My Jaunt into the Wilderness

By Ben McKernan

I spent the summer driving a combine for a company that contracts with many farmers in the Columbia Basin.  We were harvesting peas.  I worked the night shift, and the hours were long.  
The only thing that kept me awake during the monotonous July passes up and down the fields we vined, was the show that nature put on for free while most people were asleep.  It always began with the hot summer afternoon that leads into the sunset.  Many hours later, the moon would rise and begin its journey across the black sky.  Then the air would cool, making you wonder what is wrong in the world that would cause such frigid weather during the summer. Of course, the grand finale each evening was when the sun came up to warm the morning air.  
The harvest lasted a month.  During the whole time, I was telling my co-workers “I’m going to the mountains!”  They thought I was crazy, and that I wouldn’t do it, but I did.  
My intention was to go in at one end as a head case, and come out at the other end together.  Things never go as planned for me, and this time was no exception, but for one thing.  I came out of the woods with the knowledge I sought as I entered the trail...just not the way I had planned it for the last ten years.  

I began my hike on a hot day at Snoqualmie Pass, and although I expected to feel lonely at first, I didn’t.  I was too excited about the whole thing.  Just like many other trailheads, there was a sign identifying the trail and a bulletin board with Forest Service regulations affixed to it.  There was an outhouse, a garbage can, and a parking area.  The main distinction here was the registration box.  I had to register to enter the Alpine Lakes Wilderness Area.  There was also a little sign that identified the trail, and indicated that Stevens Pass was 67 miles away.  The condition of the trail was posted on the board, and it read “patches of snow crossing the trail in places.  Ice axe required.”  Well, I didn’t have an ice axe, but I came this far, and I just figured if it gets bad I’d turn back.

The hike was underway, and the woods were thick with mostly Douglas fir, sword ferns, and a variety of seasonal wildflowers.  Of course, the under story was crowded with huckleberry bushes, not quite in season yet. As the well-groomed path hugged a wall of large, jagged stones I couldn’t help but to notice the conspicuous absence of birds of any kind.  I expected a steady presence of songbirds, but was disappointed.  I heard a screech, though, and I anticipated a hawk swooping down, grabbing something and flying off with it.  Maybe later.
A couple of single hikers came down as I headed up, but they were not coming from very far.  “I’m going to Stevens Pass,” I would say whenever one would ask.  It impressed several of them, but as I rose in elevation, the encounters became increasingly scarce.  I was pretty winded when I saw my last person, and I asked him “Seen any Sasquaches today?”  To his “no” I said, “Dam!  Wrong trail.”

What spoke to me more fluently than the scenery and the relaxing atmosphere of the woods, though, was the water as it crossed the trail in many places and flowed down the hillside.  I drank from it despite the repeated warnings I have read about contamination.  It was freshly melted snow, so the chance of getting sick was not nil, but it wasn’t guaranteed either.  It tasted so good that whenever I stopped for a drink, I took it in as if I would never be satisfied.  I must add that I was hot, and that the water was handy for cooling the body as well as pleasing the senses.  To drink it for the sake of drinking it was a big part of why I came.  I kept a tin cup handy, hanging on my fishing pole.  I wanted to learn how to live as a person, not a consumer.  I wanted to think like my grandfather and his father must have thought.  

As I rose out of the tree line, I could see Mt. Rainier looming to the south.  It looked like a goddess in the haze...regal, but ominously spiteful.  I could see for miles down in that direction and to the west.  It was like heaven; so separate from the world I was trying to escape.  From this point there was no other human to talk to and there was also no water on the ground to drink.  The feel was remote, and as I rounded a bend near the summit of my first mountain pass I came upon a patch of snow crossing the north-facing hillside.  It obstructed the trail, but I could see that others had passed, so I did with great caution. 

In the shade of the late afternoon peaks, I felt the cool of the snow.  If not for the sound of the airliners overhead I would have thought I was in the mountains of Peru, but alas! It was none other than the Washington Cascades.  I always wanted to hike the Pacific Crest Trail from Mexico to Canada.  I read books about it, and I challenged myself to do it someday.  But I needed some experience, so I started with a section not far from home.  Honestly, though, once I got to the crest I became content to just sit there among the natural monuments and call it a dream fulfilled.  

