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WARNING:



   Climbing is a sport where you may be seriously injured or die. Read this before you use this book.


  This guidebook is a compilation of unverified information gathered from many different climbers. The author cannot ensure the accuracy of any of the information in this book, including the topos and route descriptions, the difficulty ratings, and the protection ratings. These may be incorrect or misleading, as ratings of climbing difficulty and danger are always subjective and depend on the physical characteristics (for example, height), experience, technical ability, confidence, and physical fitness of the climber who supplied the rating. Additionally, climbers who achieve first ascents sometimes underrate the difficulty or danger of the climbing route. Therefore, be warned that you must exercise your own judgment on where a climbing route goes, its difficulty, and your ability to safely protect yourself from the risks of rock climbing. Examples of some of these risks are: falling due to technical difficulty or due to natural hazards such as holds breaking, falling rock, climbing equipment dropped by other climbers, hazards of weather and lightning, your own equipment failure, and failure or absence of fixed protection.


  You should not depend on any information gleaned from this book for your personal safety; your safety depends on your own good judgment, based on experience and a realistic assessment of your climbing ability. If you have any doubt as to your ability to safely climb a route described in this book, do not attempt it.


  The following are some ways to make your use of this book safer:


  1. Consultation: You should consult with other climbers about the difficulty and danger of a particular climb prior to attempting it. Most local climbers are glad to give advice on routes in their area; we suggest that you contact locals to confirm ratings and safety of particular routes and to obtain first-hand information about a route chosen from this book.


  2. Instruction: Most climbing areas have local climbing instructors and guides available. We recommend that you engage an instructor or guide to learn safety techniques and to become familiar with the routes and hazards of the areas described in this book. Even after you are proficient in climbing safely, occasional use of a guide is a safe way to raise your climbing standard and learn advanced techniques.


  3. Fixed Protection: Some of the routes in this book may use bolts and pitons that are permanently placed in the rock. Because of variances in the manner of placement, weathering, metal fatigue, the quality of the metal used, and many other factors, these fixed protection pieces should always be considered suspect and should always be backed up by equipment that you place yourself. Never depend on a single piece of fixed protection for your safety, because you never can tell whether it will hold weight. In some cases, fixed protection may have been removed or is now missing. However, climbers should not always add new pieces of protection unless existing protection is faulty. Existing protection can be tested by an experienced climber and its strength determined. Climbers are strongly encouraged not to add bolts and drilled pitons to a route. They need to climb the route in the style of the first ascent party (or better) or choose a route within their ability—a route to which they do not have to add additional fixed anchors.


  Be aware of the following specific potential hazards that could arise in using this book:


  1. Incorrect Descriptions of Routes: If you climb a route and you have a doubt as to where it goes, you should not continue unless you are sure that you can go that way safely. Route descriptions and topos in this book could be inaccurate or misleading.

  2. Incorrect Difficulty Rating: A route might be more difficult than the rating indicates. Do not be lulled into a false sense of security by the difficulty rating.

  3. Incorrect Protection Rating: If you climb a route and you are unable to arrange adequate protection from the risk of falling through the use of fixed pitons or bolts and by placing your own protection devices, do not assume that there is adequate protection available higher just because the route protection rating indicates the route does not have an X or an R rating. Every route is potentially an X (a fall may be deadly), due to the inherent hazards of climbing—including, for example, failure or absence of fixed protection, your own equipment’s failure, or improper use of climbing equipment.


  There are no warranties, whether expressed or implied, that this guidebook is accurate or that the information contained in it is reliable. There are no warranties of fitness for a particular purpose or that this guide is merchantable. Your use of this book indicates your assumption of the risk that it may contain errors and is an acknowledgment of your own sole responsibility for your climbing safety.
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  Preface


  In the late seventies, to gather information for the first edition of this guidebook, I wrote letters, affixing a 15 cent stamp and enclosing a stamped, self-addressed envelope. I treasure as keepsakes the fat envelopes returned by the likes of Fred Beckey and Finis Mitchell. I was in Jackson Hole, as were many climbers I needed info from, and would visit them, equipped with a notebook, a six-pack, and a box of slides. By the time I was gathering info for the second edition, in the early nineties, there was an innovation called e-mail, and the six-packs were no longer necessary. For this third edition e-mail remains the most important communication tool, but there are also even more sophisticated devices. Websites, notably mountainproject.com, are devoted to the reporting of new routes. And there is Google Earth. A route was reported in the American Alpine Journal with an accompanying photo, but I couldn’t correlate it with anything on a topographic map. So I launched myself in Google Earth and soared around till I found a perfect match, the indisputable evidence being background peaks. I could imagine the day when a guidebook writer could appear authoritative without leaving his desk.


  But not to worry: I haven’t given up the actual mountains. I continue to spend as much of each summer as I can wandering the Wind Rivers, and my experience isn’t all that different from what it was during the seventies. Pingora may not offer the thrill of discovery that it did in 1969, but I may have been as thrilled to discover, a year ago, a valley, within sight of Pingora and within a few hundred feet of the trail, that I hadn’t known existed. And just last year I needed information from an old friend who has resisted electronic mail. I contacted him by a letter with a 44-cent stamp.


  While the list of people to whom I am grateful has grown too long for individual acknowledgments, the length of the list is a vivid reminder that in our community I am a mere scribe, less an authority than a collector of information. All you contributors should think of this as your book too. And beyond contributors, I’m even more grateful to the people I’ve shared good times and bad with in the Wind Rivers, and in a way the golden retrievers—these days Julia and Katy—I share the trails with and who get more from a backcountry adventure than those of us who rely on books and maps.


  I particularly thank John Burbidge, Julie Marsh, and Ann Seifert at FalconGuides for bringing a twentieth-century guidebook into the twenty-first century and converting my collection of personal notes, e-mail exchanges, online posts, and Baby Brownie snapshots into a coherent, hopefully useful guide. I will admit having been concerned that the additional photography would diminish everyone’s chance for adventure. Then I had two thoughts: that the photos should stir your imagination and suggest possibilities, and that the photos cover only a tiny fraction of the range.


  When I was compiling the first edition, geologist David Love explained that everything he or I wrote was a work in progress. Now, twenty-two years and two editions later, I’m still involved in a work in progress. I haven’t even given up the dream that somewhere, at the head of some valley I have yet to discover, stands another Pingora, another Wolf’s Head.


  The Wind River Mountains are supposed by the Indians to be the home of the spirits, and they believe a person can see the spirit land, or the land they will occupy after death, from the top of them. They are fond of describing the beauties of this land, and the enjoyments and pleasures they will find therein: fresh and pure streams; wide prairies covered with grass and flowers, and abounding in deer; beautiful squaws to wait upon them; horses, always ready and never tired, to take part in the chase; new lodges supplied with every comfort, and provisions and meat so plentiful that they will never again suffer the pangs of hunger.


  They believe that when a good Indian dies, he falls into a beautiful stream of bright, fresh water, and is carried to the pleasant grounds I have described. When an old man is dying he finds himself near the top of a high hill on the Wind River Mountains, and, as the breath leaves his body, he reaches the top of it, and there, in front of him, the whole magnificent landscape of eternity is spread out, and the Sun-Father is there to receive him and to do everything in his power to make him happy.


