________________
1 Because their names are Joe and Robert
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And so on I went in life, but August turned to September and days shortened and
sunbeams tilted and another season of exploring the High Sierra was silently slipping
away as it always does in the fall, whether you’re paying attention or not.

Then, on an otherwise dull, work-filled day in mid-September, an e-mail showed up
from Robert. Robert wanted to know whether or not I would join him on a trip into
southern Kings Canyon and Sequoia. At least, I was pretty sure that’s where he
wanted to go, but he named places I’d never heard of; some places were named after
dinosaurs, and I thought maybe he was making it all up as retribution for backing out
of the last trip, and just maybe he took it a little too far when he came up with “Pants
Pass”.

As it turned out, the places were real, but it didn’t really matter, because we didn’t have
enough time: I could only get away for two nights, and to do Robert’s loop justice, we
would need three or four nights.

So we stared at maps and pondered and sketched and iterated, and eventually came up
with a route. The route had me starting from Roads End on the west side of the Si-
erra, and Robert starting from Onion Valley on the east side, meeting in the middle at
Junction Meadow in Kings Canyon, then going over the Kings-Kern divide via an
avalanche chute, maybe up Mount Genevra, cross-country across upper Kern Basin,
past Lake South America, then back over the Kings-Kern divide, either via Forester
Pass, or Shepherd and Junction Passes, and then back to our respective starting places.

We pleaded vacation time from employers and permits from governing agencies, and
that was that—we were committed.

And hopefully, that touch of terrible crushing chest pain was truly gone, because we
planned to do a lot of putzing around in remote basins above 11,000 feet, and putzing
around above 11,000 feet is just the sort of thing to bring out trouble with one’s pul-
monary system, and remote basins are just the sort of places one doesn’t want that
kind of trouble.

__________
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It’s just after 10pm on Tuesday night, and I’m eastbound on 580, speeding over Alta-
mont Pass. I had hoped to leave earlier than this, but Henry refused to go to sleep,
and I refused to leave, knowing that I could be spending time with him—even if it
was just helping him get to sleep.

The Bay Area glows in my rear view mirror. Somewhere ahead—far away, far to the
south, down the dark central valley, then east and up into canyons with towering
walls—somewhere ahead lies the Sierra and adventure and something, but I don’t really
know what something is yet, because I don’t have plans for what I’ll do next. And that's
sort of how I know this is the beginning of an adventure—it takes a certain amount
of moxie to drive to the Sierra in the middle of the night without any plans.

The only firm commitment I have is to meet Robert in Junction Meadow at 3:00pm
tomorrow. My goal in leaving early is to spend some time at a moderate altitude, hop-
ing to soften the blow that our rapid ascent will unleash on my altitude-sickness vul-
nerable body. I’m not taking Diamox, on account of the fact that both times I’ve
taken it, I’ve gotten the terrible crushing chest pain that you’ve already heard quite
enough about. I’m leaving early, but that means I have some extra time to fill.

VROOM! VROO-cough, cough-OOM! says my Jeep with 150,000 miles on it, speeding
over Altamont pass, down the central valley, then east, into the dark, grassy foothills.
Then there’s trees, and I’m there—at the entrance to Kings Canyon. It’s just after 1am
and I think about continuing to Roads End to start hiking—I’ll hike through the
night—but there’s a campground here, and I’m soft and squishy and timid, so I camp.

The night is still and silent, and uncharacteristically warm for late September. This is a
car campground, and it’s undoubtedly typically boisterous. But at this hour, in this
season, it’s superbly silent. In the interest of stargazing, I lay half-in and half-out of
my car-camping tent. I stare skyward. The stargazing is phenomenal. I should sleep,
but the four espresso shots I sipped on the drive are successful deterrents of any ef-
fective mental rest. Thoughts drift through my consciousness, and I am happy to ad-
dress them in order, under my warm quilt, beneath the stars. What will it be like to hike
with Robert? What will the weather do? The forecast said it might snow. Should I wear shorts or
pants? Is my heart okay, or is it not okay?
__________
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Mt. Bago, rising above Junction Meadow
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My alarm goes off at 5am. After three 9-minute snoozes, I drag myself from my tent,
and am back on the road within 15 minutes, continuing the drive that I had begun the
night before. It’s still dark, which makes my brief stop to camp feel more like a tem-
porary distraction then a demarcation between days. I hadn’t quite finished my es-
presso before stopping, so I return to sipping it, although now it’s quite cold. My brain
is confused: Is it tomorrow? Or today? Was that a night? Or, what?

On the winding descent into the Kings River gorge, I see a shadow. My headlights
sweep across it; it’s a bear. The bear is in the middle of the road, and there’s nowhere
for the bear to go—he’s trapped on one side by a granite wall, on another by a dark
chasm, and in a third direction, an ailing Jeep is fast approaching. The bear runs down
the middle of the road for a few hundred yards, then dashes off into the shrubbery.

It’s just after 7am when I take my first steps along the trail, happily leaving my car and
civilization and comfort and options behind. I stroll along the familiar, two-mile, flat
sandy walk towards the Paradise Valley and Bubb’s Creek junction, and I wonder the
same thing that I always do along this walk: What will I be thinking when I return on
this flat, sandy walk? Satisfaction? Awe? Pain? Frustration?

