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July 22nd, 2020

I ZOOM ALONG AN EMPTY, winding highway on a moonless night. For 

hours, my universe consists solely of quickly-approaching reflective road 

signs emerging out of a dark infinity. The relative motions of these reflective 

markers are processed by my brain, which reconstructs the topology of the 

3D ribbon of road that I must keep my car aligned with.

This happens effortlessly.

At midnight I arrive at the Rush Creek trailhead. I step out of my vehi-

cle and feel the still silence of a warm eastern Sierra evening drift over me 

like a blanket. I am glad to be here.

A bit of nosh, and then I am in bed, sleeping on a mattress pad in the 

back of our minivan. This was always part of my plan—I’m a bit of a night 

owl these days, so trying to go to sleep at home before the sun is down then 

awake at 1:00 AM for the drive to the trailhead is far less agreeable than post-

poning the nap until the drive is under my belt.

I awake at 5:00 AM and after a bleary-eyed cheese-themed breakfast, I am 

on the trail, ambling upwards along the namesake Rush Creek. 

Was it too much cheese? There’s really no way to know these things. 

My climb is interrupted by a distant rumble; I look up and see a cloud 

of dust rising off of the steep northern face of Carson Peak: the tell-tale sign 

that a rockfall has just occurred.
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Well. That’s not a good omen, now is it?

But I’m not big on heeding omens, so I continue upwards. I glance peri-

odically at the run out below the rockfall, and wonder if the rockfall had 

enough momentum to reach the pockets of permanent civilization that I 

know to exist there.

Soon I reach trail junctions. At some I know exactly what to do, but at 

others I do not. This is typical Adam—I spend copious time researching 

routes along remote off-trail sections, but fail to even briefly note what to 

do at the trail junctions I will encounter.

You just follow the trail is what my brain told me while I was planning 

this, and that was good enough to convince armchair-brain that I had done 

my due diligence in planning.

But now there are choices, so I consult maps and make simple naviga-

tional decisions, and that is that, but maybe I should pay more attention to 

which trails to follow in the future.

Soon I pass three backpackers, descending towards me. They are the 

first people I’ve seen today. They have a look of pure determination—it is 

cheeseburger day for them; they are hiking out. We exchange hellos but they 

do not slow. They are thinking of cheeseburgers. Or maybe omelettes. It’s 

still early and the trailhead is not far. Will they go get omelettes? Everyone 

thinks about COVID differently. To some, getting omelettes is nothing, but 

to others, it is basically murdering a waitress.

It is not long before I arrive at the shores of Thousand Island Lake. I see 

the bright evidence of backpackers all along the gentle slope of the north-

eastern shore—tents; hikers sitting, eating breakfast. Many are fishing; some 

are just milling about. 

Soon I am stopped by one of these people, and we converse briefly 

about our intentions.
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I leave him, then pause to take a short video. Over the years, I’ve taken 

little snippets of video, but I don’t do it enough—I like the short videos; 

they seem to convey more of a sense of environment than the photos do. I 

decide that I’ll do more of that on this trip.

I do not go far before I am stopped again. This time, a woman calls out:

“Hey—have you seen a brown horse?”

I look at her, and then pan my vision slightly to the left, where a tan 

horse is standing, some fifteen feet away from her.

I know that she cannot be asking about that horse, because it is fifteen 

feet away; I know this, but I cannot stop my mouth which is already intent 

upo—

“Well, I see that horse. It is light brown,” I state.

She looks at the horse. She looks at me.

“That horse is white.”

There is a pause, and in this moment all other things in the Universe 

come to a halt. My day is not about peaks or passes anymore; I have a 

greater calling: I must establish that tan is a light shade brown, not a dark 

shade of white.

She breaks the silence with another question:

“Where did you come from?”

“The Rush Creek trailhead,” I reply.

She turns to her two companions, who have thus far remained silent.

“Ok, he came from Rush Creek, so that rules out everything north on 

the JMT. We should—“

“Excuse me,” I interrupt. We still have to resolve our dispute about col-

ors, but she is wrong again already, and this time it is more pressing. “I 

didn’t come from the JMT, I came from the Rush Creek trailhead, which—“

“I know where Rush Creek is,” she snipes, and turns back to her com-

panions.
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I shrug, content to proceed. Of course, she is wrong; of course, her re-

ally-could-be-any-color-horse might be anywhere in the direction she’s con-

vinced she shouldn’t look. 

I am sure she is a wonderful person with many positive traits, but on 

this morning, she has not demonstrated many of them. Least of all, her abil-

ity to maintain possession of a horse. 