  —Col. Albert G. Brackett

  “The Shoshonis, or Snake Indians, Their Religion, Superstitions, and Manners”

  Annual Report, Smithsonian Institution, 1879
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  Bald Mountain Basin


  Introduction to the Wind River Mountains


  Eighteen million acres of northwestern Wyoming and adjacent slivers of Idaho and Montana constitute a vast, mountainous ecosystem—the Greater Yellowstone, the largest reasonably intact ecosystem left in the Lower 48 or in any temperate climate on earth. Nearly all the plant and animal species that existed here before the European conquest of the continent remain, if not in their earlier abundance, and are able to migrate between components of the ecosystem. While the forests, mountains, lakes, rivers, and meadows within the boundaries of Yellowstone National Park constitute the core of this system, the Greater Yellowstone also includes several surrounding mountain ranges, including the Tetons, Gros Ventres, Beartooths, Absarokas, Wyoming Range, and Wind River Mountains. The Wind Rivers, a southeastern outlier, protruding into the high plains that stretch across eastern and southern Wyoming, contain all but a few of the highest peaks of the Greater Yellowstone.


  In the late 1700s French trappers ascending the Missouri learned from Indians of a major tributary that crosses present-day Montana. This river, the Yellowstone, has a tributary named the Bighorn, which flows from a canyon in northern Wyoming. Upstream from the canyon the river changes both direction and name. Becoming the Wind River (a translation of the Crow Indian name), it flows southeast parallel to a mountain chain that was thus named the Wind River Mountains.


  Most of the crest of the Wind River Mountains forms a section of the Continental Divide, separating the Wind River’s Atlantic-bound drainage from tributaries of the Green River, which flows across the plains of southern Wyoming to join the Colorado in Utah’s canyonlands. However, at the range’s southeastern end, the Continental Divide splits from the crest. An area west of the crest is drained by the Sweetwater River, which, rounding the range’s southern tip, flows east to the Platte and hence the Missouri. A small section of the Wind Rivers’ northwest corner drains to the Snake River and eventually the Columbia.


  The Wind Rivers’ crest runs northwest-southeast, so the range has northeast and southwest sides—inconvenient when trying to give concise directions. To improve readability this guide often considers the crest to run north-south, with a west (Green River) side and an east (Wind River) side.


  Geologically and by definition the Wind Rivers extend from South Pass northwest as far as Togwotee Pass. However, the non-alpine expanse from Union Pass to Togwotee Pass is of interest to few hikers and fewer climbers, so this guide treats Union Pass as the range’s northwest terminus.


  Climbing


  

  The Wind Rivers, being composed of rock well suited to climbing and with peaks as high as 13,000 feet that enjoy relatively sunny skies, might seem a likely range for mountaineering to reach its fullest development. Yet as Chris Jones puts it in Climbing in North America, “The Wind Rivers have a history of their own, but . . . they have contributed little to the development of North American climbing.” The above-average weather perhaps retarded the progress of Wind River climbing. A dry climate kept Wyoming unpopulated, and the lack of snow prevented the mountains from resembling the Alps, where the sport’s styles and aesthetics originated.
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  Pingora, Northeast Face


  When American rock climbing came of age, and climbers brought to the high country their newly developed skills and techniques from Yosemite, the Colorado and Utah foothills, and the Shawangunks, they created splendid routes in the Wind Rivers. However, rock climbing continued to extend its limits, not in remote areas like the Wind Rivers, but where other aspects of life were more convenient. Solitude and scenery count for little when technical significance is assessed, and remoteness is now measured relative to Tierra del Fuego and the Tien Shan.


  If the Wind Rivers offer little to fame-seekers, they offer less to someone out to impress the workaday world. Pingora is not a household byword; you’ll gain more adulation by climbing the Grand Teton. Nevertheless, many of America’s best-known climbers have touched Wind River rock. The first ascent list includes the names Ellingwood, Henderson, Underhill, Petzoldt, Stettner, Kraus, Steck, Beckey, Chouinard, Kor, Pratt, Robbins, and Lowe.


  When a journal carries the account of a climb, you learn something about the styles, tools, and attitudes prevalent in the area. At crowded crags you may feel pressure to conform, to play the game. But Wind River climbing is largely ignored by journals, purists, and officialdom. You can climb for days without encountering fellow climbers. You are constrained only to climb in a style that you find satisfying, that requires no more gear than you can pack, that does not get you into a predicament you cannot get yourself out of, and does not damage the land. This freedom may partly explain the range’s attraction to climbers who have already made a name in the climbing world.


  A guidebook, fortunately, cannot dictate climbing style. The mountains’ characteristics— size, rock, weather, and remoteness—and their history do. Unavoidably, however, an author describes routes according to his experience, aesthetics, and whims. I’ve tried to minimize imposing myself by adapting my writing to what I perceive to be the Wind Rivers and their traditions.


  Wind River climbers have traditionally taken pride in self-reliance. Most prefer the pleasures of solving routefinding dilemmas to the efficiency of guidebook recipes. This book’s primary purpose is to help you enjoy the mountains; keeping you on route is secondary. Assuming you would rather know what to climb than how to climb it, I make an effort to characterize a route, even when details are sparse. And details often suggest a route’s flavor more than they ensure success. When the book is working properly, details lead you to more adventure than you would find on your own.


  Read the description or study the photo while studying a route from below. If the reading is sufficient to get you up the climb, leave the book behind; we will both have succeeded. Once on a route, respect your own judgment; you are there, looking at and touching the rock. Instructions are phrased as commands (“traverse left”) for the sake of brevity and because of my faith that climbers are anarchists who will freely ignore imperatives. In particular, instructions to use aid indicate only that I or the first ascent team did—not that you should.


  Photos are intended to give a sense of a route, not to prevent you from straying. When I have a choice of photos, I tend to select a distant view that shows a route’s setting over a close-up on which you can identify ledges and cracks. You’ll find it difficult to stand 3 feet from a wall and try to see the rock as a camera did from a mile away. Moreover, some route lines are drawn more precisely than others. Nontechnical routes are deliberately drawn imprecisely.


  While this guide tries to promote the spirit of adventure, many climbers learn to follow a route by referring to a topo. I’ve therefore included topos of some popular routes. I hope they help you get up some climbs, but I also hope you study the actual rock, and, if a way other than the topo’s makes more sense to you, you try your way. And I hope the climb gives you the confidence to then try routes that are not so fully documented.


  Stating guidebook philosophy is easier than applying it to 900 routes. I’ve learned about routes by climbing them twenty times, and I’ve learned about routes by finding a nearly illegible note in a tobacco tin/summit register. Many routes have had only one ascent. Most haven’t been climbed enough that a well-defined topo line can be drawn to represent them.


  Writers of ascent accounts determine not only the accuracy of the information but also the amount of information. Some reports itemize hardware requirements; others don’t. I suspect some accounts here of extraneous detail, but if I don’t personally know a route, I’m reluctant to edit out detail. A surprising number of summit registers describe otherwise unreported routes. Sometimes the detail is extravagant and presumably quite accurate, though typically the entry includes only a compass direction, a few names, and a date.


  The only information about certain routes is what Orrin and Lorraine Bonney included in Guide to the Wyoming Mountains and Wilderness Areas. Since I choose not to be responsible for the accuracy of their information, I haven’t used their guide for details, but for completeness I do mention the routes.


