Remote, but Not Forgotten;

Lake Tahoe area volunteers contribute 3,216 hours to the PCT
By Bob Ballou, Carson Area Coordinator

The High Sierra Region of the PCT has always been a difficult one for volunteer trail maintenance. Not only is it inaccessible for much of the year, it is remote from the larger metropolitan communities in which most PCTA members live.

The agricultural and tourist based communities closest to the trail are relatively small. Few of the residents can give up a week or even a weekend in the height of their season to volunteer for trail maintenance.

Finding a regional coordinator had been a problem for many years when I moved to Minden, NV from Sacramento in 1999. For two years I crossed the PCT at Carson Pass, Ebbetts Pass or Echo Summit twice a week on my 130-mile commute to the PCTA office in Sacramento.  I often stopped to take a short hike and stretch my legs on the PCT at the Sierra crest.  Trail maintenance needs were also noted.

Not long after my move to Nevada, Fred “Campy” Camphausen volunteered for a trail maintenance project in southern California. Noting that he had trail maintenance experience, lived close to the trail, was a cheerful worker, and was retired, Southern California Regional Coordinator, Pete Fish, suggested that I contact Campy regarding a position in the High Sierra Region.  It was a great idea.

Campy lives in Bishop, and prior to his retirement, he and his wife ran a sporting goods store there. If anyone could do the job, he could. So we talked. In the process, I volunteered that if he would be the regional coordinator, I would be an area coordinator for the 81-mile stretch between Yosemite and Carson Pass when I retired from my job as PCTA executive director in 2001.

So I went from paid staff to volunteer, meeting with local Forest Service personnel, checking out trail maintenance projects, securing tools and recruiting volunteers for summer projects.  The Toiyabe and Stanislaus National Forest folks were great to work with, and we soon had a complete tool cache to go along with our trail kitchen, one of ten made possible by a $5,000 grant from Backpacker Magazine and in-kind gift of equipment from The Coleman Company.

Recruiting volunteers was easy.  Armed with a list of PCTA members in central California and Nevada who had indicated a desire to help maintain the trail on their membership application, and with the volunteer projects page on the PCTA web site carrying the invitation to others, three Carsonora Area Projects were announced.

In a matter of hours, the e-mails and phone calls verified my belief in volunteers and especially PCTA members.  Before all was said and done, over sixty members indicated a desire to help.  Members of Back Country Horsemen of America chapters in California and Nevada also volunteered to help pack our tools, kitchen gear and food from trailheads to our remote encampments and project locations.

Planning menus, making food lists, and a small amount of administrative paperwork filled a few evenings during the spring months, but when summer finally came, and the snow melted off the trail, we were ready to do buy food and head for the high country.

The first project was a three-day adventure based from a car camp at Highland Lakes south of Ebbetts Pass. Back Country Horsemen of Nevada members, Ralph and Sharon Truax packed our heavy tools two miles into the PCT while the rest of us hiked in. Cook, Scott Clark, stayed in camp to guard our food and prepare scrumptious gourmet meals.

Under the watchful eye and with help from National Forest Service personnel, Ken Metherell and Pam Wehking from the Stanislaus and Toiyabe Forests respectively, our crew of Gary Bean, Richard Combs, George Gowman, Hank Magnuski, Nick Magnuski, Ken Nycum and myself tackled clearing blowdown, carving new trail into steep side slopes to replace eroded tread, and general grooming of the trail between Wolf Creek Pass and Noble Lake. Doing a “Good Turn,”
two older Boy Scouts, Russell Noll and Shawn Wilson, and their dads, Alexander Noll and Jim Wilson, joined us to earn service hours toward rank advancement in Scouting.

Our second project was another three-day adventure, this time four miles north of Ebbetts Pass.  Back Country Horsemen of California member Dennis Serpa and his fellow horsemen, Victor Pedroza and Greg Holm, packed our group gear and tools into Raymond Meadows by the light of the moon so we could get an early start on Friday morning.

In addition to the Back Country Horsemen, our crew for this project included, Robert Francisco, Larry Goral and Patrick Stone, all employees of Jones & Stokes, an environmental consulting firm in Sacramento. They were joined by Bob Francisco (Robert’s dad), Bill Holt, Douglas Kaber, Dave Nelson, Kimber Rogers, Ron Vogel and myself as we tackled brushing, tread repair, and reconstruction of portions of the trail that were almost completely washed away between Kinney Lakes and Pennsylvania Creek.

Our third and last project for 2002 involved working on the sloughed off portion of the PCT north of Sonora Pass that was unsafe for stock use, and a section along the West Fork of the West Walker River needing extensive rock work. I was unavailable to be there for the entire project, so I found a ready and willing project leader in John McKenna from nearby Carson City.  

Working with wilderness rangers from the Toiyabe National Forest, John led the crew of Drew Folta, Guy and Sigrid Gibson, Harland Polk, Steve Willey and Pat McCoy (who came all the way from Marietta, GA) for two days of work north of Sonora Pass, widening the trail to so it was safe for stock and hikers alike.

Completing my obligations elsewhere, I joined the crew in time to hike twelve miles up the West Fork of the West Walker River from Leavitt Meadows to the project location on the PCT between Kennedy Creek and the Cinko Lake Trail junction. Now fully conditioned to doing the impossible, Back County Horseman Dennis Serpa joined us again to pack in our gear and tools on his trail-savvy string of mules and horses.

After three days of apprenticing with the Toiyabe trail crew, our volunteer crew was well experienced in rolling hundred-plus pound rocks into place, burying them in the tread to create steps, and crushing rock to fill the landings. Where the PCT had been an ankle-twisting path through the maze of granite domes in the area, it is now a clearly marked route, navigable by hiker and horseman alike.

With a sigh of relief, considerable exhaustion, and hearty thanks for a job well done from the Forest Service trail crew, our gang packed up and headed back the twelve miles to the cars.  Dennis reappeared on cue to pack out the heavy tools and kitchen gear. Four hours later we were all headed home for showers and our own comfortable beds.

Carsonora Area volunteers cleared, repaired, built or rebuilt more than nine miles of the PCT this summer. They contributed more than 3,216 hours of time away from their families – more than 800 hours of that working on the trail – and driving more than 12,738 miles to do so. That’s a record they can be proud of, especially when one considers the time involved in accessing the project sites and the degree of difficulty for the work involved in each project.

Most of us will be back next summer. We’ll be looking for a few more strong backs to help us continue our work. Experienced and trained project leaders are needed, as are cooks and support staff (shoppers and tool keepers). If you’re interested in participating in trail crew projects in the Carsonora Area, contact me at (775) 267-0314 or by e-mail at boblaurel@juno.com, and I will send you a Volunteer Profile Form and details of our 2003 projects when they are available.
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