She probably forgot to hobble it last night. I realize I don’t know what that 

means at all, but I did read all of the Lonesome Dove books as a kid, and 

consequently I do know that hobbling is exactly what you’re supposed to 

do to horses so that they don’t run away overnight.

The trail dissolves, and I begin the gentle ascent towards North Glacier 

Pass. Soon the slope turns into a sea of boulders. This is my first talus of the 

year, and my talus zen is at a level of around 1.5. That is on a scale of 0 to in-

finity, so it is not so good.
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I make my way slowly, methodically, upwards. My lethargy is inten-

tional; last time that I hiked at altitude–the Rae Lakes loop, two weeks ago–

I developed chest pains that accompanied me for the final 25 miles. I assume 

that I breathed too hard, and worked too hard. Today I intend to go slower.

As I near the top, I encounter another hiker. He has no pack. We stop 

to chat; he is day hiking from Thousand Island Lake. I ask him where he is 

headed, and he tells me about a box canyon that is “somewhere above 

Catherine Lake.” He may go there next.

He is soon reunited with two hiking companions that took different 

paths up among the boulders, but I soon leave them behind—talus zen 1.5 

and minimal-effort notwithstanding, I still have a little zip.

What is a box canyon? 

At the top, I take another short video, before working my way down to 

the Lake Catherine’s shore. This descent is also a tedious boulder-filled af-

fair. As soon as I reach the lakeshore, I look behind me, and notice a much 

quicker route down.

Well, the only way to get to talus zen infinity is to do your time on talus, I 

conclude with a sigh.

I encounter another hiker below Lake Catherine. She is crossing the 

outlet stream that drains Lake Catherine to a skein of tarns. We both de-

scended the left-hand side of the tarns, due to a nasty, cleaving snowfield 

that hugged the right-hand side of the tarns. She is talking as she crosses, so I 

assume she has a companion that I cannot see, but she turns and sees me:

“Oh! I didn’t expect anyone. Here I was, talking to myself.”

I join her, by the side of the cascading outlet. She is stopping for water, 

and I haven’t taken any breaks yet—this is a worthwhile place for a break.

Her name is Lexi; she is hiking the entire Sierra High Route, which is 

an impressive feat, both in terms of life-management (getting away for the 25 
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days she is taking to do it) as well as the simple gumption one must have to 

do such a thing (the SHR can be described with many words, but “easy” is 

not one of them).

She is northbound, and consequently, she is most of the way done.

We talk about SHR things: favorite areas, sketchiest passes, weather. 

There is a lot to discuss; both of us have hiked the entire high route up to 

this point, and none of it beyond. It is kind of like we have our own lan-

guage.

“This next part can be a bit tricky, I have heard,” I tell her. “But… You 

know how sometimes, you see something on a topo map that looks like a 

better way? So then you try it? I know, it rarely works out. But I’m going to 

try it.”

“I won’t see you again if it goes,” I continue, as we shoulder our packs. 

“But I probably will if it doesn’t.”
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And if you see a helicopter… I think this thought, but it is too heavy a 

statement for me to enunciate.

We bid adieu and go our separate ways.

Soon I am wandering alone along the imaginary line I drew on a topo 

map whilst sitting in an armchair. Roper describes micro-routefinding 

through labyrinthine cliffs on his route, and that may be the same fate I 

await on my alternative; there really is no way to tell. But such is the nature 

of Adventure! I can’t see very far ahead, owed to the complex terrain, and I 

know that the crux of it is still a half-mile ahead, but so far, so goo—

CRACK! 

And then I am stumbling, as a shooting pain stabs through my right an-

kle and up my shin.

My brain is quick to process that this is an ankle sprain; that it is proba-

bly not a very mild ankle sprain, based on the audible noise and the extent 

of the foot rotation. My brain is also quick to adopt anger as its primary re-

sponse. Seething anger.

F*CK.

I mutter more expletives as I test my ankle. I know that sometimes 

these things melt to nothing, while other times they grow very real and de-

bilitating. I take a few test paces to see if my ankle can bear weight. It can, 

but only if I step just right. It is not a nothing-sprain; I know that immedi-

ately. I try to calm myself. I have been here before. Relax. It is done; we can’t 

undo it.