The Bubb’s Creek trail climbs, and I follow it up, up, and up. It’s a gentle climb, and I
make good time. After a little more than an hour, I reach the Avalanche Pass junction.
I surprise two campers there, one of whom isn’t wearing a shirt. I wonder if they are
coming or going—are they satisfied or frustrated?—but I don’t stop to ask. There’s too
much exposed skin to start a conversation.

The trail is a monotonous corkscrew through deciduous shrubbery. Adding some
psychological excitement to the journey are the splats of bear scat that appear every
few hundred feet. I’ve never seen this much bear scat before. There are either a lot of
bears around, or there is one bear with troubling GI issues. I bang my trekking poles
together every so often, and clear my throat, hoping to broadcast my presence to any
pooping bears that are hidden around the next bend on the deciduous corkscrew.

My brain is slow to process the noise of crashing shrubbery above and behind me.
The sharp crack of snapping branches telegraphs the fact that it’s not a small animal.
Fortunately, the bear is running the other direction. I glance backwards to see swaying
branches in front of impenetrable foliage, but see no sign of the culprit.
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A half mile later, I round a corner, and look upwards and to the left; my brain sensing
a shape that should not be there. This happens from time to time; usually, it is a rock
or a tree stump. But this time it is a bear; this one is staring right back at me. I make
some noise and shout but it doesn’t move. The bear is far from the trail and far from
me, so I shrug, tell it I’m going to pass, and I keep going.

Just below Junction Meadow, I have another encounter. This bear is near the trail,
nosing through the shrubbery, grazing on the berries that undoubtedly compose most
of the scat splats that I’ve passed. It’s fifty feet away, and I make noises, and it looks at
me. But it looks at me with curiosity. The bear tilts its head, releases the branches, and
takes a step towards me.

“Blargublablah!” I yell, because this has always made bears run away in the past. But
this one doesn’t run, it stands up an its hind legs, sniffing.

“I eat garbage toast!” I yell, because those are words, and are apparently the first thing
my brain can settle on after Blargublahblah fails.

The bear drops to its feet, but doesn’t run; instead, it takes two more steps towards
me. It doesn’t look particularly aggressive, but any bear that is not running away from
me seems too aggressive for my tastes.

I shake the bushes with my trekking poles, trying to appear larger than my wispy 165
lb frame might convey, hoping to convince the bear that I am a half-man half-bush
super-beast with untold powers. I yell more nonsense, and eventually, the bear clam-
bers off the trail, disappearing behind trees and rocks. I can’t tell how far the bear
went, and can’t see through the foliage, but I chance it and proceed, continuing to
shout and shake as I go.

I pause at Junction Meadow. It’s 10:30am. This is where I’m supposed to meet Robert,
but not for another four and a half hours. I could lay down and sleep, but I’m not
tired. Robert will be coming over Kearsarge Pass, and I’ve never been over Kearsarge
Pass, so I decide to hike in that direction.

At the Vidette Meadow trail junction, I stop to chat with a couple that are hiking the
JMT. They’re southbound, and are almost done with their journey. We chat for several
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minutes, discussing the things that people hiking the JMT discuss. Eventually, they go
on their way, headed towards Forester Pass. A quick glance skywards suggests that
they’d better hurry if they want to make it over the pass today. I tell them that there’s a
chance that I’ll see them again, since Robert and I may go over Forester Pass tomor-
row, in the opposite direction.

Near Bullfrog Lake, I see a man approaching. He is looking at me with the same face
that I am looking at him with; it’s an “Are you meeting someone here? Are you the guy
I’m meeting here?” face. The mystery is short-lived; the man is wearing black shorts
and a black t-shirt and that’s exactly what Robert said he’d be wearing. Also, he says
his name is Robert, and he’s looking for an Adam. I briefly ponder an amusing situ-
ation where there’s another Robert looking for another Adam out here today, and we
are in the midst of a grand mix-up. I decide that it would make for a really good ter-
rible movie. Who would play me, and who would play bizzaro-me? Christian Bale could play
me3. Who would play bizzaro me? Wait—does bizzaro me even need to look like me for this
particular plot to make sense? I guess he does, since I sent a picture of myself to Robert.

The cost of this mental digression is that Robert surely thinks I’m a putz; he asked me
what I wanted to do next—continue up to Kearsarge Pass, or join him on the descent
to Junction Meadow—and I gave a stammering answer, because I was only half-
listening; I was preoccupied visualizing cracked-out Fighter-esque Christian Bale. I
look at Robert, ready to devote my attention to him; in part to answer his question,
and in part to figure out who’s going to play Robert4.

My will to ascend Kearsarge Pass is less than my will to get to know Robert, so I turn
around, and we descend together, chatting along the way. We already know some
things about each other from our e-mail exchanges (we like the High Sierra, and we
like not dying there), but we find out more—family, jobs, life.

It’s a pretty good partnership: Robert is mellow and normal and experienced and fast,
and for a random internet ghost, that’s like winning the lottery. I mean, he hasn’t even
stabbed me once yet, not even a little.

____________________
3 Batman-esque Christian Bale, not Fighter-esque Christian Bale. Eww.
4 After reading this trip report, Robert suggested Russel Crowe. I can see that.
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We hike and chat and hike and chat, not pausing either activity until we reach our
crossing of Bubb’s Creek near Junction Meadow, along the trail towards East Lake.
We take a break, and eat and chat and eat and chat. Robert doffs his shoes and socks,
and airs out his feet, because he’s responsible. I sit down and eat tortillas, because I’m
lazy.