  This guide is without a doubt incomplete. Wind River climbers are more casual about reporting exploits than climbers in most areas. The fact that a ridge or face—or even a peak—isn’t mentioned here doesn’t mean it hasn’t been climbed (though if you climb it, I encourage you to report your climb).


  A note about topos: Topos of other climbing areas typically indicate the type of climbing: “thin hands,” “stem,” “layback,” etc. The scarcity of such notation on topos here doesn’t reflect stinginess in providing information but rather a characteristic of Wind River cracks that to me enhances climbing. A crack here seldom stays uniform long enough for you to use one technique repetitively. Move by move you must decide whether to jam, stem, layback, or face climb, so a topo can’t endorse a single technique.


  Pitch lengths pose a dilemma. Most routes described here were first climbed— and climbed by me, if I’ve climbed them—with 50-meter (165-foot) ropes. You are probably climbing with a 60-meter (200-foot) or even a 70-meter (230-foot) rope and can stretch pitches beyond what a topo or route description indicates. However, some savvy veterans have found that nearly all Wind River routes can comfortably be climbed with 50-meter ropes, thus reducing weight and rope-handling. In fact, a few recent first ascents of hard routes have been accomplished with 50-meter ropes. So climb with whatever length rope you are comfortable and use mountain sense when deciding where to belay. If you need guidance, assume that a route first climbed in 1961 was climbed with a 50-meter rope. If a route was first climbed in the twenty-first century, it was probably climbed with a 60-meter rope or longer. (First ascenders who believe that 70-meter ropes are essential generally make a point of reporting such, and I make a point of relaying such information.)


  The arrangement of route descriptions, with some arguably subsidiary summits treated as separate peaks and others lumped with the main summit, isn’t determined by rigorous topographic criteria. Rather the aim is to make this book readable, and one criterion is whether climbers generally consider a subsidiary summit to be a destination, even if topographically insignificant, or a satellite to be crossed en route to a less ambiguous summit. Wolf’s Head, topographically a minor summit of Bollinger Peak, is a separate peak in this book.


  A majority of Wind River formations have a walk-up way to the top (and walk-down descent route), and such routes should be obvious from the guidebook and/or by looking at the formation. Descent routes are described only when I feel they need to be. When there is more than one descent route, I often give pros and cons of each.


  Two important rock climbing areas near the range’s south end—Sinks Canyon and Wild Iris—aren’t included in this guide. Greg Collins and Vance White, who know these areas intimately, feature them in Lander Rock. Wesley Gooch’s Rock Climbing Jackson Hole & Pinedale, Wyoming is a day-climbing guide to the range’s western foothills.


  First ascent data is relegated to the back of the book. History is thus recorded, but without you stumbling over names while locating the start of a route.


  Safety


  Experienced climbers respect high, remote mountains and are wary even of the Wind Rivers’ comparatively solid rock, benign weather, and crevasse-free glaciers. However, many climbers learn the sport on low, densely populated crags where routes are well-defined by bolts and chalk, difficulties precisely assessed by numerous ascents, holds well-tested, and rescues quick. Some aspects of mountaineering safety are worth mentioning.


  Few environments offer as much freedom as mountains such as the Wind Rivers—or affect you so immediately and drastically with the consequences of what you do. A climber in the Wind Rivers must be self-reliant. Any accident is more serious when you’re in a remote area, so you should be more cautious, climb somewhat easier routes perhaps, or not run it out as far. If a route is longer than those you’re familiar with, pay extra attention to routefinding, weather, and time. I often take an extra rope I wouldn’t carry on a comparable Yosemite route. However, a heavier pack doesn’t necessarily translate to increased safety, and you must balance a piece of equipment’s potential usefulness with its potential for slowing you down.


  Most Wind River climbing accidents are attributable to three phenomena: loose rock, lightning, and the slipperiness of snow and ice. My closest calls have involved holds breaking and electricity. Overall the rock is as solid as mountain rock gets, but any rock that is unclimbed or seldom climbed (especially rock subjected to freezing water) isn’t entirely trustworthy. Be especially skeptical of flakes that look too good to be true.


  During summer the Wind Rivers seldom experience multiday storms that suppress all desire to climb. More typical are days that begin with clear skies that turn into thunderstorms. About the only way to predict such activity is to suspect that if a storm occurs at a certain time one day, another one is more likely to hit about the same time the next day. To minimize exposure to electrical storms, begin early, move efficiently, and don’t forget to watch the sky. If a storm does catch you, try not to be perched on a lightning rod. (Ten percent or more of teams on Wolf’s Head’s East Ridge experience electricity; at least one fatality and two nonfatal direct hits have occurred.)


  The lack of snow and ice in the Wind Rivers is a cause of accidents on snow and ice. Unless you’re in the Dinwoody Glacier or Titcomb Basin areas, you’re unlikely to carry an ice axe, but the infrequent snow and ice you encounter is nevertheless slippery.


  Be wary of fixed pitons. Most were placed years ago, and few of us now carry hammers with which to properly test (and, if necessary, re-drive) them. Test rappel pitons as best you can—with stones, large hexes, shafts of cams—and be completely satisfied before trusting them. Perhaps back them up with an additional, temporary anchor while the first person rappels. Be similarly careful with rappel webbing. The nylon deteriorates, especially in sunlight, and the fact that it held the previous rappeller at some unknown time in the past doesn’t guarantee that it will hold you.


  Wind River rescues are directed by the sheriffs of Sublette and Fremont Counties. However, when a technical rescue is required, they immediately call local mountain-rescue groups. In my experience these locals are highly competent, but if a rescue requires extraordinary expertise, they in turn call Grand Teton rangers. Victims are billed for such expenses as helicopter time and horse rental.


  Don’t comb the backcountry looking for a ranger; backcountry rangers are sparse these days. During summer, though, you may find a ranger at Green River Lakes, Elkhart Park, or Big Sandy Opening, or just below at Dutch Joe Guard Station but are better off calling from a cell phone, if you have one, or borrowing one, though coverage is spotty. The higher you are, the better your chances. For example, phones work from the tops of Gannett and Camel’s Hump, marginally from Pingora, and from just the right places near Jackass Pass. You won’t get through from the Big Sandy Opening trailhead, but if you drive a few miles out, to the lower end of the meadow, your chances are good. Wherever you call from, call 911.


  Equipment


  This book strives to keep the adventure in climbing. However, I don’t believe carrying unnecessary equipment enhances the adventure, so I try to make suggestions when information is available, and needs aren’t obvious.


  Many equipment considerations apply throughout the range. The nubbly granite gives cracks an irregular texture especially well-suited for nuts. Most cracks are 1 inch or less wide; in the absence of further information, carry a rack that emphasizes stoppers. I normally don’t carry pieces for cracks wider than 3 inches unless I expect to need them. In this guide I make a point of mentioning the need for big pieces—when I have that information. Likewise the use of pitons has become so rare that I mention their need—almost always on a big wall—again, when I have that information.


  While you probably won’t carry a hammer if you don’t carry pitons, you should know that, despite being high mountains bounded by arid plains, many Wind River cracks are surprisingly vegetated, especially on unclimbed or seldom-climbed routes. One solution is a light hammer with a curved pick for gardening, but an extra nut tool for the leader is usually adequate.