After I crossed that snow patch, I began to realize how high and alone I was.  I stopped on a level patch of snow among a sparse grove of spruce trees.  My thoughts became undisciplined, as they now could.  My only input was that of the wild, and I being a wild creature, was receptive to the wind, the cold, the mountains, the trees, the snow, and the solitude.  I was not alone, just pared from the rotten fruit of society that struggles for a separation from this natural setting.  How rebellious!  How bold!  How independent!

I walked on to witness a miracle.  It was my first mountain pass, and it was a beauty!  It opened up as a huge canyon, and across it, I could see another mountain range equal in size to the one I stood upon.  Its creases and valleys were draped in snow, and I could see how each patch came to a point at its bottom only to transform into a waterfall, then a stream, and ultimately a lake.  I could only surmise that “my” mountain looked just like the one I was viewing, so now I had a glimpse of what I had to deal with.  The trail was blasted out of the granite crags for several miles, and the elevation was nearly six thousand feet.  Getting there took a good part of the afternoon.  I am admittedly spoiled.    

The sun went hiding behind a rock the size of Mercer Island, and the air began to sing a lullaby.   I found a flat spot among the trees and I made a bed.  It wasn’t quite dark while I lay there.  The moon was almost full, and it lit the sky so you could just about read by it.  Somebody called the Art Bell show with a Bigfoot story.  My day was complete.

The morning of day two started slow.  I packed two weeks of food.  That, and all the other junk I probably wasn’t going to use, weighed me down pretty well.  I rolled up my sleeping bag and got everything together.  I began my day’s hike without breakfast or even a hot drink.  I just wanted to get going, and see what’s around the next bend.  I found a walking stick that somebody had left behind.  It was one of those ski-pole types, and I figured who ever left it leaning against this rock must not be coming back.  I always heard about these people who have to leave things where they are in order to get out of whatever they got themselves into. 

My first few steps of the day were crusty.  I was on snow for about forty-five minutes, until the trail dipped into a high valley.  There, I found a designated campground near a lake, but it was all covered with snow.  There was a viewpoint where you could walk to a ledge and see a great distance to the northwest.  The panorama was of the interior of the mountains.  At the moment my isolation was being defined, a little bird flitted by me, and I knew it hadn’t seen too many humans lately.  It showed me that there is a different kind of existence up here.  I think of it as a natural economy, one where Wal-Mart and McDonalds would miserably fail.  Nobody up here is looking for anything they have to sell.

I walked on around a bend and saw that the trail climbs up out of the valley over this lake, and almost everything around me was white.  The lake was partially thawed, and the water was blue.  It screamed out the carefully pronounced words “don’t fall in unless you want to die today.”  I began my ascent of this hill, again, where others had apparently been before me.  I had my new walking stick to use as a stabilizer, and my stupidity to keep my sense of fear at bay.  I went slowly up and over in the tracks of previous adventurers.  It was uneventful, and then I moved on.  

The trail went around a bend where the sun was beaming against a west-facing trail.  I took a break to drink some water that I bottled from one of the earlier streams that flowed across the trail.  I dumped out the water I brought from home then, and I filled up on what I felt was better for me.  I really believe mountain water is what gives us the strength to get out of a jam.  It helps you think straight because it just hasn’t been through as much as city water has.  There really is nothing to be filtered out of it. 

Standing up on this high trail, I was sweating for the first time in the day.  My backpack was off, and I changed into my boots.  I was overlooking Alaska Lake from about 1,000 feet up.  I could see a ring in the water where a fish jumped.  I gazed across the basin and into it.  There was so much space over it, and land and water in it.  There was a screech, and once again, no creature laid claim to it.  I decided it was time to move on.  I admired this spot long enough, I reasoned to myself. My thinking was that I’d see a lot of the same ahead.

