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AFTER MY VISIT to the High Sierra in July, I was ravenous to get out again. But August
was committed to other things, so my next bout of High Sierra advenuring would have
to wait until September. The week of Labor Day, in fact, was the only window I had.

I solicited my few regular hiking buddies to see if they were interested, and—although,
of course they were interested—they had commitments. Then I solicited some internet
strangers, and they said that they had commitments too (but maybe they were just
committed to not meeting internet strangers in the woods for days on end).

That left me in a bit of a quandary. I’ve been exploring off-trail more and more, and it’s
delightful, but is it the type of thing you should do alone? I mean, the answer to that
question, if you ask it, is always “no.” But maybe you get to the point where you don’t
need to ask the question—you’re comfortable and competent—and then it’s fine, and
the world is your oyster and all that?

To be clear, I wasn’t asking the question, but I reflected on it for a bit, before deciding
that oysters are gross but I was still going to go, and I’d go alone. And if I was uncom-
fortable, I’d just get back onto the trail, and finish my hike that way. I’ve made that
choice before—aborted an off-trail endeavor, in the moment, because I wasn’t comfort-
able. I seem surprisingly responsible in those situations.

So that was that.

I finessed my plan, and landed on the following:

I’d start out of the Copper Creek Trailhead in SEKI, and follow the Sierra High Route
until Lake Basin. Instead of Frozen Lake Pass, I’d give Vennacher Col a shot1 , and from
there, scramble up Vennacher Needle.

I’d drop down Vennacher Needle into Upper Basin, then follow the JMT/PCT south

to the Bench Lake Trail, which I’d take to Bench Lake. I’d go cross-country from Bench
Lake towards the basin below Arrow Peak, and climb Arrow Peak. After that, I’d ex-
_______
1 I’ve been over Cartridge, Frozen Lake, and Dumbbell Passes to get into and out of Lake Basin,
so Vennacher Col represented an attractive opportunity to grow the list by one. There were
two bonuses, as well: 1 ) it’s rated as Class 3, which I am only marginally comfortable on—so,
growth, and 2) Vennacher Needle is a short scramble from the col, and I like being on top of
things.
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plore Explorer Pass—when Andy and I went over it in July, we went a way that nobody
should probably go, ever, unless they’re a bighorn2.

If Explorer Pass went, I’d drop down the Window Peak drainage to the JMT, then fol-
low it south fromWoods Creek Crossing, over Glen Pass. At the Charlotte Lake junc-
tion, I’d deviate from the trail once more, and climb Mount Bago, then return. After
that, it’s just the never-ending drop down Bubbs Creek, and back to my car.

__________

I LEAVE MY HOUSE at 6:30 PM the night before my hike starts; my kids are in the living
room window, waving to me as I depart. I am having pangs of Andrew Fahrland’s “solo
backpacker existential crisis”: Should I do this? Why am I doing this? Wouldn’t it be

better to go to the beach in Monterey for a few days with my kids? That would definitely

be better, right?

But I ignore those thoughts, and pull out of the driveway, and soon I’m on the road. My

schedule is driven largely by the schedule of the Black Bear Diner in Madera, which
closes at 1 0:00 PM. I need to get there before they close, so I can stuff my face with
Black Bear Diner-size portions.

I do that, and when I waddle out to my car afterwards, I am fairly sure that my muscle
glycogen stores are 1 00% topped off. Then, I throw up in my mouth a little bit, and
after that, I am definitely sure.

The drive towards SEKI goes quickly. Unfortunately, I discover one aspect of hiking
solo that I have overlooked in preparing for this trip: it seems my companions always
took care of listening needs for the car ride. I have a CD player, but it’s a single disc
player, and I discover that the single disc currently in the player is one of my wife’s
Aimee Mann CDs, which is incompatible with the mood for this endeavor. I stop for
gas in Fresno, and pop in a CD that’s labeled “Adam’s mix CD - 201 0”. It’s my wife’s
cursive and artsy handwriting, which is really the only way to write a label such as that.

I thank 201 0 Adam, because the CD has Led Zeppelin and Radiohead on it, which are
more in line with my current temperament.

__________

_______
1 We saw bighorn up there, and even they shook their heads at the route we took.
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The plan - start in the lower left corner, and proceed clockwise



4

I PULL OVER along Hwy. 1 80 to sleep. I’m just barely on the National Forest side of the
National Park/National Forest border when I do so. This stop was a planned man-
euver—it is to better acclimate before my quick ascent tomorrow; to split up the drive;
and to get me to the trailhead at 7:00 AM without a 1 :45 AM wake-up call.

It is the first time that I’ve done this maneuver, and I wonder about bears. My car is full
of odorous food, including a 1 ,000 calorie impulse-purchase cookie from Black Bear
Diner. I know that in the National Park, you can’t leave food in your car, because bears
will descend upon it and tear the panels off the chassis like they’re opening a sardine
can. But just across the border, in the National Forest, it’s completely different, right?
The rules are completely different, anyway.

I decide to leave only the passenger window slightly open; the two back windows are
too close to where I’ll be sleeping, and I might not be able to respond in time to a bear
muzzle smashing through one of those windows. If a bear does start to disassemble my
car, I’ll need to jump into the driver’s seat to zoom off, which won’t work if the driver’s
side window is the window that the bear muzzle is smashing through, so maybe I
shouldn’t crack that one, either.

So I only crack the passenger window, but there are no bear muzzles smashing through
the glass in the night anyway, and I sleep well.

__________

I’M AT THE PERMIT STATION at 6:45 AM. Two others are already lined up when I arrive.
The permit issuing ranger arrives early, and starts working her way through through
queue.

The first hiker is going with a large group up Bubbs Creek. They’ll be out for three
nights, but they’re only going to go as far as Charlotte Lake. They’ll spend the first and
last nights at Junction Meadow. I stifle one of my inner voices when I hear this. My
visceral reaction, when I hear things like this, is to tell them to go further—that the trail
from here up to Glen Pass is the humdrum part, and that the magic doesn't start until
you get over Glen Pass—that or into Center Basin, or at East Lake. But then I catch
myself, and I feel ashamed, because who am I to judge what is spectacular? For me the
Bubbs Creek trail is just a thing you have to endure to get somewhere. Maybe it is
spectacular for someone else. Who am I to shit on that?
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The second hiker is a solo gentleman who is hiking the Rae Lakes loop over seven days.
He has done this before and is familiar with the area and the rules, and everything is
going quickly until the ranger needs to list his campsites, and at that point it all gets
confusing; the two have to do calendar math together, to figure out what dates they
need to list campsites for, and he doesn’t know where he’ll be camping, because he’s
like the rest of us, and he has to caveat everything with “or maybe a little further, or not
as far.”

Finally it’s my turn, and things go smoothly; there’s a minor hiccup where she needs to
figure out where on the grid the South Fork Cartridge Creek campsite is; this is where I
plan to spend the first night. Eventually, she settles on a number (“57”, I think). “Long
days,” she adds, and then we move on to the topic of bear cans.

There is nobody behind me in line, so I take the opportunity to seek her perspective on
the Ursack. Specifically—I want to know, since the Ursack isn’t recognized by SEKI as
an approved means of storing food, then—outside of bear canister areas—must the Ur-
sack be hung? The answer is unambiguous: Yes.

It is unfortunate that this is not spelled out anywhere—not on any of the SEKI
webpages, and certainly not on the Ursack website.

