JOHN MUIR TRAIL


DEVILS POSTPILE TO WHITNEY PORTAL


�	


June 29 - July 9, 1992








My first exposure to California’s Sierra Nevada came in the summer of 1990 when I had the opportunity to participate in a five-day group hike with friends from my workplace in Phoenix, Arizona.  It was far and away the most beautiful area I had ever hiked in.   I liked it and I wanted more.





In January of 1992, I began thinking about a second trip to the Sierras and came up with the following plan:  I will do a point-to-point,  one-way trip along the southern most 160 miles of the John Muir Trail.  The trip will begin at Devils Postpile National Monument and follow the JMT south to its terminus on the summit of Mt. Whitney. 





This trip will be longer than any that I have done before (14 days, 160 miles) and, just as significantly, I will be hiking alone.   Although I like solo hiking and have traveled alone many times before, I have never been out for so many days by myself.  I must admit that I am unsure as to how well I will do, both mentally and emotionally.





I have spent a great deal of time planning my two-week hike and am now ready to get on with it.  My general itinerary can be summarized as follows:





  ( 	drive to Lone Pine and leave my car at Whitney Portal (the ending trailhead),


  (	take a bus to Mammoth Lakes, the closest town to my starting trailhead at Devils Postpile,


  (	walk south for 160 miles on the JMT, from Devils Postpile to my car at Whitney Portal


  (	spend my last trail night on the summit of 14,496’ Mt. Whitney


  (	finish the hike at Whitney Portal, 14 days and 160 miles later








SATURDAY,  JUNE 27





Finally, after months of planning, anticipation, preparation and training, the day has finally arrived to leave Phoenix and head for California.   I am very excited and am anticipating be my best and definitely my longest hike yet.  I can hardly wait to get started!  





The 500 mile drive from Phoenix, Arizona to Lone Pine, California is dull and uneventful and I arrive in the late afternoon.  Standing on the street corner in this busy little town, I gawk in awe at the distant spire of Mt. Whitney, the tallest mountain in the contiguous United States.   My mind briefly turns to 1989 and 1990  when I climbed the mountain and stood on its summit, gazing at the town of Lone Pine where I now stand.   I try to imagine what it would be like to spend a night on Whitney’s summit and wonder if I will be doing just that, two weeks from now.   Only time will tell and I am content to let the adventure unfold as it may.





I browse the gift shops in Lone Pine for a while, but don’t really find anything that interests me.  My mind just isn’t on shopping right now.   I visit the local Greyhound agent and purchase a one-way bus ticket from Lone Pine to Mammoth Lakes, costing $16.25.  There is only one northbound bus each day and it is scheduled to depart Lone Pine at 10:55pm and arrive at Mammoth Lakes at the inconveniently late time of 1:00am. 





I've got hours to kill and there isn't much to do, so I get back in my car and head for Whitney Portal where the higher altitude will provide cooler temperatures.  The Portal is also where I need to leave my car for the next two weeks.  Lone Pine is basking in 100 degree warmth as I depart town and start the 13 mile drive up the paved road to Whitney Portal, which at 8300' is over 5000' higher than Lone Pine.  





The Portal is a crowded, popular place, especially on weekends.  Hikers, climbers and tourists abound.  I walk around, look through the general store, buy a trinket, take a few pictures, and then walk around some more.  I find the hiker's overflow parking lot and park my car there, where it will stay for the next 2 weeks and then walk around yet some more.  There are short trails that I could take, but I'm not really in the mood, so I grab a seat on a rock and just sit, killing time. 





The air is noticeably thinner at this altitude (8300’) and it is cool in the shade, but warm in the sun.  My head is throbbing from today's long drive and it feels good to just relax, but by 4:30pm, after killing only an hour, I'm bored.  I hope this isn't an indication that 13 nights of camping alone is going to drive me batty!  





I admit to myself that I'm a little antsy.  After 6 months of planning, I'm ready to get this show on the road.   I want to get into the backcountry and be out in nature, away from all the people.   On the other hand, I'm also sitting here wondering if I'm half out of mind for even attempting this kind of hike. I've hiked alone many times, but I've never done anything on this scale before, but I’m not really worried.   I know I'll have fun and besides, what could go wrong?  (Plenty, probably.)





I sit some more and get even more bored.  There are many gnats here and a few ladybugs, but no mosquitoes.  I'm sure that will change.  I sit for another hour, then get my backpack out of the car and check and double-check it to make sure I have everything in it that’s supposed to be there. 





 I'll worry only a little about the car and will have to just trust that it will be okay.   Its either that or don't go, and that's not the right choice.  You either have to take the chance and go have fun, or not take the chance and never get to go on these kind of adventures.   Its worth the minor risk and, after all, that’s what insurance is for.   Nonetheless, as a precaution I remove a critical fuse from the fusebox and hide it, thereby effectively disabling the car to casual theft.





Within 20 minutes, I have my pack together and am standing beside the road with my thumb out.  I've been told that backpackers generally have an easy time hitchhiking in the Sierras, but I really don't know what to expect.  What luck!  The very first vehicle that comes by, stops!   A middle-aged couple in a green Bronco II introduce themselves as Joe and Sharilyn from Los Angeles and offer me a ride.  Joe is a Los Angeles motorcycle cop, 6 months from retirement, who was born and raised in Lone Pine.  They are in town for this weekend's class reunion, which is actually more of a whole-town reunion where high school graduates from all years come back home.  I didn't even know that was happening.





The ride down the long twisty road to Lone Pine is interesting and pleasant.  Joe points out landmarks along the way and recites movie-making history:  “Rio Bravo was filmed over here, Gunga Din was filmed over there", and so forth.  He has many stories about movies made in the local Alabama hills and about his growing up in Lone Pine.   Joe and Sharilyn drop me off in Lone Pine and I wave a grateful goodbye.  They go on their way and I am left standing on the street corner with a 60 pound pack and nothing to do for the next five hours.





I go into Bobo's Bonanza family restaurant for what I hope will be a lengthy dinner, since I've got hours to kill.  This place is empty and the waitress explains that nearly everyone is at the town park for the reunion barbecue.  I order the "special", broasted chicken, which is actually greasy fried chicken.  It is good, but much too greasy and I can barely force myself to eat it.   I try to stretch this out, to kill time, but I’m not overly successful.  I leave the restaurant to walk around town, still with almost 4 hours to kill.





My pack feels heavy and awkward and before long, I find a curb and just sit, ....and sit and sit.  This part of the trip isn't much fun, just waiting.  I feel very much like a fish out of water and wonder if I might become a target for unruly kids or even for bored police who need someone to hassle.  I feel like a vagrant and very conspicuous, but Lone Pine is a friendly town and I'm worrying for nothing. 





After an hour of sitting, I walk across the street to PJ's coffee house for pie and ice cream.  I try to stretch this out too, but I can only milk it for about 40 minutes.   Soon I’m back out on the street, walking north through town.  HEY!  There are benches near the flower shop for Greyhound passengers!  I didn't see them before, but I will be happy to spend the rest of the evening there.  Its sort of an approved waiting place for "vagrants" like me!





The town is really hopping tonight with old friends cruising the streets, sitting on street corners, laughing and talking.  Each of the stores lining main street has high school class pictures from different years displayed in their store windows.  Townspeople walk the sidewalks, looking in all the windows, searching for their year.  There is a live band and a street dance going on, one block to the east.  I can hear it, but I can't see it.  Its actually kind of neat, seeing all these people having a good time back in the old home town, but it makes me feel even more out of place than I might otherwise feel.  It seems like everyone belongs except for me.





Finally the bus comes and I am happy to get onboard.  The driver is a white-haired man in his 50's who has a voice that reminds me of George Kennedy, the actor.  There are several other passengers, but the bus is less than half full.  After a quick stop at the ARCO mini-mart on the edge of town, we roll north towards Mammoth Lakes.





The bus stops briefly at the small towns of Independence and Big Pine, but there is no passenger change until Bishop, where 2 young kids get off and 3 or 4 other passengers get on.  A front-row passenger engages the driver in conversation for the rest of the trip, talking about General Motors, unions and drugs.  At 12:55am, we arrive at Mammoth Lakes and its local Greyhound stop, which is a McDonald's restaurant that is closed at this late hour.  I fetch my pack and head for my motel, which is 1 block south and 2 blocks west.  





The streets are dark, but I find the A Lee lodge without too much trouble thanks to directions that Mr. Lee, the proprietor, had given me over the phone.  Mr. Lee, a friendly, nice Chinaman, lets me in and registers me.  I'm tired and head for my room, being very careful to not make much noise.  Its not easy to be quiet when struggling with a heavy pack in a narrow hallway, but I manage.   I find my room, remove my pack, and climb into bed, thus ending an all too long day.








SUNDAY,  JUNE 28





At 8:00am, I awake to a sunny day in Mammoth Lakes.  I slept well and feel much better, but I'm surprised that I didn't need to sleep later, after such a long day yesterday.   After a quick shower, I leave to pick up my wilderness permit at the Mammoth ranger station, which is about a half mile to the east.  The rangers don't bat an eye when I tell them that I am going alone on this hike, they just give me a permit and wish me a good trip.





This is considerably different than past visits to the Grand Canyon where I was warned heavily about hiking alone, about the distance and the heat, and had to describe in detail all of my major equipment in case they had to come looking for me.  I guess I was expecting some resistance from the Mammoth rangers and am pleasantly surprised that they offered none.  Apparently they see many hikers who venture into the wilderness alone.





Permit in hand, I head for a nearby restaurant for breakfast.  It is good, but a little crowded, mostly with "cool" people.... you know, Ray-Bans, Croakies and fluorescent colors.  I feel out of place again and crave to get away from the crowds and hit the backcountry.





Mammoth Lakes is cool and breezy this morning and I'm a little concerned about being uncomfortably cold in the mountains.  Suddenly daytime highs in the 60's and lows in the 30's sound pretty unpleasant, but by the time breakfast is over, the day has warmed and my concerns are eased a little.  





Back at the motel I have a nice chat with the owner, Mr. Dan Lee, who is a 70-ish, very Americanized Chinaman with a sharp mind.  Mr. Lee graciously offers to drive me across town to the Mammoth lodge, where I can catch the mandatory shuttle bus down to Devils Postpile.  This is a very welcome offer that relieves the second of my two unknowns on this trip over which I have no control.   The first was hitchhiking from Whitney Portal to Lone Pine, and the second was getting a ride to the Postpile from here.  We take off, with Mr. Lee driving his blue, Chevy, full-sized, late-model pickup truck.  I like this guy!  He is very pleasant and full of information about the area, and he has been into the backcountry himself many, many times!





When we arrive at Mammoth Mountain 15 minutes later, Mr. Lee refuses payment for the ride as I suspected he would, and I'm sorry now that I didn't leave a big tip in my room.  I collect all my gear and walk into the Mammoth Mountain Inn, purchase a shuttle ticket, and then go back outside to wait for the bus, shivering a little in the cold wind.   The shuttle bus will take me down to Devils Postpile in the San Joaquin valley floor, where I will stay tonight at Reds Meadow Resort.





Finally a shuttle bus comes.  There's supposed to be one every 20 minutes, but its been almost an hour. There is a good crowd and the bus is nearly full.  I stumble on the steps getting in with my heavy pack and embarrass myself by falling into another passenger (my dad would be proud ( yes, I am a Wyant). My pack feels heavy and unmanageable today.  





Once again, I feel very out of place with my pack and all my hiking gear, when the rest of the passengers are only here for the afternoon.  The bus is warm and comfortable, but the mountains outside this protective cocoon look cold and gray.  I'm starting to dread (a little) taking off into the backcountry unless the weather improves.  Patches of snow dot the tall peaks and I imagine that it is a nasty day in the high country!  Dark clouds prevail for now, but maybe it will be nicer tomorrow.  The bus fills up at the first stop and people stand in the aisles.





We finally reach my bus stop at Reds Meadow and I file out along with a dozen other people.  It is fairly cloudy and breezy here, but at least its pleasantly warm at this lower elevation.  I go into the general store to check in and am given cabin #1, which is half of a duplex, i.e., half a cabin.  This room is not lavish, but is acceptable with 2 double beds, a tile floor and a shower — everything that I need.





After getting settled in my room, I leave to walk a couple of miles on nearby trails, just to get out and enjoy the Sierra forest.  During this time, I get both sunburned (a little) and rained on (a little), that's how variable the sky is.  I talk to a ranger who says that the weather is supposed to stay about the same, but get colder!  That's not exactly what I wanted to hear.   





I continue with my walk.  A big cloud rolls over and I wait under a pine tree while it pours for about 5 minutes.  Wild weather — the clouds are moving fast.  This is a pleasant forest and it renews my desire to start my adventure, and that’s a renewal that I was beginning to need.





After wandering through the forest for an hour or so, I return to my room just as more big clouds arrive.  I've still got plenty of time and would like to walk some more, but what's the point if its going to be cloudy and rainy?  I want to enjoy, not endure.   I leave again to investigate my starting trail for tomorrow morning.  It is not absolutely clear to me how to pick up the John Muir Trail from my current location.





After walking around for awhile, I finally settle on a trail that I think is the John Muir Trail,  the JMT.  I return to the resort and go into the cafe for an early dinner.  No patrons are here and I enjoy a secluded meal of a cheeseburger, chips, pie and ice cream.   I make a special effort to enjoy it while I can, since this will be my last “real” meal for two weeks.





When I return to my room, I'm in a sit-and-wait mode again.  The weather is dark, cloudy and cool, so I don't feel like taking a walk.  I review my guidebook, maps and hiking itinerary, double check my equipment and then wait some more.  A cold-looking junco sings on a branch outside my window.   A large group of people are having an outdoor barbecue as part of a hayride-cookout, according to the clerk in the store.  It does not look comfortable outside right now.  I admit to myself that I'm basically a fair-weather hiker and may not enjoy it much if its like this tomorrow. There's people everywhere — I’ve got to get away!





“Everyone needs beauty as well as bread”     -John Muir





Finally bedtime arrives and I turn in at 9:00pm.  The waiting is over.  When I awake in the morning, the long-awaited hike will begin.








MONDAY,  JUNE 29 — DAY 1





I awake at 5:30am to a gray sky.  I slept well until about an hour ago, but as the sky began to lighten, robins began singing and that made me itch to get going.  It is very cloudy, but a few visible patches of blue sky provide hope.  I gobble down a couple of Hostess fruit pies and then review my pack one more time in preparation for the start of the hike.  The person in the other half of my duplex, whom I believe is a single female, is making a lot of noise by clopping back and forth in loud shoes across the non-carpeted floor and coughing and sneezing a lot.  I'll be glad to get away from people!   I crave solitude!





At 6:00am, I am ready to go, but I sit for a few minutes to savor the moment — somehow it seems too early to start.  As I sit here contemplating this 160-mile hike, I feel a combination of intense excitement about the fantastic scenery that I am about to enter, but also fear of the weather.  It doesn't look very good right now and I wonder just how uncomfortably cold it will be camping at 10,000' if the skies are cloudy and there is wind and maybe even rain.  I admit to being a little worried, but the idea of actually not going is not even a remote thought.





At 6:30am, the moment is at hand!  Two weeks in the backcountry!  Goodbye civilization, and good riddance!  Hello wilderness!  YAHOO!  I start off walking in shorts and a flannel shirt, and I’m okay for now, but just slightly cool.  I walk a dirt road south out of the resort and within 10 minutes, I intersect the JMT and start up the trail.  TRAIL!  Nothing but trail for 160 miles!  Happy, happy, happy!





