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The High Country: Granite, Meadows and Sky:


“Let's go to the mountains,” 

[image: ]


These words stirred my blood from an early age! I matured as

a teenager and young man in the shadow of Sequoia National 

Park. As a young man, I had normal teenage experiences, doing

the things that teenagers do. I was a serious student, drawn to 

the study of science. My mountain adventures had to take place 

on weekends or during summer vacation. When I got my driver's 

license, my friends and I were free to go wherever we wanted. 

But when it came to the mountains, for good or bad, I didn’t have

much supervision – I developed a love for the freedom of the 

mountains, and with respect for its potential hazards. I invite you 

to read about a few of my adventures; indeed, there were many

more. But that would be another book.

Young adults in their late teens and early 20s often engage in

risky activities. It’s a time when our bodies are at their strongest

and most fit, the brain is still maturing, and hormonal changes are

occurring. It’s a time for testing and asserting oneself. It’s also a

time of skill-building, teamwork, and taking responsibility for

yourself and others. With a healthy dose of just plain dumb luck,

it is a wonderful time! I relish the memory of some of the plans

my friends and I developed, from which we returned intact. It

was also a glorious time of discovery of the quiet beauty of

nature.

Note: Rock climbing has changed appreciably since my early

days. Here is a link to modern tools and practices that I didn’t

know about “back in my day:

<https://climbtallpeaks.com/introduction-to-mountaineering-tools-

and-equipment/>

Pitons are now not much used because, if left in place, they

deface the rock for later climbers. The new tools are also faster to

use and more secure.
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Climbing introduction
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Sometimes unrelated events come together. As a teenager, I had a

gasoline-powered rotary lawnmower that became my primary

source of income. I would visit my neighbors, mow their lawns,

trim the overgrown grass, and make “good” money!

One day, a neighbor asked me if I would like to work all

summer on their family's orange farm outside Visalia, California.

I was about 15 years old at the time, and I eagerly accepted the

offer. He picked me up every day, and we would drive out to the

family farm in his old pickup.

The land there was fertile, and irrigation water was

available. Between 1-6 ft. below the surface of the ground, there

was a layer of “hardpan.” This is a layer of impermeable,

compacted hard soil, formed in the geological past. Hardpan

blocks water penetration. To break through this hardpan, they had

two options: bring in a special caterpillar tractor equipped with a

deep plow or use dynamite. After these processes, there were still

big chunks that needed to be broken by hand.

I found myself working in the valley heat, wielding a

sledgehammer to break up chunks of hardpan so that they could

be plowed into the soil. At other times, they had me pruning

small orange trees in the nursery. I worked alongside a man

whom everyone affectionately called “Chief” because he was a

native California Indian. He was a gentle man with a soft way of

speaking. He was the first Native American that I ever talked to. 

I guess before that, I didn’t really know the native people still lived

in active communities in Northern California.

After a season of work, my boss invited me to visit their mountain 

cabin in Mineral King, a place about 14,000 feet above sea level. 

It was one of my first encounters with the breathtaking beauty of the 

Sierra High Country, and I instantly fell in love with it.

One of the family members had been to Italy in the Second

World War II and he had been a member of the US Army Mountain

Corps. I listened intently as he recounted his stories of mountain

climbing, which deeply inspired me. I returned home and

immersed myself in books and guides on mountain climbing. I

found that a few of my friends shared my interest in mountain

adventures.

Back then, rock climbing was an unfamiliar concept. I bought 

a rope from the local army surplus (120 ft. of 5/8 inch hemp rope), and

climbing gear from a climbing co-op store (REI) in Seattle. 1 found two

British books on rock climbing.

Armed with this knowledge, we set out on our mountain climbing

adventures, ready to learn as we went.

The California rocks we were climbing were different than the 

British mountain rock, but the climbing principles were the same. 

My sister Helen learned. about a mountain-climbing group

at Fresno State College, and she finagled an invitation for me to

climb with them.

That morning, a red sports car pulled up, and a friendly

young philosophy student invited me to join him on an open-air

ride into the high Sierra. Our goal of the day was a pinnacle, a

pointed granite spire that jutted out from the mountainside. The

lead climber used the same kind of equipment I was familiar

with: pitons, climbing loops, and steel carabiners. The lead climber 

drove in pitons and attached a climbing loop with a steel carabiner. 

