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  Snow crowns the High Sierra in early summer.
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  Mount Ritter and Banner Peak tower over the Mammoth Lakes area.
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  Native Americans discovered and first climbed these mountains.
Though their names are unknown, they occupied my thoughts as I followed in their footsteps. This book is for them.
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  Mobius Arch in Alabama Hills frames Lone Pine Peak.
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  INTRODUCTION TO THE SIERRA NEVADA

  Mount Ritter made us fight for every foot. On the upper flanks, a sea of dirt and scree set us back one step for every two we took. But my brother and I could not quit on the mountain we climbed for our dad.

  Tom Johanson climbed the same mountain with his Scout troop in 1952, when he was just 14 years old. Two weeks and 137 miles long, that journey took him through Yosemite, Ansel Adams Wilderness, and Sierra National Forest. After he died at age 77, Dan Johanson and I set out to re-create his teenage adventure as a tribute to him. The 13,157-foot summit of Mount Ritter provided the greatest challenge of our outing.

  Loose rock, thin air, and route-finding challenges tested our resolve, but with thighs and lungs burning, we reached the rocky summit by early afternoon. We felt weary but joyful, and, most importantly, close to Dad. From the mountaintop he had achieved sixty-three years earlier, we called our mom to include her in the moment, drinking in the grand view of the mountains that our family loves.

  The Sierra Nevada range runs 400 miles long and up to 80 miles wide. California’s tallest mountains tower above millions of acres of pristine wilderness, encompassing two national monuments, three national parks, and nine national forests. Though Native Americans inhabited this region for millennia, Spanish missionaries applied the name Sierra Nevada, meaning “snow-covered mountain range,” starting in 1776.

  This is where Dad taught us camping, backpacking, and fishing from a young age. Our mom Diane Johanson grew up with special memories from Lake Tahoe and introduced us to that extraordinary place. I grew up in the Bay Area but moved to Tuolumne County for a reporting job at the Union Democrat newspaper as a young adult in 1994. Living in the foothills town of Sonora, I discovered Yosemite and rock climbing and got reacquainted with the pleasures of hiking and backpacking.
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  Author Matt Johanson and his father, Tom Johanson, enjoy a visit to Yosemite.

  All of these pursuits took me to the mountains, and starting in my mid-20s, they often led to mountain summits. I reveled in reaching the airy pinnacles of Yosemite’s Cathedral Peak, Half Dome, and Clouds Rest with friends and family.

  Climbing the 14,505-foot Mount Whitney for the first time in 1997 rates as another special memory. Our group included my cousins Peter and Maggie and my Uncle Ted, Dad’s brother, who had taught my brothers and me to ski. We pushed ourselves so hard on the John Muir Trail that summiting together felt like an exhilarating achievement.

  [image: Tom Johanson and companions summited Mount Ritter in 1952.]

  Tom Johanson and companions summited Mount Ritter in 1952.

  That adventure woke me to possibilities beyond Yosemite. I began climbing more peaks of the Eastern Sierra (Lone Pine Peak, Mount Conness, and Banner Peak), Lake Tahoe (Mount Tallac, Pyramid Peak, and Sierra Buttes) and Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks (Big Baldy and Alta Peak).

  Several summits proved challenging, like Mount Lyell and Mount Russell. These provided hard-earned victories, a few character-building setbacks, and plenty of blisters, bruises, and sore muscles. I’m glad I did them, even if I drove home from some swearing “Never again!”

  But I also discovered that abundant other mountains offer rewarding experiences without demanding as much blood, sweat, and toil. Lembert Dome, Ebbetts Peak, and Fresno Dome are examples of this inviting variety suitable for beginners and children. Some attract cross-country skiers and snowshoers, like Elephants Back and Martis Peak. Others provide favorable outings for cyclists or hikers with dogs. The Sierra Nevada range, which conservationist John Muir called “the gentle wilderness,” really does have something for everyone. For the most part, these adventures are available on public lands for free.

  My dad inspired and participated in many other trips, journeying with me on an earlier Mount Ritter effort, to Vogelsang Peak and numerous other destinations, before he died in 2015. The Mount Whitney outing was the last I shared with Uncle Ted, who climbed cheerfully despite a terminal cancer diagnosis, and died the following year. I think they would both be pleased that more bonding moments followed (and continue) involving family and friends in the mountains we love. Mom takes her children and grandchildren on an annual Lake Tahoe vacation. Cousin Peter Johansson hosts a cross-country ski weekend each year at the cabin his parents built. I’ve delighted in introducing Yosemite to my goddaughter Linnae Johansson. Cousin Andy Padlo and I have climbed more mountains together than we can count, and my wife Karen and I enjoy visiting Pinecrest Lake every summer.