The weather is worsening; the sky is full of mixed emotions, and we’re not quite sure
how it will play out. It might snow; it might rain; the weather might get serious, or it
might just flirt with us. But Robert has a tent, and I have a tarp and a bivy, and East
Lake is pretty sheltered, even though it’s at 9,500 feet. So, whatever the weather does,
we’ll be fine—but we’re definitely going to have to come up with a plan B if we wake
up to six inches of snow.

We arrive at East Lake, and it’s a little less spectacular than I remember: I was here
three years ago, with my dad. I wonder if it’s context: that I’ve seen so much spectac-
ular high Sierra country this year that perhaps the bar has permanently been raised.
Still, it’s undeniably scenic, and there’s good camping beneath sheltering trees. The
rain starts just after we arrive, so we pitch tarps and tents, and store our gear beneath
them. The rain is intermittent, and the trees do a great job of protecting us. We hang
out in our rain shells, outside of tents, getting a little bit wet but not very wet. Robert
cooks dinner on a neat little alcohol stove that a coworker made for him. I eat more
cold tortillas.

During a pause from the rain, I meander down to the lake to take some photos. I see a
spot on the shoreline where Dad and I took a break when we visited East Lake in
2013. I don’t have many vivid memories from that trip, but I do remember sitting in
that spot by the side of the lake, amazed by how delicious peanut butter was.

Evening comes, and then darkness, and then it’s 8:00pm and we retreat to our tents.

I lay awake for most of the night. The rain ceases, but my physiological response to
the altitude causes a strict rejection of any sleep. I’m left with more time to think.
What is an altitude club?

__________
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East Lake, and its friendly granite backdrop
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East Lake sunrise
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Shortly after 6am, we’re awake. Robert is ready to go quickly—he is organized, and
has a good system for preparing in the morning. I have a system too, but I be-
grudgingly stall with unimportant tasks to delay the unpleasantness of climbing out of
my quilt. It wasn’t particularly cold last night—my watch reported a low of 38 de-
grees—but 38 degrees is a lot colder than the balmy, soft cocoon that my quilt
provides.

Eventually, I’m ready, and we start up the trail that follows the shoreline of East Lake,
meandering south towards Lake Reflection. We expect the trail to disappear, but it
never does, remaining in varying degrees of existence all the way to Lake Reflection.

We take a break above the eastern shore of Lake Reflection. Neither Robert nor I
have visited Lake Reflection before, and given the view before us, that certainly seems
like an oversight. The basin is still and serene; the steep granite walls surrounding the
lake on all sides give the basin a sterile, inhospitable demeanor. I imagine how ampli-
fied that feeling becomes when the weather is threatening.

The route we’ve chosen to ascend the mighty Kings-Kern divide is via an avalanche
chute along a prominent north-south ridge that rises above Lake Reflection’s eastern
shore. It doesn’t appear in Secor’s bible of off-trail travel in the Sierra, nor is it labeled
on the USGS quads. However, we did some internet research, and this seemed like the
least bad way to get over the divide. There weren’t any good ways.

We leave the trail, and begin our cross-country ascent towards our as-yet-unseen ava-
lanche chute. It’s hidden from our view, but we know the direction it is in: up. We
waste little time route-finding; Robert has some kind of magic compass needle in his
brain that always knows the right way to go.

We ascend and traverse, and ascend and traverse, trying to avoid large talus fields, and
trying to find our chute. We see a number of chutes, and we think we know which one
we’re headed for, but aren’t completely sure. Eventually, we find ourselves staring
straight up a broad chute. My GPS verifies that this is our chute. Climbing ensues.

The air is thin, but the rock is solid; there are a lot of hands and feet moves, but there
are a lot of options, and the exposure is negligible. It’s fun—it’s visceral, Type I
fun—a fun I’m not used to on these kinds of trips.
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Lake Reflection shrinks behind us, as we go up, up, up. Our progress is slow, due to
the thin air and the energetic climbing. I glance at my barometer, but can’t remember
what elevation we’re working towards. We’re at 10,800 feet, then 11,200, then 11,300. I
check the map—the top is at 12,600 feet. Drat. Up, up, up.

Slowly, I pull away from Robert, and am soon climbing alone. The sun is bright, but
we’re hidden from it in our chute. The weather is perfect and the climbing fun—and
this was supposed to be the hard part; the crux of our trip. But the hard part is easy,
so it’s all going to be easy: easy and fun and spectacular. I’m having a high moment,
and I revel in it as I climb.

I creep towards the top, slipping a few times on frosty rocks as I near the summit. But
then I’m there, and my high moment continues—the views are tremendous! A look to
the south reveals the obvious canyon of the Kern. I haven’t been in this drainage but
once before, when I hiked the John Muir Trail in 2013. Hello, Kern. How have you been?
I’m good—I’m a father now.

I scramble to the top of a nearby outcropping that Leor Pantilat refers to as Reflec-
tion Point. It’s a phenomenal vantage point, with more to see than just the Kern: the
views to the north reveal the tips of dozens of serrated beauties that I know and
love—few, although, that I can identify from this angle. I think I see Black Giant5, but
I’m not sure.