Then he could climb using available foot and hand holds, on the rock 

and the climbing loops fixed to the pitons. His safety line passed through

each of the carabiners below, and he was belayed from below to protect 

him in case of a fall. When the route was set in place, the next climber 

followed. When my time came, I boldly followed – I was scared to death! 

- I dared not show any fear! It was my first experience climbing on an

open face above a chasm.

The top of the pinnacle was not large, so several of us were

crowded into a small space. There was some discussion of

attempting a “Tyrolean traverse.” This would involve running a

rope between our spire and the mountains behind, and crossing

that line by hooking our arms and legs to it, all protected by

belays. It sounded pretty dicey to me! Fortunately, they decided

they hadn’t had enough time that day. “Too bad! “

Then one by one, we started descending. To leave the top,

the rope was lowered, and we were prepared to rappel down. We

used a simple rappel – rope between your legs, rope back over

the chest, rope over right shoulder, Right hand holds top rope, left

hand holds down rope. I worked myself down step by step.

Each of the others also descended. To have done such a thing

successfully and survived left me a great feeling of elation and

joy!

We then retraced our steps back through the forest, making

our way back to our cars. Along the way, we stumbled upon an

old cache left by earlier explorers. The tin cans were rusted,

indicating they had not been used for a long time. Amidst the

clutter, we discovered a rusted sealed can full of coffee. The

group decided to make the most of this unexpected find. We 

set up a Svea gasoline stove and brewed strong coffee using the

coffee we had found. It was old, but it was still drinkable.

This adventure left a lasting impression on me. I was certain

that I wanted to become a rock climber. I felt the need to learn

more, so I read what I could find and spent more time “on the

rocks”. I needed to learn from others and gain experience.

Back then, rock climbing was unfamiliar. Why would anyone

engage in such a pastime for pleasure? In those years, climbers

were a small community, and resources were scant.
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Back Packing: Mineral King to Cedar Grove
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Charlie Coker was a good friend and someone with a deep

love of the High Sierra mountains. One summer, when we were

both starting our senior year in high school.  We decided that we 

wanted to go on a proper backpacking trip. We had heard about

them, but knew very little about how to go about planning one.

We made a list of what we thought we would need for the

trip: good boots, gear for bad weather, food, and first-aid

supplies. Some items we could get cheaply at the Army Surplus

store. We had good USGS topographical maps and were somewhat

familiar with using them. Big thing: we had to choose our location

based on route, distance, elevation, and trail conditions

for our trip. We settled on starting in Mineral King, south of

Sequoia Park, and walking about 50 miles to Cedar Grove in

Kings Canyon National Park. It would take us high above the

Kern River Canyon. We would already be starting at an elevation

of 7100 ft. at Mineral King. We left one car at Cedar Grove and

then had a friend drop us off in Mineral King, where we would

start. We had been on several shorter trips and had learned how to

deal with high-altitude hiking. At 12,000 feet, the oxygen

molecules per breath are about 40% than at sea level. If I am

climbing a steep trail, I need to slow down considerably. I am a

fan of proceeding at a comfortable pace while avoiding

unnecessary breaks. When I hike, I am also evaporating a lot of 

water, so I needed to have my trusty steel canteen ready on my

belt. Snacks help too. A typical snack was a pocket full of

peanuts and raisins also known as GORP (Good old raisins and

peanuts). The common advice when we made this trip was to use

heavy leather boots. Today, there are many lighter designs made

with synthetics that are more effective at preventing foot blisters.

Excitement filled us as the big day finally arrived!

We double-checked our packs, slipped on 

sturdy, rigid leather hiking boots, and grabbed our hats to shield

us from the sun. We were eager to get to the top of “Timber

Gap.” All the trails out of Mineral King are “straight up”. We

headed north, feeling optimistic. However, after just a couple of

miles, we realized our packs were too heavy — we wouldn’t get

very far like this. It was clear we needed to pare down to just the

essentials. So, we backed up, stopped by the ranger station in

Mineral King, and asked if we could leave some gear there to

pick up on our way back. The ranger kindly agreed. We left

behind a heavy cast-iron skillet (really bad idea), canned goods,

the tent, and steel pegs—we decided tarps would do. Everything

unnecessarily heavy was set aside. With dried foods and basic

gear in our packs, our diet would be simpler, but enough for the

journey. Like the early Sierra
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