Immediately, though, I had to get across a small patch of snow that was hanging over the trail, and down the steep ridge.  I couldn’t see an easy way through it, so I went around it.  I left the trail on the low side, where I could see that someone else did the same.  It couldn’t have been impossible to do.  Gravity really worked against me, though, and I got a feel for what a trail is for.  I found myself not as a hiker, but suddenly as a mountaineer!  I began looking for places in the rock to hold onto and to step into.  It was a struggle, but I got around the patch in about half an hour.  

I walked on, and there was a point on the trail, still above Alaska Lake, where the northbound trail took a shady turn to the east.  There was a large snow bank to cross, and I could see where the trail continued right across like the previous ones.  I took a step onto the hardened snow, supporting myself with the pole I found.  No problems yet.  I took another step, and was completely off the solid ground when I found myself tumbling like the unfortunate skiers that bite it on TV.  I can’t remember the exact moment when I lost my footing, but the fall seemed to have lasted forever.  Rolling.  Sliding.  Slamming!

I was tormented, and there was nothing I could do to stop.  I tried clawing into the snow, but the surface was too hard.  Then I curled into a ball, hoping to not break any limbs.  The only thing that saved me was the crust on the top of the snow.  It may have prevented an avalanche.  What finally stopped me, though, was a crack in the snow near the point at the bottom of the patch.  I was lucky.  If I ran out of snow, I would have tumbled into some rather large boulders.  My water cup was gone.  My fishing pole was ruined.  My life was spared.  Immediately I screamed out in horror “Jesus!  Help me.”

At that point I checked myself for broken bones.  Everything seemed OK.  Then I automatically took off my backpack and threw it down the hill.  If I was going to survive, I had to shed everything that could cause injury.  I got up and left my new walking stick where it landed.  I began to lower myself down a waterfall.  I used tree branches, roots, and even rose bushes to keep myself from falling to my death.  Each time I got close to where my pack landed from my last push, I gave it another kick.  My sleeping bag broke loose and went somewhere.  It rolled pretty well, and I was just hoping it didn’t roll into the lake. 

Aside from massive scratches from the abrasive snow, the only injury I suffered was a sprained ankle.  It made it hard to get out of the mess I was in, but not impossible.  I thought of Lewis and Clark, and the raw country they had to suffer through.  It must have been brutal.  No GPS.  No cell phone.  No Walkman to tell them “the temperature will dip down to 50 degrees in Seattle tonight.”  On my way down, I passed someone else’s junk.  I guess I wasn’t a pioneer.

It took about an hour and a half to get to the bottom of my waterfall, and when I got there, I found my sleeping bag out in the open, on some rocks near the water.  The lake was clear, and I could see trout swimming and the bottom beaming at me.  It was like looking into a mirror and being told the mirror is the fairest of them all.  The lake didn’t care that I was stranded, and neither did the mountain.  While taking stock of my surroundings I heard a crashing sound from somewhere far above.  It was an avalanche. Though it was out of my sight, it made me realize how close to death I came that morning.

There were no flat surfaces along the shores of Alaska Lake.  It looked like a crater.  It was an awesome sight; the trail zigzagged along just below the top of the peaks.  Looking up, I could see that the mountain I just came tumbling off of could be a paradise for rock climbers.  There was so much space over it, and land and snow around it.  I lost my water bottles in the fall, so I took a two-quart saucepan out of my pack.  It made a handy dipper.  It was a 90-degree day, and I drank the water from that lake like it was going out of style.  Large chunks of hard snow periodically broke away from the thawing shoreline throughout the day.  It looked like icebergs were floating around in the lake.  It was a surreal afternoon, complete with a mysterious screech.  

I looked inside my pack, and I salvaged what I could.  I put my gear in a small daypack, and I moved away from the wreckage to a spot where I could lie down.  It was midday, and the sun was scorching.  I was worried about dehydration, so I drank water frequently.  After a short rest, I sized up my surroundings.  I decided the only way out was to the east, where the lake drains down into Gold Creek, then on out to Lake Keechelus near I-90.  I donned my daypack, grabbed my sleeping bag, and began to climb along the shoreless north bank.