Robert joins me, and we celebrate our accomplishment with a snack and a break. We
are liberated, at this point; the crux has been conquered. We are free to wander and
explore the Upper Kern basin with easy-peasy cross-country travel, before we rejoin a
trail, and traverse the divide once more; our only goal is to make it back over Forester
Pass today, and to do so under headlamp is acceptable (but not preferable) to both of
us.

We meander east along the ridgetop towards Lucy’s Foot Pass, intent on inspecting al-
ternative routes to traverse the Kings-Kern divide. We reach the point where we sus-
pect Lucy’s Foot Pass should be, but there are no signs of usage. A quick glance down
the north slope suggests that the only means to ascend via that particular route is with
____________________
5 Turns out, it was the Palisade Crest.
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jetpack. We continue eastward, and spot a large cairn, marking without ambiguity the
true pass6. In the looming shadow of the dark and striated Mt Ericsson, we glance
down the northern face of the pass. Our thoughts again turn to jetpacks.

Our next goal is to locate a suitable place to take a break. In basins like these, that
generally means any one of the hundreds of lakes that dot the basins. We descend to
nearby Lake 12,005, and take a break.

Robert laments the fact that the poor lake is nameless—certainly, of all the things in
this universe deserving a name, this lake is one of them. Shoes come off, feet go in
the lake, and faces get washed. Depending on which way the weather goes, this may
be the best opportunity to wash off grime today.

We discuss our next move. My eyes are continually drawn southward, towards Milly’s
Foot Pass and Mt. Genevra behind it. I am antsy; my legs want to become climbing
legs again. Robert is happy to take a lunch break while I scramble to my heart’s con-
tent, so we head towards the saddle below Milly’s Foot Pass. Robert will relax at the
saddle, while I will scramble up the pass. I decide to postpone climbing Mount
Genevra. The weather is threatening enough that I think chances of skunkage will be
high. Plus, I’ve done a little mental math, and I think we may need to dawdle a little
less in order to get over Forester without headlamps.

Milly’s Foot Pass proves to be an easy 250-foot scramble from the south. I am on top
in 10 minutes. I look down the north face, and smell jetpack fumes. I am back at
Robert in another 6 minutes, disappointing him with a severely abbreviated lunch
break.

We decide to amble towards Lake South America; a lake neither of us have visited, but
one that called to us from topo maps. We descend eastward, wandering between pic-
turesque tarns that form the headwaters of the Kern River. The terrain of the basin is
not particularly difficult to traverse, but is more difficult than we anticipated; the basin
has ribbons of undulation that we must ascend and descend. There are cliffs to me-
ander around, and we can’t always see where we’re going. We are surprised: Our topo
____________________
6 Note to future explorers: The true location of Lucys Foot Pass is some 900 feet ESE of
where the “t” in “Lucys Foot” is located on the USGS quad, and some 60 feet above the low
point of the saddle.
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The outlet pool at Lake Reflection
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Lake Reflection. With reflections.

Looking back down the avalanche chute from midway up the climb.
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Robert approaching Lucy's Foot Pass

Marker at the top of Lucy's Foot Pass
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Looing down the north side of Milllys Foot Pass.
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maps led us to believe that this section of high basin cross-country walking would be
like so many others in the Sierra: straightforward walking with unlimited views.

As we pass Lake 11,736, Robert once again decries the criminality of such a lake being
unnamed; I again concur. We take different paths around the lake; I along an isthmus
that the map says exists, but that may be covered in cliffs; Robert along more predict-
able but higher ground above the shoreline. As I stroll, I think about Robert’s pity to-
wards unnamed lakes, and decide that Robert should create a coffee table book titled
“Unnamed Lakes of the Sierra Nevada”. Somehow—I haven’t quite figured it out
yet—proceeds from the book will go towards buying names for the lakes. There’d be a
photo of a lake on each page, and maybe the photo would include a selfie of Robert,
and he’d have a sad face. It would be like a charity, but somehow the lakes are the be-
neficiaries. Except—of course—they don’t get cleaned or protected or anything that
they really need, they just get a name. But who gets to pick the name? And can money even buy
that? Robert and I are not separated for long, and by the time we rejoin, I still haven’t
figured out the mechanics of this whole thing, so I decide to keep my pontifications
to myself.

After a deceivingly long climb we stand atop a shallow saddle that overlooks Lake
South America. I am a lover of all things High Sierra, but I do not find Lake South
America to be a particularly beautiful lake. It is surrounded by unimpressive rock that
obscures views of the neighboring giants. I wonder what Steve Roper would say about Lake
South America? The most impressive sight at Lake South America is the view towards
the outlet, beyond which Milestone, Midway and Table Mountains rise out of the
Great Western Divide, some 5 miles to the west. We meet a use trail at the lake’s out-
let, and follow it briefly; up a surprisingly steep climb, then down a rapid descent, be-
fore bidding it farewell to contour cross-country around the mile-long ridge that
thrusts southward from Caltech Peak.

Eying the view ahead, Robert says “I think we’ll hit the JMT within five minutes.”