I look back at where it happened; it was a trivial step with nothing chal-

lenging associated with it; from a rock, onto a grassy patch of dirt. This too 

is typical of my ankle sprains. Last year, I sprained an ankle in a trailhead 

parking lot, before departing on a five day trip. Perhaps I could take solace 

in the fact that this time, I made it further than that, but I am not in the 

mood for solace; I am angry and frustrated.
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I continue moving, acknowledging that I need to stop to consider this 

new development—maybe I shouldn’t be exploring alternate routes. But I’m 

too angry to think clearly. That anger will fade in a bit, and I’ll have a better 

idea how bad the sprain is at that point, too.

Slowly, I relent to the burden of a decision, and pause.

F*CK.

Do I continue?

It is a serious question. I have around 8 miles of off-trail travel before I 

hit trails again, and that 8 miles is known to be particularly rugged. But go-

ing back means the sea of boulders. Maybe there aren’t any boulders ahead. 

And going back means going back, which is not what I came to do.

I sigh. I have, at least, relaxed a bit.

I decide to continue, acknowledging that another twist of this ankle 

could be disastrous. I am, perhaps, tempting fate a bit. But I will slow down, 

and I will focus extensively on foot placement. I will continue along this 

route, and if it goes—if I make it to Twin Lakes—I will pause, and recon-

sider. Of course, at that point, the most rugged part of the route will be be-

hind me, and forward will be the direction that makes sense, regardless of 

ankle condition. At that point forward will also mean a great many miles re-

main between me and my car. But I ignore these facts.

I continue, focusing on meticulous placement of my right foot with 

each step. My armchair route goes; there is no labyrinthine cliff navigation 

needed. I do make some sub-optimal route-finding choices, but fixes are 

always possible, and soon I find myself at the outlet of lower Twin Island 

lake.

This outlet is a feet-wet crossing, forced upon the hiker by the sur-

rounding terrain. Fortunately, at least in late July of this low snow year, 

there is nothing particularly hazardous about it, aside from the exception-
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ally slippery moss-covered rocks that must be navigated with an ankle only 

willing to accommodate specifically-sloped surfaces.

As I cross, two women approach from the other side.

“You are the first person we’ve seen in two days!” one exclaims.

They cross, and then we are an opposite sides, but this doesn’t hinder 

our dialog; I sit on the bank soaking my ankle as we discuss our endeavors.

They are out peak-bagging, and just climbed Electra. They climbed Fo-

erster yesterday.

“I was thinking of climbing Foerster,” I say, “but I just sprained an an-

kle, so now I’m on the fence about adding extraneous summits.”

They nod.

“She just finished the SPS list!” the other says, as they wade across the 

river. The speaker unabashedly removed her pants prior to crossing. I like 

backcountry people; they seem to better grasp what is important in life, and 

what is not.

Amazed by the peak-climbing accomplishment, I offer my congratula-

tions. I have probably met someone who has done this, but perhaps not.

“How many people have done it?” I ask, “100? 1,000?”

She shrugs. “Closer to 100 than 1,000. Some people don’t get formally 

acknowledged—like me—so there’s no real way to know.”

I think about it. What is it, 250 peaks? That’s 25 a year for a decade. Or 

10 a year, for 25 years. Not all of the peaks are easy.

I congratulate her again, before they head off towards their camp along 

the shoreline.

I relax, eating chocolate on the lakeshore. I have been enjoying the 

views, but much of what I have seen only reinforces my opinion that my 

heart belongs to the Sierra south of here. Here, there are no rosy golden 

massifs, looming over gentle subalpine plains; the terrain here consists of an 
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endless volcanic fractal, void of meaning or drama or intent. The texture is 

overwhelming.

I look back at the complex terrain below Catherine Lake. From this 

vantage, it looks distinctly impossible to traverse, though my presence here 

is undeniable evidence to the contrary. I squint, looking for any hints of 

motion; perhaps, if I look in just the right place, I’ll be able to spot Lexi.

Eventually I give up, and draw my quite-numb ankle from its ice bath. 

My shoe can only go back on with the laces loosened; even the ice bath 

wasn’t enough to quell the swelling. I ignore considerations of turning 

around, and I continue forward. The most complex terrain is behind me, I de-

cide, I just need to remain vigilant with foot placement.

I wander onward, visiting a rockbound tarn before eventually arriving 

at a bluff, overlooking the much-renowned Bench Canyon. The world has 

suddenly transformed, and I am pleased; the volcanoes are behind me–the 

rock has become the bright, benevolently exfoliating granite that lends itself 

so well to the formation of slabby ramps; the canyon floor is painted with 

greenery—grass and stunted trees—wildflowers too, I am sure, that I will see 

when I get closer. I admit, the neighboring peaks do not tower so highly 

over this wonderful canyon, but were it not for that, I might mistake this for

—ahem—the Sierra a bit south of here.