It is all somewhat moot for today, since I’m carrying a canister.

__________

IT IS NOT UNTIL 8:00 AM that I take my first steps up the Copper Creek trail. I am not
in any particular hurry, but maybe I should be; last time, when Andy and I hiked this
section of the Sierra High Route in 201 6, it took us the full day to reach the South Fork
Cartridge Creek crossing, which is where I plan to camp today. And that trip was July,
when the days were longer.

My progress is swift up the switchbacking trail, which climbs around 5,200 feet before
becoming interesting. One of my goals this trip is to absorb more of my surroundings
after leaving the trail, 5 ,200 feet above. Last time, Andy and I were focused on naviga-
tion and route-finding and mosquitos. We only took a handful of photos, and even a
few days after, the scenery seemed like a fuzzy, distant, memory.

I promise to rectify that on this trip, but not necessarily on this switchbacking
climb—I’ve done this several times, and have no need to absorb any aspect of it.
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Below Lower Tent Meadow, I meet a couple filtering water. They are hiking down,
after a one-night trip. They hiked up yesterday to somewhere around Upper Tent
Meadow. Their packs are huge, and that’s fine, but it all makes me wonder the same
things I wondered when I heard about the group hiking up to Junction Meadow. I want
to understand—I want to sit down with them and talk, but they want to go eat cheese-
burgers, and I have thousands of feet to climb then off-trail passes and peaks and lakes
etc., so it’s best if we just go our ways. They do warn me of a bear, in the meadow just
ahead.

There is no bear, but there is more climbing. At around 8,500 feet, the climb starts to
feel hard, so I slow my pace to one that is more amenable to both lungs and legs. After I
do that, it is easy cruising again.

At 1 0,250 ft, I leave the trail. This time, I do it right where I’m supposed to—or I think
so, at least. Last time, we definitely went a little too high before leaving the trail, owed
to an uncalibrated altimeter.

I take a break at the shores of Grouse Lake, then continue. The next several miles—over
Grouse Lake Pass, then over Goat Crest Saddle, are enjoyable, easy travel. This time, I

Kings Canyon
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Grouse Lake, with Grouse Lake Pass in the background

Looking over Grouse Lake, across Kings Canyon
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Granite Basin

Goat Crest Saddle from near Grouse Lake Pass
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am able to absorb my surroundings—off-trail navigation and route-finding are second
nature, at this point, particularly on this familiar ground.

As I descend towards the photogenic Upper Glacier Lake, I pause repeatedly, to ab-
sorb the view, and to take photographs. I pass the lake, continuing to photograph, be-
fore descending to Lower Glacier Lake.

At the drop-off below Lower Glacier Lake, I pause. Roper describes three ways to des-
cend this 400 foot drop-off; the left, he says, is the “most interesting,” creekside, he
says, requires “thrashing through willows,” and a route to the right, he says, simply
“exists.” Last time, Andy and I went to the left. I squint straight ahead, and decide that
I’ll go with none of the above—I’ll barrel right down. I do this, and there’s no thrashing
and it’s straightforward, and very soon, I’m at the bottom. I wonder: Am I getting bet-

ter at this?

Then I’m walking through a meadow, and soon I’m in the trees again, and then—just
like last time—I hit the State Lakes trail, right where I’m supposed to. I follow the trail
to Lower State Lake, where I pause for a quick dip, then proceed to Upper State Lake.

A view ofthe Palisades from Goat Crest Saddle
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Upper Glacier Lake

The Goat Crest Riviera - along the shores ofUpper Glacier Lake
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Beyond Upper State Lake, the trail bifurcates and dissolves, and soon, I’ve lost it com-
pletely. I have a sense of deja vu—like, maybe we did this last time. The cross-country
to rectify this is easy. I re-discover the trail, and follow it to Horseshoe Lakes.

At Horseshoe Lakes, I am not alone. I can see hikers relaxing on lakeside slabs. As I
walk towards them, I pass a man with his back to me. He is busy digging a 6” hole, and
does not notice me until I pass him.

I greet the hikers by the lake. It’s a relative rarity to encounter other hikers on the SHR,
so I pause to chat.

“Where are you headed?” I ask.

“We were hoping for Marion Lake—we’re a little behind schedule already,” a woman
in the group responds.

Instinctively, I shake my head. No. No, they won’t get to Marion Lake today. I might
get to Marion Lake today, but it’s doubtful, and I’m faster than… well, most folks, but
definitely a group of six with enormous packs.

I don’t wish to seem impolite, and my arrogance is off-putting to even myself, so I fol-
low-up with a few questions, hoping to be able to offer some advice of value.

“When did you start?” I ask.

“Around 9:00 AM.”

“From the trailhead?” I am incredulous. Maybe they are fast. How are they that fast? I
look at the size of their packs, and wond—

“No, from between Grouse Lake Pass and Goat Crest Saddle. This is our second day.”

I nod.

“Have you done this part before?” I ask.

“No, not this part,” another responds.
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I explain that the last time I did this section, I didn’t see any good camping between
White Pass and Marion Lake, and that the terrain there is a little more rugged than
this; that they should commit to White Pass when they have at least a couple hours to
get over it and Red Pass. I add that there’s good camping at three ponds along the South
Fork of Cartridge Creek just before White Pass; that that’s where I’m headed, unless I
really have the chutzpah to continue.

Then we talk about their plans beyond that; they’re going to take Cartridge Pass out of
Lake Basin, and then want to visit Bench Lake; I tell them about the talus on the direct
route to Bench Lake, and my encounter with the ranger last year, who said there was
another way, but just the one other way, and that maybe I should just take the talus…

And then, we’ve run out of High Route things to say, so I continue.

As I near Gray Pass, I pay particular attention to my route finding. Last time, we took
an unintended alternative, which worked, but cost us many of the views towards the

Devils Crags, over the shoulder ofWindy Ridge
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Middle Fork Kings and Goddard Creek. I don’t want to miss those views, so I very
much want to avoid unintended alternatives.

As I descend towards Gray Pass North, my diligence is rewarded—the views to the
north are phenomenal; I can see the enormous chasm of the Middle Fork Kings, ahead
and below. Rising out of the other side is the gorge of Goddard Creek. Framing that
are venerable peaks of that remote region; Reinstein, Charybdis, Scylla and Goddard,
among others.

After crossingWindy Ridge, the views of Goddard Canyon are occluded, but those
views have been quite satisfactorily replaced with a view up the gorge of the Middle
Fork Kings, as it turns northward, meandering towards its headwaters near Muir Pass.

My progress is slow as I absorb these views, and take countless photos. The drama of
the skies adds to the flavor of the scene; although I haven’t heard thunder, cloud cover
has been building all afternoon, and it’s been raining to the north.

Soon I’m at the pond on the South Fork Cartridge Creek. This is where I had planned
to camp. I glance at my watch—it’s almost 3:30 PM. No, it’s too early to stop. The skies

These views were missed, last time around
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are not too threatening, and surprisingly, my legs still feel wholly energetic, even
though they’ve climbed some 9,000 feet already.

In lieu of camping, I take a lengthy respite, snacking on anything that seems palatable.
One of the challenges of today is to eat enough food that the rest of it fits in my bear
can tonight. I started with 1 2,300 calories, and I know I can fit something like 1 0,500
calories in my bear can, if I’m careful. It doesn’t seem like a tall order, but many of my
calories are currently in the form of Fritos, which—without extensive crushing—is go-
ing to seriously degrade the volumetric caloric density of my canister’s contents.