I don’t believe him, because there’s a big valley far ahead—more than five minutes
ahead—and the JMT seems like it’s always in the bottom of whatever valley is nearby.
But Robert knows his stuff, and within a minute or two, we see two hikers, on a tra-
jectory very near parallel ours. We intersect the trail shortly before they pass us, and
we say hello—we haven’t seen anyone since we wished good morning to a lonely soul
in camouflage pants at the south end of East Lake. I wonder what these two think of
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us—specifically, I wonder if they think the same thing that I did, whenever I used to
see people off trail: “WHAT THE HECK ARE YOU DOING? THE TRAIL IS
HERE! GET OVER HERE! GET ON THE TRAIL! IT’S NOT SAFE OUT
THERE! THERE’S TWO DIMENSIONS TO TRAVERSE—THAT’S ONE TOO
MANY!”

We climb, moving quickly along the gentle grade towards Forester, stealing glances at
the pass when we feel brave. Forester Pass is an impressively engineered trail, having
been literally blasted out of the face of an otherwise unscalable 700 foot headwall. I
wonder what goes through the mind of mountain-novice PCT’ers approaching from
the south: At a distance, they must tell themselves that “Surely, that can’t be where I’m
headed…” But it is where they’re headed. Welcome to the Sierra, PCTers.

We pass several hikers on the trail. It’s not the conga line of southbound hikers that
one might encounter in this direction; this relative solitude is likely owed both to the
lateness of the day and season. When we near the final 700 foot climb, I pull away
from Robert. My physiology seems to be uniting and thriving; my trail legs are trail
legs again, and my climbing lungs are climbing lungs, and my heart—my heart that
had been giving me terrible crushing chest pain—well, it’s beating rapidly but happily.
Legs, lungs and heart move together in silent unison, up the 700 foot headwall, back
and forth along the gentle switchbacks, never slowing, never stopping. Eyes get to en-
joy the ride, watching the spectacular upper basin of the Kern fall away beneath us.

At the top, a surprisingly cold, biting wind keeps me company while I wait for Robert.
A hiker arrives from the north. He’s a kilt-wearing, southbound PCT hiker. He ex-
plains why he’s going southbound—something about starting northbound, something
about a fire, something about Ashland. I only half-listen. It’s not that I don’t care
about him as a person, but I can’t bring myself to allocate the mental energy to un-
derstanding the logistics of his yo-yoing PCT hike. My inner hippy puts it eloquently:
“You’re here now, man. That’s all that matters.”

Just as Robert arrives, our kilted companion ceremoniously takes a photo of a small
bottle next to the Forester Pass sign. He explains that his friend is in the bottle—he’s
spreading his friend’s ashes at numerous places along the PCT. Without pausing, he
gives the bottle a tap, and the cold biting wind howls and whirls and carries little frag-
ments of a friend aloft and away.
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Kearsarge Pinnacles, and the north side of Forester Pass

Trees, trees, trees below. Get to trees. Trees are warmth and comfort and protection and have magical
powers to stop condensation.
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Our kilted companion explains his plan to camp at Crabtree Meadows tonight, which
is some 14 miles south of us. The sun will set in an hour and a half, so he’ll be hiking
by headlamp. It makes me warm and fuzzy to hear, because it’s a tough thing. PCT
hikers are tough like that.

We begin the descent, moving briskly, motivated by the cold biting wind that appears
to exist everywhere on this side of the pass. The weather forecast was for a temperat-
ure drop today, but this is pretty serious—it’s real cold, biting cold, chase-us-to-lower-
elevation cold. We lament the fact that we should put gloves on, but neither of us do.

Down, down, down. We drop 1,000 feet, but the cold does not abate.

Gloves come on, and we continue. We won’t stop until we reach sheltered camping,
and we have our sights set on the Central Basin junction. It has a lot of things going
for it, like trees, and a non-threatening elevation of 10,500 feet.

As we descend, we spy two specks that are undoubtedly hikers, far below us, slowly
ascending towards us. We move quickly, but as we watch the specks, we notice that
they do not.

After ten minutes, the specks are only a few hundred yards from where we first spot-
ted them.

Down, down, down.

The specks grow bigger, and soon I encounter them. They are taking a break when I
pass them.

“Is it steep, the way to the pass? Is the slope steep?”

“It didn’t seem that bad to me,” I say, smiling.

“But you were going downhill,” they respond, with a straight face.

“Did you go over Glen Pass? It’s no worse than Glen Pass.”
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I tell them they should hurry, because it’s going to get dark soon, and the south side
of the pass is literally blown out of the face of a cliff, and there are dropoffs to infin-
ity, and by headlamp, a little bit of vertigo can go a long way.

They thank me. They don’t look like they know what they’re doing, but they don’t
look like they’re suffering tremendously either. I decide that my admonishment is
enough; I wouldn’t go over the pass tonight, if I were them. But I’m me, and I would
go over the pass, being me. So, pot, kettle, and all that.

We reach the Center Basin junction, but the established campsites are all populated.
We continue for another half mile, and find nice looking sites beside the trail, and be-
side Bubb’s Creek. Twilight is upon us; the timing is perfect.

We do camping chores: pitch tarps and tents, inflate sleeping pads, cook dinner (or,
jealously watch Robert cook dinner, whilst slowly chewing a cold tortilla).

Another hiker arrives, looking for a place to camp. I offer a spot that I turned
down—directly underneath a mousetrap-esque deathtrap of dead and falling
pines—but tell him anywhere he likes is fine. He chooses a nice flat spot on exposed
dirt, and starts setting up. Warm, fuzzy feelings return—I like PCT hikers barging in
and asking to camp right next to you. I could be in his shoes—I could be the one
walking down the trail in the dark looking for a campsite. The last thing I’d want to
deal with would be an entitled weekender who thinks isolation is his privilege on this
highway of highways. The sooner we dispell those attitudes, the better.