I arrive at the canyon floor, and verily, it is wondrous. Roper makes no 

attempts at stoicism or restraint when he describes this area, stating that one 

might find it difficult to avoid “cavorting like a child” in such a setting. I 

ponder this sentiment as I walk. I feel minor pangs of guilt, as though I have 

failed Roper’s purity test; I love the Sierra and nobody can deny that, but no 

place that I have ever visited in the Sierra has provoked actions that could be 

described as “cavorting like a child.” 
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As I meander upward through Bench Canyon, I look behind to see rain 

ensconcing the Ritter/Batter massif. Clouds have been building all day, and 

I expect an afternoon tumult. The timing seems awkward, as I am approach-

ing Blue Lake Pass, and I’m unsure if that’s the type of pass on which one 

can responsibly tango with T-storms.

I reach the shores of Blue Lake, and it is also wonderful—July’s green 

grasses waver in front of the yellowed granite; the dark volcanic backdrop of 

the Ritter range provides contrast which is only amplified by the weather. I 

briefly consider stopping for the day here. If I were to climb Foerster Peak, 

this would be the place to stop, so that I could do that in the morning. But—

even though my ankle has been a relatively silent companion for the last 

several miles—I decide that I should not be adding summits. A factor in this 

decision is the hypothetical conversation I might have with SAR personnel: 

“No, I sprained my ankle BEFORE the summit; I was dabbling in purely 

optional recreational summitry when the fall occurred, and yeah, sure, in 

hindsight, it wasn’t so smart, but gee, thanks for coming to get me.”

Soon it is sprinkling on me. I listen for thunder, and hear one or two 

booms, but they are distant and diffuse, separated by several minutes in 

time. I decide to proceed upwards, knowing I can turn back if conditions 

worsen. Neither side of the pass seems particularly exposed, according to a 

glance at a topo map.

As I begin to climb, I encounter a hiker descending. He is wearing a 

helmet.

“Have you seen anyone else?” He asks.

I respond in the negative, and after a few more back-and-forths, discover 

that he has a friend hiking with him, but he hasn’t seen him since Blue Lake 

Pass, and he’s been waiting below for a while now.

I tell him that I’ll keep my eyes peeled for him.
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“You look like you’re packing light,” he comments.

“Comfort while hiking or comfort while in camp… that’s the choice.” I 

respond. “Did you climb something?” I ask, considering his helmet.

“We came from Sonora Pass, and are continuing to Reds Meadow,” he 

responds.

“Nice,” I respond. Maybe he didn’t hear me—or understand me.

I continue upwards, and soon see his companion several hundred yards 

from me, descending towards his friend. I pause and watch their reunion, 

then continue upwards.

The drizzle turns to heavy rain, and then hail, and the winds increase. I 

pick my way upwards. My progress is slow, due to my ankle, and due to my 

general unwillingness to do anything fast today.

 I pause midway up, and look behind me; the two hikers are still stand-

ing together, motionless. I cannot tell what direction they are facing, but it 

seems like they are watching me. I wonder if they have doubts—“Does he 

know about lightning?”

That topic is not absent from my own mind, but I continue upwards, 

soon arriving at the top.

The views are marvelous. To the east, from whence I came, it is all still 

there—Blue Lake, the Ritter range—even Abbot and Hilgard, in the distance. 

To the west is a gorgeous, enticing subalpine basin backed by the Clark 

range, begging to be explored.

The immediate task is to descend the talus that ensconces the top few 

hundred feet of the pass. Roper warns that it is steep, but I do not find it so. 

Unfortunately, the rain and hail have made the rocks somewhat slick, and so 

my descent has an additional compounding measure of meticulousness.
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I descend without issue–the afternoon weather dissolving as I do so–and 

then I am wandering through that subalpine basin that I had ogled from 

above. Although I can’t quite bring myself to cavort, I do traipse through 

the picturesque landscape. I admit that I am always awed when I find places 

like this; fantastically beautiful, but essentially untouched and wholly ig-

nored by the majority of wilderness enthusiasts.

As I traipse, I start to give thought to where I ought to sleep tonight. I 

have long since passed Blue Lake Pass, and soon will be back on a trail, but 

I’m not sure what the terrain is like along the trail; there are no lakes or 

other particularly obvious places where campsites might be found. I punt on 

making any such decisions, and continue to walk.

I descend to the trail, taking what is almost certainly not-the-best route 

to reach it. This involves down climbing exposed cliffs.