  [image: Dan Johanson and Matt Johanson followed their father's footsteps on Mount Ritter.]

  Dan Johanson and Matt Johanson followed their father's footsteps on Mount Ritter.

  Producing Sierra Summits has also been a privilege and a joy, leading me to revisit favorite places, discover new areas, climb with old friends, and make new ones. By sharing it, I hope to provide others with the inspiration and the means to enjoy the Range of Light as much as I do.

  GEOLOGY

  Processes that date as far back as 100 million years created the Sierra Nevada mountains as we now know them. Geologists believe that subduction (the process of one tectonic plate overriding another) and the melting of plates produced magma. Some of this magma rose to the surface and erupted in volcanoes, but most of it cooled miles below the surface, forming compact, crystalline granite. For tens of millions of years the ancestral Sierra Nevada was a high chain of volcanoes, but eventually the tectonic action ceased and the mountains eroded down, exposing the granite beneath them. Faulting and uplift over the past 10 million years raised the mountains to their present elevations.

  WEATHER

  Summer and early fall provide long days, warm temperatures, and the most favorable conditions for climbing peaks. Mountain passes typically open in late May, and prime climbing season runs from June through October, give or take a month. However, the Sierra Nevada offers no guarantees concerning weather, even in warm seasons. Rain, hail, and snow can fall on every day of the year. Afternoon thundershowers are common in August, and lightning can be deadly. For this reason, starting early on longer routes improves prospects for successful outings.
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  Emigrant Wilderness offers nearly limitless adventure opportunities.

  Winter and spring bring snow, cold, an early sunset, and far fewer climbers scaling mountains. Yet some of this collection’s outings make wonderful winter adventures in the right conditions for those adept in cross-country skiing or snowshoeing. The best time to attempt them is a week or more after heavy snowfall. This gives powder time to settle, reduces avalanche danger, and makes trail breaking easier; driving to and from the mountains will be safer and faster, too.

  Average summer temperatures run from 58 degrees at night to 91 degrees during the day. During the winter, temperatures average 30 degrees at night to 54 degrees during the day. The northern part of the range and higher elevations see colder temperatures and more snow. Visitors can obtain weather information from the National Weather Service (weather.gov) and from park and forest websites, entrance stations, and visitor centers.

  FLORA AND FAUNA

  The Sierra Nevada range contains incredible biological diversity and thousands of species, some found nowhere else on Earth. Learning to identify even a few will enhance appreciation of this ecosystem. Below is an introduction to a few key flora and fauna arranged from most to least agreeable.

  Giant sequoias are the largest trees and among the tallest and oldest living things in the world. They grow to more than 300 feet tall and beyond 3,000 years in age, but only do so on the western side of the Sierra Nevada range, and mostly in the south. The sixty-five named groves are concentrated between 4,600 and 7,000 feet of elevation. Record-breaking trees like General Sherman in Sequoia National Park draw legions of admirers, but one can find equally worthy and less-visited trees by hiking short distances.

  Sierra bighorn sheep, bald eagles, and California condors all tie for second on this list. Each could have placed first, but the three species are rare and hard to spot, despite recent gains for all of them.

  An endangered species since 2000, Sierra bighorns have rebounded from about 100 surviving animals to roughly 600. Separating the bighorns from domestic sheep, which spread fatal diseases to their cousins, has been critical to their recovery. They are most numerous in the Eastern Sierra near Bishop.

  Bald eagles and California condors, both endangered and near extinct due to hunting and DDT, are also recovering. Eagles have increased in number enough to be removed from both the endangered and threatened species lists. They are most common near lakes in the Northern Sierra. Condors are still critically endangered but have rebounded from 22 birds in 1987 to some 450 today. Some roosted in Blue Ridge National Wildlife Refuge in the Southern Sierra in 2017 for the first time in forty years.

  Black bears are abundant and especially concentrated in popular areas like Yosemite and Lake Tahoe. While black bears do not attack people like grizzlies sometimes do, they are a concern for campers and drivers. Yosemite and other communities have greatly reduced human–bear conflicts by requiring food and trash storage in bear-proof containers. Drivers remain a problem, though, and automobile–bear collisions are on the rise, recently exceeding 100 reported accidents per year in California. Please protect bears by observing speed limits and by securing food and trash while staying in their habitats.