I had to cross three small waterfalls holding on to small shrubs, and sometimes, rose bushes.  The small thorns hurt, but I had to try.  I was slipping at times.  I thought I was going to fall into the cold lake below.  It wouldn’t have killed me immediately, but I would have frozen that night.  I had to keep my grip.  I kept moving toward the east, but I ran out of shrubs to hold onto.  The spot where I was at was very muddy, and I had to find cover from the heat of the sun.  I needed a resting place, so I looked around me, and found some fir trees above me.  I had to get to them.  

I climbed up to them, and I struggled in through the dense branches, where there was a small area that appeared to be an animal den.  This find didn’t come without a sacrifice, though.  I was forced to drop my sleeping bag into the lake while I climbed up to the place I rested in.  That bag was my lifeline, and without it, I had to get out of this jam for sure.  That’s when I decided that trying was not an option anymore.  I was in survival mode now, and I knew that I might not live too much longer. 

The den was cold, and I was wet.  I shouldn’t complain, but I was miserable.  I decided to go back to the place where I was laying earlier, and just stay there until someone finds me.  When I got there, I covered myself with clothing, and I blew a whistle about every half hour.  “Maybe someone will hear it,” I thought.  Several times, I heard a small airplane fly over, and I waved an orange shirt in hopes I would be found.  

While I lay there among the rocks, on a semi-flat surface, I felt ants crawling across my legs.  I drank from my pan now and then, careful not to expose myself to the sun too much.  I noticed a garter snake at my feet.  I blew the whistle, and it didn’t flinch.  I was in its way, and at one point I guess I lost the stare-down.  He slithered toward me, then around me, and along into a crack in the rocks.  I heard a screech.  Nothing.

After about six attempts at getting rescued by air, I gave up only to discover a man across the lake.  I waved my orange shirt, and hollered “hey, you!”  He was looking at me and I was looking at him.  We couldn’t hear each other, but I’m sure he heard my whistle.  He seemed to be looking for a way to rescue me, but there was no easy answer.  I couldn’t go around to the south side, because there was just too much snow there.  After awhile, we gave each other a “shrugged shoulder” look, and I was satisfied to have been seen by someone.  He disappeared into the woods from where he came.

I lay there hopeless.  Of course, I had my Walkman!  Are you kidding?  I wasn’t going to lose hope completely.  After listening to music for about a half hour, I got motivated.  “Dammit!”  I thought, thinking about that guy I saw across the lake.  “I’m getting out of here!”   I grabbed my knapsack, and crossed the same small waterfalls as before.  I worked my way through the brush, holding on for dear life once again.  I did a couple of things different this time, though.  

I ride a bike back home, and I wear riding gloves.  I packed them for no reason whatsoever, so I dug them out to protect me from thorns and to help me grip better.  I also grabbed a tent stake from my backpack.  I was going to get out of there.  I was going to live!

The work was hard, and it seemed never ending.  Trudging through brush, mud and water is hard enough.  Now turn the ground on its side, and put an ice-cold mountain lake in for kicks.  That’s what I was dealing with.   When I reached the point where there was nothing to hold onto except mud, I pulled out my tent stake, and went to work.  I jabbed it in the bank, and climbed over a little.  Then I said a little prayer.  I jabbed it in again further over.  Another prayer.  A screech.  Nothing.

I made it to a cluster of huckleberry bushes!  Now, I had something to hold on to, and I moved into the brush, and over to the east.  This went on for what seemed like hours, but I’m sure it was inside of one.  Near the east shore, I found the hill covered with large granite boulders.  The hillside was leveling off at this point and my destination was so close I could just about spit on it.  I heard another screech.  I lifted my head, and I can’t tell you how happy I was to commune with nature at that moment.  It was a marmot.  A fat hoary marmot!  It wasn’t more that twenty feet from me, and just as brave as I had become that afternoon.  It was an easy walk from there.  

I slept that night in the cold, shivering in my coat.  It was enough, though, to know that my ordeal was over and that I got to be alive awhile longer.  I walked out of the woods early the next morning knowing that I’m the luckiest guy in the world.  I realized that my main goal is to stay alive, and the rest will just fall into its place.