Soon enough, I amble upwards, towards White Pass. I remember climbingWhite Pass
last time I was here—it was a slow, painful affair, due to the terrible crushing chest
pain that had developed the night prior. Today, there is no terrible, crushing pain, so
my movement is far easier. More importantly, I spend more time enjoying my sur-
roundings, and less time considering the very real possibility of impending cardiac
doom.

The scenery on the climb is fine enough, but it is not until I crest White Pass that I am
really floored; the drama of the day’s weather plays out on a backdrop composed Dev-
ils Crags and the Black Divide, with the cheerful spires ofWindy Cliffs in the fore-
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The three ponds, and the dramatic drop-offalong the S. Fork. Cartridge Creek

Surreality on my way to Red Pass
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Red Pass is the dark notch in the foreground. Vennacher Col is the flat saddle in the right side of
the background, in front ofthe gently-sloping Split Mountain
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ground, somehow finding sunbeams amidst the storms. In front of that lies golden sub-
alpine plains that would be glorious walking, if only there was a reason to drop down
to them—instead, I’ll attempt to maintain elevation, as I contour towards Red Pass.

I interpret Roper’s words as best I can, and take one way—probably not the best, and
certainly not the worst—towards Red Pass. It involves some scrambling, then some
easy descending mixed with some down climbing, then easy traversing, followed
briefly by climbing. During all of this, I pause frequently, to absorb and to photograph.

Atop Red Pass, the nature of the scene changes, but is no less dramatic: the expanse of
gray granite forming Lake Basin unfolds before me, dotted with trees, meadows and
lakes. It is ringed by an imposing divide. I spot Frozen Lake Pass, and look two saddles
to the right, which is where Vennacher Col should be. The bad news is that Vennacher
Col looks like an impassable wall of rock. The good news is that so does Frozen Lake
Pass, and I know that’s imminently passable. So, Vennacher Col should be too, right?
Proof by induction, or something.

Marion Lake, straight ahead, lies some 1 ,300 feet below. It is my planned stopping
point for the day, and that still seems likely—there’s enough daylight to keep going, but
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Lake Basin from near Red Pass
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I’d rather sleep as low as I can. Besides that, Marion Lake is pretty sheltered, and I’m
still not sure what the weather is going to do.

The descent is going swimmingly. And then, there’s a misstep. I’m walking on some
lumpitty-bumpitty vegetation, and where I expect it to lump, it bumps3. My ankle
twists, and there’s a crack, then the familiar shooting pain and burning associated with
a sprained ankle.

No no no. I test it. It hurts, but it’s not terrible. I think maybe it’s okay. Sometimes, these
things are fine after twenty paces.

I start walking again, and I give it twenty paces, and it’s not fine, but I don’t think it’s
terrible. It hurts, but not badly, and it doesn’t seem weak. I can’t rotate my foot without
significant pain, but maybe I don’t need to rotate my foot much on this trip.

As I hypothesize that, I picture the miles of talus that remain on my intended itinerary.
No, rotating my foot is something I’ll need to do.

_______
3 Kindly pay no attention to the fact that this whole lumpitty bumpitty verbiage makes no
sense. I have already written it, and I am not one for editing.

The chute leading to Marion Lake
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I decide to worry about it later. I continue my descent. My ankle doesn’t worsen and
doesn’t improve, and it seems to have stagnated at a place that won’t interrupt my hike.
However, I am acutely worried about a second twist, and I move very deliberately
downwards, towards Marion Lake.

The final chute to Marion Lake is steep. I remember last time I did it, and remember
thinking mid-chute: “This is nothing!” But today, I think it’s not nothing—it’s a little
sketchy. Again, I move deliberately, and there’s no real trouble, and soon, I’m at the
bottom.

As I pass by the marker near the lakeshore, I take a photo. Andy and I joked about this
marker last time. It’s a monument to Helen Marion Gompertz LeConte, who spent
much time with her husband Joseph, exploring this area and ascending the nearby
peaks (many of which were first ascents). Andy wondered if she was buried here, and I
had no good answer.

Good campsites abound near the lake’s outlet. I pitch my tarp, and just as I finish doing
so, the rain resumes (did I not mention that before? It’s been raining on and off since
White Pass. Sorry—go reread everything since that section, picturing it now in a light,
intermittent drizzle). I put my things under my tarp, then join my things under my tarp.
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Soon there’s thunder, and it’s mostly far away, then some close, then far away again.

The rain comes and goes. Soon, it’s dark, and I do nighttime things. The sky clears.
There’s no moon, and that aids my stargazing: the Milky is stretched across the sky
above, in incredible fidelity. I lay in my bivy, half in and half out of my tarp. I take a few
photos of the night sky, then give in to sleepiness.

Just as I begin to fall asleep, I see a flash. No noise accompanies it. Did I make it up? I
look towards the lake. The only thing it could’ve been is a headlamp beam, swinging
past. That group must’ve gone for it—and they must’ve descended Red Pass by head-
lamp. And that chute, they did that by headlamp too.Wowza.

Then there’s another flash, and it’s definitely not a headlamp, it’s coming from the sky.
I peer out of my tarp, and await more flashes. They come; they’re off to the east. It’s all
mystifying to me. Andy and I always joke that while we’re backpacking, the world
enters World War III, and we’re the last to know about it. We say this specifically when
we see funny goings-on in the night sky, since those funny goings-on are undoubtedly
the initial offensives and counter-offensives of anti-satellite low-orbit warfare.

Tonight, I think maybe those flashes are World War III, but I can’t figure out what kind
of weapon makes a flash with no sound. A nuclear bomb of any sort would be accom-
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panied by such a terrific release of energy that there’d be no escaping the acoustic (or
seismic) side-effects. Besides, nukes are kind of a “one-and-done weapon”, not lobbed
back and forth in volleys. Directed energy weapons wouldn’t make light unless they
were lasers in the visible range, and I’d only be seeing that light if the collimated Death
Ray happened to sweep nearby, which seems unlikely. Besides, who would make a
Death Ray with white light?

After having a way-too-serious internal monologue on weapons physics, I decide that it
must be lightning—far away lightning, far enough away that I just can’t hear it. But
how far must that be? Across Owens valley, over the Inyo Mountains?

I message Andy about the lakeside memorial, asking him to Google whether it’s a me-
morial or headstone—that I’m really freaking out. He responds jovially, which is good,
because it means World War III really isn’t underway.

With that calming reassurance that I won’t get hit by any falling satellite debris, I nod
off.

__________
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IN THE EARLY MORNING LIGHT, I follow the old JMT towards Lake Basin. Like last
time, I lose it several times. Then, I’m at the rocky cliffs, and this time I don’t have the
trail, so I just scramble up in a way that makes sense. I’m definitely not taking the old
JMT, but I surmount the cliffs. My reward is easy strolling through Lake Basin.

It’s here that I must make a choice—Frozen Lake Pass, or Vennacher Col? Frozen Lake
Pass represents surety. Some ill things have been said about it—Roper calls it “certainly
the most difficult portion of the entire route”—but I’ve been over it, and nothing about
it makes me sweat.

Vennacher Col, on the other hand, is a legit Class 3 pass, with a gradient near the top of
its western face that is pretty wall-like. That seems to be in reasonably good agreement
with the few peeks I’ve had so far of Vennacher Col.