  Bolts don’t require as intense a discussion as they might in a lowland guide. Most climbers take pride in the Wind Rivers’ wilderness aura. Perhaps more importantly, a power drill (in addition to being illegal) means a heavier pack than most are willing to shoulder, and extensive hand-drilling requires more time than most are willing to squander, especially as there is little incentive to place bolts that the mainstream will deem at best superfluous, at worst intrusive. You could place a line of bolts in the middle of nowhere, and, so no one would take offense, not publicize your feat, but other than self-gratification, you would accomplish little. Most routes follow vertical crack systems, and bolts that appear near cracks are likely to disappear—quietly, without letters to an editor. Within the past twenty years rappel bolts have now and then appeared, near cracks, where a newer route intersected a popular existing route, presumably to spare climbers the indignity of following easier rock to the summit and the standard descent route. The bolts, which had the feel of a mannered stylistic statement, akin to wearing your cap backward, suffered frontier justice.


  It is also worth considering that “fixed anchors”—mainly meaning bolts—in wilderness areas has been a sensitive issue with the Forest Service. Promiscuous bolting, while not at present illegal, could give the Forest Service cause to revisit the issue. Climbers’ organizations such as The Access Fund have been working with the Forest Service to come up with a policy regarding climbing in Wilderness that we all can live with. The following are among the main points of the proposed policy, at least in its present draft version: Climbing that does not rely on fixed anchors should be the norm. Fixed anchors are appropriate where necessary for rappelling when no other safe means of descent are available. Extensive bolt placement is inappropriate in Wilderness. And, of course, motorized drills and chipping and gluing holds are prohibited.


  It appears to me that this agreement reflects the attitude of an overwhelming majority of Wind River climbers, perhaps more than at almost any other climbing venue. A minuscule number of climbers visiting the Wind Rivers carry a bolt kit. For most of us, it actually enhances the sport’s dignity to have to trudge across a formation’s upper slopes to locate a feasible descent, rather than simply turning around at the end of difficulties and sliding down ropes directly to our approach shoes.


  Nevertheless, I can imagine a bolted face route so well conceived and executed that many of us who try to balance climbing values with wilderness values would want to climb it. Just be sure you carry out such a project without losing either a sense of the sport’s dignity or a reverence for the rock.


  Perhaps we should concoct our own definition of wilderness: a place where we are free to place bolts but refrain because of our sense of wilderness.


  You’ll need an ice axe on routes done from the northern glaciers, but you can climb a majority of Wind River routes and descend from most peaks without one. Ice axes are seldom useful in the range’s southern half. You should be able to determine the need for an axe from maps and route descriptions.


  You won’t need heavy mountaineering boots to keep your feet dry, except for snow and ice climbing or very early in summer. Light hiking shoes, even running shoes, are sufficient to get you into the mountains. You may want to carry comfortable shoes up long routes to avoid a long descent in climbing shoes.


  Rating Difficulty


  Routes (and pitches) are rated according to the system developed in the Alps a century ago and adapted by the Sierra Club during the 1930s. A route is assigned to a class from 1 to 6. Class 1 is hiking; class 2, scrambling in rougher terrain in which, according to the traditional definition, “proper footgear is advised.” Class 3 climbing requires handholds but not a rope, while class 4 indicates a rope for belays but no protection between belays. Class 5 is free climbing where the leader places protection between belays, and class 6 entails direct aid.


  Fifth-class ratings are made more precise (except when information isn’t available) by the decimal system devised at Tahquitz Rock during the 1950s and now prevalent throughout America. According to this system the easiest 5th-class route is rated 5.0, and 5.1, 5.2, etc. are progressively more difficult. The system stretches the definition of decimal by rating the hardest climbs 5.10, 5.11, 5.12, etc. A climb’s rating may be further refined by a + or – (e.g., 5.9+) or, for climbs of 5.10 or higher, a letter from a to d (5.10a being the easiest 5.10, 5.10d the hardest).


  If a route involves artificial aid of any sort (except rappelling, which is mentioned separately), the aid’s difficulty is indicated by an A followed by a number. A1 once indicated the easiest aid, but A0 is now used for trivial aid (e.g., clipping a bolt). At the scale’s upper end, rating nuances try to distinguish merely difficult from dangerous, but no Wind River aid merits a rating of more than A4.


  The Winds Rivers aren’t an ice climbing arena, so I mostly use a simple system, analogous to the classes of rock climbing, to rate snow/ice routes. Snow 2 indicates you don’t need an ice axe, Snow 3 that you need an axe but not a rope, Snow/Ice 4 that you need a rope and a belay but no protection between belays, and Snow/Ice 5 that you’re likely to place protection—either in ice or nearby rock—between belays. Most of the 5th-class ice routes in the Wind Rivers are WI2 or WI3 (WI meaning seasonal water ice).


  In addition a Roman numeral grade assesses the overall effort, expertise, and commitment a route requires. The grade takes into account the time required, the sum of difficulties, and whatever intangibles affect a route’s seriousness. A Grade I may be 2nd-class scrambling, or have one 5.8 pitch but otherwise be scrambling and take only a few hours. A Grade IV generally involves moderate or hard 5th-class climbing and takes a competent team most of a day. A Grade V traditionally requires more than a day, while a VI typically takes at least two days and involves either difficult free and aid or extensive, extremely difficult free climbing.


  The above suggests that attaching numbers to routes is a scientific process. However, ratings don’t so much measure the physical properties of rock as they do humanity’s interaction with it, so scientific objectivity isn’t possible.


  Ratings aren’t applied uniformly in different parts of the country, and the Wind Rivers attract climbers from the East, Midwest, Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, California, and the Northwest. For this reason alone, inconsistency is inevitable. Also there is a suspicion among us elders that the decimal system has been softening. I’ve tried to stick to the original standards without being overly severe.


  Moreover, while consensus ratings evolve for popular routes, many Wind River routes have had but one ascent. I suspect certain climbers of overrating or under-rating climbs, but if someone submits an account to a journal or website or sends me a description, I owe him/her the courtesy of accepting the rating until I do the route myself.


  The archaic definition of 2nd class, with its “proper footgear,” implies you can climb a 1st-class route with anything (or nothing) on your feet, which is probably true for the few routes rated 1st class.


  In the 1980 guidebook I gave 2nd class a whimsical definition, thinking it was safely buried in the introduction where no one would read it: “I will confess distinguishing between class 2 and 3 . . . according to my golden retrievers’ ability to do a route.” Ironically, this turned out to be the book’s most-quoted passage. I should have known that on rainy days, tent-bound climbers read anything. (I’ve been questioned for tying dogs below Pingora’s south shoulder, because “the guy who wrote the guide says reaching the shoulder is 3rd class, and dogs can only do class 2.”)


  I abandoned this apparently “scientific” distinction, between 2nd and 3rd class for two reasons: Now that I purposely gather guidebook data, I consciously note my use of handholds; and, having now roamed the hills for forty years with the beasts, one first as a four-month-old puppy and eventually a veteran of fifteen Wind River summers, I’ve seen a range of abilities, including the ability to reach Pingora’s south shoulder (but not descend from it). Much 2nd and 3rd class involves blocks and boulders, and boulders too big for a dog don’t necessarily make a route 3rd class.