But then, I am on the trail, and it offers easy strolling. This allows my 

mind the opportunity to wander: Where should I camp? When should I camp? 

Should I climb a peak tomorrow? Should I stick to trails tomorrow, or should 

I opt for the ridge top cross country traverse that I planned from an arm-

chair? I am not wholly comfortable with the thought of the traverse; it 

seems irresponsible given the fragile state of my ankle. I have the sense that I 

have somehow escaped unscathed thus far, but that I’m in no position to 

push my luck. But then counterarguments surface: My ankle has been doing 

okay, and I’m here—so… so which is it then? What is the right call? It’s not 

an easy choice. These are choices that are often only obvious in hindsight 

(often glaringly so).

But such choices don’t need to be made until tomorrow; I have many 

trail miles ahead before the opportunity to leave the trail will present itself. I 

detach myself from the burdeon of that decision, then gently coax my wan-

dering thoughts along from topic to topic; I think of home, and work, and 
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life. These thoughts are not a burden; it is pleasant to have the opportunity 

to think in peace, with no pressure towards accomplishing other tasks. I am 

able to do this while bathing in the beauty around me, which at the mo-

ment exists in the form of resplendent conifer forests along a well-main-

tained trail.

I do revisit the choice of where to stop for the evening. I know nothing 

of these ttrails, or the camping opportunities that may exist. I know about 

Vogelsang—I’ve camped at Fletcher Lake a couple times. I glance at my 

maps, and decide that I can’t make it there before dark. I’m unwilling to 

walk after dark, because confusing shadows will make avoiding missteps far 

more difficult.

I continue along the trail through the resplendent forests. I descend to 

the Lyell Fork, and cross it on a log, then follow the ascending trail to a 

broad, dry shelf that is perched some 2,000 feet above the Merced river. The 

trail follows this shelf for several miles, criss-crossing streams only a couple 

times. The general dryness means the mosquitoes should be timid; I decide 

that I will camp somewhere along this shelf.

After a short while, a new greed fills me: I want a campsite with a view. 

I might not climb anything on this trip, and that’s okay—heck, at this point, 

if I’m able to walk out of this, I’ll be happy—but I just want a view tonight.

This is a rare greed for me. My typical focus regarding campsites centers 

around practical considerations like exposure to the elements and condensa-

tion factors. I usually don’t care about views or people; I stop at or after 

dark, and climb into my bivy, and sleep. I don’t really consider them “camp-

sites” and often don’t refer to them in that way; I refer to them as where I 

“stopped to sleep”. From an environmental impact perspective, I think this 

language is more accurate—I am not doing dishes, creating a fire, washing 

laundry, etc. I am not doing typical “camping” things. I am stopping. To 

sleep.



21

Tonight I will stop to sleep, but I have it in me that I’ll have a view. I 

continue along the trail on the broad shelf. Whenever I cross a stream, I load 

up on water, in preparation for a dry camp that I hope exists. Yet, I’m 

quickly running out of shelf, and approaching a descent to Lewis Creek. If I 

begin the descent, I suspect that I will give up any chances for a view.

I pass a few decent candidate locations for a campsite, but they are not 

quite perfect. My greed overpowers me, and I continue.

I spy an opening in the canopy ahead. It is off towards the cliffs to my 

left; I leave the trail in that direction, and soon, it is apparent that my gam-

bit has paid off: I find myself on an exposed knob, with numerous decom-

posed granite pads that offer perfect places for restful horizontal bodies. The 

knob rises above the abrupt cliffs which drop down to the Merced below, 

and from atop the knob, the view is phenomenal. I soak in the view beneath 

the orange twilit sky: The setting sun behind Clouds Rest; the ever-recog-

nizable silhouette of Half Dome in the foreground; Washburn Lake below, 

reflecting the waning daylight, and the Clark Range looming tall, off to the 

left.

I spend the next thirty minutes in an inefficient staccato of intermixed 

chores: trying to eat and set up sleeping gear, but continually getting way-

laid by the need to scramble up nearby rock pedestals to take more sensi-

tively-timed sunset photos.

Dusk comes, and then darkness. I relax in my quilt, and realize a thing 

that I had not noticed: my chest hurts. It is not bad, but it is there. It is an 

ache, or a tension, or a pressure. Sometimes it is there when I breathe; some-

times it is there when my heart beats. The realization that this has happened 

fills me with disappointment. What is wrong with me? Why can I not just 

walk through the mountains anymore without chest pain? I went slow today—
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intentionally, at first, then as a forced response to my ankle sprain. Aerobi-

cally, today was easy. What gives?

