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1: What’s It All About?
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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.

Highpointing involves a lot of travel, much of it by car.  Even if you decide to fly you’ll find that in most states airports and highpoints are far apart, so you end up driving a long way anyway.  Ameritrekking and highpointing are two different creatures but they complement each other well, especially if you embrace the idea that the journey matters more than the destination.  In the next chapter you can read about my seventh highpointing adventure, the climb to the top of New Mexico’s Wheeler Peak.

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 29 in the book Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Stalking the Wild Thirteeners.  That chapter, about the climb of Wheeler Peak, is called “The Tiger’s Lair” from a quotation by the Japanese admiral who planned the attack on Pearl Harbor, which was mentioned earlier in the book.  References to other chapters may seem out of place, but I left them in so that you can see exactly what you’ll get in the full-length 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.

Wheeler Peak was the first of the “Western Greats” that I climbed.  It was a life-changing event.  It is both the highpoint of a beautiful state and a highpoint of my life.  The climb came following two unsuccessful attempts on “thirteeners” in Wyoming and Utah earlier the same trip.  The route to the top is long, the highpoint is remote, and Wheeler Peak is a serious mountain.  I don’t expect that most readers of this booklet will want to make the attempt, although there is plenty of detail for those few who do.  Even if you never set foot on Wheeler, the state of New Mexico is worth visiting for many other reasons.  I’m glad I went and you should go too, if you can.  It’s a big state with much to see and explore.  There you will find the alleged crash site of a UFO, scenic vistas of forest and desert, and great mountains over two miles high – one of which is the highpoint!

There are certainly better ways to visit Wheeler Peak than the way I did it.  I had done some research but not enough.  I had bought some equipment but not enough.  There were serious gaps in my mountaineering armamentarium.  I made up for what was missing with extreme desire to get to the top.  That plus luck got me there and more importantly, got me back.  I will tell you right now that if your plan depends on luck, you should devise a better plan.  But I was learning by doing.  I’m still learning.  I hope you enjoy the story and if you ever try for New Mexico’s summit yourself, may you profit from my example.
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Great things are done when men and mountains meet;

This is not done by jostling in the street.

—William Blake

Gnomic Verses, I
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Wheeler Peak

Highpoint of New Mexico

Elevation 13,161 Feet
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After leaving Farmington at 1200 hours, I continued east on US-64.  Fifteen minutes later I drove through the small town of Bloomfield.  East of Bloomfield the country turned wild, with rugged juniper-dotted hills and buttes.  The buttes were heavily eroded and abounded with big, broken boulders.  Homes were sparse and traffic was light.

Time 1310 hours: entered the Jicarilla Apache Indian Reservation, the 12th reservation of the trip.  Jicarilla sounded like a Spanish word to me and so it turned out to be.  It comes from the Mexican culture and means “little basket.”  The Apache refer to themselves using a word from their own language, completely unrelated to Spanish.  That word is “Tinde” and means “the People.”

Do with me what you please.  I surrender.  Once I moved about like the wind.  Now I surrender to you and that is all.

—Goyahkla of the Apache

(Geronimo, to General Crook)

The Apache Reservation is a land of rolling hills, some very high.  The hilltops support scattered junipers along with occasional tall pines while the slopes are patchily covered in big sagebrush.

I drove through Dulce, the capital of the Reservation, and then departed, continuing east on US-64.

The land was rising up.  Dulce is at an elevation of 6,767 feet.  Then I drove through Chama at an elevation of 7,860 feet.  Chama had a lot more elevation feet than people feet; the population was only around 1,000.

The land was rising up because I was heading into the Sangre de Cristo range, part of the Rocky Mountains.  Sangre de Cristo is Spanish and means “Blood of Christ.”  Wheeler Peak is the ne plus ultra of the Sangre de Cristo.

Autumn was coming earlier to the mountains than the lowlands.  Around Chama more leaves had turned color than not.  The main colors were yellowish-brown and brownish-red.

I entered the Carson National Forest.  Wheeler Peak is somewhere in this Forest.  Ahead of me, I saw snow on the mountains!

Time 1510 hours: I entered Taos County.  The temperature was 76.

I crossed the Rio Grande River.  The bridge at the crossing on US-64 is one of the highest in the nation; the water is 650 feet below.  Several dozen people were milling around on both ends of the bridge.  I wanted to stop but didn’t, too oppressed by the crush of time and the needs of the mission.

I arrived in Taos, elevation 6,965 feet, intending to refuel myself and the car.  The car was easy.  Getting food for me was a chore because of heavy traffic, despite the small population of 4,000 (pushing 6,000 now).  Taos is an artist colony and a tourist attraction, and the tourists had been attracted.  Taos was the only small town in the first two Ameritreks where I encountered a traffic jam. The snarl was blocks long.  Later it occurred to me that I was one of the tourists clogging the road but I didn’t think about that at the time.  I didn’t feel like a tourist.  Relaxing wasn’t on my to-do list.  Eating was.  I grabbed some burgers and other items I hoped would last for another meal at a surprisingly shabby McDonald’s.  I ate hurriedly, worried about the late hour.  I had to find the trailhead before darkness tonight.  I left town on side streets, not willing to risk losing more time in the slow crawl on the main road.  The trailhead was everything.

On the way out of town I noticed several vendors selling large bundles of bright red peppers, hundreds or maybe even thousands per bundle.  I wanted to get one as a present but didn’t feel I could afford the time.  They looked like coats and I called them “chili coats” although I’m sure that’s not the correct name.  In later years when I Ameritrekked through New Mexico I looked for more “chili coats” but they were not to be found.  Usually I traveled in August but this year I was a month later, and apparently that one month is critical to the final ripening process.  Sometimes opportunity does not knock twice, Pardner!

I returned to US-64.  In north-central New Mexico this section is considered part of the Enchanted Circle, which is an 85-mile scenic auto route that goes around Wheeler Peak.  It takes about half a day to “do,” one of my tourist
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