Of course, the decision was made as soon as I figured out that my ankle seemed no
worse today—I’d go over Vennacher. If it’s too sketchy, I’ll turn back, and head over
Frozen Lake Pass. But if it’s not, and if I make it over, I’ll also climb Vennacher Needle,
which is a Class 2 scramble from the Col.

The silhouette ofVennacher Col (center) and Vennacher Needle (left)
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As I stroll in the general direction of Vennacher Col, I hear an unnatural noise. Usu-
ally, unnatural noises in places like this mean humans are nearby. I peer in the direc-
tion of the noise, but don’t see anything. What did I even hear? Was it a voice?

I hear it again, and it’s maybe a voice, or maybe something else. I climb to the top of a
nearby knoll, and still don’t see anyone—and then I do. There’s a solitary hiker. He’s a
half mile away, or so. Is he fishing? I can’t tell. He’s too far away for me to go converse
with, and besides—he probably came to Lake Basin for the isolation. No need to take
that illusion away from him.

I climb towards Vennacher Col, and sooner than I hope, the terrain turns into talus. I
spend considerable time working my way up the talus, towards the cirque that hangs
beneath Vennacher Col. The good news is that my ankle is totally up for this. In fact,
my whole body is—which is good; it was not a short day yesterday.

I eventually reach the cirque, and pause, by the shore of a perfectly still tarn. I am at
the base of Vennacher Col. I stare upwards at it. It looks just as imposing from here as it
did from below. But I know—or I think I know—that it will probably look better once
I’m on it.

Vennacher Col from below
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I squint at possible routes. Internet ghosts said one thing; they said that south of the
low point is the easiest place to cross. Secor said the opposite. I squint for a while
longer, before deciding that I’ve been sandbagged by Secor a few times; that this time,
I’d listen to the internet ghosts. There looks like maybe there’s a chute-type thing that
angles up and to the left from the far right, bringing you to a point that is south of the
low point. I decide to aim for that.

The first few hundred feet are mixed talus interspersed with brief, climbable bluffs. It
is easy and fun, and the rock is good.

Then, I’m to the steep part. I work at it for a bit—there are always moves, and there are
a few options. I take the best looking option each time I have a choice. Eventually, I’m
at the crux—it’s steep, and it’s “you fall, you die” terrain. The moves are not terribly
difficult, but the exposure is significant. But something always works, and soon, I’m on
top.

After a few celebratory photos, I take a short video—I always regret not taking more

videos on trips like these. After my brief filmmaking session, I scramble along the
ridgeline. Per the internet ghosts, I ascended towards the southern side of the col, but

The upper reaches ofVennacher Col's western face

https://youtu.be/7WUJPbS0eGQ
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It is preferable not to fall

Vennacher Needle is on the northern side, so I need to traverse the entire ridge. I take
the opportunity to peer down the western face in a few locations—in some places it
looks better than where I came up, but I can only see the first fifteen or twenty feet be-
low, so it’s hard to judge.

Then, I’m scrambling up towards the needle. It’s really not needle-like from any aspect,
as far as I can tell. It is nothing more than a pile of rocks, like so much of the Sierra,
when examined closely.

Shortly, I’m on top—the peak is just shy of 1 3,000 feet; it was only a 500 foot climb
from the col. From the summit, the views are even more impressive. Lake Basin is un-
folded in its entirety beneath me; to the west, both White and Red Passes—my recent
past—are visible. To the Southwest, Arrow Peak dominates the view. That is my near
future—if the weather holds, that is.

I locate the summit register, then take a few minutes to page through it. I am surprised
to see how rarely this peak is climbed—only a few times a year, it seems. This year, I am
the fourth. And R. J. Secor himself is the second! I snap a photo of his summit register
entry—it’s kind of like spotting a celebrity.
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Above Vennacher Col, looking towards the southwest
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Lake Basin and beyond, from Vennacher Needle. The saddle on the red ridge is Red Pass.

Arrow Peak - my next destination
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Before descending, I unwrap my right ankle. I had wrapped it, hoping for a bit more
stability, but now that foot hurts—maybe I wrapped it too tightly.

There is a choice of talus or scree on the descent; I opt for scree on the descent, and
that makes it quick and screeasy4. I descend towards a sizable tarn at 1 1 ,500, and as I
near it, I slip again. I catch myself, but my hand takes most of my falling weight, which
in turn, asks a whole lot of a wrist that I guess is not totally up for it. I pick myself up,
and move my hand and nothing is broken or sprained, but there’s pain. I look at where I
slipped—it was some grass. Just some dumb, slippery, grass.

At the tarn, I relax, with shoes off. I snack, and apply sunblock, which seems decreas-
ingly necessary—clouds have begun clot the sky. I wonder how the afternoon will turn
out—I’m headed towards Bench Lake, but I’ll be there before 2 PM. From there is a
brief cross-country to the basin below Arrow Peak, followed by either Arrow Peak, or
down to Woods Creek via Explorer Pass. But I’m not willing to give either of those a
shot if T-storms are in the area, and my crystal ball tells me that T-storms are not that
far off. So, I’ll dead end at the basin. Then what?

It seems like a problem that only an Adam that is standing in that basin below Arrow
Peak can answer, so I punt it to him._______
4 Screeasy means easy scree descent. Can’t believe this isn’t a word yet. C’mon folks, don’t be
afraid to linguigineer when it is called for.
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I depart the tarn, then continue down easy terrain, intersecting the JMT at 1 0,500 feet.
I turn right, and immediately speed up, pulled along by the mellow, descending trail.

I pass three people immediately. Five minutes later, I pass another—he asks for the
time, and I provide it. Soon I’m at the first South Fork Kings crossing, then the
second—both are feet-dry crossings in September of a low snow year.

I climb out of the river, still southbound on the JMT. As the climb levels off near the
Bench Lake junction, I see a sign for the ranger station. I decide to go visit the
ranger—I’ve never been to the station here before, and it seems like a good thing to
know how to locate; it is not on the trail.

I follow the directions on the hand-written sign: Head 50 yards uphill to the edge ofa

meadow. I head uphill, and soon I’ve gone about 50 yards, but I still don’t see it. Then I
do see it, through the trees, but it’s another 50 yards.

The ranger station consists of a large canvas tent cabin, with a back yard full of the
miscellany necessary to support both backcountry kitchen and SAR outpost. There’s a
note on the table—it says that the ranger is out on patrol, and please don’t take their
stuff, because it’s all they have for the summer. The wording is strangely familiar. It
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takes me a while to place it, but I think I remember reading the same words in Eric
Blehm’s The Last Season, when Randy Morgensen’s last note was recounted. The
book made it seem like that was a unique note that Randy wrote, but maybe
not—maybe they all use the same verbiage? Or maybe they do now, in homage to
Randy. Or maybe just the Bench Lake Ranger does, in homage to Randy.

I realize then that the path I’m about to take—from this ranger station, to Bench Lake,
then (ignoring the spur climb of Arrow Peak) over Explorer Pass is the same path that
Randy took before his accident. I didn’t plan this, but I feel some pangs of guilt—like
I’m out here with the purposeful intention to take this famous macabre walk. It is not
the case of course, and I shed the guilt easily.