  Except for situations of extreme youth, age, disability, or weather, you shouldn’t need a rope in 3rd-class terrain. The distinction between 3rd and 4th class is less a matter of difficulty than exposure. On such 3rd-class routes as Fremont Peak’s and Warbonnet’s, short slabs and chimneys require a bit of footwork and technique, but a slip wouldn’t drop you more than a few feet.


  The concept of 4th class—a leader facing falls of up to 400 feet while followers climb with a tight rope—has long been enigmatic. Fourth class makes sense only when one member of a team is markedly more competent than another—for instance, on a guided climb. A guide myself, I use 4th class as a signal to fellow guides to bring a rope for a generic client.


  Many obscure routes haven’t been climbed, that I know of, since the advent of the decimal system. When accounts of such ascents mention pitons, I simply describe the route as 5th class and don’t try to be more precise.


  Most of us are aware that Roman numeral grades are inherently subjective and vague. However, whether a route is a IV or a V is an important factor in deciding whether to haul bivouac gear, and we’d like a more precise distinction than an early definition of Grade V that said, “like IV, but limited to experts.” The guidebook’s rating, though, can’t decide for you. The 1981 American Alpine Journal (AAJ) reported a Wind River first ascent done in a day and rated V. Another report included a complaint that the guidebook, by rating a route a V, burdened the party with bivouac gear on a one-day climb. Guidebooks can indicate how long a first ascent took (and by whom and in what year), but when you should be prepared for a night on a mountain wall must remain one of the critical decisions that no one can make for you.


  Recommended Routes


  Most climbers care at least as much about a route’s quality as about its difficulty. During the 1970s, when we had to evaluate a route’s desirability by looking at it, the Cirque of the Towers offered several dozen routes. After the publication of Steve Roper and Allen Steck’s Fifty Classic Climbs of North America in 1979, the list dwindled to Wolf’s Head’s East Ridge and Pingora’s Northeast Face. Gannett Peak, as Wyoming’s highest, also attracted inordinate attention, but other worthy routes were virtually ignored.


  George Bell Jr. revealed the secret to Fifty Classic Climbs in the 1989 Ascent, at the end of a piece titled “Fifty Crowded Classics”: “[returning to] the Winds, I was amazed as we completed climb after climb, all beautiful lines on excellent rock and of remarkably similar nature to the two Classics just across the way. It brought home a point that I had not realized on my first trip to the Winds: that in any area containing one of the Fifty, numerous other climbs of comparable quality lay nearby.”
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  Wolf’s Head, East Ridge


  The status of classic should result from a consensus of many climbers who have done a climb. In the Wind Rivers such a consensus isn’t generally possible; in the mountains climbers are too concentrated to check out many potential classics and, away from the mountains, too dispersed to compare notes. The bane of recommended route lists is the euphoria expressed by first ascenders but no one else.


  Therefore, the list below reflects my personal favorites—and not much more. I’ve done most of the routes but have included a few spoken highly of by at least two teams who did not make the first ascent. There are undoubtedly modern, hard routes that deserve a place on the list, but they haven’t been climbed enough to establish them as classics. Asterisks mark my special favorites.


  Gannett Peak, Gooseneck Glacier Route (I 4th) Dinwoody Glacier *


  Glover Peak, East Ridge (I 2nd) Peak Lake


  Mount Arrowhead, South Face Left (III 5.8) Peak Lake


  Mount Arrowhead, South Face Right (II 5.7) Peak Lake


  Stroud Peak, Southeast Ridge (I 2nd) Peak Lake


  Henderson Peak, North Ridge (II 4th) Titcomb Basin *


  Mount Helen, Tower 1 Gully (IV WI 3+) Titcomb Basin


  Mount Helen, Tower Ridge (III 5.7) Titcomb Basin


  Mount Sacagawea, West Face Right (III 5.9) Titcomb Basin


  Fremont Peak, Five-Finger Couloir (II Snow 4) Titcomb Basin


  Fremont Peak, West Face Dihedral (IV 5.9 A1) Titcomb Basin


  Jackson Peak, North Face, Right Couloir (III Ice 5) Titcomb Basin


  Ellingwood Peak, North Arête (III 5.6) Titcomb Basin *


  Prairie Falcon Peak, Southeast Face (III 5.8) Middle Fork Lake


  Ambush Peak, North Buttress Center (IV 5.10d) East Fork Valley


  Midsummer Dome, South Face Center (III 5.9+) East Fork Valley


  Musembeah Peak, West Buttress (IV 5.8 or 5.10a) Baptiste Lake *


  Bollinger Peak, West Pillar (IV 5.10 A0) Cirque of the Towers


  Wolf’s Head, East Ridge (III 5.6) Cirque of the Towers *


  Pingora Peak, South Buttress (II 5.6 or 5.8) Cirque of the Towers *


  Pingora Peak, East Face Cracks (III 5.7) Cirque of the Towers


  Pingora Peak, Northeast Face (IV 5.8) Cirque of the Towers *


  Pingora Peak, Southwest Face Right (III 5.8/5.9) Cirque of the Towers


  Overhanging Tower via Ridge Tower (II 5.3) Cirque of the Towers


  Shark’s Nose, Northwest Buttress (II 5.6) Cirque of the Towers


  Shark’s Nose, Southwest Face (III 5.8) Cirque of the Towers *


  Shark’s Nose, North Face Right (III 5.8) Cirque of the Towers *


  Warbonnet Peak, Black Elk (IV 5.11a) Cirque of the Towers


  Mitchell Peak, Ecclesiastes (IV 5.9) Cirque of the Towers


  Dog Tooth Peak, A-Frame Buttress (IV 5.9) Cirque of the Towers


  Haystack Mountain, North Face (II 5.6) Deep Lake


  Haystack Mountain, West Face, Major Dihedral (IV 5.10d) Deep Lake


  Haystack Mountain, West Face, Minor Dihedral (III/IV 5.9) Deep Lake *


  Haystack Mountain, West Face, Central Corner (III 5.9) Deep Lake *


  Haystack Mountain, West Face, Southern Wall Center (IV 5.10c) Deep Lake *


  Haystack Mountain, East Pillar (IV 5.9) Deep Lake


  Steeple Peak, North Ridge (III 5.8) Deep Lake *


  Lost Temple Spire, Southwest Arête (IV 5.10a) Deep Lake *


  Temple Peak, Northwest Ridge (II 5.3) Deep Lake


  Hiking


  

  The nature of the Wind Rivers suggests combining a climbing and hiking guide within one cover. The range is extensive enough, with a complex enough trail system, that climbers need directions for hiking from their car to the base of a peak. Hikers, on the other hand, are often tempted to scramble to summits. In the Wind Rivers climbers and hikers are often indistinguishable.
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  Scenic Pass


  This isn’t a beginner’s hiking manual. You aren’t admonished to eat a warm breakfast or carry extra socks. Nevertheless, while the Wind Rivers demand a certain level of common sense and self-reliance (and some tolerance for wind, mosquitoes, and wet feet), they can be an ideal place for someone with limited experience to learn to wander through mountainous terrain.


  Historically the trail system hasn’t been a system. It’s been trails cleared and marked by the Forest Service; trails shown on maps (even Forest Service maps) but not maintained; old roads closed to vehicles; and paths that evolved because they were useful to climbers, hikers, anglers, hunters, geologists, Indians, trappers, elk, bighorns, sheepherders, and/or seekers of solitude.