I sigh. I will need to figure this out, but there is probably little I can do 

on this trip toward that goal. I will just be along for the ride. Hopefully it 

will be gone tomorrow, and maybe if I go slow tomorrow, it will be better.

I stargaze for a while, then eventually fall asleep, in spite of the discon-

certing periodic ache in my chest.

___________
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I AM SLUGGISH AND INEFFICIENT as I try to pack up. It is my first time 

backpacking this year, and it’s as though I’ve forgotten how to do things. 

And, I slept in the dirt, without a groundsheet, so there is a certain order I 

must follow to avoid setting my things in the dirt. I fail to follow this order 

several times, and it results in undoing and redoing things. I decide that I’m 

going to bring a polycryo groundsheet in the future. It will make packing 

up so much less fiddly, and save me from a lot of time wiping dirt off things.

Given yesterday’s weather, I decide to pack things into my pack liner 

from the get-go. I suspect I will have more of that weather today.

Soon I am back on the trail. My ankle is extremely tight at first, but 

within the first quarter mile, it relaxes. I still must be meticulous with foot 

placement, but so long as I do so, I can walk in my normal gait with mini-

mal pain.

The trail is wonderful. The forest emits a golden glow under the 

slanted, morning sunbeams. The soil is loamy and the trees are green; the air 

is fresh and the skies are blue. Everything is perfect here; it is a perfect cor-

ner of Yosemite, and there is nobody—I have not seen anybody since the 

helmeted pair on Blue Lake Pass. At this point, I know it is normal to expe-

rience highs and lows on multi-day hikes, and I know that sometimes we 

can’t explain why they occur, or when they occur. I am, unarguably, experi-

encing a high moment. I revel in it without asking too many questions.
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 I climb along the Lyell Fork, towards Vogelsang Pass. I take my time 

on the climb, going extra slow. I am in no rush, but I must consider my op-

tions ahead. I had originally envisioned leaving the trail at Vogelsang Pass, to 

climb Fletcher Peak, then Parsons Peak, then contouring to meet the JMT 

on the north side of Donohue Pass. But that all seems a little far-fetched, 

with my ankle and my chest being what they are. I decide that maybe—just 

maybe—I’ll climb Fletcher, but that’s it—otherwise I’m sticking to trails.

I’m disappointed in this decision, but it seems well-founded; I just can’t 

envision owning up to such irresponsibility should I twist my ankle on 

talus, end up unable to bear weight, and be unable to self rescue, or suffer a 

heart attack or some other crippling cardiac catastrophe. Of course, in those 

scenarios, I would probably be recovered, not rescued; I would never have to 

own up to any such irresponsibility.

The climb towards Vogelsang is pleasant; I’ve never approached it from 

this side before. Soon I am on top. I expect to see crowds here, but I do not. 

I glance at my notes from Secor on Fletcher Peak. He does not suggest 

climbing from the pass proper, but describes an ascent from the outlet of 

Vogelsang Lake. I decide that approach does not make enough sense—if I 

were to climb it, I should climb it from the pass. But the overarching weight 

of hypothetical irresponsibility dominates my desire to summit, and I re-

lent. Fletcher Peak is eminently hikeable in a day, anyhow—that makes the 

lost opportunity feel less material.

With that decision made, I descend Vogelsang Pass, and pause by the 

lakeshore for a snack and water.

Soon I am progressing towards Lyell Canyon. I am still riding the high 

that began early this morning, and am particularly struck by the meadow 

surrounding Evelyn Lake. It is a perfect and enormous meadow, seemingly 

perched on the top of Yosemite, surrounded by the tops of the ranges that 
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ensconce Tuolumne Meadows. I see Conness, or I think I see Conness, but 

I’m not quite sure; that part of Yosemite isn’t so familiar to me.

I again am forced to second guess the dismissive attitude I’ve taken to-

wards this “northern” Sierra. It is, I have to admit, pretty fantastic in its own 

ways.

Then, I see a person; he’s a regular dude walking the opposite way. But 

this otherwise regular dude is the first person I’ve seen in many miles. We 

greet each other as we pass and exchange hiker pleasantries. My isolation is 

over; soon I’ll be in Lyell Canyon, along the JMT, where people are as com-

mon as jays.

__________

AS I DESCEND TOWARDS Lyell Canyon, I pass many people; multiple 

groups of two, three and four. Interestingly, many of them are wearing 

masks. Nobody was wearing a mask in Inyo. And many of these hikers 
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don’t need to don the mask as I approach; they are wearing them continu-

ally as they hike. I wonder if it is a rule in Yosemite. I thought I read the 

rules, but I may have had glazed eyes; I have received instructions on food 

storage, burying waste and packing out TP, and how far to camp from water 

and trails so many times that I admit I may have missed a subtle new bullet 

on epidemiological policies.