I wander back to the trail, then continue to Bench Lake. Clouds have continued to
build, and I’ve heard thunder a few times, although it was distant. I glance towards Ar-
row Peak. It’s now 1 2:45 PM. There’s plenty of afternoon left to climb Arrow Peak, but
these storms need to hurry up and get here, and hurry up and dissipate for that to hap-
pen. I hope these storms are in a hurry, because if they are not, then I am stuck.
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I depart the trail near the western end of Bench Lake, and contour through the light
woods. I’ve walked this route now four times, and each time struggle to find the best
way—it is always a mishmash of overgrown, soggy meadows, downed trees, unneces-
sary undulations and the occasional boulder field.

I take a slightly different path this time, and end up too low; I fix this by climbing along
the creek that drains the basin above. Then, the rain starts—I sigh, because now I know
I must hunker down; I’m not going to climb either Arrow Peak or Explorer Pass in the
rain.

I continue for a while, looking for a protected spot that also has a sufficiently large area
to pitch my tarp. I fail to find anything suitable, and continue wandering upwards.

Eventually, I find a spot on decomposed granite, it is fifty feet from the shores of the
lake/marsh in this basin. It’s not a bad place to camp, although it’s only 2:30 PM now.
It’s early to stop for the day, but it will probably be too late to ascend Arrow Peak by the
time things clear up—what will I do? I decide to decide that from beneath my tarp. I
pitch my tarp and unfurl my bivy and inflate my pad; I lay out my sleeping bag and
take off my shoes and lie down.

The iconic view ofArrow Peak over Bench Lake
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This break is well timed. My foot has been aching since Vennacher Col. I removed the
wrapping around it on Vennacher Needle, but that seemed to make little differ-
ence—the ache worsened over the miles that followed. It is bad now—bad enough that I
worry that the minor ankle sprain might actually be accompanied by a fracture of one
of the thousand bones in your foot, and maybe that fracture is now reponsible for the
majority of the pain.

I try to massage my foot, but that is no help. Maybe it makes things worse.

I sigh.

What to do? I can ride out the storm from here, then camp here. Then what?

If my foot is bad, I probably shouldn’t climb Arrow Peak, I reason. If it gets worse on
Arrow Peak, then I’m going to make my egress unnecessarily painful; I still need to at
least get over Explorer Pass, then descend 8,000 feet over 20 miles, if I take the short
way back. And if I can’t get over Explorer Pass—I still don’t know if the route I’ll at-
tempt will go—then I need to backtrack to the JMT, and follow that over Pinchot Pass,
then descend a different 8,000 feet, over a longer distance.

Explorer Pass never fails to intimidate
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But, maybe I’ll camp here, and in the morning, my foot will be fine? In that case, I’ll
just climb Arrow Peak in the morning. And it will be beautiful, because mornings in
the Sierra always are; I’m ahead of schedule anyway, and that will put me right back on
schedule.

But will my foot be fine? That’s what it all hinges on.

I decide that I’ve fleshed out the decision tree as well as I can at the moment. Rain is
still falling on my tarp, and lightning is now much closer—within a mile, occasionally.

I lay back, and attempt to nap. I brought a microfiber towel along, and although I
haven’t used it for any toweling yet, it seems like it might make a great blindfold. I fold
it once and shove it underneath my hat, which keeps it in place. I relax.

The world gets fuzzy and warm. My brain wanders for a while into non-realities that
are close enough to reality that they keep me woozily intrigued.

After 45 minutes of this, I peel off the towel. It’s still raining intermittently, but the
thunder has ceased. I peer out of my tarp, hoping to see blue skies perforating the ceil-
ing, but I do not—it is still overcast and breezy, with rain that comes and goes.

I glance towards Explorer Pass, and am surprised when I do so—I can see snow on the
upper reaches of the pass. It is not in significant quantity, but there is enough of it that I
can see it from here, some mile and half away, two thousand feet below.

Snow notwithstanding, the gears in my brain are now whirring. I’ve been here for an
hour, and if I stay the night to climb Arrow Peak tomorrow morning, I’ll need to hunker
down here for another fifteen hours.

That is not an attractive proposal.

I look at Explorer Pass, and look at the sky.

Okay. Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll give Explorer Pass a shot. If it goes, then I’ll drop down
the other side, and that’s that. If it doesn’t go, then at least I’ve figured that out, and I
can return to this spot, and camp here. And tomorrow morning I can climb Arrow
Peak.
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And if the weather gets really bad, I add nonchalantly, I’ll turn around. Or something.

Decision made, I glance at my watch. It’s 3 :45 PM, which means I have under four
hours until the headlamp hour. I don’t want to be off-trail looking for a campsite by
headlamp, so that means I need to get up and over Explorer Pass with enough daylight
to drop down to a reasonable campsite on the other side. Somewhere near Upper Win-
dow Peak Lake seems ideal—hopefully I can find a spot with immense views. All I care
about today are immense views.

I pack my things up in a hurry, and soon I’m heading towards Explorer Pass. The early
stages of the pass are easy, but the air is thin, so I’m slow.

Then, it starts to get steep. Steep and sloggy. It’s never quite steep enough to make me
nervous, but it’s steep and loose enough that sometimes it’s hard to find a place to
pause. And of course, I continually wonder if it will eventually get too steep—will I
have to turn around?

But it never gets too steep; I slog and slog and slog, and eventually, I’m on top.

It went!
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I’ve taken in the views from Explorer Pass recently, and they are no less impressive this
time around. They are perhaps among my favorite views in the Sierra, particularly the
views up the South ForkWoods Creek, which drains Rae Lakes and the lakes below.
I’ve thought about why I find that view so impressive—from a technical point of view,
it’s not that different from so many other views in the Sierra: a gorge, some lakes, some
creeks, some peaks. But I realize that Rae Lakes are a special place to me; in 2009, on
our first backpacking trip and our first visit to the High Sierra, my wife and I toiled for
days to reach Rae Lakes. We were completely oblivious to the fact that there’s a place
where one can have a birds-eye view of the terrain that we toiled over, but here I am,
enjoying such a view.

I wander around atop the pass for a few minutes. This is where Andy and I saw big-
horn sheep in July—I look around for evidence of them. I see hoof imprints, and I see
pellets of scat. It is either bighorn scat or marmot scat. I briefly ponder the seemingly
improbable fact that those two very different sized animals have very similarly sized
scat, and therefore, one can conclude, similarly sized buttholes. Then I wonder if I’m
the only one who has ever, while standing atop this pass, pondered buttholes.

Looking south, from atop Explorer Pass
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I force myself to stop pondering butthole dimensions, and think instead about my near
term future. The rain is still intermittent, but from here, I can see more significant
weather to the north. The Palisades are getting hammered. It seems as though whenev-
er there’s bad weather in the Sierra, the Palisades always take the brunt of it. I can’t tell
if it’s coming this way, but if it does, I’d prefer to be lower when it arrives.

I take a moment to film another brief video, then commence my descent.

The first 500 feet of descent is screeasy; then I’m at a tarn. Last time, when Andy and I
ascended this drainage, we stayed high and to climbers’ right. But I’m in an exploratory
mood, so I decide to take a different way down.

I wander on my descent, exploring the nooks and crannies of the upper drainage.
Sometimes I walk along the creek, but the terrain is far more complex down by the
creek than above; sometimes I must climb undulations or backtrack to continue. I am
surprised by pockets of snow that I find between boulders—it is fresh; the current
storm must have dropped it. It is not a lot of snow, but it’s not a tiny amount, either. As
I continue my wandering descent, I glance at my watch, and remind myself that I don’t
have a huge abundance of daylight.

https://youtu.be/ps9kyflUAgo
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High above a tarn in the Window Peak drainage

Wandering down the drainage
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I refocus on my descent, but speed is not in the cards—the views ahead of the South
ForkWoods Creek drainage continually distract, and demand photography.