The three of us convene around an obvious dining spot, and chat into the night. We
talk about hiker things—long days, tents, food. This PCT hiker also has a complicated
story about northbound and southbound and Ashland and fire and yo-yos and I
listen, but again do not invest the energy to understand.

I am distracted as we chat, because I’m thinking about tomorrow. Tomorrow could be
the easiest of days—it could be a simple 13 mile hike downhill, straight to the car.
Or… Or, when we reach Junction Meadow, a few miles from where we’re camped, I
could turn right. I could turn right, and hike the Rae Lakes loop: over Glen Pass, then
down, down, down the gentle trail, past Rae Lakes, across Woods Creek, through
Castle Domes Meadow, and through Paradise Valley; down, down, down to Roads
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End. To Roads End, the long way. My mental math tells me that the long way would
be something like 31.4 miles. And after all that, I'll need to drive home.

I fidget and ponder and weigh. I want to go the long way, but I don’t want to; I want
to get home early, and pick Henry up from daycare early. The long way might take me
12 hours, and if it does, I probably won’t see Henry tomorrow, and I’ll drive home in
the dark. And if I drive home in the dark, my sleep-deprived brain might get the
headlight vertigo I warned the two questionably-capable hikers about, and then maybe
I’ll careen off the road and die, and all for what? For what… For the mountains, on a
pleasant fall day? To enjoy solitude on a familiar, easy trail? Those are good reasons! If
not this, then—why do anything?

More fidgeting and stirring and waffling, with occasional interjection into our hiker
conversation. And then it’s bedtime, and I blurt it out: “I might wake up at four and
start hiking.”

Robert hasn’t been aware of my fidgeting and weighing, and he’s surprised. I explain
the loop and he gets it, and he looks at me and says: “Well, say goodbye if you do
that?”

I can tell that I’ve taken him by surprise.

What will I do tomorrow?

Lying in my quilt, I reach a decision: I place a decision gate at Junction Meadow. If
I’m at the gate before 8:00am, I’ll do the loop. If it’s after 8:00am, I won’t.

I write it in stone, so that the hard part is done, because decisions are always the hard
part; the rest is just walking. I climb out of my quilt, and pull the upper half of my
bedroll out from under my tarp, so I can lay on my back and stare at the stars. It’s
warmer down here than it was above, and as the world slipped into darkness, the chill
stagnated, leaving us again with an uncharacteristically warm end-of-September night.
There’s August air up here right now, and I revel in the taste of it—I missed August
this year. I had to sit it out due to terrible crushing chest pain.

__________
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Robert and I, atop the avalanche chute
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Charlotte Dome in the slanted light of a late Fall morning
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We’re up around 6am, and on the trail around 6:45am. We hike quickly, descending the
easy trail towards Junction Meadow, chatting about various topics that we hadn’t
broached in the prior 40 miles.

And then we’re at Junction Meadow, and it’s 7:45am, and so that’s that—the engrav-
ings in the stone tablet tell me which way I’ll go at the imaginary gate. In the most
competent sounding manner I can muster, I beg unwanted food off of Robert—I’ve
only got 2,500 calories or so, and my hunger is growing quickly in response to the
activity of the last two days. He gives me an extra thousand calories. We shake hands,
and we’re on our way. And that’s that—we’re both going the same way, but I’m going
as fast as I can, because I don’t want to get headlight vertigo and die.

My mind is empty and idle, but hungry; it’s ready to focus, and figure stuff out. It be-
gins by reflecting on the trip with Robert: He was a stranger on the internet, but was
kind enough to invite an equally but perhaps even more dubious stranger on the in-
ternet (me) to join him in August. I was in need of companions, not he—he had
everything to lose; I had nothing. Still he offered to let me join. Then, I became a du-
bious stranger who was also flakey, because I had to back out of that trip. But again,
he was willing to let me join him, a month later. So a flakey, dubious internet stranger
says: “Want to meet in the middle of the Sierra and do a hike?” and Robert says yes,
and we meet, and it’s great; we have a lot in common (like exploring the Sierra without
dying). So now there’s more than just internet ghosts saying internet things to each
other—there’s a friendship and some trust and some laughs and all that jazz, because
we’re two people that exist in the tiny, tiny subset of all people; two people that are
content, happy, and comfortable scrambling around the inhospitable High Sierra.
Lives are weird and webby, with branches that grow and bend and fold and turn, and I
can’t visualize a life because it probably takes like 37 dimensions or something, but
this was all definitely some webby part of two lives getting a little bit intertwined—the
randomness of our internet meeting and the significance of our endeavor making it
that much more distinct.

Satisfied, my mind wanders on to other things, because life is easy on this
trail—there’s climbing, but I have fresh legs and my pack is light, and it’s only a couple
thousand feet to Glen Pass. The slanted rays of early autumn bring warm light to the
familiar faces of the surrounding peaks, and moving is easy, and hiking is easy, and the
trail is easy, and the weather is mellow, and it’s all just grand—it’s a grand walk on a
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Friday morning through a spectacular park. So my mind wanders, and thinks about all
sorts of things that are fun to think about, and it blooms optimism, and checks
checkboxes; it solves problems and tells jokes to itself and laughs, and life is grand.

