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Family trips to Yellowstone and to what are now national parks in Southern Utah, driving the primitive roads and cars of that day, were real adventures.

—Paul D. Boyer

(Winner of Nobel Prize in Chemistry: born 1918)
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1: What’s It All About?
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Ability to see the cultural value of wilderness boils down, in the last analysis, to a question of intellectual humility.

—Aldo Leopold

If they don't have highpoints in Heaven, I'm not going.

—Jack Longacre

(Founder, Highpointers Club)
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Hello!  If you’re new to the Ameritrekking and Highpointing series of books and booklets, Welcome!  If you and I have met before, however indirectly, Welcome Back!
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I’ll explain what this little booklet is all about in just a moment but first I wish to be completely upfront and make the following ...

!!!!!  FULL DISCLOSURE  !!!!!

... which is that this short story is taken essentially word for word from a full-length book entitled Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Stalking the Wild Thirteeners.  Therefore, if you already have that book, there is no need to buy this booklet.
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And now, here are quick explanations of Ameritrekking and highpointing.  What are those things?  What’s it all about?

Ameritrekking is a word I made up.  It happened in 1995 when my employer required me to start using up a great deal of vacation time I had accumulated over eight years of taking almost no time off.  Since they were making me go, I talked my way into three weeks off to see the country by car.  This became the first book in the series, Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  Along the way I realized that something above and beyond a long vacation was happening.  That something I eventually called Ameritrekking.  The next year I took another three-week trip (the subject of Stalking the Wild Thirteeners) and a pattern was established.  It’s been over 20 years now and I’m still rolling around.  So far I’ve driven over 100,000 miles and been to all of the states in the Lower Forty-Eight.  I’ve spent over a year on the road.  After each trip I created an extensive report based on notes and pictures I had taken along the way.  Lastly I rewrote the detailed reports to create what I hope is a series of entertaining tales about a beautiful country.  That is Ameritrekking.

Highpointing is a word somebody else made up.  A highpoint is defined as the highest natural geographic point in a state.  Each state has a highpoint, even lowly Florida.  Every state is unique and so is every highpoint.  Some are mountains while some are not.  Some are accessible by wheelchair (once you drive to them) while some require a significant investment in mountaineering equipment and training even to attempt.  I have been to 45 of the 50 highpoints.  I live in Florida within walking distance of saltwater and have few illusions about my abilities.  I am not a mountaineer.  Nevertheless I inspired myself to climb higher than I thought possible and maybe reading about my journey will inspire your own journey through life one way or another.  That is highpointing.

In this booklet there is no actual highpointing because it is about visiting Bryce Canyon National Park.  However, I was getting ready to make the third of three attempts on a “thirteener,” a mountain at least 13,000 feet high.  Highpointing was on my mind when I was at Bryce Canyon, so it is useful for me to explain what it is here.  The word Ameritrekking comes before Highpointing in the titles of the main books because I spent a lot more time driving and visiting, as opposed to climbing.  For one thing, driving was necessary to get anywhere of interest, and visiting parks is a lot safer and easier than climbing.

It’s now been about two decades since these things came to pass and looking back over that span of time I honestly can’t say that the highpointing was better than the Ameritrekking or the other way around.  They were both worth doing and today the recollections of each are warm and fuzzy in some vital but indescribable way.

They form a mental bank account on which we draw in leaner times.

—Edwin Way Teale

(on memories)

Chapter 2 in this booklet first appeared as Chapter 24 in the book Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Stalking the Wild Thirteeners.  It is about a brief visit to Bryce Canyon to see some of the famous geology of southern Utah’s so-called red rock canyon country.  I found the rocks to be more orange than red, but their appearance changes throughout the day depending on the position of the sun and atmospheric conditions.  In fact, there are many colors.

There are occasional references to the rest of Stalking the Wild Thirteeners that may seem out of place here.  I left those references in so that you can see exactly what you’ll get in the big book.  The events described took place in September 1996.  You may wonder how I can be so specific about a trip that happened many years ago.  The answer is simple: I wrote the details down in a notebook at the time, and when I returned home I wrote up a much more comprehensive report while the memories were still fresh.

Probably there are better ways to visit Bryce Canyon than the way I did it.  I should have given myself more time.  But I was short on time.  If you read the big books you’ll see that this is a common problem in Ameritrekking.  America is bigger than my vacations were long, which is a nice problem to have, although it’s still a problem.  But a short visit is better than no visit.  Bryce Canyon is a wonderful place, and you should go there if you can.  I was learning by doing.  I’m still learning.  I hope you enjoy the story of Bryce Canyon and if you ever plan a trip there, may you profit from my example.
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... it is one of the wonders of the world.