Soon I’m Upper Window Peak Lake. I believe that this may be ideal camping—there’s
a knoll near the lake’s outlet that I hope to camp atop, and enjoy the immense views
that I’ve been waiting for. Unfortunately, there are no immense views; even from atop
the knoll, the views ofWoods Creek are obscured, due to my position amongst the sur-
rounding ridgelines. I decide to continue downwards, towards Lower Window Peak
Lake. I hope that by the outlet of that, I might find suitable camping, with suitably im-
mense views.

As I descend the steep slope along the inlet to Lower Window Peak Lake, my feet slip
from beneath me. Again, I catch my weight with the left hand; again, my left wrist is
not up for this task. The pain of my abused wrist is compounded by a dozen pointy
little prickly things, which are now embedded in the ungloved fingertips of that hand. I
remove whatever prickly things that I can, but some are embedded in my fingers with
their ends sheared off. I look at where I slipped—it was wet shrubbery. I realize that, on
this trip, after thousands of steps on hodge-podge piles of talus, the only slips I’ve had
were all due to vegetation. Stupid vegetation.

Upper Window Peak Lake
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By the shores of Lower Window Peak Lake, I drink a protein shake, then rinse the
bottle and load up with all the water I can carry, which is around one liter. My reason-
ing is that although I may find a suitable camping spot inbetween here and the JMT,
there may not be water nearby.

The sun is setting, and the views to the south are incredible. I am racing the setting sun,
either to a campsite that needs to be found in daylight, or to the trail below. But still I
pause, taking pictures every few minutes. It’s simply too stunning not to.

I pass a workable site, but it’s not perfect, so I continue. Then I pass another, that
would work in a pinch, but there are no immense views.

Soon, I’m only a few hundred feet above the JMT. It’s 7:1 5 PM, and the last slivers of
pink alpenglow are disappearing from the eastern facing peaks of the surrounding
mountains. Darkness is falling, and it’s time to get back on the trail. I hurriedly descend
the final few hundred feet of talus, and reach the trail just when it starts to seem foolish
to be moving over such terrain the current lighting.
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But trails are a whole ’nother thing, and descending trails in sketchy light is a pretty
acceptable practice. I continue, reaching the suspension bridge over Woods Creek in
short order. I cross the bridge, then pause.

There is a roaring fire here, with friendly campers. I haven’t talked to anyone today,
really—just uttered a few greetings and the time of day to the JMT hikers I passed
while on the brief section of trail between Upper Basin and Bench Lake. That is to say,
I wouldn’t mind talking to someone for a while.

But, my legs feel fresh, owed undoubtedly to my two hour break below Arrow Peak.
And my foot—remember my foot problem? Well, that’s fine now too; that disappeared
about halfway up Explorer Pass. So—no, I decide; I won’t stop here. I’ll continue, to
Dollar Lake. I’ve been here before, in this very situation. In 201 4 I was here, and I

wondered if I should continue. I did then, and it took forever to reach Dollar Lake, but
it was memorable. Besides, I wanted immense views—I won’t get them here, but at least
at Dollar Lake, I might catch a glimpse of Fin Dome in the moonlight.

I don my headlamp and begin the walk towards Dollar Lake. The trail is mellow and
I’ve hiked it before, so my thoughts wander. As I’m hiking, the scene around me
morphs—first I see frost on the needles of the surrounding pines. Then, I see small
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traces of snow, in the depressions that surround the trail. Eventually, the entire trail is
covered in snow. What sense does this make?

I just descended from a 1 2,500 foot pass, and encountered no meaningful snow. Yet
here, at—I glance at my watch—9,200 feet, there’s snow?

I begin to regret my decision to continue to Dollar Lake. I imagine that I’ll have a diffi-
cult time finding a place to pitch my tarp; I’ll have to find that spot from under a
blanket of a few inches of snow, which will be a wet, messy affair.

My regret is also borne out of the difficulty that I’m having breathing. Over the past
year, I’ve noticed that when I exercise in cold, dry air, I develop a a cough4. I guess I
didn’t do enough work yesterday for it to appear, but tonight, moving quickly along this
trail, I am doing enough work. The cough is annoying; it’s a tickle after each exhalation.
I cope with it, and slow my pace, but I want to get to Dollar Lake, so I don’t slow my
pace by too much.

I splosh through the wet snow on the trail, continuing upwards, into the inky dark
night.

Like 201 4, it seems to take forever. I keep checking my watch, and I’m never making as
much vertical progress as I feel I should. My lungs are not having a great time, and that
is not helping.

But there is a silver lining: as I pass through 1 0,000 feet, a magical thing happens; the
snow disappears. Apparently, it only snowed beneath 1 0,000 feet. The Sierra can have
such weird weather.

I clomp along on the dry trail, slowly working upwards. I look skyward with concern;
the skies had cleared after sunset, but now they are clotted with clouds again—my view
of half of the milky way is obscured. I hope I reach Dollar Lake before the rain begins
again, but there’s nothing I can do about that—my lungs are not going to like any at-
tempts to hurry.

Then, I see the big headwall beneath Dollar Lake. I meander to and fro, climbing it,
and then I see the Baxter Pass trail sign, and simultaneously, Dollar Lake behind it. I
don’t see any tents at first, but when I sweep my headlamp to the left, I see several.

_______
4 I have since seen my doctor, and been tentatively diagnosed with exercise-induced asthma.

He prescribed an inhaler, which should basically yield superpowers. Huzzah!
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I wander out towards the slabs, away from the lake, and find a good spot to pitch my
tarp. Unfortunately, at this spot, rocks have been meticulously laid out in such a way as
to require complete reorganization of them for my tarp to fit. I begin this reorganiza-
tion, coughing frequently. I feel sorry for my neighbors; this cough must be annoying.
It’s not that it’s late—it’s only 9:00 PM. But in September, at “no campfire” elevations,
9:00 PM is as good as midnight—there’s nothing else to do but to laze about in your
shelter.

I pitch my tarp and unfurl bed things and soon am sitting under my quilt, eating din-
ner. I sip my water, which I ration slightly; I never picked up any after my stop at
Lower Window Peak Lake. I have a half liter still—and the lake is only a hundred feet
away—but I’ll have to walk right by someone’s tent to get to it, or go explore the
shoreline in the dark. I don’t really want to do either, owed to my unique sense of
laziness: I don’t have any issues with climbing 1 0,000 feet in a day, but I can’t be
bothered to walk a hundred feet for water.

As I’m munching on my food, there’s a flurry of motion to my right, and before I realize
what has happened, a mouse has grabbed a half-uneaten chocolate bar, tugged it six
inches, then scampered away.

Jesus, there are rodents here?

I have never had this problem in the Sierra before.

I secure the remainder of my food in my bear can, then climb out of my quilt, and take
the now Hanta/Plague ridden chocolate bar, and remove it from the wrapper. I don’t
want the Hanta/Plague in my bear can, so I hurl it in the opposite direction, away from
the other campers; away from the lake. I suppose that maybe a bear will get my human
food, but at least he won’t associate it with anything. Besides, he’ll probably die of
Hanta/Plague before he can trouble too many other hikers.