On this first day, I plan to cover 11.3 miles and climb to 10,160'.  For the first hour, the trail climbs a gentle grade out of the valley to the southeast.  The thick, tall pine and fir forest shelters me from the wind.  The air is calm and feels mild, even though my thermometer shows it still in the 40's.





As I climb out of the valley, I get an occasional glimpse through the clouds and spy a little sunshine on the valley's western side, although the valley is mostly clouded in.  Watching the clouds, it appears as though my weather is coming from the south, and it looks quite gloomy in that direction.  As I gain altitude, I climb up into the clouds and enter a foggy mist that offers no view at all.





The trail continues climbing, staying in thick forest, clouds and fog, with visibility down to about 100 yards.  I would naturally rather have sun, but there is a certain beauty about these conditions that is dark and mysterious, yet somehow pleasant.





“The woods are lovely, dark and deep...”    -Robert Frost





I'll have to make a point of learning Frost's poem when I get back.  At 8:00am, I come to a signed junction with a trail heading east to Mammoth Pass.   I continue straight and speculate that I have come about 4 miles by now — only 156 miles to go.





“And miles to go, before I sleep.”    -Robert Frost





I cross a small brook on a slippery log and stop at a campsite on the other side for a 10 minute break. The temperature is only about 45(, but its calm and fairly comfortable in spite of the clouds and fog.  The sky lightens a little, but when I look up I see only gray.  Hey, maybe I'll climb above the clouds and into the sunshine! That would be great, but I'm not very hopeful.  I can't predict what this weather is going to do, but it doesn't appear to be getting any better.  It may snow for all I know.  I am thankful that, in spite of the crummy weather, its not raining and the trail is dry. 





I continue on, following the little brook upstream into a dark, misty valley.  It really is neat here in spite of, or maybe because of the mist.  Soon, the trail levels out and crosses a breezy, cold little meadow with a trail junction in its middle.  Horseshoe Lake is to the left, Purple Lake where I am headed, is 9 miles ahead.  Once beyond the meadow, I am back into the thick forest.





The sky lightens again and causes me to perk up as I get my first glimpse of hazy sunshine.  The clouds and mist break a little and I can actually see a few small patches of blue, although the sky is still about 99% clouds.  A prominent, rocky protrusion appears about a mile to my left — "the Thumb", per the map.  So far this morning I have been treated to some wildlife — mostly birds.  I have seen or heard robins, jays (Stellar, scrub or pinion jays, I don't know which), juncos, chickadees and chipmunks. 





By 10:00am, I'm at Deer Creek crossing, per a trail sign.  A trail takes off to the left here, presumably to Deer Lakes.  Deer Creek is about 10' wide, but not deep, and I am able to dance across on a log.  I'm surprised that there are no mosquitoes.  I had expected hordes of them at these stream crossings, but haven't seen that first one yet.  Perhaps its too cool for them. 





The trail begins climbing again and soon reenters the clouds and mist.  There is no sun now, only dense fog.  Frequently the visibility is down to 50 yards or less.  I can tell by the terrain that there is a large, deep valley off to my right and probably some fabulous views, but I can't see any of it.  A few snowflakes fall on me.  Only a few, but enough to notice.  The temperature is now down to 43(.  I wish it would clear so I could see the views.





At noon, I've been walking in solid mist for over an hour now.  I'd like to stop for lunch, but the weather is too crummy — I'll stop at the first good chance.  More snow:  lightly, briefly, but snow.... SNOW!  The temperature is now down to 40(!  I meet my first backpacker of the trip, heading the opposite direction as me, hiking alone to Reds Meadow from Piute Pass.  We exchange a short greeting and keep going.   I cross a good-sized stream that should be the outlet of Duck Lake and quickly come to the junction with the Duck Pass trail.  This was supposed to be my destination for today, per my planned itinerary, but it is only noon and obviously way too early to stop.  I keep going.   There's no point in stopping now and just sitting around in crummy weather for the rest of the day.





I continue on and climb steeply out of the Duck Creek drainage, passing another solo backpacker along the way.  This guy is not particularly friendly and not talkative at all.  Five minutes later, I find an acceptable stopping place and break for lunch.  I am near a snowfield at the base of a large rock face and, although I think that this may be a beautiful area, I can hardly see it through the fog.  During lunch, I ponder the last backpacker that I encountered and his lack of cheer. I suppose that some hikers are out here to escape the crowds and don't necessarily want to spend any time talking to people.  Perhaps I should adopt a policy of not attempting to chat with other hikers unless they initiate the conversation? 





After a short 15 minute lunch, I continue on.  I’m cold now and have my windbreaker on after hiking all morning in just a flannel shirt.  There is still a big valley to my right, but I can't see it.  I'm not getting to see much scenery at all today.  Eventually the fog lifts a little and I can see some of the valley and the mountains beyond.  Soon I arrive at Purple Lake, which is actually blue.  This seems to be a scenic area and would probably be spectacular on a clear day, but today it isn’t clear or spectacular.  The cloud level is down to approximately 500' above the lake surface and I can see nothing above that..





I begin a moderately difficult climb out of the basin and back into the wind, up and over a small pass that separates the Purple Lake basin from the Virginia Lake basin, which is just ahead.  I imagine that  the clouds have lifted a little.  Oh, its still plenty crummy, but the vistas seem to have opened up somewhat.  Near the top of this pass, I get pelted with a few small ice crystals.  





During a fairly gentle descent to Virginia Lake, the lightly falling sleet continues, but is now mixed with rain.  By the time I descend to the lake's shore I'm starting to get wet, so I stop and wrestle with my poncho, trying to get it on over both me and my pack.  I fight with it for about 10 minutes, getting wetter and colder.  It just won’t slide on over a wet pack!  Finally, after much frustration, I take the pack off, put the poncho over the pack, and crawl into the pack.  Even then, it doesn't seem to cover very well.  Its not long enough and the sides are very open, allowing wind and rain in.  





	“Do you fear the force of the wind?


	The slash of the rain?


	Go face them and fight them,


	be savage again.


	Go hungry and cold, like the wolf,


	go wade like the crane.


	The palms on your hands will thicken,


	the skin on your face will tan.


	You’ll grow ragged and weary and swarthy,


	but you’ll have walked like a man.”                    -Hamlin Garland





Virginia Lake is pretty and I wouldn't mind camping here, but I push on, not wanting to stop because of the wind and rain.  Soon, I approach Tully Hole, which is a deep valley with a meadow and a stream at the bottom.  A long, steep descent brings me to the valley’s floor and a nice campsite sheltered by a few large pine trees.  Its now 5:00pm and, grateful for the shelter of the trees, I decide to stop for the day.  Even though its been sleeting lightly for about an hour, the ground beneath the largest tree is fairly dry.  That's where I'll pitch my tent.  





Due to the inclement weather, I’ve traveled farther than expected today and am now 6 miles farther along the trail than planned.   I’ve walked 18 miles today, with 3700’ of elevation gain, which pleases me since I was unsure of my capabilities with a 60 pound pack.





I am wet and cold and miserable and glad to stop.  I drop my pack and just sit, waiting for the rain and sleet to stop.  Its cold and I feel chilled — no wonder, its down to 36(!  I know that if the rain stops long enough for me to set up camp, I’ll climb into my sleeping bag and be cozy.  I put on all of my warm clothes and wait. 





After an hour of waiting, the sky lightens and the rain stops.  Could it be clearing?  Should I wait for a few more minutes for the sun to appear?   An improvement in the weather could still bring a nice evening but no, this may be only a temporary break.  I quickly pitch my tent and make my bed, taking advantage of the lull in the precipitation.   Within a half hour, the sky darkens, the rain resumes and it looks like its going to be around for awhile.





My tent is up, but I’d like to eat and its too wet to cook.   I settle for cold food tonight granola bars and then hang my food in a nearby tree.  Hanging the food is an awkward exercise for the inexperienced and I get fairly soaked while doing it.  I hate this!  Wet, dirty, cold!  I'm tired of it!   





At 8:15pm, I hit the sack without washing or without hot food.  I hope — boy, OH BOY do I hope that its clear and sunny and dry tomorrow morning!  It should be — I believe I deserve sunshine after this rotten day!  I can take this weather for awhile, but if it stays like this for many consecutive days, I'll be really depressed.   I am warm and comfortable in my sleeping bag and gradually fall asleep to the sound of sleet pelting my tent.








TUESDAY,  JUNE 30 — DAY 2





At 6:00am I awake and peer out my tent.  YES — it is CLEAR!  I heard rain and sleet on the tent during much of the night, but it is nice now, thankfully!  There are some clouds to the southwest, but it is great here at Tully Hole.  I slept well and my sleeping bag was warm enough, except that my feet were not as toasty as I thought they should have been.  The tent is wet inside and I praise my decision to spend the extra money for a sleeping bag with a waterproof, Gore-Tex cover.  Given the smallness of my tent, it is nearly impossible to prevent my sleeping bag from touching the inside of the tent walls and without the waterproof covering on my sleeping bag, the down insulation would almost certainly have gotten wet and become less effective.





I stay in bed for another half hour, then arouse to a damp, still wonderland.  I check my thermometer and discover that the temperature is a crisp 34(.  Ice coats the outside of my tent, my pack and the ground around camp.   The tops of the nearby mountains have a thin layer of snow down to within a few hundred feet above my current altitude.





I'm not sure what to do first.  Should I pack things up wet, or wait for the sun to dry everything out?  I decide to wait, because the sun will be on me soon and who knows what the weather might do later in the day.  If it clouds up and rains again, I won't have a chance to dry things out later.  I fetch my food from the nearby tree and then stretch a clothesline and hang everything up to dry — tent, sleeping bag, liner, clothes, poncho, and so on.  The sun soon rises above an eastern mountain and spreads glorious warmth on my camp.   Everything begins to dry.  I kick back and enjoy a leisurely breakfast.  My camp is at the edge of a divine meadow and I am soothed by the peacefulness of the scenery.   Ground squirrels and robins hunt for their morning meal in the nearby grass.  





My equipment dries quickly in the bright sun and within 2 hours, I've packed everything up and hit the trail.  The temperature is still only 40(, but very feels warmer in the abundant sunshine.  The few clouds that I saw early this morning have disappeared.  I follow noisy Fish Creek downhill through a beautiful, wooded valley.  The grade is steep enough that the large, heavily flowing creek appears almost as a long, cascading waterfall.  A towering, pointy mountain looms above to my left.  This is a wonderful morning and the pleasant weather is greatly welcome after yesterday’s dismal weather.





After a mile, I cross Fish Creek on a steel bridge and arrive at an unmarked trail junction.  I turn right here, following what seems to be the more beaten path, and continue following Fish Creek downstream.  I'm out of water now and stop alongside the stream to collect more, giving my borrowed water filter its first test.  There are “mossies” here (mosquitoes) and I don't spend any more time than necessary.  





I check the map because I'm not confident about my decision at the last trail junction 5 minutes back and I find that, sure enough, I've made a wrong turn!  I backtrack to the junction and — HOLY COW!  There is a sign here!  It is inconspicuously hidden at ground level beside a stump, but yes, it points my way up the other path.  I can hardly believe that I missed it and I vow to watch more closely in the future.  As I start climbing now, I think back about yesterday’s long, long descent from Virginia Lake to Tully Hole and downstream along Fish Creek.  I am very glad that I don't have to climb that grade going the other direction, but who knows, maybe I'm in for an even tougher climb today.  The long descent to here was perhaps only 1200' but it seemed longer.  I will climb over Silver Pass today and it may be tougher ( yes, the map informs me that it will be a 1700' climb!





I’m warm now and down to shorts and T-shirt.  Its still only 52( but very comfortable in the warm sun and calm air.  The trail climbs a respectable grade and I find myself tiring quickly — no doubt yesterday's long 18 mile trek took its toll on my unaccustomed body.  It is a spectacular day and my spirits are high as I climb through forest beside a nice, babbling little brook.





“Babble, babble, babble, little brook!”    -Millie Wyant





I'll have to ask Mom if I got that quote right.  She was overheard stating that remark in glee, when rock-hopping across a stream in the Smokey Mountains.  As I climb, I catch sight of large peaks to the southwest that are lightly snow-covered from last night's storm.  My trail is damp and sloppy, but the forest smells great from the extra moisture!   Everything is working well for me so far today — boots, feet, pack, etc.  My hips are a little sore from hauling the heavy backpack, but its only a minor discomfort.





I climb to a picturesque meadow, rimmed by towering white granite mountains.  The far ones are snow-covered and I suspect that Silver Pass is that direction.  To the north is the Ritter range, dressed in a fresh dusting of snow and partially enshrouded in thick clouds.  That area, home to Garnet and Thousand Island Lakes, is 15 miles north of the Postpile, where I began yesterday. 





Large, puffy, white clouds are forming and I feel the urge to push for upcoming Silver Pass before the weather turns crummy again.  I quickly come to super-scenic Squaw Lake, sitting in a little basin at the foot of a towering white mountain.  I'm walking on snow now, but there’s only a little and its melting quickly.  A short, hard climb brings me to a junction with the Goodale Pass trail.  Up until now, I had been following footprints in the snow, but they turn right here and I turn left, heading for Silver Pass on untrampled snow.  





I soon arrive at even prettier Chief Lake, also in a basin rimmed with impressive white mountains.  The trail through this area is very sloppy, either with water trickling down its middle, or covered with slushy snow.   I'm moving very slowly, partly because I'm tired, but also to savor the beauty.  





Next comes Warrior Lake.  This is how I remember the Sierras — bright sun, alpine meadows, white granite mountains, and gorgeous high mountain lakes.   I love it and my heart is soaring!  Two hours ago, I had somewhat dreaded this pass, fearing cold and windy uncomfortable conditions, but its very pleasant!  I'm fine in just my shorts and a flannel shirt — its 50( and calm!





At 2:00pm, I reach Silver Pass.   It is scenic, calm and mild — still 50(, but pleasant.  I am surrounded by patches of 2" deep snow, but the air temperature is comfortable, not cold.  I sit for awhile and enjoy the views and contemplate the names of the lakes in this area:  Squaw, Papoose, Chief and Warrior Lakes.  Lake of the Lone Indian.  I wonder who named them and why.   A few heavy clouds remind me that foul weather may be near, so after 15 minutes, I start down the south side of the pass, continuing my way into unknown territory.  Unknown to me, at least.





I descend into a wide, windy valley, pass a cold-looking, unnamed tarn and then two lakes.  Silver Lake is on my right and a lake not shown on the map is on my left.  It is breezy and colder on this side of the pass, with the temperature only 45(.  Clouds prevail too, although there is some blue sky and sun. When I reach treeline, I take a badly needed break, stopping for about 20 minutes before pushing onward again.  I enter a lovely wooded valley containing Silver Pass Creek and meet a solo backpacker who is doing the entire JMT from Whitney to Yosemite.  Its 3:00pm and this is the first person that I have seen today.





I skirt a pretty meadow and begin a long formidable descent into a valley that is fed by a tall, cascading waterfall on Silver Pass Creek.  The views are magnificent — especially up a side valley to the east, toward Mott Lake.  This is one very high waterfall!  Its at probably 500' high and should be rated on a list somewhere, but perhaps it doesn’t really rate as a genuine waterfall.   More accurately, it may be only a stream that tumbles down a 45( slope.