  Mosquitoes pose an annoyance in spring and summer varying in degree from mild to insufferable. Many deal with these pesky blood-suckers using nets and chemicals; long-sleeved shirts and long pants are helpful, too. Others time their visits to avoid the flying insects. Their annual life cycle varies: A dry year means a short and early mosquito season, and conversely, a big snow year means more mosquitoes, which survive later into summer and even fall. Mosquitoes hatch first at low elevations and work their way up the mountains as snow melts. Their numbers are greatest near standing water. Good luck!

  Poison oak is thankfully rare in these mountains because the oily plant that imparts an itchy rash does not grow above 5,000 feet. Still, visitors should learn to recognize the shrub that sprouts leaves of three. The leaves are green in spring and summer, red in autumn, and fall off the plant in winter, but the stems are still dangerous! It’s a good idea to avoid touching any suspicious plant below 5,000 feet, and if you do touch one, wash your skin and clothes.

  Finishing our list of notable species, giardia has infected water sources and sickened visitors. While some may dispute the need for this, officials recommend boiling water or treating it with iodine in order to kill the microscopic parasite. This will prevent symptoms like diarrhea or cramps. Generally, water at low elevations (especially beneath camping areas or livestock) is more likely to be infected than high-altitude snowmelt. Take the means to purify water and err on the side of caution.
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  Sunset paints a beautiful sky above Lake Tahoe.

  RESTRICTIONS AND REGULATIONS

  Good news! Most outings in this collection require no permit for day use, with a few noteworthy exceptions like Mount Whitney and Half Dome. Those who wish to camp near a glorious mountain summit need wilderness permits from park or forest offices. These are usually free, although some land agencies charge a small fee for reservations.

  Several distinctions between national forests and national parks are worth knowing. In forests, camping on undeveloped land is legal, free, and a great way to go. Dogs are legal and there are no entrance fees. Within national parks, visitors must camp in developed campgrounds or in the backcountry (with a permit). Dogs are legal only on leash and in developed areas. You’d better believe there are entrance fees—one charged per car, per week in Yosemite, Kings Canyon, and Sequoia National Parks, or a blanket fee for an annual pass to all national parks and monuments. These are available at the parks and also at https://store.usgs.gov/pass.

  Finally, climbers making winter or spring attempts on several summits described as “winter-worthy” (like Castle Peak, Red Lake Peak, or Elephants Back) will need Sno-Park passes to use the parking areas nearest the trailheads. Day-use (or per-season) fees apply, although they are not sold at the unstaffed parking areas. Local retailers may offer them, but the surest move is to get yours in advance at www.ohv.parks.ca.gov/snoparks.


  USING THIS GUIDE

  Mountain hikes within each of this book’s five geographic sections start with the easiest outings and build up to the most difficult ones.

  As a guide to mountain hikes that do not require climbing gear, this book uses little specialized vocabulary that needs explanation. But each outing’s terrain does get classified according to the following standard definitions:

  •Class 1: Easy walking

  •Class 2: Simple scrambling on hilly or rough territory

  •Class 3: Scrambling on steep ground using handholds and footholds

  •Class 4: Simple climbing on steeper and harder terrain with fall potential

  •Class 5: Climbing requiring gear, ropes, and belays for protection

  Each trip’s classification represents the most difficult part of the recommended hike. The vast majority of all fifty featured trips is Class 1 ground. A few mountains have Class 2 or Class 3 terrain near their summits (usually a small amount). None of the suggested outings require Class 4 or Class 5 climbing.

  •Hikes described as “family-friendly” are suitable for children at least 10 years old.

  •Areas described as “dog-friendly” may still have leash rules.

  •Mountains described as “could be campy” require wilderness permits for overnight travel.

  •Areas described as “free” have no entrance, permit, or parking fees.

  Wildfire prevention is everyone’s responsibility. Campfires contribute to wildfires and are restricted in certain park, forest, and wilderness areas. Please learn and abide by local rules and practice fire safety.

  Finally, while the author has attempted to make this guide as accurate as possible, users of this book are solely responsible for trip planning, assessing conditions, and their own safety. The outings and activities described in this book involve risk.


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR

  Matt Johanson writes about the outdoors for numerous California newspapers and magazines and posts his adventures and musings about the Range of Light at sierrasplendor.com. Sierra Summits is his fifth book. Prior works include Yosemite Adventures: 50 Spectacular Hikes, Climbs, and Winter Treks and Yosemite Epics: Tales of Adventure from America’s Greatest Playground. Matt’s writing has won awards from the International Center for Journalists and California News Publishers Association. Matt also teaches social studies and advises an award-winning student newspaper at Castro Valley High School. He lives in Castro Valley with his wife, Karen.
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