  The Forest Service doesn’t maintain all these roads, trails, and paths for two reasons: Their management plan designates large chunks of wilderness as trailless areas (“with no perceptible evidence of past human use”), and their budget doesn’t allow it. They must decide which trails they can realistically afford to maintain. The Wind Rivers’ west side has about 600 miles of trail, the Bridger-Teton National Forest estimates that they should schedule 250 miles a year for maintenance, and as of a few years ago, they were funded to maintain 150 to 190.


  If the Forest Service includes a trail in its system, you can expect signposts at junctions and blazes or cairns where the trail is obscure or ambiguous. The Forest Service theoretically clears fallen trees yearly, so you shouldn’t have to detour deadfall (and deepen the detour till it becomes more visible than the trail). However, popular trails—Big Sandy—for example, get priority, and maintenance crews get to less-traveled trails only when time—and funding—allow.


  To paraphrase Forest Service policy: If you stay on maintained trails, you shouldn’t have to be able to read a map; if you can’t read maps, you shouldn’t leave maintained trails. If you can read a map, the Wind Rivers offer unsurpassed country for unfettered roaming, and you should feel free to leave the government-sanctioned. However, guidebooks and maps pointing people beyond maintained trails have caused backcountry rangers and Forest Service offices to be besieged with complaints from the recently lost or befuddled. To help keep your trail expectations realistic, this book tries to clearly distinguish maintained trails from what the Forest Service terms “user-developed” and “bootleg” trails. Whether or not a map indicates a trail, be handy at reading maps and keep a map handy. Don’t expect signposts at junctions involving unmaintained trails; the Forest Service has removed signs that imply the existence of non-system trails.


  There is no official trail system on the Wind River Reservation, and signposts are few. Any maintenance is done by horse packers, who keep the trails they use in shape for their needs.


  This guide also mentions cross-country routes. The term route refers to a way between points A and B that is too vague to be represented by a line on a map. The route may be locally well defined, as at a feasible stream crossing or a notch in a ridge, but typically it is as broad as the valley it ascends or the plateau it crosses. The distinction between unmaintained trails and cross-country routes is fuzzy, and the Wind Rivers present a spectrum of intermediate situations. In general, though, if a map shows a trail, a trail presumably once existed but was allowed to go to seed. It is worth looking for its track, and you may as well walk on it. But when following a trailless route, don’t look for a path and, if you come upon something path-like, don’t follow it.


  If a trail is maintained, try to stay on it, though I can’t insist you rigorously stay on a trail that consists of mudwater-filled horses’ hoofprints. If a track is beginning to develop through use in an area you believe should be trailless, walk elsewhere to keep the track from deepening. Those who study land use honestly disagree about intermediate situations, in terms of when you should stay in a trail’s main track and when you should avoid a developing track.


  The route over 11,400-foot Texas Pass, from Lonesome Lake to Shadow Lake, illustrates contrasting situations. South of the pass is gently rising tundra, where scattered snowpatches linger in pockets. The most efficient route varies with the amount of snow. With sparse signs of human traffic and the Cirque of the Tower’s hubbub far below, it seems a good place to not create a trail. North of Texas Pass, though, the talus is a bit steep and unstable for backpacking, and switchbacks formed as hikers repeatedly found the soundest footing. I can’t see that the self-sacrifice of avoiding those switchbacks would improve anyone’s experience of wilderness. And avoiding the unsanctioned but easily followed path that has evolved along the shores of Barren and Billy’s Lakes below would only create duplicate tracks.
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  South Fork Little Wind River


  Since guidelines are vague, keep in mind the ideal of minimum impact and rely on your instincts and goodwill toward the land. I offer an addendum, though: Don’t build cairns. Maintained trails shouldn’t need them, and off-trail jaunts shouldn’t display such conspicuous signs of human passage. Don’t even try to resurrect abandoned trails by reconstructing cairns. If you find cairns along otherwise ill-defined routes, you should feel a righteous urge to scatter the stones, especially in places designated trailless.


  You needn’t limit your travels to trails and routes mentioned in this book. Other than the mountains and larger streams, the Wind Rivers present few barriers. Much terrain near and above treeline is meadow. You can traverse the large glaciers—with a few precautions—and even follow sections of the Continental Divide for miles.


  On trail or off, pay heed to stream crossings. In terrain that, for mountains, is notably friendly to hikers, many streams stand out as obstacles. Especially during June and July, some require you to scout for a way across or engage in annoying wading; others are dangerous or even impossible to cross. Bridges are few, and, according to the Bridger Wilderness Action Plan, “bridges will be built . . . only where no safe opportunities exist to cross a steam during periods of normal water flow.” I would characterize stream crossings more precisely were it possible, but streams change during each summer and from year to year.


  The Wind Rivers offer splendid opportunities for starting from a trailhead, hiking in a loop, and returning to the trailhead several days (or weeks) later by a different trail. The possibilities are endless, and much of the pleasure for most groups seems to be in concocting such a venture on their own, immersing themselves in maps during winter and spring planning sessions.


  If you need ideas for off-trail jaunts, check out Nancy Pallister’s Beyond Trails in the Wind River Mountains of Wyoming. Don’t overlook the CD that comes with it.


  Special mention should be made of the Highline and Fremont Trails, which enable you to hike from Green River Lakes to Big Sandy Opening, or vice versa, paralleling the crest on its west side. Traversing relatively open, lake-filled country near treeline, you are never quite in the mountains, but you can make easy excursions to such exemplars of mountain scenery as Island Lake, Middle Fork Lake, and Shadow Lake. From Green River Lakes as far as Pole Creek, the Highline is unambiguous. From Pole Creek to Big Sandy Opening, though, there are two trails, and maps’ labeling of one or the other as the Highline has been inconsistent. According to the most recent maps, the trail nearest the mountains is the Fremont Trail; the one to the west is the Highline (see the Middle Fork Lake chapter for more in-depth discussion), but combining the northern Highline with the more rugged, scenic, and recommended Fremont Trail makes more sense. From Green River Lakes to Big Sandy Opening, including the Fremont Trail, is 65 miles; following the maps’ Highline the entire way is 72 miles.
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  Near Fremont Crossing


  Of less interest is the Lowline Trail, which parallels the Highline but in lower country to the west, typically at trailhead elevations. This book mentions the Lowline and other trails that crisscross the low country only when they coincide with trails useful for getting into the mountains.


  A classic way to cross the range involves the Glacier Trail from Trail Lake Ranch to Dinwoody Glacier, the glacier to Bonney Pass, a descent to Titcomb Basin, and a hike out to Elkhart Park on the Indian Pass, Seneca Lake, and Pole Creek thoroughfare. You pass under the range’s seven highest summits, some of which you may want to detour up. Of note are the ecological differences, not only between different elevations but also between the range’s east and west sides.


  Maps


  

  The maps in this guide should give an overview of an area and help you decide how to reach it, but the book is meant to be used in conjunction with topographic maps. Maps are so useful for both on- and off-trail travel that with them you hardly need this guide, except perhaps for an overview of the trail network. The book takes place names (with a few quibbles) and elevations directly from topographic maps. It locates peaks and passes using distances and directions on these maps, and refers to unnamed features by their official elevations (e.g., Peak 12,846).