The air is mild at this lower elevation and the temperature is now up to 55(.  I follow the creek steeply down into the valley on a long, arduous switchbacking grade.  I pass the Mott Lake trail junction and continue descending beside a stream, past brushy Pocket meadow.  I meet yet another backpacker, this one is hiking the entire Pacific Crest Trail, starting from Mexico!  He is friendly, happy, and seems to be having a wonderful time, even though he started 10 weeks ago!  That’s a long time on the trail.





At 5:00pm, I arrive at the Mono Pass trail junction.  Its getting late and I need to stop soon.  Just beyond this junction, I find a campsite up off the trail to my left.  This will do — I drop my pack and start unloading, but have a change of heart.  This site just isn't to my liking.  I want something spectacular and this site just doesn’t qualify.  I'll continue on and hope something better comes along, but it had better be soon — the shadows are growing long!





Pack back on, I continue descending through the valley.  I pass by a noisy couple making camp off the trail to my right.   Five minutes later, I find a very nice spot almost out of sight on my left.  Yep, this is the spot!  I'm glad I kept looking because this site is much nicer!  Its now 6:00pm as I drop my pack and begin making camp.  I wash up, do laundry, filter water, erect the tent and make my bed, and its 7:45pm before I get a chance to sit down to cook dinner.  Where did the time go?  I'm having Mandarin Orange Chicken (freeze-dried) tonight and it is filling, but otherwise not especially good.





There are dark clouds about, but it may be clearing from the west.  I can’t find my whistle which I carry to chase off bears.  I don't remember packing it away this morning and I can't find it now, so I assume that it is lost.  Oh well, there’s nothing I can do about it now.   I hang my food and hit the sack a little after 9:00pm.  It’s a calm evening and the current temperature is 45(. 








WEDNESDAY,  JULY 1 — DAY 3





I awake at 5:45am to a perfectly clear dawn.  I slept well, but was perhaps a little warm.  A thermometer check shows that the current temperature is 31(, although it feels warmer than that.  I mean, 31( — that's freezing!  The tent is damp inside again, from condensation.  I'll stop early tonight and dry it out.  There was no sign of bears and my food is still intact, hanging in the tree.  My laundry didn't dry well overnight and is still damp.





I pack up, hurrying a little to get everything done and get on the trail, but somehow it still takes 2 full hours before I am ready to go.  The sun is on camp as I leave at 7:45am, and the temperature is up to 40(.   Its a terrific morning — perfectly clear and calm!  The good trail provides easy walking through the cool forest, following a wide, noisy creek downstream.  In a half hour, I come to the junction with the Lake Edison trail, turn left and cross the creek on a sturdy wooden bridge.  I begin climbing now, heading for Bear Ridge and  a 2000' elevation gain staring me in the face.





I walk through a meadow with three bouncing deer, then climb through a marsh where the trail is indistinct.   In one area, the trail traverses some goop on a 150' long boardwalk.  After passing through a nice stand of aspens, I ascend into thick pine forest.   I’m on a long, steep grade, with lots and lots of switchbacks!  I wish I had been counting — there must be at least 50 of them!  





I hear a mysterious, low hollow sound, almost like somebody thumping a large, hollow log.  I'm sure its some kind of animal, but what!  It doesn't sound quite like an owl.  I don't know what it is nor do I get a look at it, even though it sounds close.  Perhaps a grouse?  I never do see it.  The trail continues to climb and I begin to tire.  After an hour, I stop for a short break.  I'm high above the valley floor now, but probably only about half way to the top of Bear Ridge.  The weather is pleasant, calm, clear and in the upper-40's.  I have good views back at the mountains around Silver Pass, but not of the pass itself. 





Finally, after two full hours of steady climbing, the grade eases off and provides easy, level walking past the summit of Bear Ridge, which offers no views because of the dense trees.  I say "easy" walking, but I'm so tired after the long climb that its hard to keep going.





After a mile of level walking, I approach the southern edge of the ridge and the trail gradually begins to descend.  I take a much needed break.  Its pleasant here ( sunny, calm and in the upper-40's, and I am glad to spend 20 minutes without the heavy pack on my back, before continuing onward.





Soon I come to the junction of another trail heading for Edison Lake.  Below here, the descent becomes steeper and the trees open up a little, giving great views of the Bear Creek valley where I am headed.    Mt. Senger dominates the horizon, along with Gemini and Mt. Hooper.  Senger is just beyond Selden Pass and in the direction that I am headed. 





I meet a young, Aussie-sounding couple going the opposite direction, heading up Bear Ridge.  The grade on this side of the ridge seems just as long as the other side, but is not nearly as steep.  After an hour, the worst of the descent is behind me and I arrive at a junction with the Bear Creek trail, which is thick with mosquitoes.  This is a low point on the trail here and I begin climbing again, following beautiful, clear Bear Creek upstream past many cascading waterfalls.  Fortunately, this is an easy grade because I'm tired, but it is uphill nonetheless.  I'm pretty well spent after the long climb up and over Bear Ridge.





I pass a horseman leading a pack horse and he's looking for a couple of backpackers that he's supposed to deliver food to.  I arrive at the junction with the Lake Italy trail and stop for a half hour lunch break.  This is a magnificent, sunny day, but a few billowy, white clouds are approaching from the south, although they are still far away.  The temperature is 60(, calm and extremely pleasant!  I'm tired, but I will make it to Marie Lakes tonight, which is 4 miles away and all uphill.  I've got lots of time and should have an early stop.





From here, I walk alongside splashing Bear Creek, following it gently upstream.  There's not really much to look at in this valley except for forest and stream, since the mountains are mostly hidden by the trees.  I fetch water from the creek and add iodine.  I have been filtering water in camp at night, but on the trail its much more convenient to just add an iodine pill and keep walking.  And its surprising how good iodine water can taste when you're thirsty!  Normally I despise it, but it tastes good today!  





I meet what appears to be father and son backpackers, headed north, and then cross the west fork of Bear Creek on a log.  I pass by two backpacks sitting alongside the trail, owners unseen.  Now along comes a hermit-looking hiker, with a long gray beard.  The trail suddenly seems crowded!   I come to the junction with the Seven Gables trail, and as I look around, I notice thick, white clouds are closing in from the south.    They are still fairly far away and I hope they stay that way.





I'm getting closer to a big push towards Selden Pass now and am currently at a rather scary crossing of the west fork of Bear Creek.  The water is moving fast and I carefully hop across the wide stream on a series of half submerged boulders, trying to keep my feet from getting wet.  I am successful, but there are a couple of spots that are a little chancy.  I must be careful!  I've fallen in on stream crossings like this on past hikes and doused my camera!  I definitely don't want to do that on this trip!





I pass the Three Island Lake trail and then come to a stunning little meadow with a pretty stream running through it.  I pass a young backpacking couple and then arrive at the junction with the Rose Lake trail.  Its 60( and really pleasant, with just enough breeze to keep me from being too warm.  I leave the meadow and resume climbing, now getting fairly close to Marie Lakes.  As the breeze continues, I start to feel a little cool and wonder if it will be windy and unpleasant camping beside the lake.  I'm also approaching treeline which could be a problem since I've got to have trees to hang my food.  Or do I?   I don’t know ( maybe there won't be any bears at this higher altitude.





I'm getting close to the day’s destination, but I’m becoming very tired.  There was just a lot of climbing today.   Finally, Marie Lakes is in sight and I reach its shore at 4:00pm.  This is beautiful — REALLY beautiful!   Like a postcard!   A man is fishing nearby and a group is camped on the shore of the lake.  Uh oh — they've got the one obvious campsite!  I drop my pack and look around.  There's got to be another site somewhere.  





Eureka!  I found a good one –– a lovely spot, with majestic views in all directions!  I'm in heaven!  The weather is good, the scenery is magnificent and I'm here early so I've got time to enjoy it!  I set up my tent, hang last night's damp laundry to dry, filter water and then wash up.  Its only 6:00pm, so I have time to walk around and take pictures.  Its a bit breezy here, but not too bad and not too cold.  The sky has been clear for most of the day, but now a few dark clouds are roaming the sky.  Uh oh!  A particularly menacing one is approaching from the west and seems to be dumping on the next mountain range over, perhaps 5 miles.  This could mean trouble!  I hurry with my cooking and then batten down camp in case of rain.





The big dark cloud obscures the sun, but after awhile it recedes a little and the sun pops back out.  This happens two or three times — the sun goes behind the cloud and then reappears again.  Finally, the cloud truly retreats and the threat appears to be over, but who knows what will happen overnight.  Its getting late and I lose the sun for good as it sets behind a mountain.





I hang my food, but have my doubts that its hung well enough to keep away a determined bear. My chosen tree is not a "textbook" tree, but its the best one available.  I go for a walk and take a few pictures.  This is a tremendously picturesque setting and I'm very glad that my schedule is jumbled so that I can camp here!   I’ve been making more distance each day than I expected and am now 12 miles farther along the trail than planned.   





There are many great pictures to be had, but I'm a little late and the light is almost gone.  I wish I had taken this walk earlier, but of course the dark clouds blocked the sun then.  What an evening!  What a place!  I love it here!  I would almost consider sticking around here for another day just to enjoy the scenery, but I have a feeling that every pass has the potential to be this good.  And I've got five more passes to do!  Yippee!





	“Climb the mountains and get their good tidings,


	Nature’s peace will flow into you


	as sunshine flows into trees,


	while cares drop off like autumn leaves.”      -John Muir





Two guys are camped a couple of hundred yards to the north, but are not intruding at all.  There is a cheerful little bird singing up a storm!  I don't recognize him and wish it were lighter so I could try to find him and see what he is.  This is such a great evening that I don't want it to end, but its growing dark and my body is tired so I start migrating toward my sleeping bag.  My middle back feels strained tonight from carrying the backpack and I need to lay down — I've felt this back strain before on the third day of a hike.  Its annoying, but nothing serious.  Sleep comes quickly and I drift off with happy thoughts.








THURSDAY,  JULY 2 — DAY 4





I awake at 6:30am, expecting to have sun on me by now, but the sun is rising directly behind prominent Gemini, an impressive peak to the east.  I slept cool last night, much to my surprise — especially my feet, but also my torso!  I tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable.   The overnight low was a chilly 22(.  I'm disappointed in my new, expensive sleeping bag — it should have handled that easily!   Its rated for 10( and I had it overstuffed to make it even warmer, so 22( should have been no problem.   However, I am glad that its has a Goretex cover because the tent condensed heavily again and the bag was up against the tent walls all night.





I guess I'm also a little unhappy with my tent.  This tent is so small that I can't help touching up against its sides.  That's not really a flaw with the tent, but rather just something that I have to live with in a tent that's so small.  I'm wondering if I should have brought a larger tent on this trip, but of course the whole idea of carrying such a small tent is to reduce pack weight.   My other tent would have added an extra 3 pounds and would have raised my pack weight up to 64 pounds!  That would have hurt.





My food is still in the tree, thankfully.  No bears again last night.  I fetch the food bags and begin organizing my pack.  The cheerful little bird is singing again this morning and it helps to brighten my spirits, but I'm in a little bit of a down mood because of my sleeping bag's poor performance.   I suspect now that I won't be spending my last night on the summit of Mt. Whitney, as I had originally planned.  If I was cool at this altitude of 10,600', how bad will I fare at 14,500'?  My bag just may not be good enough for that.





The stars were brilliant last night!  And the sky is clear this morning too, thankfully.  The air is calm and the surface of Marie Lake appears glass-smooth, at least for now.  The sun is quickly on me and it feels marvelous!  I spread my sleeping bag out to dry and cook freeze-dried scrambled eggs for breakfast.  I've suddenly become tired of these eggs and will switch to oatmeal each morning from now on for as long as it lasts, which may be most of the of the trip.





At 8:30am, everything is dry and packed away and I'm ready to go.  Its taken 2 hours again to break camp.   Just where does the time go?  It is another gorgeous, clear morning and the temperature is already above 40( as I leave.  As soon as I walk away from my campsite, a marmot and a chipmunk move in to look for scraps.  There are gulls flying over the lake.  I didn't expect to see them here, so far from the sea.





I pass by the fishermen's camp on the lakeshore.  There are six of them altogether — four men, a woman and a teenage boy.  My hips and shoulders feel okay today, but my middle back is still a little sore or maybe just "tired" describes it better.  My left ankle/boot problem is still there, but is no worse.  As I climb the final half mile to Selden Pass, I notice that my legs feel sapped from all the climbing yesterday.   I tire quickly





I arrive at scenic Selden Pass at 9:00am.  Its nice here, 50( and nearly calm.  I am quite comfortable and content to lounge around for several minutes.  There is a sign here and I set up my tripod and take a few self-pictures.  The views are good to the south, but the north side with Marie Lakes is the most scenic.   Heart Lake is nearby to the south.





After about 20 minutes I leave the pass start down, now with 7 or 8 miles of downhill walking ahead.  I am tired from yesterday's substantial climb and am ready for downhill walking.  The grade is steep at first as I descend through a pretty little alpine meadow to Heart Lake and then on down to thread between the two Sally Keyes Lakes.  These last two lakes are have pleasantly wooded shores that would make for excellent camping.  I meet two elderly backpackers heading the opposite direction.  One appears to be in his 60's, and the other in his 70's.   Good for them for getting out here and not letting age get in their way.





A level trail takes me through pine and fir forest.  Something's bothering me and I’m not quite sure what it is.  After I think about it for awhile, I realize that I'm still in a bit disgruntled because of the inadequacy of my expensive sleeping bag.  I bought the bag especially for this trip and had anticipated that it would easily handle anything that I might encounter down to 10( or even less, but it just doesn't seem to be that good.  There's nothing I can do about it but try to put it out of my mind and think about the enjoyable aspects of this trip to get back into a good disposition.





During a brief stop, five horse riders come by and stop a couple of hundred yards away.  I don't really care for horses in the wilderness because they beat up the trail and poop all over it, both of which I could happily do without. The trail begins a long, long descent on a moderate grade into the San Joaquin river valley (south fork).  This is a big elevation drop to the valley floor about 2000' below me, and I am glad that I don't have to climb it going the other way.   The trail descends into the valley on an exposed hillside.  I meet two guys doing a backpacking loop out of Florence Lake, which is in the valley below and a few miles to the west.  Twenty minutes later, I meet four more horse riders, also out of Florence Lake, who are with the five riders that I met an hour ago.  By noon, I am much deeper into the valley but still not at its bottom, when I come to the junction with the trail to Florence Lake.  A sign here says that it is four miles to Piute Creek and eight miles to Evolution Creek, my probable destination for tonight.





The temperature is much warmer, nearly 70( at this lower elevation of 8000'.  I want to stop for lunch soon, but I'm low on water and will have to wait until I come to a stream.  Its easy walking now as the trail parallels the river, but stays several hundred vertical feet away from its bank.  This section is very reminiscent of northern Arizona — dry, warm and a little dusty with semi-open pine forest.  There are even a few aspens and manzanita here.





In a half hour, I come to the junction with a second trail to Florence Lake.  I meet four middle-aged backpackers coming up this trail, turning my way onto the JMT.  I trudge onward, but I'm getting tired and need to stop, although there's still no water.  