Lyell Canyon comes, and soon I am sauntering along its nearly-flat bot-

tom, towards Donohue Pass. I glance skyward and note the continual build-

up of cumulus clouds. I expect this will result in T-storms, but I cannot yet 

guess when, nor can I guess their ferocity. Yesterday, thunderstorms formed, 

but they were half-hearted, non-threatening, corduroy-wearing thunder-

storms. Would it be different today? I haven’t been over Donohue Pass in 

several years, but when I think about it, I recall it being flat and open on the 

top. Even thunderstorms in corduroys might kill you there.

The climb begins, and I reduce speed drastically, in an attempt to ap-

pease my chest pains. I am going glacially slow. I think the climb will take 

forever, going this slow, but ironically, it seems to go by quickly—there is no 

effort, and so my mind wanders to concepts other than “how many hundred 

feet must I still climb?”

Soon, the weather begins. It is a soft rain at first, then becomes heavy. I 

don my rain jacket, and continue upwards. I seem to recall a shelf of sorts 

below the pass—it’s a place where the trail crosses the drainage, and every-

body stops to take a picture of the Lyell glacier. I decide to continue to 

there, and if there is thunder in more threatening attire than corduroys, I 

will stop.

Soon, there is a boom of thunder. Five minutes pass before the second 

boom, then three minutes. I am still in the trees, but I continue upwards. 

Maybe it will get better. Even at my glacial pace, I pass a few hikers. They 

are moving even slower, but they have huge packs.
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I reach the plateau, and the weather is not better—the rain is meaning-

ful, and without the trees to protect me, I am soon wetted through and 

through. The temperature has dropped twenty degrees, and the thunder has 

not abated; rather, the booming voice of a man who has never worn cor-

duroys reverberates throughout the canyon; sometimes it is a dull and muf-

fled roar that I might be able to shrug off, but other times it is a percussive 

crack that I cannot ignore.

There is no debate; the percussive cracks are persuasive, and I seek shel-

ter. I find a grove of trees. They are not the tallest trees around, which is 

good. As I set up my tarp, I try to do rolling-sphere lightning math, but I 

can’t remember what the radius of the sphere is supposed to be, and that 

makes all the difference.

I huddle under my tarp, wet and cold. I pull out my foam mat and sit 

on it. It has an R-value of greater than zero, so it should help. I debate 

climbing into my sleeping bag. I’ll get it wet if I do—but what the heck—I 

should be over the pass when I camp tonight, and lower. It’s July; I don’t re-

quire full efficacy of my 20 degree bag.

Since I can do nothing else, I eat. I have lots of food, because I had 

planned on this trip taking three full days. I do some hiking math, and real-

ize that I’ll get back to my car late today or early tomorrow. I browse my 

foodstuffs, and eat all my chocolate. It’s the ideal food to eat while lazing 

around beneath thunderstorms.

As I dawdle and brainstorm and munch, I begin to realize that these 

thunderstorms do not seem intent on giving up anytime soon. Soon, an 

hour has passed. I try to nap, mostly unsuccessfully, but I’m warm so I have 

no complaints. I resume my hiker math, and I’m now pretty sure I won’t be 

back to the trailhead by sundown. I ponder finishing by headlamp, but that 

seems unnecessarily perilous for my sensitive ankle. Unfortunately, the 
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math is quite fuzzy; I don’t know how many miles it is from here to my car. 

Distances along trails is a part of hike planning that I pay little attention to 

anymore. I guess that it’s fifteen miles, and am pretty sure that I’m not off 

by more than two or three miles.

After another thirty minutes, the thunder has abated, and the rain has 

slowed to a drizzle. I decide that it’s time to venture out. I can turn around if 

things really get gnarly again.

I pack my things and make my way across a rock-hop stream crossing, 

and resume climbing upwards. As I ascend, the weather continues to im-

prove. I do not move as slowly as I did before; chest be damned—I’d prefer 

not to be stuck on this side of the pass tonight.

As I near the top, I pass another hiker. We exchange some excited words—

we’re both happy to be hiking, and both happy the weather has turned. We 

also both seem happy to talk to a human; maybe we both haven’t done that 

in a while, either. But we have places to be, so we say goodbye.