I stow the wrapper in my can, and eat the remainder of my dinner, now with a much
more guarded posture. The mouse returns several times, getting braver and braver. I
throw pebbles at it and shine my light at it, neither of which are very effective de-
terrents.

Eventually, I’m done eating, and I stow my bear can, and retreat to my quilt, ready to
sleep.
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I do the typical night things—I send a message to my wife and kids, I review pictures on
my camera, I charge electronics.

I think about tomorrow—tomorrow should be a pretty quick day. It’ll just be up and
over Glen Pass, then a quick detour to go climb Mount Bago, and then down, down,
down the Bubbs Creek trail to the car. My plan is to jog some of that trail—but my pack
is still heavy, owed to the extra food; I had planned to be out for three nights, but I’m
ahead of schedule. I briefly regret my decision to go over Explorer Pass today—I could
be climbing Arrow Peak in the morning—but then remember that to do so required
staying put for sixteen hours, and nod silently at my decision. Arrow Peak will be there
next time.

All chores completed, I turn my attention to sleep. Unfortunately, sleep doesn’t come.

I didn’t realize it before, but my lungs kind of hurt. Not in the same way they hurt back
in 201 6—this is far more subtle. But it’s there.

I try every sleeping position that I know of, but none of them work.

The hours slip by, slowly.

This is not totally new to me—I’ve been sleepless while backpacking before. But, it’s
certainly been a while.

I never do sleep, save for an occasional minute here and there. I feel sorry again for my
neighbors—they probably hear my frequent tossing and turning on my crinkly Neoair
mattress.

__________
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AT 6:00 AM, I DECIDE TO start the day. I never slept, but it is wonderfully cozy in my
quilt, and it takes some mustering of will to egress, to go fetch my bear canister.

I’m on the trail by 6:30 AM. My first task is obtaining water from Dollar Lake—I ran out

last night. I usually don’t drink much at night, but I guess that’s different if I don’t
sleep.

I am not the first on the trail—one of my neighbors is already gone by the time I me-
ander down to the shoreline for water. I didn’t see which way he went, but if we went
south, I suspect I’ll encounter him shortly.

My supposition is correct, and just below lower Rae Lake, I run into him. He’s from
Georgia, and he’s hiking the JMT.

“You’re so lucky,” he says, when he hears about my trip, “that you can just do this on a
weekend. This place is incredible.”

And I realize that in all the trips and all the conversations I’ve had, nobody else has said
that, except for me—I’ve shouted that, to myself, a thousand times; on mornings like
this, or yesterday morning; or in 201 4 when I reached Palisade Lakes 24 hours after
leaving the trailhead. He doesn’t even know the part about the entire Sierra shrinking,
and how I feel like I can not only explore this corner of it on a weekend, but any corner.

We chat and hike for a while longer. He passes on more wisdom, on the topic of getting
out when you have kids—that you shouldn’t give up things like backpacking. I’ve had
that conversation with others before, but it’s a continual internal battle, and it helps to
to hear that message reiterated, particularly from veteran, sage hikers like himself.

Eventually, I bid him adieu—he’s going to stop for water on the shore of lower Rae
Lake.

I continue, past the middle lake, and along the isthmus. It’s the magical time of morning
when the sunbeams are slanted enough to leave some drama and mystery in the scene.
In July, Andy and I were here a couple of hours later; the mid-morning sun was direct
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and quite frank about things, leaving no stone unturned; illuminating everything,
shouting “THIS IS WHAT THIS ALL IS.” But I have the slanted sun, so I take ad-
vantage, and pause for several pictures of the lakes, the islands, and Painted Lady.

Soon I’m ascending Glen Pass. My lungs don’t really like this, but it’s only 1 ,500 feet,
so I know I shouldn’t waste time complaining; I can get over it if I just go.

Then, there’s someone camped in an odd place; on a little patch of grass just off the
trail. He stops me:

“Do you know where the camping is? Is it down by the lakes?”

“Yeah,” I stammer, “It’s uh, it’s just—well it’s all over down there. When you get to the
isthmus it starts, and then it’s just—well, it’s all over.”

“I came down the pass in the dark, and looked around for an hour, but couldn’t find
anything. I guess I should’ve gone further.”



48

“I guess they can just fine me,” he adds, referring to his campsite’s proximity to the
trail—or maybe to the non-durable surface beneath his tent.

“What time did you stop?” I ask, curious about the circumstances that led him to des-
cend Glen Pass in the dark only to stop on a grassy patch that is a quarter mile before
an approximately infinite number of campsites.

“Around 9:30.”

He reminds me of the hiker I encountered just across the Woods Creek suspension
bridge, camped right next to the trail on a little dirt patch.

“Is the camping full on the other side of the bridge?” I asked him incredulously.

“What bridge?” he said.

Then, I’m reminded of the trip that Jenny I took to Rae Lakes in 2009; we too couldn’t
find one of those infinite campsites, and set up our tent on the fragile, spongy grasses to
the west of the lakes. A hiker approached us, and helped us find a better site.
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It was our first time in the high Sierra, in our defense.

I realize that that occurred nine years ago, perhaps to the day. The mountains are all
exactly the same, but I’ve certainly changed. Could I have guessed then, that in nine
years, I’d be doing trips like this?

Now it’s gotten awkward, because I’ve stopped talking to the hiker and although I’ve
been very busy internally reminiscing, to him, this just looks like glassy-eyed drooling. I
consider tugging the conversation along with a line of questioning about animal but-
thole dimensions, but decide that that might do more harm than good.

I continue upwards. I do not see anybody else on the ascent, until I’m nearly at the pass
itself, when I pass two others. At the same time, a hiker comes up from the south. He
and I chat briefly:

“How’s it going?” I ask.

He pulls his earbuds out.

“Good. That is much easier than Forester. At least, in this direction.”

“Yeah, is it?”

I can never remember which are “easy” and which are “hard”. It always confuses me.
They’re all graded for stock travel, and they’re all at a high enough elevation to make
oxygen scarce. Basically, I think if you go fast, it’s “hard” and if you go slow, it’s “easy”.

“Are you hiking the JMT?” I add.

“No, the PCT—at least, section hiking from Kennedy Meadows to Tahoe.”

“Cool.” I respond. I can’t really think of anything else to add.

“You? You hiking the JMT?” He asks.

“No, I’m… I’m doing another thing. A few day thing out of Roads End.”

I’ve learned, at this point, to not try to explain my routes to PCT or JMT hikers. No
denigration intended, but the vast majority have no idea what lies off of the main cor-
ridor. Those that do will ask follow up questions.
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“Ah.” He responds, with non-subtle undertones of disapproval. There are no follow-up
questions.

As I descend the south side of Glen Pass, I break into a jog. The trail is mellow and
eminently jog-able, and my pack is light enough to carry fairly well. I pass countless
hikers as I descend—I give them all smiles and greetings, but don’t stop to talk to any.
But near a tarn at 1 1 ,300 feet, I do stop—I spy a hiker off-trail, heading upwards, onto
the slope to the east. But there’s nothing over there to climb—I wonder what he’s doing.
There are two hikers breakfasting nearby.

“Did you see him? Where is he going?” I ask them.

“We don’t know,” one of them says, with a thick Australian accent.

I take out my phone to look at the topo map. Is there anything over there? I decide that
there’s not—Mount Rixford is in that direction, but this doesn’t look like a reasonable
way approach it.

“Maybe he just wants breakfast with a view,” they add.