There's a robin running up the trail, 10' in front of me.  He must be injured, because he doesn’t fly.  He just runs ahead for a little ways and stops and looks back.  When I keep coming, he runs ahead again, but eventually he wises up and runs off to the side.  





Finally I arrive at Piute Creek and fresh, cool water!   But someone is already here, occupying the only good resting site, so I cross the creek on the steel bridge and continue on down the trail, now entering Kings Canyon National Park.  The map shows that the trail stays close to the south fork beyond here and I will stop for water in a few minutes when I have a private spot.





I pass through a field of stunted, 4' high manzanita and arrive at a good resting spot beside the river about a mile beyond the Piute Creek crossing.  The river is beautiful and it feels wonderful to finally stop for a much-needed rest.  I am really feeling dry and tired.  I spend nearly an hour here, relaxing in the warm sun beside the splashing south fork of the San Joaquin, which is actually more like a wide, fast-flowing stream.  While I am relaxing on a rock, three dayhikers pass, headed north.  DAYhikers!  I wonder where they're coming from?





After a half hour, I'm rested up and ready to go.  I'll probably push for Evolution Creek, three miles away, and stop there tonight.  Its a stupendous day — clear, sunny and 70( — just really, really nice!   The south fork is very delightful and interesting through here:  rippling at times, raging at others.  I stop for a few minutes to adjust my boots and the four middle-aged hikers (3 men, 1 woman) that I saw at the Florence Lake trail junction catch up with me.  They too, are planning on camping at Evolution Creek tonight.  They will continue south towards Goddard Pass tomorrow, while I will turn easterly and follow Evolution Creek up into Evolution Basin and Muir Pass.  These are nice people, aged 45-55, and seem to have much experience in this area.





I move on, leaving them when they stop for a break, and continue following the south fork upstream.  I come to a place where the trail crosses the river on a steel bridge and have to wait while five more horse riders cross the bridge.  I cross the bridge and a mile later come to a trail junction with the Goddard Pass trail.  My trail crosses back over to the east side of the river on another steel bridge and enters a large flat area with many campsites and many aspen bushes, not trees — bushes.





Its now 4:00pm and I could stop here — the time is right and I'm tired, but no, I choose to bite the bullet and push on up the steep, rocky switchbacks into Evolution Valley.  The last group recommended against it, saying that it would be hot and difficult in the evening sun, but I've never been one to shy away from a challenge.  I'll be glad in the morning to have this climb behind me.





The grade is steep and tiring with many switchbacks, but fortunately it is not extremely long.  After a half hour of climbing the rocky face, it eases somewhat and follows brushy Evolution Creek upstream into Evolution Valley.  There are lots of mosquitoes and I don't particularly care for this area — I'm starting to wish I had stayed below.  I pass through an awkward log gate and then come to a wide stream crossing that I am forced to wade.





This is the first place so far on the trip where I wasn't able to cross a stream on a bridge or stepping stones.  The creek is too wide here for either, being about 100' across.  Its shallow, but still over the top of my boots, so they and my feet get soaked.  One thing about Gore-Tex boots:  they don't let water in, but they don't let water out either!  I have to stop, dump the water out of my boots and wring out my socks before I can continue with any degree of comfort.  I guess if I was thinking, I should have stopped before the stream crossing and changed into my camp shoes, but its too late now.





I pass pretty Evolution Meadow, wide and grassy and full of mosquitoes.  Hopefully, I can find a campsite that's off the trail and away from the stream, where the mosquitoes won’t be so thick.  About ¼ mile beyond the meadow, at 5:20pm, I find such a place, although its not really an established campsite.  It is a good spot though and who knows when the next acceptable site will come along, so I drop my pack and begin making camp.  There are less mosquitoes here, but there still are some.





I set up the tent, filter water, wash up and do laundry.  A couple of hours later, I sit down to my dinner of freeze-dried onion and green peppers.  The sun has just disappeared behind a mountain and the mosquitoes are really swarming now!  Thank goodness for my mosquito head net!  With long pants and long sleeve shirt, I have only my hands to worry about.  There are some wonderful, flutey-sounding birds in the forest — some type of thrush perhaps, as I remember from my Indiana birding days.  I have also heard birds like these on wooded peaks in Arizona.  The temperature is 50( and the evening is calm and fairly nice.  There is a new crescent moon, but it won't be giving much in the way of moonlight tonight.





I want to finish making my bed, but the mosquitoes won't leave me alone long enough to do that.  I hang my food in the best available tree and it is hung well, but not as good as I would normally like.  The mosquitoes just about eat my hands to pieces during this operation — I would apply the highly-effective mosquito repellent, but I'm trying to avoid doing that just before bedtime.  Finally at 8:45pm, during a gap in the mosquito horde, I am able to fly into my tent, make up my bed and hit the sack.








FRIDAY,  JULY 3 — DAY 5





I'm up early at 5:30am this morning, to hopefully tear down camp before the mosquitoes begin swarming. I set my alarm, but I have a better, natural one when the thrush begin their constant, melodious singing at first light.  I slept warm enough, except for my feet again, and the thermometer shows the overnight low and current temperature to be 31(.  





A another clear, calm dawn — I love this perfect Sierra weather!  I pack things up damp, fetch my food from the tree (no bears) and cook oatmeal.  Apparently I did beat the mosquitoes, because I am unbothered by them all morning.  At 7:00am, I'm ready to start.  Its still cool, 33(, and I start in nylon windbreaker and long pants. I'm glad that I stopped at last night's campsite, because nothing enticing comes along in the first mile of walking.  I'm also glad to have yesterday’s wet stream crossing behind me because it would be COLD this morning and I would have wet boots — they are mostly dry now.





Its warmer now and I am now able to do without my nylon windwear.  The mosquitoes are just beginning to fly.  In a half hour, I arrive at lovely McClure Meadow, which is quite large and has scenic mountains beside it.  This is a somewhat civilized area with many campsites and a nearby ranger station.  





McClure Meadow is much larger than Evolution Meadow and also more scenic.  Robins and ground squirrels play in the grass along with the ever-present juncos, which seem to be the most common bird in the Sierras.  I hear thrush, but don't see them — come to think of it I haven't seen one yet, even though it is very common to hear them.  McClure Meadow is quite long and I walk beside it for 20 minutes, passing more campers at its eastern end.





I pass by a towering monolith called "the Hermit" as I climb a mercifully easy grade, following Evolution Creek upstream, but staying well away from the creek itself.  There are some hazy, non-threatening clouds approaching from the south as I climb out of the valley towards higher Evolution Basin on a long, steep, agonizing grade that has reduced me to walking for 45 seconds and resting for 15 seconds.  





At 10:00am, I reach the northwestern edge of Evolution Basin and, WOW — was the climb ever worth it! I'm at a stunning alpine meadow with a massive, towering ridge on its east side, comprised of huge peaks, rising 3000' above me within about ¼ mile — a very steep rise!  I take a picture of this meadow with its dominating backdrop, but only after waiting for a far-away marmot to come out of the shadows and into the picture.  I'll remember to look for this little critter in the picture later.





Next, I come to breathtaking Evolution Lake, also at the foot of the same high towering ridge, which includes 13,691' Mt. Mendel.  This is so stupendous my eyes can hardly drink it all in!  No wonder this was Muir's favorite place:  it really is spectacular!  There are robins here — I wouldn't have guessed them to reside at this high altitude — also ground squirrels, juncos, and some kind of sparrow with a distinct black and white striped head.  The cheerful-sounding little bird from Marie Lakes is here.  His song is much like the call to the post at the dog races.  I'll call him the post bird until I find out what he really is.  I startle a young ground squirrel who jumps out onto the trail right in front of me, panics, runs up against my boot and stops.  I stand still for a second and he regains his composure and scampers back off the trail.





I stop for a snack break at a gorgeous place overlooking Evolution Lake.  This is a scenic spot with a small waterfall and one lone tree in the foreground.  I love this place!  It is the most scenic yet and this basin is going to last for miles, so there's more to come!   I've had goose bumps for an hour straight!  This is absolutely spectacular country and I find myself wondering if Muir enjoyed it as much without the benefit of trails to follow, or did he perhaps enjoy it even more because it was wild and unspoiled.  Trails are convenient — crosscountry is harder. 





I resume my journey and climb up and around the west side of also beautiful Sapphire Lake, which is aptly named and deep blue.  A front has moved in and the entire southern half of the sky is overcast with monotone white clouds, while northern half is blue, kind of spoiling some of the photo opportunities. I hate to hurry through this spectacular area, but I will because even though the clouds are not presently very threatening, I'll push to get over Muir Pass in case it worsens.  Besides, if the entire sky turns grey, there's not much point in dawdling.  There is a ring around the sun, reminding me of a weather rhyme from Backpacker magazine:





“Ring around the sun, rain before the day is done”





Or is it:  "...rain before the night is done."  Whichever, its got me only mildly worried because the clouds really just don't look very bad ...at least not yet.  I sit on a rock and contemplate the names of the nearby features:  Mt. Darwin, Mt. Mendel, Evolution Basin.  How did they get named and why?





I push on, getting a little tired now, past an unnamed lake at the base of Mt. Huxley.  Then up to Wanda Lake which, along with Helen Lake on the other side of the pass, was named for Muir's daughters.  On the shore of Wanda Lake, I meet and have a lengthy conversation with 2 guys who are camped here and are part of a 20-person trail crew that is re-routing portions of the JMT through Evolution Basin.  They have been here for two weeks of a 2½ month tour of duty!  They live here, at least for this summer.  One of them has a nastily sunburned face that is raw and blistered.  They say that it is pretty nice staying here, but there are certain drawbacks like mediocre food and worst of all, bathing in the cold lake.  They say that they drink the water without treating it, and that marmots will come down the hill and dig up the ground where humans urinate.





While talking to these guys, the sky clears somewhat and we are treated to excellent views of super-blue Wanda Lake with dazzling white mountains behind it.  This may be the bluest lake that I've ever seen.  I fetch water from Wanda and continue on my way.  Unlike those two trail workers, I treat my water with iodine — I'd hate to have to cut my trip short due to some kind of intestinal disorder, so in my mind its not worth the risk of drinking it untreated.  Besides, for some reason the iodinated water tastes pretty good here in the Sierras, why I'm not sure, maybe because the water is so cold.





Hazy, white clouds begin dominating the sky again as I continue my trek to Muir Pass.  Its surprisingly warm at this high altitude (11,600'), about 65(!  I'm well above treeline now and walking through a bleak, barren boulder field.   I pass Lake McDermand and then have one last, tiring slog to the pass, arriving there at 2:30pm.  There is a man and woman here and of course the famous hut, Muir hut.  It is in fine shape, with a good door and glass in the windows.  





I spend a half hour, taking pictures and looking around.  The hut is open and would make a welcome shelter in poor weather, although spending the night is discouraged due to trash and human waste problems.  As I start to leave, five hikers arrive from the south.  They are part of a group of eight from my home town of Phoenix, of all places.  I take a group photo for them and then head down the south side, now entering an even more bleak and barren landscape that looks like something from the moon.  The mountains on this side are brown instead of white.   With the overcast sky, the barren landscape appears as a strange new world.  It feels very isolated and a little spooky.





I pass by Lake Helen and encounter the first member of a group of fourteen Sierra Club hikers on a national hike that involves a lot of crosscountry travel.  They will camp at Lake Helen tonight and head off-trail for the Ionian Basin tomorrow, skipping Muir Pass.  There are no trails that way and what they are doing seems pretty hard-core to me.   I kind of envy them in a way, but I confess to liking trails and I know I wouldn’t want to travel in a group that large.





I continue down the steep, rocky grade and after an hour, I come to the last of the fourteen Sierra Clubbers.  When I arrive at an unnamed tarn that I had picked as a possible stopping point for tonight, I find that someone already has the one obvious campsite, so I'll go on.  Below here, I enter upper LeConte Canyon and some of the most dramatic scenery yet.  This is a sharp, deep valley bordered by monstrous peaks, easily rising 3000' above the canyon floor!  The peaks are white and distinct and very much like some of the prominent peaks in Yosemite Valley.  This a spectacular canyon, but with the overcast sky, its just not very photogenic.  I need sunshine for pictures!





	“These beautiful days enrich all my life,


	They do not exist as mere pictures...


	but live always.”     		    -John Muir





I continue the long, difficult descent and , Voila!, at 4:00pm, the sky lightens with a hint of sunshine and blue!  I may get some pictures yet!  I would like to stop and finish this descent in the morning when the light would be more favorable for photography.   I pass a few campsites, but deem them unsatisfactory and keep going.  Maybe that is a mistake, because miles later, I still don't have a campsite.  Soon its 5:00pm, then 5:30pm, 6:00pm and I'm still looking!  It gets later and later and I'm delving ever deeper into the LeConte Canyon.  I would like to stop early enough to have the warmth of sunshine on my camp, but that's becoming a remote possibility as the sun lowers ever closer to the high peaks on the western edge of the canyon.





I hear marmots and catch a glimpse of a wild turkey or maybe its a grouse.   Still descending, I come to a meadow, but I don't know if its Little Pete or Big Pete, since I've lost track of exactly where I am.  There are a few good campsites here, but they are occupied.  I continue on and pass a couple of more unsatisfactory sites.  I'm starting to get desperate and have to stop soon — I had intended to stop hours ago.





I've put on a lot of miles so far today and now my right leg is starting to hurt where the top of the boot cuts in, above the outside anklebone.  I need to STOP!   Finally at 7:00pm, I come to an acceptable spot at the junction with the Bishop Pass trail.  This is really not a great campsite, but if I skip this one, I may end up searching for a place in the dark!  I'll take it!   





My tent is still damp from this morning’s condensation and there's no sun here, so I have to wipe it dry with my towel.  Its late and I hurry as I set up the tent, make my bed, filter water, wash and cook dinner.   Its almost dark when I finally sit down to eat.  Tonight’s meal is spaghetti and it is very good.  There are mosquitoes here, but not as many as last night near Evolution Meadow.  





I hang my food in near darkness at 9:00pm and then sit and check the map to see just exactly where I am.  Holy Cow!  I'm at the trail junction by LeConte ranger station and I've walked 19 miles today!  I feel it too — I'm tired, have one small blister and a new pressure point with my boots.  I hit the sack and am serenaded to sleep by a chorus of frogs singing in the nearby stream.  The sky has finally cleared and the temperature is 48(.








SATURDAY,  JULY 4 — DAY 6





I awake early again at 5:30am to try and beat the mosquitoes, plus I’ beginning to like starting early.  Robins are singing and lend cheer to the fine morning.  There is something particularly characteristic about a robin's voice that makes them instantly recognizable, even though the tune they sing is somewhat random.  Its another nice morning with a predominantly blue sky and just a few thin, wispy white clouds floating around.  I would prefer for the day to start completely clear and stay clear, because even these innocent looking clouds make me fear that darker ones could be coming.





I hurry and by 7:00am I am ready to go — my earliest start yet!  Its 38(, having risen slightly from the overnight low of 36(, and I start in long pants and windbreaker.  Still no mosquitoes yet.  I look back to the south into upper LeConte canyon and think of yesterday’s awesome descent!   Climbing Muir Pass would definitely be harder from this side, yet I may have equally challenging climbs ahead.  I am confident about my climbing abilities based on what I've already done, but summiting Mt. Whitney will be the big test — that will be a 4000' elevation gain into the highest altitude of the trip.