—T. C. Bailey

(1876 land survey

Bryce Canyon, Utah)
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Leaving Cedar Breaks National Monument, I headed east on UT-143.  Somewhat over an hour later I arrived in the small community of Panguitch, located 6,666 feet above sea level.  The population when I visited was about 1,400 and it hasn’t grown much since.  “Panguitch” is a Paiute word that means either “water” or “fish.”  The name of a closely related tribe, the Ute, is where the name of the state of Utah comes from.  Ute means “Land of the Sun,” and there is plenty of sun in southern Utah.

I rented an inexpensive room at a motel called the Sands for $26.00 before tax.  The room was small but clean and functional.  The manager was a lady who also was the owner.  She said she closed the place in the winter.  She said it was difficult to find maids, or as they are called in the hospitality industry, housekeepers.  I told her I worked for a large resort on a Florida beach and my employer had trouble finding housekeepers as well.  She was growing tomatoes along the back wall and she gave me some.  They were good.  She liked plants.  She also liked toilets: and what she really seemed to like was plants growing in toilets, because there were several repurposed units now serving as unusual planters.  It was different.

[image: image]

More parking lots should have toilets in them.

I bought dinner.  When updating the journal, I noticed that this day was the first of the trip on which I had bought more than one meal, not counting the snacks I carried with me.

Back at the Sands, I couldn’t completely relax.  I had a homework assignment to deal with.  I might be getting tested on the material soon, and that worried me.
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The “textbook” was a mail-order map from the Forest Strangers.  Would those people never leave me alone?

The title of the textbook was the start—but not the end—of my worries:

Latir Peak and Wheeler Peak Wildernesses

CARSON NATIONAL FOREST

It felt like I was having a relapse, Pardner, another bout of high-rock fever.  I thought maybe I was cured after East Fork Blacks Fork and perhaps I was, but perhaps I wasn’t.  In any case, it made sense to at least crack open the textbook, which was another of those big foldout maps.  The cover photo was a blue monochrome picture of what I guessed to be a winter shot of Wheeler Peak.  I hoped it was a winter shot.  If there was that much snow on in when I showed up—if I showed up—then it was all over and there would be no thirteeners this year, and probably not ever.  It was a dark, gloomy, intimidating picture and the best thing to do was not to look at it.

A better thing to do was to unfold the map and check the distance scale to see whether I’d been making the same mistake as at Kings Peak, misreading the legend and halving the actual hiking distance.  Somewhat nervously I unfolded the big map on my rented bed: I had been making the same mistake!

After looking at the distance scale very carefully, I decided that in fact I had been making not the same mistake but a similar mistake.  The scale on this map started at “1” on the left, ran rightwards to “0” and then continued on to “2” miles on the right.  So what I had been calling two miles would have been four miles in Utah but in New Mexico was “only” three miles.  It was a strange business, I thought: were the Forest Strangers messing with my mind?  If so, they had hit on a subtle and effective way to do it by making the most important part of each map a little different!

But now I knew.  If I decided to make an attempt on Wheeler Peak—and that remained a big if—I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.  Doubtless I would make new mistakes, but not that one.

The area looked remote.  The Pueblo de Taos Indian Reservation lay to the south, a sure sign of remoteness.  (An Indian Reservation lay to the south of East Fork Blacks Fork in Utah.)

I faced the usual need to make the triple connection between a paved road, a dirt road, and a trailhead for hiking.  Like in Utah, I thought I could make the connection.  A dirt road led to a trailhead at a place called Bull of the Woods.  Would that be the next East Fork Blacks Fork?  It might be.

The map in Utah included two separate topographic maps, of slightly different areas, on either side.  The New Mexico map had a topographic map on one side and advice to backcountry visitors on the other.  Some of the advice was disturbing.

(A topographic map shows altitude by means of contour lines of equal elevations.  Where the lines are far apart, the land is fairly flat.  Where they are close together, it is steep.  Where many of them are scrunched together to form a black smudge, something big and steep is there, like a mountainside or a cliff.  My purchase and possession of topographic maps for Kings Peak and Wheeler Peak before the trip shows progress in my highpointing “career.”  In the first year of highpointing I had only a Rand McNally road map for pavement driving and went into the wilderness with no backcountry information at all.  Backcountry is a term which means very remote and very far from the resources of civilization upon which most of have come to completely depend without realizing it.)

The advice was disturbing because it applied to me and I knew I was not going to follow it.  After adjusting for the new understanding of the mileage legend on the map, I estimated the one-way hiking distance to the summit starting from Bull of
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