From Glen Pass
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I continue downwards. Soon, I can see Charlotte Lake—at this point I pause, to look for
Mount Bago. I pick out an unimposing rock pile that I think is Mount Bago, then check
my map, only to discover that I’m way off. I didn’t do much research on Mount Bago,
and had assumed it was just a minor scramble from the trail. Instead, I now realize that
it will probably require something like three miles of cross country. I stare at the real
Mount Bago. It is higher; it is far more lung-threatening than the rock pile I initially
spied. I consider my options, but decide that I have plenty of food, and even if it takes
most of the day, so be it.

At the Charlotte Lake junction, I take the Charlotte Lake option. I follow the trail as it
descends towards Charlotte Lake, then leave it around 1 0,600 feet to begin easy cross
country through lightly wooded hillsides. Soon there’s complexity; talus fields and
cliffs and boulders. I wander around these, taking what is probably not the most effi-
cient way, but one that works. I keep checking my phone; navigating in the woods is a
lot more challenging that the simple above-treeline navigation that I’m used to.

Soon I’m climbing towards a basin below the peak. I’m still in the woods, but it’s steep,
and my lungs complain.

I reach the basin, and now the route is obvious—climb the loose slope to a saddle; turn
left and scramble to the peak.

I leave my bear canister behind, and begin the ascent. Initially, I opt for a grassy chute,
which in hindsight seems like perhaps the riskiest route, given my disposition to slip on
vegetation on this trip. When the chute ends, it’s loose scree—a sloggy deja vu from
yesterday’s trip up Explorer Pass. Before long, I’m on the saddle; an easy scramble to
the peak ensues, and then I’m on top.

As has been the pattern on this trip, I film a short clip, peruse the summit register, and
take dozens of photos, before retracing my steps to the saddle. At the saddle, I opt for a
slightly different route down to the basin than that which I ascended; this one is a little
looser, which makes it a little more screeasy.

Soon my bear can is back in my pack, and I do the meandering cross-country back to
the trail, and then that’s it—it’s just trail miles between me and cheeseburgers.

I glance at my watch—it’s 1 1 :1 5 AM. The Mount Bago spur addition, from the Char-
lotte Lake trail junction, took around two hours.

https://youtu.be/Nr2wy86Jn9o
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Dramatic spires on the southern face ofMt. Bago
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West Vidette and Center Basin
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East Creek and East Lake
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Down, down, down—down to Vidette Meadow, then down, down, down, forever.

Above Junction Meadow, I pause, and look upwards—upwards at Mount Bago. From
this side, it is far more imposing; jagged spires of golden granite.

I continue downwards. I soon encounter a group of six, heading the opposite way.
They are strung out along their ascent. I am surprised, because they are quite a
distance from the trailhead, but are carrying daypacks, and they don’t look like the ul-
tra-runner type.

Below Junction Meadow, three stock trains pass me, ascending. I yield the trail to them.
One of the riders asks me if I had seen a group with daypacks, and on which side of
Junction Meadow they were. His stock train is carrying their packs, so that they don’t
have to.

I answer his questions, but am irked. I have to wonder what sort of mental gymnastics
one must commit to convince yourself the impact of a stock train carrying your packs is
defensible. I suppose if you’re injured or ill that defense is easier, but that group didn’t
exactly look like a Scoliosis support group.

The stock train’s treat for me, for the next ten miles, is frequent piles of fresh, wet horse
shit on the trail.
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All in the name of laziness. Or ignorance. Or arrogance. Or all three.

Around a blind corner, I hear a noise. It’s the noise a human makes. But it’s kind of a
chirpy-beep noise. Kind of like a bird call.

I continue around the corner slowly, and see a bear.

“BLARGUBLABLA,” I yell at the bear, and it ambles off the trail, down to a ravine,
twenty feet off the trail. I proceed past, and around one more turn, encounter the two
hikers who had attempted to chirp the bear off the trail. They are wearing head nets.

“I scared it off the trail,” I say.

“Thanks!” they offer, and I proceed.

The miles pass by quickly. I pause by Charlotte Creek for water and a snack, and re-
peat the process at Sphinx Creek. The day is warming and I’m descending; these two
factors combine to make me overheat in my pants and long sleeve polypro shirt. I dunk
my hat whenever water is within arms reach, and this helps immensely.

Mt. Bago from below
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I jog down the final switchbacks. These usually go quickly, but today, they take forever.
Perhaps it’s anticipation—anticipation of the Bailey Bridge, where I will take a plunge
in the South Fork Kings.

Then I’m there, and I make good on my promise. I chat with two day hikers by the
bridge; they ask about my DeLorme, and my pack size. He says that he brought more
stuff on their day hike. I tell him that I have it all, and then some—I have two sleeping
pads; I have a 20 degree sleeping bag; I have a down jacket; I have a bivy and a tarp; I
have a bear can. I have it all.

The two miles sandy walk is a two mile sandy jog today. I take the opportunity to gaze
at the canyon walls. For some reason, I’m not usually impressed by these on this two-
mile stretch, but today I am.

I also reflect on trip, as I usually do on the particular section of trail. This was another
great trip—a superb mix of new places and old, all of it fantastic. I pushed the bound-
aries—I was solo, and off-trail for longer than I ever have been solo before, and I never
felt a moment of discomfort with that. I moved effortlessly over off-trail terrain that
seemed far more humbling just two years ago. I count them; I went over nine passes,
and only one had a trail. I climbed two peaks and signed two summit registers. And I
stretched my legs out a bit on some of the on trail sections, working in some jogging,
which felt great.

I glance at my watch—the entire smorgasbord of activity on this trip will have taken me
something two and a half days, by the time I reach the trailhead. On paper, it seems like
a lot, crammed into a little—but it never felt that way. As the hiker from Georgia said,
“You’re lucky you do this in a weekend,” and his words really resonate, at the moment.

Before I know it, I’m at the trailhead. I pause for water at the tap, and watch as two wo-
men prepare to leave on their trip. They are laughing, because one’s pack is so large and
heavy, she can’t even lift it onto her back. I laugh—not a laugh of arrogance or in-
sult—but because it genuinely makes me smile. I have no doubt that those two are going
to go out and have a good time—they might have a better time than me! There are such
diverse approaches to enjoying the wilderness, none of them wrong5.

At my car, I do car things—I change clothes; I grab smelly things from the bear box. I
take my bear canister out of my pack, to remove some snacking material for the drive
back. There is a surprise waiting for me; when I open the canister, I discover that my
_______
5 Exception: Stock trains are wrong
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ziplocs of protein powder have burst, dispersing protein powder throughout the interior
of the can. I do not wish to bother with that, so I go hungry, save for a Slim Jim that I
had stored in the bear boxes.

My hunger doesn’t last too long; I stop again at the Black Bear Diner in Madera, and
eat the same burger that I ate after my last trip—the Bob’s Big Bear Burger. It provides
well over 2,000 calories of satiating goodness.

Coke to-go in my insulated mug keeps me awake on the noisy drive back—the AC in
my Jeep is nonfunctional, so windows stay down until the sun sets, and not long after,
I’m home.

Another hugely satisfying and enormously successful trip to the High Sierra is in the
books.

__________

Complete photo album: here

Gear list: here

https://ontheswitchbacks.files.wordpress.com/2018/09/shr-roads-end-september-20182.pdf
https://flic.kr/s/aHsmrFUfTU
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