I kind of feel like I blew it yesterday.   By having descended to here so late in the day, I've missed seeing spectacular LeConte canyon in good light.  And yet, last night there were too many evening shadows for good pictures and this morning's shadows are not ideal either.  LeConte canyon is immense in magnitude.   I camped at 8710' last night under the towering glare of 11,500-12,000' peaks, whose summits were less than a mile distant!  All that and no good pictures.  However, I'm now in position for an early stop at upper Palisade Lake which for all I know may be even prettier!





The pack rides well this morning and feels a little lighter.   My boots are another story — my left boot feels pretty good, but my right boot problem is causing pain today.  I must add padding around a pressure point to walk comfortably.





I continue along the trail on an easy grade, following the middle fork of the Kings River downstream through LeConte Canyon.  A tame deer grazes 50' off the trail right beside where 6 people are camped.  He’s looking for handouts I suppose.  The ever-present juncos are hopping about   They are joined by curious, little unafraid brown birds, each with a grey head, black cap, and just a hint of orange and black on its wings.  I almost have to shoo them off the trail in front of me!





After an hour, I arrive at the confluence with Palisade Creek and stop for a break.  The JMT turns left here and begins a long uphill grade toward Palisade Lakes and Mather Pass.  After a half hour, I'm on my way again.  A sign at this trail junction indicates that Mather Pass is 11 miles away.  I've noticed that some people I've met, presumably those in the know, pronounce this as “May-ther" Pass.





Its uphill now on a varying grade, and warmer — I'm now down to my T-shirt.  I pass a skittish momma deer and her spotted fawn.  As I gain elevation, I have spectacular views behind me of Devils Crags and other rocky peaks along the western side of LeConte Canyon.  The temperature is up to 65( with clear blue sky and intense sunshine.  There aren't many mosquitoes, but when I stumble into their area, they bite ferociously!   Fortunately, insect repellant is very effective on Sierra mosquitoes.  They'll buzz around and just when they're getting ready to land, they get a whiff of it and zoom away.





In another hour, I leave the shelter of the forest and begin a big climb up toward the basin continuing the Palisade Lakes.   The scenery is spectacular and I stop for a half hour lunch break.  This is an ideal spot in the warm sun with a great view, but its just a little breezy.  I take a couple of pictures down the valley.  There is a tree on the right-hand side of my view, with a junco at the very top.  I'll remember to look for the junco in my pictures later.  My right boot problem is giving me a little trouble, but is acceptable for now.





After lunch, I continue climbing and soon come to a particularly infamous spot called the Golden Staircase.  This is a long series of steep switchbacks on an exposed granite face offering no shade.  About 2/3 of the way up, I meet a young, solo backpacker named Steve, who is hiking from south of Whitney to Yosemite Valley.  He had started out with a friend who got sick and had to be airlifted out at Crabtree Meadow, but like a good trooper he's continuing on alone.  He advises against camping on top of Mt. Whitney due to the recent high winds and the mountain’s unpredictable nature.  Instead, he recommends a tentsite just below the junction of the JMT with the Whitney trail.  I like that idea!  That would be less climbing with the pack, a lower campsite altitude, and probably less wind!  Yeah, maybe that's what I will do!  That may be the solution to my dilemma of whether not to spend the night on top of the mountain!





Near the top of the Golden Staircase, I approach the Palisade Lakes basin and lose sight of the valley through which I just ascended, but I gain a tremendous view of the fabulous Palisade crest, jutting majestically above the basin.  The crest is a high, sawtooth ridge of sharp, jagged, 13,000+ peaks.  I'm still climbing, but the grade has eased and there are now many level areas.  At 1:20pm, I arrive at the shore of lower Palisade Lake. 





I'm back in God's country again!  Alpine lakes, high passes, bright sun and spectacular views — I love it!  Its a little breezy and cool, but the sun is warm and the temperature is still 65(, so I'm fine in just a T-shirt.  I climb above the lake on its east side and then continue on to upper Palisade Lake, staying high and well above the water.  This basin is a magnificent area with the two sparkling lakes, the majestic Palisade crest, and now Mather Pass hovering to the south.





I find an acceptable campsite and drop my pack, then change into my camp shoes and look around.  Maybe this isn't the site implied in my guidebook, or maybe there's a better site.  I take a walk and find another spot that I like better a little farther up the trail.  I go back, fetch my pack and bring it to this new site, which is flatter and more scenic, but is farther from water.  I like it here.   This would be ideal if not for the wind.   Its really gusting!   But the wind blows all through here, not just at this campsite.  





At 2:30pm, this is my earliest stop yet, but even so I covered 12 miles today.  Because of the wind, I am tempted to shoot on over the pass and maybe have calmer air on the other side, but I'm tired and its at least 5 miles to the next campsite, so I'll stay here.  And who knows, it may be even more windy on the other side of the pass.





I fetch and filter water and hang the damp clothes that have been in my pack for two days.  With the constant wind and the warm, high altitude sun, my clothes dry almost instantly.  I stretch my tarp over a large flat rock to dry in the sun, staking each corner to keep it from blowing away.  When it is dry, I pitch my tent so it can dry too.  I've got lots of time so I sit down to write for awhile in my journal.





Tonight is my sixth night out and I'm camped at the location that I had planned to camp on my seventh night, so I'm exactly one full day ahead of schedule.  I've come about 90 miles so far in these six days and have about 75 miles yet to go.  How do I feel so far?  Well, I'm starting to dream of good meals, a hot shower, and the satisfaction of having completed this long trek.  Oh, I'm having great fun and wouldn't cut the trip short for anything, but it definitely has its highs and lows.  Yesterday was such a day:  breathtaking views in the first half of the day, followed by drab, overcast skies in the afternoon.   And then there was magnificent LeConte Canyon that came late in a day that turned out to be too long and tiring.





Today is mixed too:  bright sun and impressive scenery, but strong winds that detract.  If the air was calm here, this would be like paradise!   As my trip now enters its second half, I begin to realize that I am truly a fair-weather hiker.  I love the days with great weather, but throw in clouds or wind and its not as much fun.  At least here in the Sierras the good weather is so frequent and plentiful that it makes it all worthwhile.  I guess that I'm starting to realize that I may not have the proper mindset to be a true long-distance hiker.  Hiking the entire 2600 mile Pacific Crest Trail sounded fantastic at one time, but now I'm thinking of taking it completely off my list of things to do in life.  As fun as this is, I'm not sure that I would enjoy 6 months of it.





From a physical standpoint, I've discovered that my legs usually feel rubbery and drained in the morning from the previous day's activities, but they always feel better by midday and rise to the challenge of the inevitable big climb, only to be exhausted again by nightfall.  They are never sore, just tired.  My pack is riding well and is getting better all the time, due to the decreased weight.  It is now much easier to load.  My boots on the other hand, gave no problems on the first 2 days, but have been a little troublesome ever since, which is the opposite of what I expected.  They should get better as they become more broken in!


 


From a psychological standpoint, I've found that the time spent hiking during the day is sometimes physically very difficult, climbing long grades and walking many miles, but mentally that's where the real pleasure is!   Camping at night is somewhat of a hassle unless I have plenty of time and the weather is good.  Everything gets wet or dirty.   Part of this is my own fault.  Too many times I've stopped late and had to rush to get all my chores done.  Its just amazing how long it takes to setup or tear down camp!  Still, given the perfect campsite with a view and good weather, and enough time, camp time is great!  My best camp so far was on my third night, at Marie Lakes — my worst was last night, arriving at the late hour of 7:00pm to a poor site that was not in the sun.   Sunshine definitely improves my mood.





Enough writing for now — I go to wash up and wow, it is cold in this stiff wind!   Its great between gusts in the warm sun, but that's not often enough.  Each night, I try to wash my hair and take a sponge bath using soapy water, but when the wind is blowing and cold, the bath is quick and minimal. I put on clean clothes and wash the ones that I just took off.  I've still got 1½ hours of daylight, so they should have enough time to dry.  Now that washing and laundry is done, I walk around and take pictures of my camp while the light is still good.





I'm getting tired of this wind!  Its fatiguing, and turns an otherwise pleasant day into a crummy one!  I'll be glad to get going again tomorrow!  I begin dinner, which for tonight is a freeze-dried lasagna meal.  This is very good and my favorite so far!  When dinner is over, I take down my laundry and hang my food bag.  The wind is a little better, but is still blowing plenty.  





I hang my food every night because I assume that there could be bears at any campsite, although they are less likely to be at this higher altitude.  Its not always easy to find a "textbook" tree though, especially at higher altitudes where the trees are fewer and more stunted.  At times I can only use the best tree available and keep my fingers crossed.  Tonight is like that — if a bear actually came around, I doubt that my food would be safe.





I haven't seen anyone since I got here, in fact I've only seen one person all day.  I like that!  The one person that I did see today reminded me that today is a holiday:  July 4th.  I had forgotten all about it.  I keep hoping that an entire day will go by without my seeing anyone at all, but that's probably unlikely.  At 8:30pm, I hit the sack.  The glow of the waning sun still lights the western horizon.  The wind is finally down to an acceptable level, the sky is clear and the temperature is 45(.  








SUNDAY,  JULY 5 — DAY 7





I'm up early at 5:30am again — I like getting up early!  I slept well and slept warm.  My tent is dry this morning and a thermometer check shows why:  the temperature is a balmy 40(!   WOW ( this is my highest camp yet, but its also my warmest!  The breeze has returned, but its better than yesterday so far.  The sky is mostly clear with a few high, thin clouds that are moving fast.   I don’t know but suspect that fast moving clouds may be a bad sign.





Yep, dark clouds quickly approach from the west.  I hurry and pack, skipping breakfast.  I will push hard for the pass to hopefully get over it before any storms arrive.  As I tear down camp, I find that even though my tent is dry, the tarp is wet.   That's not too unusual;  I rarely have a dry tarp in the morning regardless of temperature or locale, even when camping in the Arizona desert.





In an hour, I’m packed and on my way, hurrying to beat any rain that might be coming.  The pass is still 3 miles away and will probably take me 1½ hours to reach it.  I push as hard as I can, but that's not very hard in this altitude.  The clouds are getting thicker!  The sky looks ominous!





After a half hour, I reevaluate the sky.  The clouds are quite variable, but maybe slightly less threatening now, although there are still many dark ones around.  Some of the urgency is gone so I take the time to choke down an granola bar for breakfast.  Within a few minutes, the sky looks rather nasty again as though it could rain soon.





At 7:50am I arrive at Mather Pass and am finally bathed in sunshine, having climbed out from the shade of the Palisade crest which forms the eastern wall of the Palisade Lakes basin.  The grade to here was quite steep in places, but fairly easy in others.  The sun is warm, the breeze is moderate, the temperature is 45( and actually pretty nice!  I just can't tell what the weather is going to do.  The dark clouds appear to approach quickly from the west, yet the sun has been out all morning.  Its as though the clouds roll in and then dissipate before they reach the sun.  They've been coming fast for well over an hour, but the sky is still clear to the east.  How can that be?  From the pass, the sky looks gloomy to the south, but variable to the northwest with even some hope for blue sky.  





I hang around for 20 minutes and then start down the south side of the pass.  Mather is almost 1000' higher than Muir Pass, but is not nearly as barren.   I descend long switchbacks on an easy grade, into a shallow valley with a relatively high-altitude floor.  Lake Marjorie is visible in the distance and maybe Pinchot Pass too, but I’m not really sure where that pass is. 





During this descent, I spot a large weasel of some kind, possibly a marten, but he disappears before I can get out my monocular to see him better.  A little later, I see a second weasel and he too disappears quickly into a hole.  I sit on a rock and wait, certain that I can see a shiny eye staring out at me from within the dark hole.  He doesn't reappear within 10 minutes, so I move on.





I descend a long, rocky, dry meadow and reenter the trees, stopping beside a stream for a snack break. I can't figure the weather.  Drab, dark, clouds keep coming fast from the west, but they still haven't covered the sun.  The sky is still clear to the east with intermittent sunshine.  Patches of blue are occasionally visible between even the darkest clouds, but still rain looks eminent.





I meet a backpacking couple headed north and they say it was windy at their camp last night too.  I guess it was windy everywhere.  I see marmots, ground squirrels and Clarks Nutcrackers on my way down into the shallow valley.  Soon, I bottom out on my descent and come to a sign that says Mather Pass 4 miles behind me, Pinchot Pass 4 miles ahead.  The sky is now a uniform grey and a few snowflakes are falling.  SNOWFLAKES!   It can't snow — its 53(!   As I watch, a high snow cloud moves over and obscures some distant peaks with obvious precipitation between me and the peaks.  This is not good!   I'm not waiting until I'm wet this time, so I pull out my poncho and wrestle with it for awhile, finally getting it over me and my pack.  There, that did the trick — the snow stops, patches of blue sky appear, with sunshine and generally improving skies, all within five minutes!  I continue on, but overheat quickly in my poncho so I stop in a few minutes to remove it.  I do not like this poncho!   Its hard to put on and doesn’t cover very well.  There must be a better way.





In the bottom of the valley, I cross the south fork of the Kings river, but step on a slippery log and douse one of my boots deep into the water, forcing me to stop and remove my boot, empty it, and wring out my socks.  WHEW!  That was close!  I could have just as easily wound up on my backside in this stream!  This reinforces an opinion that I've had all along, but was untested:  its better to cross streams on stepping stones than on a log — avoid logs if possible!





From here, I begin a respectably steep climb out of the valley towards Pinchot Pass.  After an hour, I arrive at the junction with the Taboose Pass trail and am now back into the pleasurable land of alpine meadows.  The weather is still variable, with intermittent sunshine and lots of gloomy-looking, fast-moving clouds, primarily coming from the west.   However, when I remove my sunglasses I discover that the clouds aren't actually as gloomy as I had thought they were and the weather doesn’t seem as threatening.   Have I been fooled by my sunglasses all morning?





I now ascend an easy grade through meadows and here I see an especially beautiful, large, long-haired, blonde marmot — a really nice specimen!  After passing a few small, unnamed lakes, I arrive at larger Lake Marjorie.  The weather has improved in the last half hour and the sky is now mostly blue with abundant sunshine, although it is still somewhat unsettled looking.  That's okay — I'll take it!  Its windy too, but not objectionably cool at 59(.  Its now after noon and I would like to stop for lunch, but Pinchot Pass isn't that far away so I'll just wait until I get there.  That will give me a reason to spend some extra time in the pass.   The passes, with their great views, are the most pleasant experiences so far on this trip





I keep going, but grow very tired.  This climb has become long, steep and difficult.  Finally, I reach the pass at 2:00pm.  The view to the south is dramatic, magnificent, stupendous — the best yet!  High, majestic peaks await me!  To climb up to a pass and suddenly have this fantastic, unknown view to the other side, almost takes your breath away!





Chris and Jay from Oregon are here and Chris looks a lot like Dana Carvey, the comedian.  I talk to Chris during lunch while Jay backtracks down the south side of the pass to look for a water bottle that he has lost somewhere in the last ten minutes.  They are hiking the JMT from Whitney to Yosemite, but amazingly did not take the 2 mile side trip to the summit of Mt. Whitney, the highest point in the continental United States, even though they had never been there before!  Its hard for me to imagine why they would skip that.