The view from the top of Donohue Pass to the south reveals the typical 

patchwork chaos of Sierra thunderstorms: the sun is shining in some places; 

other places are being hammered. I suspect I will not get rained on again to-

day, but it doesn’t really matter–there are no more passes.

I begin descending. It is all descent from here, and I expect it to go by 

quickly. I glance at my watch; it is just past 4:30 PM. I am not that interested 

in hiking by headlamp, but am not that interested in camping at the 

dammed, front-country-esque Gem or Waugh Lakes, either. I ignore any de-

cision making for the moment, and walk downhill. My progress is quick, al-

though I am still meticulous with my foot placement.

I see two women ahead—they are the same women I saw at Twin Lakes, 

yesterday. I briefly wonder how they arrived here, but shrug, and soon catch 

up.
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“Hey, I wasn’t expecting to you again!” I say, as I approach from behind.

They turn and look it me, and I receive the blank stares of two com-

plete strangers. I quickly process the fact that I am entirely mistaken about 

their identities.

They are happy to chat; they want to know where the nearest camping 

is. I shrug, but tell them that there’s oodles at the Rush Creek trail intersec-

tion. They ask if that’s where I’m camping.

“No, I’m hiking to my car… It’s at the Rush Creek trailhead.”

“How far is that?” They ask, and I can’t answer; I realize that I don’t re-

ally know. It’s like, ten miles? It’s not twenty. It’s not five. They don’t un-

derstand how I can not know such a thing. Admittedly, there certainly was a 

time when I’d pay closer attention to those details.

Soon I’m at the Rush Creek trail–or I think I should be–but am I past 

it? I backtrack for a bit, once I’m sure I’m past it, then decide that I’m not 
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really past it after all, and turn around once more and continue ahead. Even-

tually I find it.

It’s just after 6:00 PM when I begin down the Rush Creek trail; I decide 

that I’m going to hike out today. I probably can’t make it to the car by the 

headlamping hour… but how far can I make it? Knowing how many miles 

remain would certainly help in such math.

At first, the miles pass quickly, but as I make my way past Waugh Lake, 

time dilates–I am ready to be done; even walking on a trail isn’t effortless 

anymore. My ankle is growing more vocal in its discontent. I have been 

careful with foot placement, and have had few missteps, but there’s no get-

ting over the number of footsteps I have taken today. I disregard any con-

cerns about this—I am pretty sure that if I don’t misstep, things will be fine. 

As I pass Gem Lake, I curse the roller coaster trail; this was supposed to 

be a descent, but the trail climbs, descends, climbs, descends. Trails probably 

do this all the time, but it’s only a cursable offense when one is on tired legs 

working their way to a trailhead. 

The scenery offers no salvation; the lakes are all dammed–signs of 

“progress” abound.

As I descend towards Waugh Lake, I accidentally kick a small rock with 

the heel of my left foot, and inadvertently send it cartwheeling into my 

right ankle. It strikes the bone that protrudes from the inside of the ankle–

the medial malleolus–and instantly, white-hot pain is dispatched, radiating 

outward.

F*CK!

I am taken aback. I have not known pain like that in a while. The pain 

does not dissipate quickly–it echoes through my ankle as I continue down-

wards. That is new. Did I fracture something down there? I add those thoughts 

to my growing mental ignore list. For now, it is irrelevant.
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At Agnew Lake, my headlamp comes out, and from then on, progress is 

slow, as extra care is added to each step, to avoid stumbles caused by confus-

ing shadows. 

After an eternity, I reach the trailhead–or at least, almost. In the dark, I 

overshot the parking lot, and found myself wandering around a pack station 

of sorts. I exit to the highway and backtrack a quarter of a mile to the trail-

head parking lot.

I reach my car at 9:00 PM. I briefly clean up and change clothes, then de-

cide to start driving. I had thought about sleeping in the car for a few (or 

many) hours first, but I’m worried that when I awake, my ankle will be too 

stiff to operate the pedals as it must. 

Soon, I find myself once again driving down a deserted, pitch black 

highway; my universe again consisting solely of quickly-approaching reflec-

tive road signs emerging out of a dark infinity; again I must convert the rela-

tive motions of these signs into a coherent spatial narrative in my brain.

This time, it is not so effortless.

Fortunately, the few cans of Coke I stored in the trailhead bear box do 

their duty, and I arrive home at just after 2:00 AM, no worse for wear. 

Unless you count my chest, and ankle.

__________

I made a video, by smushing together little video clips I took on this hike. 
That is here.

The entire Flickr album is here

https://youtu.be/3aSt2vHHDEE
https://flic.kr/s/aHsmPFmEz6