  The range is covered by US Geological Survey 7.5-minute quadrangles, with a scale of about 2.5 inches to a mile. Contour lines mark 40-foot intervals. The majority of the USGS sheets were published in 1968 or 1981, recently enough to show most trails accurately. (Much of the South Pass area, however, is covered by 1953 maps that are somewhat dated.) You can find topographic maps in stores in Jackson, Pinedale, Dubois, and Lander.


  Earthwalk Press and Beartooth Publishing both publish two pairs of topographic maps of the Wind Rivers (a map on each side of a sheet) using USGS data. One pair from each publisher covers the northern half (this guide’s first six chapters), the other the southern half (the last six chapters). Earthwalk’s scale is 1:48,000; the contour interval is 40 feet. Beartooth’s scale is 1:50,000; the contour interval is 50 feet. The Earthwalk maps are more generous in showing unmaintained and abandoned trails (Bridger Lakes, Hay Pass) and rely on this guidebook for names not given on USGS maps. The Beartooth maps are limited to USGS nomenclature, and “unofficial, secondary trails . . . are not shown, as their routes have not been surveyed and their continued existence cannot be guaranteed.” The areas covered are not quite the same, especially at the range’s southeast end. Earthwalk’s coverage extends southeast only through the area covered by the 7.5-minute Sweetwater Gap quad (to Stough Creek Basin), while Beartooth’s coverage extends to WY 28. Earthwalk, on the other hand, extends a bit farther north than Beartooth, though this matters for only a few features, such as Whiskey Mountain. Beartooth gives trail mileages between junctions, to a tenth of a mile.


  Unless you are writing a guidebook and squinting through a magnifier counting contour lines, these smaller-scale maps work well. In fact, the detail on 7.5-minute maps—and the need to juxtapose several for a hike of any length—makes it easy to lose sight of the forest because of the trees. Earthwalk’s and Beartooth’s scales make it easier to see how to get from Trailhead A to Lake B.


  Bridger-Teton National Forest publishes a Bridger Wilderness map (though, with the range’s northwest-southeast slant, it can’t help but cover area east of the Divide also). The scale is 1:63,360, with a contour interval of 50 meters. Trails not part of the official system are not shown, and nomenclature is limited to the USGS’s.


  USGS Topo Index


  USGS Topographic Map Index (7.5-Minute Quadrangles)


  1 Union Peak


  2 Simpson Lake


  3 Torrey Lake


  4 Big Sheep Mountain


  5 Green River Lakes


  6 Downs Mountain


  7 Ink Wells


  8 Hays Park


  9 Kendall Mountain


  10 Squaretop Mountain


  11 Gannett Peak


  12 Fremont Peak North


  13 Bob Lakes


  14 New Fork Lakes


  15 Fremont Lake North


  16 Bridger Lakes


  17 Fremont Peak South


  18 Alpine Lake


  19 Paradise Basin


  20 St. Lawrence Basin


  21 Fremont Lake South


  22 Fayette Lake


  23 Horseshoe Lake


  24 Halls Mountain


  25 Roberts Mountain


  26 Washakie Park


  27 Moccasin Lake


  28 Boulder Lake


  29 Scab Creek


  30 Raid Lake


  31 Mount Bonneville


  32 Lizard Head Peak


  33 Dickinson Park


  34 Big Sandy Opening


  35 Temple Peak


  36 Sweetwater Gap


  37 Cony Mountain


  38 Fossil Hill


  39 Jensen Meadows


  40 Sweetwater Needles


  41 Christina Lake


  42 Louis Lake
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  Living in Wilderness


  

  A friend, camped at Shadow Lake, watched a fellow circle the lake from a campsite on the other side and take a soap bath near my friend’s camp. To my friend’s protest the bather replied, “Don’t you know you’re supposed to treat your water?” You wonder, of course, why this person circled the lake to bathe, and whether he considered the effect of soapy water on fish (they don’t like it). But there’s a deeper question: Why did he hike 11 miles to Shadow Lake if its water quality didn’t matter to him?


  The Wind Rivers are largely protected from abuse by not affording anyone the opportunity to gain riches or fame or a stage on which to demonstrate gymnastic prowess or fashionable sportswear. There isn’t much reason to make the effort required to visit the Wind Rivers unless you believe in something—something encompassed, however imprecisely, by the term wilderness. If you believe in the concept of wilderness and you’re in the Wind Rivers, you must believe that humanity can find a legitimate niche in wilderness.


  We go to experience wildness, and we want the mountains to remain wild. Back-country climbers and hikers, except for a very small minority, try to take excellent care of the Wind Rivers. Nearly all environmental damage is caused by people who won’t be reading this guidebook. Furthermore, I believe most of us have become more conscious of our impact and are doing better than ever. The 1980 first edition used noodles on lake bottoms as an example of thoughtlessness, but I now rarely see lacustrine pasta.


  Nevertheless, despite the good intentions of most, there are two reasons for concern. One is that first-time visitors may be drawn by the concept of pristine wilderness but without an eye for what is pristine. If you’re coming from Yosemite’s Camp 4 or the Grand Teton’s Lower Saddle, the Cirque of the Towers may look untrammeled. A second reason for concern is the cumulative impact of a succession of well-meaning campers doing little things wrong.


  Several years ago the Forest Service began taking a more active interest in the quality of Wilderness areas. On the one hand they more prominently display the rules, on maps and trailhead signboards, indicating how many feet from this you can do that. But then backcountry rangers much prefer to teach you to do something properly than to issue a citation. They also prefer that you use common sense and follow the spirit of the rules, rather than merely being familiar with legalistic details. As a believer in that approach, rather than restating formal regulations here, I supplement rules with personal observations.


  Campsites


  The obvious place to camp when you arrive at a lake is between the trail and the lake. However, there your camp is most conspicuous to everyone else. Camp on the side of the trail away from the lake or walk partway around the lake, then back from it.
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  Camping in the Cirque of the Towers


  Or don’t camp at a lake. Forest Service signs, this book’s chapter titles, the column in trail registers where we indicate a destination, and our way of telling friends our plans (“We’re going to Pyramid Lake this summer”) all predispose us to drop our packs near a lake. You may be able to find a campsite that offers everything a lakeside site does, but with more privacy, near a creek far from standing water.


  Once you locate a site, your goal should be to leave the site looking as if you’d never camped there. To do so takes an eye, work (ironically), and creativity.


  Your campsite would be better off without being improved, especially if you are improving it by moving rocks—to balance a stove, hold tent stakes down, build a windbreak, or remove the Murphy’s Law stone that would gouge your hip at an otherwise perfect tent site. There is increasing evidence that ripping stones from the ground is among the more destructive of mankind’s bad habits. Moving inanimate objects may seem trivial compared to destroying living things, but over the years it leads to significant soil erosion. (Compare the Lower Saddle to less popular sites in the Tetons.)


  At one time it was considered the sign of a savvy camper to dig a trench around his tent. Fortunately, trenches have gone the way of trenching tools and piton hammers, because trenches survive for eons in fragile soil. However, it now too often seems obligatory to heap rocks on each tent stake, or worse, build windbreaks. After all, Wind is in the range’s name (though the name refers to the sound of the river, and the Wind Rivers are no windier than other ranges of the American West). At least, before resorting to architecture, first determine if the turf is perfect for unanchored stakes, which it usually is—not too soft and not impenetrable gravel. And do you really need a windbreak, or is it merely an autonomous response acquired from photos of base camps on Baltoro Glacier moraines? Rendering tent-stake rock heaps and windbreaks unnecessary usually involve no more than care in picking a tent site.