I take a lengthy break at the tarn below Glen Pass, eating a Trader Joe’s PB&J break-
fast bar that Robert donated to my cause. I have the same thoughts I have whenever I
eat something that I didn’t bring: “Why don’t I bring these?”

I’m on top of Glen Pass, and I’m alone, and I see the world around me in shallow
late-fall light. Winter is coming, but the crowds are gone; the world relaxes, and is
both lazy and honest. There’s no stress, and no need to impress; there are no
quotas—the gates to the park are wide open—but nobody else came, so the jovial
park turns its attention to me. The trail is mellow; the lakes are mellow; the sun rays
are mellow. Soon it will be cold and dark and menacing, but for today it’s fun and
grand and lovely. The right turn in Vidette Meadow was the correct choice, for so
many reasons—so very many reasons. How could I have doubted it? What if I hadn’t
turned right? I’d be at my car by now, and it would be fine; I would be headed
home—but here, I have the mountains, and I love them, and my chest doesn’t have
any terrible crushing pains, and it is all grand; a subdued grandeur that lacks the
pizzazz and panache of the adventurous foray that Robert and I took, but a wonder-
ful way to finish the trip.

The moments that should just be moments are blurred and stretched and folded over
the warm, sunny landscape; time swirls and oozes; the clock hands spin freely, clock-
wise, counterclockwise. The digits are blurry illegible blobs, because there are no
deadlines in this world. Existence, life, my webby soul: they’re as good as they can be,
as good as they ever have been, as good as they ever will be.

My trance is broken when my inner cynic clears his throat, and wonders aloud what
sort of opiates Robert had laced his PB&J bar with. But the cynic falls victim to his
own rationality, because I understand: I’m elated because I’m so comfortable here,
because this really feels like home. It didn’t always feel like home; the High Sierra can
be a cold, hard pointy place that tries to kill you when you aren’t looking closely. But
now I know how to look closely, and we’re friends—it’s not trying to kill me today,
anyways. I’m high, because this 31 mile hike around a grand loop in a grand park is
going to be an easy, mellow, fun thing; an awesome day in an awesome place, that for
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so many, would be an impossible thing or a stressful thing; if I told them, they’d look
at me with wide eyes, and say the insecure things they always say: “That can’t be
fun—it’s a deathmarch! Besides, you can’t see anything going that fast!” They don’t
understand, and they don’t want to understand. Their ignorance is good for their ego
but bad for their soul; they won’t experience days like this.

I stroll past Rae Lakes, then Arrowhead Lake, then Dollar Lake. Below Dollar Lake,
the view ahead is of the impressive massif composed of Window and Pyramid Peaks.
It’s bittersweet—the last glimpses of the high Sierra for the trip, and perhaps, the year.

The trail is mellow and I’m still high and at some point, I subconsciously decide that
it’s all going too well, and that I should try to ruin my fine day, and I start jogging.
Where the trail is gently graded downhill and smooth, I jog. My pack is designed for
running, and it carries marvelously. I’m timid with my jogging, because my knee
doesn’t work when I jog. I know this, and there’s no mystery surrounding it—my
meniscus is torn and my cartiledge is worn. Every time I jog, my knee acts up after a
few miles. So I’m timid, and never jog for very long stretches. But still, when the trail
beckons—when the conditions of surface and slope are just right—I give in, and I
jog, wearing the dumbest grin that I brought.

I arrive at Woods Creek Crossing, intent on taking a break for some much needed
conversation (someone needs to hear about these PB&J bars). But to my surprise,
there’s nary a soul at this most popular of junctions. A tumbleweed blows past, as I
look around, jaw agape. I’ve been here… 8 times now? I’ve never seen it like this. The
surreality of the day continues.

Below Castle Domes meadow, I pick up speed. The wooded trail is smooth and gentle
and it tugs me down, so I jog. It’s a marvelous, empowering feeling—jogging through
the woods, with all of my backpacking gear on my back. All that I need to overnight
in the wilderness is on me, and I’m jogging. It’s not the awkward, unsustainable trot
that we’ve all broken into briefly with a packback on—this is a sustainable, fun, liber-
ating, jog. It feels natural, like the way my body was meant to move down gentle
grades like these. Again, I’m grateful for my decision to turn right at Vidette Meadow.
I abandon any trepidation regarding my knee, and every time the trail invites me to
jog, I accept.
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The view ahead, towards Woods Creek Crossing. The massif that contains Window and Pyramid
Peak serves as my final glimpes of the High Sierra.

Castle Domes, above Castle Domes Meadow
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I glide along the river, jogging, hiking, jogging, hiking, on the glorious fall day, in the
glorious park. The high that began this morning is still buoying me along. If there was
something in that PB&J bar, it certainly has staying power.

I stop at Upper Paradise Valley to zap some water, and I chat with a couple that is
hiking the Rae Lakes Loop. We talk about all the usual things. They say all the usual
things about my small pack, and I say all the usual things back. I mix up some Per-
petuem, and he asks if it’s like Soylent.

“It’s a product for endurance athletes—or people who trot around the woods, pre-
tending to be an endurance athlete.”

“You sound like an endurance athlete to me,” she says.