The weather is good here, 60( and fairly calm with sunshine, and I am content to sit and relax for awhile. Jay comes back with his water bottle and I wait for the two of them to leave and then set up my tripod for self-pictures.  CATASTROPHE!  The wind blows my tripod over and my camera takes an unprotected nose-dive into the rocks!  OH NO!   I may end up carrying a 3 pound piece of junk for the rest of the trip!  A quick check shows that it still works!  Its scratched and dinged up a bit and the lens doesn't zoom quite as smoothly as before, but it works!  Maybe there's something to this business about Nikons being rugged.  I'm becoming a believer, since this is the second time that I’ve slammed this camera into the rocks without consequence.  Still, what a tragedy this might have been!





I leave the pass at 3:00pm, feeling a little queasy.  I don't know if its from illness, exertion, something I ate, or the camera scare, but I feel just a little… off.  The weather has turned really nice with mostly blue skies and a few pleasant white clouds, but it is still fairly windy.  I walk past alpine lakes and meadows down into a wonderful valley.  At 4:15pm, I pass Twin Lakes, a possible stopping point, and keep going.  I want to have a short day up to Rae Lakes tomorrow so that I will have plenty of time to enjoy that highly-touted area and to take a planned side trip to Sixty Lakes basin.





This is a long descent and although the grades are no worse than the north side of Pinchot Pass, it is much longer.  I enter the Woods Creek drainage and am pestered intensely by mosquitoes.  Even though I am well below treeline, this drainage is open, barren, rocky, and without much forest, probably due to steep canyon walls.  I've put in a lot of miles today and now my right leg is suddenly very painful where the top of my boot is pressing above my outside ankle.  I will need to stop very soon.





At 5:30pm, I find an acceptable spot that is close to the trail.  Its windy here, but its windy everywhere, so this will do.  Its not ideal, but my leg hurts and the time is right to stop.  I'm at JMT mile 66.3, so I've had another 19 mile day.  Its no wonder my boot is bothering me.  There are some mosquitoes here, but they're not bad.  Its the wind that's bothersome.  I filter water and then wash up, but not very well because of the cold wind.  I'll be glad when the weather returns to normal.  Dinner tonight is Polynesian chicken and its good, but not nearly as good as last night's lasagna.  I hang my food bag and batten down camp.  The sky is mostly clear, but there's a big white cloud bank hanging to the north and with this wind, who knows what the weather will do.  I'm in bed at 8:45pm.  I feel cold, the the temperature is a mild 52(.


 





MONDAY,  JULY 6 — DAY 8





I arise at 5:15am today, my earliest morning yet.  The weather looks even worse than yesterday — kind of wild, with variable, cloudy skies.  There are some very dark clouds to the southwest and they seem to be coming this way.   Gosh, déjà vu all over again!  





It was warm during the night, with the overnight low only 50(.  Although its early, the mosquitoes are out in force!  Maybe they're more sensitive to temperature than to time and perhaps they've been absent the past few mornings because it was cool, not because it was early.





The weather looks bad!  I hurry and pack up, skipping breakfast again.  At 6:30am, I'm on my way, heading downstream alongside Woods Creek toward the stormy weather.  RATS!  This trip could be so good with clear weather!  The wind is gusting and a few raindrops fall, then quit.  When I get about 50' away from camp, I look back to see if anything obvious is left behind and I see that already a marmot has moved in to look around the campsite for scraps.  He must have been watching all along.





In ten minutes, I pass through a gate.  Why are there gates and fences in this wilderness?  I have no idea.  I come upon a baby prairie chicken-like bird (but we're not on the prairie) at the left edge of the trail.  I stop and watch and then notice its mother off the trail on the right.  I've come between them and stand silently while the mother coaxes the chick across the trail to her side, just 10' in front of me. They disappear into the brush.





Lower in the valley, the forest provides protection from the wind and I feel warmer.  Twenty minutes later, I arrive at a trail junction with a sign that indicates that its six miles to Rae Lakes.  Its even warmer here, in the upper-50's, and the mosquitoes are swarming!  Its completely calm too, and the sky and the weather in general are actually kind of nice.  Like yesterday, its mostly grey with patches of blue showing through.  A few raindrops fall on me, but then quit again.





I cross Woods Creek on a new, bouncy, wooden suspension bridge that's fun to walk across, and quickly come to seven people camped in two groups on the other side.  I talk to a man with his two sons, one only about eight years old, and he takes my picture on the bridge.  I'm bottomed out in elevation here and now have about a 2000' climb up to Rae Lakes, where I intend to stop for the day.





The trail climbs up and out of the Woods Creek drainage and is fairly difficult at times.  As I gain elevation the grade eases off.  I pass by several marmots in a meadow and hear a thrush.  I meet an elderly ranger coming downgrade from the Rae Lakes ranger station.  He says that the weather is supposed to continue doing just what it is doing right now, that is, stay unsettled.  There is a low pressure cell moving in, but no major precipitation is expected.





I keep climbing, now out of the forest and into the meadows.  I'm tired today.  I climbed over two passes yesterday and my legs just don't want to go.  This is just plain hard climbing!   Perhaps the trail is actually steeper than it looks.





This weather is strange!  Like yesterday, the dark clouds keep rolling in from the west, but dissipate in the eastern sky, leaving the sun mostly unobscured.  At least its not getting any worse for now, and it may even be improving.  I descend briefly into the Baxter Creek drainage, pass through another gate, and then climb back out again.  I inhale a mosquito and choke on it.





By the time I get to Dollar Lake at 9:45am, the grade levels off and the walking becomes easier.  Fifteen minutes later, I arrive at Arrowhead Lake and stop for a snack break.  This is a pretty lake, but there is a bit of a cold wind, so I don't stay for very long.  Walking seems more pleasurable than sitting in the cold wind.  There are lots of campsites around here and a correspondingly large number of beggar marmots.





In another hour, I arrive at spectacular lower Rae Lake with spire-like Finn Dome looming over its western side.  The upper two Rae Lakes are just ahead and lie in an exquisite basin surrounded by towering walls.  Glen Pass is visible behind a distinct formation named the Painted Lady, and it looks like an imposing climb.  Quickly, I come to the middle Rae Lake and it is even more stunning!  This lake is larger, prettier, and closer to the high peaks.





I pass by a ranger station, without really seeing it (its on the map), then pass by a trail leading to a bear box.  I walk out onto a piece of land that separates the middle Rae Lake from the upper Rae Lake and find a nice campsite off the trail and out of sight.  I drop my pack to look around.  This is a great spot and very scenic, but it is windy!  I have a change of heart and decide to backtrack ¼ mile and look for a campsite around the middle lake, to hopefully find a less windy spot, but also for the convenience of a nearby bear box.  





Back at the bear box, there were many, many sites to choose from, but this is a popular area and there are a few other people here.  I meet Louis, a big, young guy who came over Glen Pass this morning and beat his two buddies here by an hour.  He and his group are also from Phoenix.  It seems like there are more hikers from Phoenix than anywhere else!





Its windy here too, and after looking around for a long while and not finding the perfect campsite, I give up and head back to the first campsite that I stopped at, between the middle and upper lakes.  If I have to endure the wind either way, then I would rather pick the more scenic, secluded spot;  besides, that first campsite is also closer to the junction with the Sixty Lakes basin trail, which I will take later today.  Yes, this site is prettier and I like it better.





I eat lots of trail mix and granola bars, then hang my food, change into my camp shoes, and head for SixtyL basin.  An hour ago, the weather was clear, bright and sunny, but now it is completely cloudy and looks as though it could rain.  I'm not really in the mood for this side trip because of the dismal sky, but I might as well go anyway since it wouldn't be any fun just sitting in the wind and clouds for the entire afternoon.  I have some temptation to pack back up and shoot on over Glen Pass, but no, the side trip to Sixty Lakes Basin is on my itinerary and is highly recommended.   I would probably be sorry later if I skipped it.





The trail to Sixty Lakes Basin is a steep, tiring climb up and out of the Rae Lakes basin on its west side.  I feel tired, even without the heavy pack that I've been carrying all along on this trip.  I think my legs are just shot from this morning's climb.  Within 20 minutes, I reach a high ridge and start down the other side into the Sixty Lakes basin.  The sky is gray and threatening and my legs are tired, so I don't descend all the way to the floor of the basin, which is an additional 300-400' drop, but just go to a high vantage point for a good view.





This basin is pretty, but I think that the Rae Lakes basin is even nicer;  however, I might be more impressed on a clear day.  Of course, if I were to descend to the basin floor and walk to its northern end, I might find something really wonderful.   I'm tired and don't want to work that hard, so after a few pictures I simply head back toward camp.  I take my time on the return trip.  There are lots of photo possibilities from high above Rae Lakes.  I just dawdle along, waiting for a break in the weather and improved lighting for photos, but it doesn't come.  It looks likely that it will rain.  Again, I sort of wish I had gone on over Glen Pass today instead of just killing time in this dreary weather.





At 3:45pm, I'm back at camp.  The sky is still dismal and now its starting to sleet.  I'm depressed and almost wish the trip was over, but the high expectations of Forester Pass ahead remind me that the best may be yet to come.  I keep telling myself that.  The best lies ahead!  It would be heavenly, wandering around in these mountains if good weather was here.  And it will come!   I want to believe that sunny skies are the norm in the Sierras, but that hasn't always been true so far on this trip.





The sleet stops, the wind dies down to an acceptable level, and a tiny bit of blue sky and sun appears, raising my spirits.  But its still not really very nice.  I sit for awhile, then filter water and sit some more.  I've got lots of time, but its too crummy to enjoy it.  If the wind would calm down and the sun would come out, I could have a really nice bath!  As it is right now, I'm not sure that I want a bath at all and may go to bed dirty  Also, I've been wearing the same clothes for 2 days and need to do laundry, but there's no good place here to hang it and I need sunshine or it will take too long to dry.  Whine, whine, whine.





Today is Monday and I'm exactly 2 days ahead of schedule and am now camped on my eighth night where I had planned to camp on my tenth night   Good!  I'm not sure why, but I relish the idea of finishing 2 days early!  I'll try to do Glen Pass and Forester Pass tomorrow (Tuesday), but that will be a total of 5000+' elevation gain and more than 16 miles and I'm not sure that my legs are up to it.  I wouldn't be able to climb that much today.  Plus, Forester is over 13,000' high, which will add to the difficulty.  If I feel rested tomorrow, then I'll be able to do it with no problem.  Oh, it will be hard, but definitely doable.





If I push a little and get close to Whitney on Wednesday, then on Thursday I may be able to climb to the Whitney trail junction, drop my pack, dash to the summit for a quick visit, and get on down to the Portal the same day, ending the trip on Thursday, three days ahead of schedule!  That would be nice, but I would have to skip my planned night on Whitney’s summit to do that.  If the weather stays like this I won't mind, because this wind and the gray sky definitely make the trip less fun. 





I cook dinner and sit some more.  Just before the sun drops behind the western mountains, it peeks out from behind the clouds long enough for me to take a quick bath, thankfully.  At 7:30pm, there is still plenty of daylight, but I go into my tent and get in bed already, just to escape the weather.  There has actually been a clearing trend in the last half hour, but the wind still gusts wildly, shaking the tent.  Its strange!  The air is fairly calm for few minutes and then the wind builds in the trees until a 30 MPH gust hits and lasts for about 10 seconds, before tapering back of to calmness.





Anyway, its more comfortable in the tent.  Rae Lakes is a well-used area and I worry about bears tonight and hope that my food bags are hung well enough.  A bear box is about ¼ mile away and I didn't want to have to walk over there tonight and tomorrow morning too, so I opted to hang my food in a tree, even though the tree is somewhat questionable.   I should probably know better. 





As I lay here listening to the wind buffet the tent, I suddenly remember that the tent is strongest when its foot is pointed into the wind.  I wonder if these powerful gusts could bend a tent pole.  Just to be safe, I quickly get up, unstake the tent, and re-orient it so that the wind is not hitting it directly from the side.  Feeling safer, I'm back in bed at 8:15pm.  As I doze off, the wind is still gusting and the temperature is 54(, although it feels more like 40(.   My last thought before drifting off are of....  pizza.








TUESDAY,  JULY 7 — DAY 9





I'm up at 5:00am, my earliest morning yet.  I've been lying in bed awake for about an hour now and can't sleep, being a little antsy about the long, strenuous day ahead.  I slept warm and well until about 4:00am, when I awoke for no apparent reason.  During the night, I looked out the tent door and saw brilliant stars, but this morning the sky is not so clear and about 50% filled with clouds.  Its still breezy, but not as bad as yesterday, except for the occasional gust.  The thrush are singing again — I'm getting very fond of their melodious tune.





I fetch my food bags, which are still intact, and cook oatmeal for breakfast.  This is really a fairly nice morning and certainly the best in the last 3 days.  There is less wind and the sky is mostly blue.  Oh sure, there are clouds, but they are mostly big, puffy white ones, with just a few dark ones scattered in.  





At 6:30am, I'm loaded up and on my way.  Onward — to the pass!  I'll start with a 1500' climb over Glen and then later in the day I will tackle the formidable 3500' climb to Forester Pass.  I hope that I've got it in me!  This morning’s climb starts out gently enough on a moderate grade to a basin with seven or eight small tarns.  My legs feel as good today as they have any morning, thankfully with no rubbery feeling at all.   Mentally, I am psyched for the challenge.  I'll be doing two passes again today, matching my friend Alan’s feat when he hiked the JMT in the 1970’s.   He told me that typically, no one crosses two passes in the same day, but he did it twice on his trip.   If I am successful today, then I will have done it twice also.   Glen and Forester today, and Mather and Pinchot two days ago.





Beyond the basin with the seven or eight tarns, the trail becomes very steep in places, and is quite difficult, almost like climbing stairs.  Once again, I'm reduced to walking for 30 seconds and resting for 15 seconds, but I'm intentionally pacing myself so as not to burn out here before the more serious challenge of climbing to Forester.   Also, I don’t have anything to prove to myself.  I know what my climbing abilities are.   Too often, I feel the need to push hard and go fast, to prove something to myself I suppose.   Exactly what it is that I’m trying to prove, I don’t really know.   Probably that I’m not getting old.   And at 41 years, I’m still in my prime.





Its a little breezy, but I'm in the sun and comfortable in long pants, flannel shirt and gloves.  Finally, the grade eases off and heads west toward a ridge.  Without really knowing exactly where the pass is, I expected the trail to curve and go behind the Painted Lady, and that I still had a long ways to go, but nope, I’m almost there.





I arrive at the pass at 7:50am and congratulate myself on handling the difficult climb so easily.  I fairly breezed up that one!  This is a neat pass because it is really just a low spot on a sharply defined ridge. The views are good to the north and south, but not as majestic as the southern view from Pinchot.  Rae Lakes lies immediately below to the northeast, still in the morning shade.  I see mountains that I recognize in the vicinity of Pinchot Pass, and maybe even all the way back to Mather Pass from two days ago.  The Palisade crest juts up on the northern horizon.  To the south are big sharp mountains with a low valley to the southwest.  I suspect that my trail will descend into the low valley, bottom out, and then climb back to the southeast, but that's only a guess.  





The sky is now almost completely clear, except for some fairly benign looking clouds to the far north.  Maybe this means the end of the crummy weather at last.  I hope!  It feels nice sitting here in the sun.  The temperature is about 45( and a its little breezy, but I'm in a sheltered spot on the north side of the ridge, so I'm comfortable.  I take a few pictures and leave, skipping the self-pictures because of fear of the tripod blowing over again in the wind.