  Campfires


  Other than trails, campfire rings are the most prevalent sign of humanity in the Wind Rivers. I’ve encountered not only fire rings several hundred feet above treeline, but also stacks of firewood brought by who-knows-what beast of burden. Although in the more arcadian past, the woodsman’s code of honor inspired us to leave wood for other weary wayfarers, we must reconsider our altruism in light of present realities.


  A fire ring is a reasonably benign form of human intrusion, but two other aspects of campfires aren’t: depletion of wood and trash left in fire rings. Most climbing base camps and backpacking sojourns are situated between 10,000 and 10,500 feet—that is, near treeline. In this zone the soil’s nutrient content is a limiting factor in sustaining plant life, and fires destroy nutrients that would otherwise recycle from decaying wood. And, soil considerations aside, there isn’t enough wood near popular campsites for everyone to be able to burn as much as they might want to. Fires near Island Lake or in the Cirque of the Towers are unconscionable.


  The Bridger Wilderness map color-codes no-campfire zones, and some trailhead signboards specify where you may and may not have fires, but even where fires are permitted, build one only if there is an abundance of wood. (In much of the low country the accumulation of deadfall is such that the issue isn’t the squandering of a precious resource but preventing a massive conflagration. In 2008 a neglected camp-fire near New Fork Lakes eventually spread nearly to Trapper Lake, 8 miles away.) When you are really wet and cold, or if your stove malfunctions, you can indulge in a small fire with a clearer conscience and some wood. If you do have a fire, use an existing fire ring if available. If not, build your fire on bedrock if possible. Don’t build a fire directly on grass; first pile rocks or sand on the grass. Before you leave a campsite, scatter fire-ring stones and charcoal.


  Burning trash doesn’t significantly lighten your load for the trip out, unless you leave everything that doesn’t burn with the ashes. Most Wind River backpacking litter consists of charred aluminum and partially melted plastic left in fire pits. Burn trash more than 5 minutes before you leave a campsite, so the remains won’t be too hot to pack when you’re ready to leave—or too wet if you cool them by dousing.
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  Pingora from a Cirque of the Towers camp


  Stone windbreaks, a prominent landscape element in upper Titcomb Basin, are equivalent to fire rings as human artifacts, though they usually lack the charred aluminum.


  Water


  Take seriously the Forest Service’s admonition to suspect all water of containing giardia and campylobacter organisms. The water is probably not polluted, but it’s not worth taking a chance. There are three methods for treating water: chemical, filter-pump, and boiling. Chemicals tastier than iodine have become available, while filter-pumps have become lighter and more reliable. Boiling, of course, requires extra fuel.


  But don’t suffer dehydration because you’re afraid of the water. Dehydration can be a serious debilitation in the mountains, while giardia (the symptoms of which typically appear a week or two later) can be treated when you return to civilization.


  Restrooms


  A puzzling number of people deposit “human waste” (as the regulations call it) in places that would otherwise make good campsites. Among the questions to ask yourself when searching for just the right place to answer nature’s call is “Would someone else camp here?”


  Most of us were trained early in life to close the bathroom door but weren’t taught to avoid contaminating a water supply. Consequently some seek privacy by ducking into creek drainages. You must avoid early toilet training lessons and go far from lakes and streams; dig a hole (an ice axe is useful, as is a light trowel) or visit a boulder field; burn your paper or carry it out.


  Bears


  Once upon a time folklore insisted there were no bears in the Wind Rivers. Black bears took advantage of this misconception, most notably in the Cirque of the Towers and at Big Sandy Lake. Marmots and other small mammals also took advantage, because climbers would blithely leave food in their tents. The bear problem was alleviated when the Forest Service began aggressively educating climbers, even at one point posting a ranger at Big Sandy Opening.


  Hanging food above bears’ reach prevents a chain of unhappy consequences: You needn’t leave the mountains early, hungry; campers who come after you needn’t deal with ursines who thought enough of your freeze-dried chicken tetrazzini to return for seconds; and when autumn comes and pickings become slim in the Cirque, the bears don’t become pests at outposts of civilization bordering the mountains, where they may encounter frontier justice. Where trees are scarce, as in the Cirque, boulders are an option for keeping food from bears, but be warned that during their heyday, bears were credited with working out problems as hard as 5.6 to get at food bags.


  Grizzly bears have for a long time been preying on cattle near Togwotee Pass and were occasionally reported at Green River Lakes, so it was not surprising when griz recently became regular visitors to Green River Lakes and are sporadically rumored to be elsewhere in the range, especially along the eastern fringes. I am reluctant to specify places where you will not encounter grizzlies. You surely are aware that pepper spray is a more effective defense than Second Amendment– type armaments.


  Horses


  Shoshones traveled through the range on horse. Benjamin Bonneville and John C. Fremont reached the mountains by horse. Trails for pack trains were built using horses. Horses still serve a valid purpose, enabling people to visit the Wind Rivers who otherwise, for one reason or another, would not be able to. Nevertheless, horse users should be aware that they now constitute a small minority of backcountry travelers, that hoofs tear up trails far more than boots do, and that meadows above treeline, such as in Titcomb Basin, don’t quickly recover from off-trail horse travel. Local commercial outfitters share climbers’ and hikers’ affection for the mountains (they aren’t there for the decadent lifestyle or the big bucks) and have as much at stake as anyone in sustaining the land. From what I’ve seen, unscrupulous horse-inflicted damage has been caused by amateurs. If you use horses, do so with humility and responsibility.


  Sheep


  During the early 1900s the range was overrun by over 100,000 sheep per year, more than the land can tolerate. While Forest Service controls and industry economics have reduced this number to roughly 10,000, limited to the Bridger Wilderness between Mount Baldy and Big Sandy Opening, your camp can still be overrun by sheep when you’re expecting solitude.


  It’s not in Forest Service regulations, but sheepherders have been subject to different rules than the rest of us because rangers don’t have the means to enforce the rules against herders. You may be camping properly on one side of a lake, while across the lake sheepherders shit near the shore, build bonfires at noon, and leave a heap of tin cans when they move on.


  The existence of these parallel universes requires you to be philosophical. Don’t take it out on the land; don’t leave trash, rationalizing that yours is less than theirs. If you are inspired to complain to the Forest Service, great, but keep in mind that the 1964 Wilderness Act authorizes grazing, which the Forest Service can’t prohibit per se.


  In the past, however, I’ve had two complaints about the Forest Service’s management of grazing. One was that they appeared timid about making sheep people abide by Wilderness regulations. In theory the Forest Service schedules sheep bands for specific areas during specific time periods. In practice it seemed sheep people felt free to ignore the schedules. My second complaint was that it was hard, if not impossible, to get Forest Service personnel to divulge these schedules. It was tempting to infer that embarrassment about the lack of control led to this reticence. However, signs have been appearing on the Big Sandy Opening trailhead bulletin board proclaiming the sheep’s whereabouts, so perhaps my cause for complaint is a thing of the
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