Then they’re off, heading towards Castle Domes Meadow. They’re wondering if they
can do the loop in three days, instead of their planned four; they are trying to avoid
weather over Glen Pass.

“When you get to Junction Meadow, if you still have the gusto, go check out East
Lake. It’s fantastic. It’s only two miles from Junction Meadow.”

Upper Paradise, Middle Paradise, Lower Paradise, all in quick succession. Quicker than
ever before, because of my mellow jog. My knee is holding together and I don’t quite
know why, but I accept it. I suspect it’s just another one of the universe’s rewards for
my decision to turn right.

I come across two bears within a quarter mile of each other, just below Lower Para-
dise Valley. I pass some ascending hikers, and I warn them of the bears. They warn
me of a rattlesnake.

And now I’m scared, because bears are fine and all, but rattlesnakes are not. I know,
it’s sort of easy: just don’t step on a rattlesnake. But I don’t usually look where I
step—I plod along happily, looking up, taking in the scenery; poles always reaching,
probing, and providing an additional point of contact or two. I don’t typically look at
the trail very often, but that’s probably not a good practice when there are snakes lay-
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ing in wait. I proceed slowly, but with decreasing hesitation. After ten minutes, I’m
back to my normal pace.

I anticipate the bottom, because the Bailey Bridge is at the bottom, and it’s the finest
of places to dunk oneself after a hot, dusty descent. I reach the bottom and I reach
the bridge and as I’m preparing to wade in, a backpacking couple hikes over the Bailey
Bridge, clearly heading towards Roads End, without partaking in my ritual.

“You’re missing the best part about backpacking in Kings Canyon!” I shout.

The woman looks at me.

“What’s that?” she returns, suspiciously.

“A dip in the South Fork Kings!”

“We’ve had a long day—we hiked all the way from Charlotte Lake. Otherwise I
would,” says the man.

And I stop, because I know there’s a line somewhere, and I’m dangerously close—a
line across which I’m no longer a friendly backpacker trying to pass on a handy tip,
but where I’m a creepy guy inviting a couple to take off their clothes and swim in a
river with him. The line is thin and my vision is blurry, so I leave it, and enjoy clear,
cool, tumbling water, all to myself.

Soon I’m dressed again, and I’m jogging—it’s flat now, but I’m jogging—my knee still
works, and I can’t believe it, and there’s a two mile flat sandy walk, but today it’s going
to be a two mile flat sandy jog. Even at a jogging pace, it never ends, and it’s flat and
sandy and it winds back and forth and back and forth, but up ahead it’s always trees
and rocks, and never cars.

Squish, squish, squish, say my sand-encrusted wet shoes to me—I didn’t take them off
when I jumped in the river.

Then finally there are cars, and I’m done. And it’s awesome, because I feel awesome. I
feel like I could do another lap. It’s almost 4pm, and I just did an amazing 31 mile day
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The Bailey Bridge, over the South Fork Kings: One of the Sierra's most conveniently placed
swimming holes.
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in 9 hours, and I feel awesome. The land loves me, or Robert’s PB&J bar had crack in
it, or something. Something.

As I fill up a water bottle from the tap in front of the permit station, a guy in a pick-
up truck eyes me suspiciously. I eye him back. He drives away, but does a U-turn, then
parks, and soon he’s walking towards me. I can tell he’s not here to fight—he’s wear-
ing trail running shoes. Dudes in trail running shoes are never trouble.

“Did you just do the loop?” he asks.

“No—well, sort of. I mean I did, but I did more than that.”

“I’m going to try it tomorrow—in a day. You look like the guy I need to talk to.”

And I get a warm fuzzy feeling, because I did that last year, and I ran into a ranger
while I was doing it, and he said:

"You’re one of them. I’ve heard of you before, but I’ve never seen one."

And so from then on, I was one of them—now I’m one of them—and here’s this guy
(his name is Edder), and he’s got doubts—I can smell them—but he’s about to do a
tough thing, and a hard thing, and he’ll be alone; but he’s going to crush those doubts,
and when it’s all done with, he’ll be one of us.

I give him what pointers I can, and wish him the best of luck. I’m still warm and
fuzzy. It’s my inner hippy again; my inner hippy loves meeting kindred spirits.

I get my food out of the bear box at the trailhead, and devour the Slim Jim that was in
it. I don’t usually eat Slim Jims, but I enviously watched Andy devour one after our
foray on the Sierra High Route in July, nodding silently as he did so.

I’m on the road, and I’m almost out of the park, but now it’s my turn to do a U-turn;
I pull into the Kings Canyon Food Court.

It’s another right move, because they have a burger called the Great Sequoia, and it’s
$10.50, but it has lettuce and onion and avocado and cheddar—real cheddar. I order
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this behemoth, and lug it into the driver seat with me. I eat and drive, which is un-
doubtedly the riskiest thing I’ve done in the last 72 hours, but I survive, so that’s
that—another challenge squashed on an invincible day. I stop in Squaw Valley, and
buy Junior Mints and gas, and then it’s dark, but it’s still mellow; I’ll be home before
Henry goes to bed.

As I drive, I think back about it all; about bears scat splats and avalanche chutes and
Robert and the headwaters of the Kern and the best right turn I ever made.

I forgot to think about it on the flat sandy jog, but now I do: It’s awe that I feel—awe
and gratitude and power and satisfaction.
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Yuuup.