Soon, I meet two middle-aged guys from Phoenix, heading over the pass to meet Louis and his buddies. I round a corner and have good views of large, pleasant-looking Charlotte Lake and then meet five guys on horseback, leading three pack mules.  They are doing the entire JMT, heading for Yosemite.  Eventually, I arrive at the junction with the trail to Kearsarge Pass and stop for a 15 minute snack break. I'm back in forest again and the air is calm and warm in the luxurious sunshine. 





As I sit here, chewing on licorice, a tame deer walks up and stands within 10' of me.  When I don't offer to share my snack, he calmly walks away again.  I continue down the trail and five minutes later, I meet two guys at a the junction with a second trail to Kearsarge Pass.  They have just come over that pass and are now headed for Rae Lakes.  There seems to be a lot of people in this area and a check of the map shows why.  I am not far from Onion Valley, which is one of the easiest and most popular access points to the backcountry.





I begin a long descent into a beautiful, picture-perfect valley with high pointy peaks on both sides and forest in the middle.  Its like something out of a storybook.  I pass a junction with yet a third trail to Kearsarge Pass and continue downgrade.   Boy, this is turning out to be a very long, steep drop.  The trail is loose, dusty and sort of chewed up, probably from stock.  Yep, there's the tell-tale, objectionable horse manure on the trail. 





Something is crying in the forest ahead.  Oh great, just my luck it will probably be a bear cub and I'll get mauled by its overly protective mother!  I proceed cautiously, nervously, looking for danger.  No, it is not a bear, its a bird!  A Clarks Nutcracker!  Their cry has fooled me before and I have noticed that they sound a little like a bear cub.  Not that I've actually ever heard a bear cub before.





Eventually, my trail bottoms out at the junction with a trail to Cedar Grove.  A sign says that Forester Pass is 7.0 miles away.    Forester…. the feared one!  I've heard people say how hard it is, especially from this side, but I've also heard that it is very scenic.  I don't know whether to dread it or look forward to it.  I feel good, so I'll look forward to it.  I'm a little nervous about the challenge, but also excited!  I meet a lone hiker heading for Kearsarge and then I start climbing towards the pass.  Forester awaits!  And its all uphill from here, 3500 vertical feet up to a lofty 13,000' altitude!  Its warm now and I'm down to just a T-shirt as I follow rollicking Bubbs Creek upstream.  The grade starts out gently enough, through a nice pine forest, past non-distinct Vidette Meadow, but it soon becomes more demanding.  But that's good!  The steeper it is, the quicker I gain elevation — let's get this climb underway!





I pass through steadily decreasing woodland, heading for the beloved high meadows.   After awhile, the grade eases somewhat and becomes only moderate in difficulty.  I overtake two guys who are also headed in my direction, but are presently stopped beside the trail taking a break.   I chat with them briefly and find that they too, will climb Forester today and camp somewhere on the other side.  No doubt I will see them again today and I'm fighting the urge to turn this into a contest.  I need to pace myself, not race up the grade.  That’s one of the reasons I like to hike alone:  besides the lack of distractions and the increased focus on nature, there's no urge to compete with companions.





I pass an overweight man with 2 walking sticks, headed downgrade.  At noon, I'm mostly out of the trees and stop for lunch in open terrain just below Center Peak.  Stately Junction Peak and other high mountains are in view ahead and, although Forester Pass is not in sight, I know from the map that it is just beside Junction Peak. 





This is a pleasant spot and I'm content to relax for twenty minutes or so, but my eyes keep checking the trail to see if the two guys behind me are catching up.  I try not to care, but I do.  They haven’t appeared by the time lunch is over and I relax, knowing that if they haven't caught me by now, they probably won't.





Onward!  I'm struggling up some grades now that look moderate but feel steep.  I'm beginning to get tired, but still have 2000' to go!  Legs, don't fail me now!  Oh, I know that I'll make it.  I feel pretty good and even if I do tire out, I can still make it, it will just be harder.  I come to a mercifully flat stretch beside a small tarn and, although it doesn't last long, its just what I need. 





Its a nice day today!  The temperature is 63(, with a moderate breeze and bright sun.  There are a few wispy white clouds over the pass, but the sky is blue everywhere else.  JOY!  Before this trip, I never would have believed that temperatures in the low-60's could be so comfortable, but its ideal for hiking!  Nor would I have believed that the weather could be so agreeable at this altitude, but that seems to be characteristic of the Sierras.  Mt. Humphreys, Arizona high point at 12600’ elevation, is almost never this nice.





Now I can see Junction Peak and Forester Pass ahead.  The pass has the appearance of lying on top of an impassible, vertical wall and I can't tell from here how the trail is going to attack that.  I pass a solo backpacker headed down, on his way to Yosemite from Whitney.   I arrive at tarn 12248 (named for its altitude) and stop for a 10 minute break, during which I fetch and treat water.  I see now that the pass is not exactly where I thought, but a little to the west, where its more believable that a trail could go.  Home stretch — 900’ to go!  I can do it!  I feel good!  I feel strong!





I meet yet another solo backpacker coming down from the pass.  During our brief chat, he claims that he was knocked off his feet three times by high winds on Mt. Whitney and strongly advises against trying to camp on the summit.  Instead, he suggests that I consider Guitar Lake on the west side of Whitney as a good stopping point for tomorrow night, to be as close to the base of the mountain as possible.  Yeah, that sounds good, either that or the tentsite just below the junction with the Whitney trail, that someone told me about a few days ago.   I'll decide when I get there.





This last bit is very steep, but because I'm almost there it doesn't really bother me too much.  At 3:25pm, I arrive — Forester Pass!  Spectacular views abound to the north, but the views to the south are less impressive.  One other person is here, kind of a hippie-looking, long-bearded guy.  I sit and have a nice chat with him.  The elevation may be 13,200' above sea level, but its warm and sunny and calm and I am more than comfortable and content to sit for a long time to enjoy the high altitude atmosphere.  But boy, do I stink!  I've spent too many hours in these clothes!





Although the view to the north is magnificent, in my opinion its not quite as good as the southern view from Pinchot Pass a few days ago, which is still my favorite.  To the south, the view is somewhat of a letdown.  The Kaweah range appears, looking strikingly rugged and grand, but the area where I am headed looks surprisingly mundane and gives the impression that this may be where the Sierras begin tapering off.  Yet, some of the Sierra’s highest mountains are in this area.





Whitney is not visible, being out of sight behind a ridge to the south-southeast.  I feel a little demoralized…. the end of the big mountains (not really), end of the trip, end of the fun.  There are still high peaks yet to come, but they appear not very rugged and look more like just plain rolling hills, even though some of them are actually around 14,000' high.  They just don't look all that beautiful from here.





The hippie looking guy takes several pictures of me with my camera.   Although I normally prefer to do this myself with the tripod and self timer, I am a little nervous about that now after my tripod blew over on Pinchot Pass.  The two guys that were following me up from Vidette Meadow arrive, and then a lone hiker from the south.  Its almost crowded now, with five of us lounging around in the pass.  A couple of them tell of previous years when they had tried to climb over this pass and had been unable to because of deep snow, even though it was this same time of the year.  That hadn't occurred to me until now, that I might not have been able to complete this trip due to snow-blocked passes.





Its getting late and I've got several miles yet to go to get down into the trees and find a campsite, so at 4:30pm, I leave the pass and head down its south side, where the trail is cut right into the steep mountainside.  When I reach Diamond Mesa, which is a wide flat meadow, I look back toward the pass and which appears as a nearly vertical wall where no mere trail could go.





I have easy walking from here.  The trail is in good shape and descends gently downhill toward the distant trees.  This valley is very wide and unspectacular and again it feels as though I've left the best part of the Sierras and entered the foothills.  In reality I'm now in the vicinity of the highest peaks in the range.  There are more 14,000' peaks in this area than anywhere else in California.  Even so, it was much prettier on the other side.





I feel reasonably fresh after all the climbing and miles today and it feels nice just to walk mindlessly along in the hazy sun, enjoying the nice evening.





	“Always... the rhythmic, body-honing,


	soul-cleansing act of walking.”            -Colin Fletcher





By the time I arrive at Tyndall Creek, at 6:00pm, the sky has become fairly overcast and once again detracts from the photo possibilities.  Will I never have a completely clear day?!  I drop my pack at a campsite near a bear box, just south of the junction with the Lake South America trail.  One other person is camped near here and I look around for the best available site.  Its late and I'm not too choosy, so I settle on a well-used and not very private campsite near the bear box.





While I'm setting up camp, the neighboring camper comes by to say hello.  He is a thin guy in his mid-50's, named Roger, who is really camping in a simple style, with a bivy bag under a tarp for shelter.  I fetch water and go up the hill through the trees to find a private place to wash.  The sun is just about ready to disappear behind a mountain and I need to get this chore out of the way while there is still some warmth left, although the sun is only barely shining through the clouds.  At least its calm, so washing is not too uncomfortable.  There are mosquitoes here and I wash quickly to minimize my exposure to them.  Its too late and not sunny enough to do laundry, so I'll have to put up with my stinky clothes for one more day.





The sun makes a brief appearance and I realize that this really is a pretty valley, but just looks drab due to the cloudy sky.  The two guys that I saw at Vidette Meadow and Forester Pass now arrive and look around for a campsite.  The don't find a desirable spot and continue on, towards other campsites I presume.  I cook dinner, tasty spaghetti, fighting off the many mosquitoes, then put my food bag in the bear box and hit the sack at 9:00pm.  Its been a long day and I'm tired.  Two passes, 18 miles, and a 5000' elevation gain, all with a 50+ pound pack.  Zowee!  No wonder I’m tired.








WEDNESDAY,  JULY 8 — DAY 10





At 5:30am, my alarm goes off and I get up.  I slept fairly well again due in part to the mild overnight low temperature of 42(.  The tent, bag and even the tarp are dry this morning.  I like that!  Earlier in the trip it was messy in the morning when everything was wet.  The sky is sort of blue, but is mostly cloudy.  It looks like another overcast day is in the works, but at least its calm.





I fetch my food from the bear box and discover that three more food bags were placed in there sometime last night.  I didn't hear a thing nor do I know who they belong to.  Today should be a relatively short day to Guitar Lake, without a lot of elevation gain, so I take my time this morning and cook scrambled eggs for breakfast.  I'm getting tired of these eggs, even though I haven't had them often.  They were great the first time, but get old fast.   The temperature is 47( as I finish packing and prepare to leave.





At 7:30am, I'm off.  No one else is stirring yet as I depart Tyndall Creek, which seems to be a popular area.  Its calm and overcast with hazy sun and the mosquitoes are just waking up.  I cross the creek and begin climbing out of its drainage to the south, heading for Bighorn Plateau.  I check the map and only now do I fully realize that Tyndall Creek is around 11,000'!  That was probably my highest camp yet, and yet it seemed like I was surrounded only by rolling foothills!  This does not feel like high altitude! 





I pass by the two Vidette Meadow guys one last time, just breaking camp near another bear box by some frog ponds about ¼ mile up the trail from Tyndall Creek.  The grade becomes steep for awhile, climbing to the edge of Bighorn Plateau, but fortunately doesn't stay difficult for very long.  I'm pretty tired from yesterday and am not pushing very hard.  In fact, I feel run down, let down, and a little depressed.  I'm tired of cloudy weather and I feel like the best of the scenery is behind me now, except for Mt. Whitney.  The best stuff ended at Forester Pass.  Truthfully, its good here too, but seems a little bland by comparison.





The trail levels off across the plateau, passing just below its summit.  This is an unspectacular area, almost kind of plains-like compared to what I walked through on the previous nine days of this trip.  There are few trees and its relatively mundane, especially with the lack of blue sky and sunshine. I meet a young German who is headed for Yosemite.  For some reason, he has been told that the trail over Forester Pass is hard to follow, but it wasn’t.  I pass by twisted, gnarly-looking trees, which I presume are sequoias, but don’t really know.  I descend to Wallace Creek and the junction with the Junction Meadow trail.  Beyond here, on a fairly steep climb out of Wallace Creek, I meet friendly, female Tyndall Creek ranger  Lo Lyness, who is returning from a trip to Whitney.  I have lots of questions at this point and she patiently supplies all the answers:





  (	the flutey-sounding bird is a hermit thrush, not a wood thrush as I had guessed





  (	the cheerful "post" bird is a white-crowned sparrow — I suspected that, but never saw the bird and heard the song at the same time





  (	the unafraid brown bird with the black head and gray cap is a rosy finch





  (	the fences and gates that I have seen are drift fences, designed to permit groups on horseback to let their stock roam at night, but keep them confined to a limited area





  (	camping is allowed on Whitney’s summit  (I wasn't 100% positive)





  (	we are experiencing a low pressure cell from hurricane Darby and the weather is expected to stay about the same for awhile, but she advises to ignore the forecast and judge the weather as it develops





She is only the second ranger that I've seen in ten days and after I've just about talked her to death, I take her picture and continue on my way, walking through the forest under gray skies and hazy sun.  My spirits are lifted a little after talking to the ranger, and I'm starting to get more excited as I get closer to Whitney.   I’ve been there before and I liked it a lot!





I'm still not sure how I'm going to end this trip.  I intend to camp at Guitar Lake tonight, and tomorrow I will either do the side trip to Whitney and exit at the Portal, or if the weather is good I might just head for Whitney and spend the night there, exiting the wilderness on Friday.  It has been a goal of mine to camp at the summit, but I'm just not sure whether its worth lengthening the trip by a day to do it.





Probably I will just let the weather decide for me.  If its sunny and pleasant tomorrow morning, I will head for the top to camp;  otherwise I will head out.  I'm eager for the trip to end, but this is a very convenient time to attempt my goal of spending the night at the top and I hate to see that dream go unfulfilled.  I know that I'll be sorry later if I skip it.  What to do?!





I meet two couples headed for Tyndall Creek, followed a few minutes later by another couple who are doing the entire JMT.  They say that two days ago at Trail Camp on the east side of Whitney, it was so cold and windy that everyone was in their tents and in bed at 5:00pm!  They also say that the wind was fierce on the summit and that they would definitely not recommend camping at the top!





At noon, I'm at the junction with the trail to Crabtree ranger station and the weather seems to be improving.  It is still basically overcast, but there is more sun than before with just a hint of blue in the sky.  A sign here says that Guitar Lake is 2.7 miles away.   I stop for lunch and enjoy the sun, which is out for now.  Because I'm three days ahead of schedule, I don’t need to conserve my food, so I've been eating more of my lunch snacks than normal.  This is almost like junk food and is very satisfying.  Trail mix, jerky and granola bars.  I can pig out and not have to worry about gaining weight with all this activity, but also it helps to lighten my load since this is among the heaviest of the foods that I am carrying.





Shortly beyond,, just below Timberline Lake, I meet a couple from Georgia stopped beside the trail, eating lunch.  He looks to be about 50 and she is obviously younger, by perhaps 10 years or so.  They are headed in my direction and also plan on camping at Guitar Lake tonight, or as close to the base of Whitney as they can get.   They are friendly and I look forward to talking more with them later.





I push on, climbing now to Timberline Lake where I stop to refill my water bottle.  I'm getting a little tired, but Guitar Lake can't be too far ahead, probably just up on the next shelf that is staring me in the face.  At 2:00pm, I'm there: Guitar Lake!  Whitney looms immediately to the east, its steep slope beginning just a mile away!  





I'm excited about being here at the base of this big mountain, but I still don't know for sure how I will end this trip.  Should I camp here tonight and at the summit tomorrow?  Or head for Whitney Portal tomorrow after a side trip to the summit?  Or maybe I should head for the tentsite at the Whitney trail junction tonight and do the side trip tomorrow?  I'm still undecided and the time is now at hand.





I walk around to the upper end of the lake, looking for possible campsites.  There are a few sites here, but nothing stellar.  The best one is at the northeast corner of the lake and, per Ranger Lyness, there is a good one up Arctic Creek which feeds the lake.  I want to be as close to the base of the mountain as possible, so I continue upgrade to a small tarn just above Guitar Lake.   Per my guidebook, there are sites here, but I don't see anything enticing.





Okay!  Its still early and I don't particularly want to sit around under the overcast sky for the rest of the day so I'm going for it!  I've made my decision!  I'll start climbing and see where I end up.  I'll either stop at the Whitney trail junction, or who knows, maybe I can make it all the way to the summit today.  I doubt it though, its still 4 miles and 2900 vertical feet away!  That's quite a climb for this late and I'm a little tired, but I'll give it a try!  CARPE DIEM (seize the day)!





I fetch water from the tarn, adding three quarts and iodine to my auxiliary storage bag and filling all three of my water bottles.  I'm now carrying six quarts of water for an extra 10-12 pounds on my back, bringing the total pack weight back up into the 60 pound range again.  This climb is going to hurt, I just know it.    But that's okay… I don’t have to make it all the way to the summit.  I can stop at the Whitney trail junction if I get tired and that's only two miles away.  I know that I can make it that far.  The weather is calm and pleasant right now, except for the lack of sunshine.  The sky doesn't look especially threatening to the west, but neither does it look like its going to clear.





I leave the tarn at 2:30pm and begin climbing.  The trail immediately attacks the western flank of the great mountain with an aggressive grade and many switchbacks.  I'm beginning to ask myself:  Am I crazy?  Should I really be doing this?  I probably ought to just stay at Guitar Lake tonight and go for the summit tomorrow.  That would give me a relaxed evening to rest and catch up on laundry.  But NO!  I can do it!  Climb on!  I just hope that I don't regret this decision later.  I may have an uncomfortable night perched on an exposed, windy ledge at 13,500'.   But if I do have a miserable evening, I will survive it!  (I hope).





The climb goes well.  I'm tired, but mentally psyched.  There's a sense of urgency because of the relatively late hour, so I'm hurrying as best as I can.  If I had known that I was going to do this, I would have gotten an earlier start this morning.  I can feel the extra weight in the pack, but its not as troublesome as I had expected it to be.  The grade is actually pretty good with some steep areas, but in general I'm able to keep moving at a pretty good pace.





At 4:20pm, I arrive at the junction with the Whitney trail — YES, I'm going all the way to the summit!  Screw the weather — I'll survive it!  A group of people stands nearby and a bunch of packs are sitting on the ground.  This is really two separate groups.  A young girl is curled up in a sleeping bag, watching the packs for the rest of her group who has gone to the summit.  The others I believe must be camped at Trail Camp and are dayhiking to the top.  I look at the tentsites (two of them) just below this junction and yes, they would do fine in a pinch, but they don't look particularly attractive here on the exposed rock.  They are also not very private, being in full view of everyone on the Whitney trail.





Its a little breezy and cool at this altitude, so I put on my windbreaker and continue towards the summit.  In the past, I've made it from here to the top in less than an hour, when dayhiking from Whitney Portal, so I'm pretty sure that I can make it today within 2 hours with my heavy pack.  I just hope that the weather holds for tonight and that it won't be too cold.  Someone on the trail said that there are rangers at the top, electrically grounding the stone hut, and I wonder if I will be able to seek shelter inside the hut in the event of really nasty weather.  I suspect that I will probably pitch my tent right beside the hut for protection from the wind, but I'm a little concerned about getting stakes into the rocky ground.  Surely, I'll be able to erect the tent somehow, using boulders or something to hold down the corners.





This stretch of trail is much more rocky and crude than I had remembered and is fairly difficult with a pack, but not horribly so.  There are several treacherous, icy spots along the trail and it is quite tiring and slow going, thanks partly to the high altitude and partly to fatigue.   Its also just a little scary in a couple of places.  The closer I get, the more tired I become.  Finally, I'm just below the summit and facing the last steep grade, which I remember as being very demanding from previous visits.  The trail is vague and hard to follow through this area with many routes taken across small snow fields.





I pass by two Eureka dome tents and then arrive at the summit at 6:00pm.  I made it!  Mt. Whitney!  Until a few hours ago, I had not really planned on spending tonight on the summit, but now that I am here, it is perfect!  I am able fulfill my goal of spending my last night at the top and still finish the trip three days ahead schedule!  I couldn't be more pleased!  Its fairly calm with only a little breeze and the temperature is a cool 45(.  The sky may be clearing, but its mostly just a non-threatening gray.





Two men are working on the stone hut and there is an American flag planted nearby.  I strike up a conversation and learn that these are National Park Service personnel whose job is to restore and maintain all the shelters in Sequoia and Kings Canyon national parks.   That numbers over 70 buildings altogether, including park visitor centers, lodges and the like.  These two were also  responsible for refurbishing the Muir hut in Muir Pass in 1988.  Their main purpose on Whitney is to electrically ground the shelter to make it safe from lightning, but they have also patched the roof, put glass in the windows, put on a new door and installed a wooden floor.  There are new lightning rods all over the hut and they connect to lots of wiring buried in the ground, laid in trenches that they dug by hand!





The workmen are friendly and give me permission to sleep in the hut, in the smaller room on the south end.  "That's what its for", they tell me!  This is GREAT!  I don't have to pitch my tent, and I get to sleep in a shelter out of the wind, with glass in the windows and a wooden floor!  The wooden floor is new and it will greatly help to take the chill out of the room.  I remember standing in this hut two years ago and feeling the cold from the stone floor come right up through my boots!  This should be super-cozy and I'm no longer worried about frightful weather anymore!  My trip is really ending on a grand note!





The head park service guy is staying in the larger, northern end of the hut, but his assistant prefers a tent down the slope.  They say that the weather can be either really good or really bad, and that the overnight temperature is usually around 20( or so.  I can handle that, especially in my cozy little room, but it might have otherwise been a cold night out on the ground.  I just can't get over how lucky I am, and I am so glad that I pushed on to the summit!  





I move my pack into the hut and make up my bed.  Its chilly outside and it feels good to be in shelter.  By now, its 7:30pm and I begin cooking my dinner of Lipton rice and sauce, keeping an eye on the sky for possible good sunset photos.  The sky is still mostly cloudy, but it looks like the sun might peek through and light up the sky.





The clouds begin turning orange and I go outside for a few pictures.  Its cool and a little breezy and not comfortable to stand outside for very long.  The sunset is a pretty good one and I make several trips outside for pictures, but always return to the hut within a few minutes to escape the cold.  It is cold in the hut too, but with no breeze it is much nicer.





At 9:00pm, I hit the sack.  Its still around 40( and relatively calm, but I anticipate a cold night so I've got my down parka and all my clothes nearby, just in case I need the extra insulation.  Boy, am I thankful for this hut — and do I ever feel lucky!  Its nice to be able to stay inside, but especially nice that I now have the wooden floor and glass in the windows.  I am very pleased!





I stink so badly that I can hardly stand myself!  I'm elated to be able to stay on Whitney for my last night and will be glad to finish the hike tomorrow, but by proceeding beyond Guitar Lake today, I've sacrificed a chance to wash up and do laundry.  But I'll be out tomorrow and I can hardly wait!   I crave a hot shower and real food!   I am three days ahead of schedule, but I still managed to do everything on my agenda.  This is a perfect ending to my trip!  All that I need to really finish it right is a clear, sunny day tomorrow.








THURSDAY,  JUNE 9 — DAY 11 (LAST DAY)





I arise at 6:00am, having waited until the guy next door began stirring.  Sound carries well through this hut.  I could hear him snoring all night.  But he's a working man so I didn't want to disturb him, even though I have been awake for an hour.  The sun has been up for awhile and although the sky is fairly cloudy, the sun is out and the sunrise may have been a good one — I don't know, because I missed it by staying in bed.  But that's okay, before sunrise it would have been a little too cool to be standing outside for any length of time.





I didn't sleep very well last night.  It took me a long time to get to sleep — I think that I was nervous about where I am.   And it seemed cold, even though my thermometers indicate an outside low temperature of 31( and an inside temperature of 35(.  I don't know if it was the altitude or the fact that I was so tired, but it felt 15( colder than that.  I can feel that I’ve lost a few pounds over the last 10 days and I wonder if having less body fat contributes to my sleeping cold.   I also felt clammy in bed from not washing, and my sleeping pad just wasn't comfortable and bothered my middle back.  I tossed and turned all night.  I'm not complaining though, because the hut is very cozy and this was my last night of sleeping in a bag!





Its breezy this morning, but generally pretty nice.  The sky is mostly cloudy with hazy sun, but the air is not clear and not really conducive for photography.  I spend some more time chatting with the park service guys — they are friendly and glad to talk.  They have been here for two weeks and have one week yet to go.  They started with a crew of six, but as their work approached the end, they are down to just the two of them.  They say that when they first arrived at the hut, the door had been partially dismantled for firewood, people had burned fires inside the hut, and there was human waste inside.  It just shows that there are slobs everywhere, even up here.





The park service guys tell of ignorant people who bring young children up here who are miserable and crying.  Others come without warm clothes.  Some come without water and beg for some.  It just kind of gives the feeling that people in general, are idiots!  They also claim that marmots eat human waste and that when they cleaned out the nearby pit toilets, they were clogged with dead marmots that had crawled in and couldn't get out.  Suddenly, marmots don’t seem so cute.





I gab with them for awhile longer and then start down the mountain at 8:15am, heading for Whitney Portal and civilization.  I'm really looking forward to a hot shower, a good meal and a real bed.   Nevertheless, I’ve got all day to cover the eleven trail miles and have time to dawdle along.  By the time that I reach Trail Crest Pass at 10:00am, I have passed a several dozen people climbing for the summit, coming up from Trail camp I suppose.  The sky has turned fairly nice with frequent sunshine, but is still mainly cloudy.  The sky looks encouraging to the west, but to the east low, puffy white clouds are forming in the Owens valley.





Below Trail Crest Pass, the trail is hidden by snow in many places and is in bad shape.  There are many secondary trails where people have scrambled straight up or down the slopes, cutting switchbacks that were hidden under the snow.  I now realize how lucky I was on my previous two dayhikes of Mt. Whitney, when the trail was dry and in excellent shape.  Today, it would be impossible to count the 97 switchbacks, as I had done in the past.  On the way down, I meet a guy that I swear could be an older brother.  The two of us look very much alike, but he is 8-10 years older.





By the time that I arrive at Trail Camp, which is the uppermost of the two campgrounds along the Whitney trail, the puffy white clouds that were forming in Owens valley have ballooned into a massive cloud bank that obscures my view to the east.  I am still in sun here, but won't be for long.  Pieces of this cloud bank occasionally hide Whitney from view.  The sun may not last much longer so I stop here for lunch.  I'm happy today, knowing that the hike is almost over, and satisfied with my accomplishment.   At the same time I'm starting to feel a little let down.  I've looked forward to this trip for so long that in some respects I hate for it to end, but at the same time I'm extremely excited about it ending!  Definitely mixed feelings.





Sure enough, by the time lunch is over and I leave Trail camp, the sun is gone and I am engulfed in a cold fog.  Fortunately, it doesn't last long and within ten minutes it has risen above me.  Now the high peaks are obscured and in the valley below is clear.  I've had some really strange weather on this trip.





Its downhill every step of the way and this trail is rougher the I remember.  In fact its as rough as any I've been on during this entire trip.   By the time I come to Mirror Lake, I'm back in the trees and the trail has become smoother, making for easier walking.  There are fewer people too, but still way too many.  I miss the backcountry where one can walk for hours without seeing anyone else.  The rough trail and the number of people kind of makes me think that I have had enough of Whitney and that I won't be back anytime soon.  Besides I've done it up right on this trip, having slept at the top.   Mt. Whitney is spectacular, but there are many other big mountains to climb too.





The rest of the journey is pleasant and uneventful, but long.  It seems like that when I reach Lone Pine Lake, the ending trailhead should be not far beyond, but its actually another hour from here.  At 2:00pm, I arrive the exit trailhead and the end of my hike.  I'm sad and I’m glad, but mostly glad.  I notice that the trailhead mileage sign is gone.  I take a few pictures and head for the parking area.





My car is still in the lot, undisturbed and with all of its tires still up.  I take off my pack, which I won't have to wear again for awhile.  I thought that I would hate my pack by now, but instead I've grown accustomed to it and it is not bothersome at all.  Now that I'm presumably stronger and the pack is lighter, hauling the backpack is almost as comfortable as dayhiking.  I would have previously never believed that a 45-pound load could feel so good.





I attempt to start my car and remember that I had removed a fuse to keep it from starting.  But where is it?   Where did I hide it?   I can't find it and have to use a spare.   I head for the town of Lone Pine and for some reason, it feels odd to drive.  I'm not sure if its because I haven't done it for awhile or because my head is in another world, but it feels weird!    I do manage to make it to town safely, but I feel as though I have to really concentrate on the road much more than usual.





When I arrive in Lone Pine, I see the couple from Georgia that I saw below Timberline Lake yesterday.  I talk with them for a few minutes and discover that they too, had gone on past Guitar Lake yesterday and crossed over the mountain and made it all the way to Trail Camp.





I check into the Dow Villa motel and get a simple room with a common bath across the hall.  The price is right:  $21 + tax.  Boy, does a shower feel good!  I've definitely lost weight and feel thin to myself during my shower.  What a fun way to slim down!   After I have sufficiently cleaned up, I walk to a nearby pizza parlor and order a pizza and a pitcher of diet Coke.  This is the only pizza parlor in town and is directly  across the street from my motel.





“We toss ‘em, they’re awesome!”      -Pizza Factory





The pizza tastes good — really good, but is actually not that great.  That is, I've had better, but this one is especially welcome.  When I'm done and sitting at my table, the Georgia guy comes by and asks me to join them at their table to chat.  I oblige, and learn that this is Jerry and Bonnie from Georgia and Jerry is an airline pilot with Delta airlines, flying the big ones — DC10's!  They say that if I was going stick  around until tomorrow, I could meet the rest of their hiking/fishing group, which includes Chuck Yaeger ("the General") and Bud "Andy" Anderson (whoever that is)!  As tempting as that is, I'm not really interested.   I’m ready to leave and don’t want to hang around for another day.





After pizza, I've got time to kill so I browse town for awhile, mostly just looking through the gift shops and during this time I bump into Jerry and Bonnie two more times.  I get ice cream, buy post cards and then stop at the grocery for snacks and Cokes for tomorrow's long drive home.  In my room, I write post cards, review my trip and plan my route back to Phoenix.  Later, I go out to mail my post cards and to gas the car.  I'm back in my room and in bed at 9:30pm.
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