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to Cristina
Chapter 1
Preparation
“‘Do you remember, do you remember?’ ‘Yes!’ they answer. ‘Yes, we remember!’ ‘What do you remember?’ ‘This, this!’ they cry, as we run, down the wooded hillside, into the crimson valley, an open sky above our head.”
- -William Kotzwinkle, Dr. Rat
Magically Cristina.
Ostensibly, this is the story of a Pacific Crest Trail hike in two parts: the first, of walking 800 miles with my newlywed wife from Mexico to the High Sierras; and the second, of my hiking 1,857 miles from the High Sierras to Canada alone. Cristina was 29, I was 35 years old, and we had been married for only one month when we began our Pacific Crest Trail through-hike. Cristina was born and raised in Barcelona. She was out-of-my-league beautiful with dark hair, dark eyes, and a smile that could melt the moon. This had come unexpectedly, me suddenly having a Spanish wife. Cliches arise of bullfights, red dresses, guitar, Catholicism, drama, passion and black hair. She did indeed have long, straight, beautiful, flowing black hair. But to me she was simply and magically just Cristina.
This is actually the story about something entirely confusing to me, as I just can’t make perfect sense of this whole thing. Every time I think back and examine it, the picture keeps twisting and changing. I should mention up front that three years after this PCT hike that I’m about to paint came our divorce, and then came a strange time after that when I was a little bit out of control: when I had yelling attacks at two different colleagues in the span of a week; when I spun a rental car on the Mass Turnpike, crashing backwards into a guardrail; and finally when I ran head-first into the cement wall of a squash court at work during a match against one of my players, which gave me a sore neck for six months and a permanent scar. I could have died in the car crash, could have been paralyzed for life on the squash court. I was on and off medication then and perhaps just a little confused. This tale may possibly shed light on it all.
The PCT was to be my second distance hike. My first had come in walking the Appalachian Trail from Georgia to Maine back in 1993 - - but this time in 1999 the goal was to do a far crazier thing and hike the longer and more remote 2,657-mile Pacific Crest Trail from Mexico to Canada. The border of Mexico is the trail’s southern terminus, and coincidentally was an area that Cristina’s countrymen had conquered and settled centuries ago. Cristina’s family name was Pedrero, from the Spanish “rock,” as her father’s distant ancestors had once worked the Andalusian rock quarries. She had the slightest trace of Middle Eastern influence in her blood, too, from somewhere far back when the Arabs had conquered Spain long ago, so that I’ve seen it happen on sidewalks in various parts of the world that she will get approached and mistaken for a long lost Arabian princess. Our future children would one day be bi-lingual citizens of two countries, we had daydreamed, with our spending idyllic summers roasting on the Mediterranean, our children growing up knowing their European grandparents, aunts and uncles. But things were never easy for us. Our marriage was troubled right from the start, for Cristina needed me to join the world and I could not. Truth is always hard to arrive at, but with her I had never felt such confusion before in my life. Now I find myself going back to the time of this hike again and again in my mind, trying to make sense of the hike and our marriage, and wondering how things might have been different. For this is a love story, too. But I am getting ahead of myself.
Let me slow down and talk about algorithms. Every human being is different, just as every animal, snowflake and grain of sand is unique. Every living thing has an essence. Every animal has an essence that is manifest in an inclination to behave certain ways under varying situations: sudden loud noise means we flinch; feel thirsty means we seek water; feel threatened means we fight, flee or hide, depending on the circumstances. We have trillions of these. Even plants have them, dictating when to bud, and how to face the sun. They exist inside us like algorithms, like the simple instructions used to program computers. Call it personality or human nature, but our every miniscule action and thought is a function of all of our unique algorithms. Cristina and I were both vegetarians and atheists, with our hard-wiring (algorithms) quite similar, which helped us bond together: see something suffer means we are moved to care for it; see an underdog and we root for it. Cristina’s algorithms went: LOVE; GIVE. Perhaps mine could have remained that way, too, except that my brain had a glitch in the system which left me living in constant emergency-mode with hard-wiring that went like this: Go, go, go, go, go, go, go, go; rest, recover; go, go, go, go, go; fight, fight, fight; go, go, go. Exhausting! I took and she gave, which fit fine; but that only goes so far. I had always been a hyperactive manic child who climbed walls and drapes and trees and raced around out of my mind. Cristina had grown up quietly, without playing sports. And here we found ourselves planning to hike a long mountain chain, and neither of us knew if we would succeed. Based on my glitched-out algorithms, and given the rocky past that we’d had in our short time together - - a past I will explain more of later - - a shroud of fog hung over our hike and relationship. There was no equation to determine the outcome. A theory by Stephen Wolfram calls this: COMPUTATIONAL IRREDUCIBILITY, which says that: “The only way to know what many systems will do is just to turn them on and let them run.” I had previously loved other women in my life, but I had never loved so dearly nor respected anybody so much in my life as Cristina. She was the best person that I have ever known. Which is not the same as saying that we fit. There was no telling how this hike or even marriage would go except to set off and see how it went.
Cristina was unable to speak English when we met, which was two years before this hike. She was newly arrived in America then, and working as an au pair in the central Maine town where I lived. She had come across the ocean to get a new start and a break from some things from her past. Raised on the coast fifteen minutes north of Barcelona, she was a city girl who liked city things, and so of course she had requested au pair placement in New York City, Chicago or San Francisco. But the only spot immediately open was in rural Maine - - which she took and came and met me. Small differences in input can create vast differences in outcome. Her host family, the O’s, owned a lakeside mansion in Belgrade on forty acres complete with dock, boats, canoes, kayaks, two tennis courts, a paddle tennis court, sauna, Jacuzzi, heated floors, dogs, cats, and three tow-headed, supremely athletic children. I was the tennis and squash coach at the local college, and the O’s, in the established tradition of the wealthy collecting things, would invite me over for paddle tennis on their lighted court on snowy winter nights. I was single at the time and Mrs. O would try to set me up on blind dates, but I would always refuse, explaining that I had to meet a vegetarian, because life feels less lonely when shared with someone who understands. It was at the start of Cristina’s tenure when Mrs. O called me out of the blue one day and said: “Guess what? We found you a vegetarian!”
We do not always choose the ones that we fall in love with. I fell for Cristina immediately. We met when I walked inside the O’s house after paddle tennis one evening. She was sitting on the floor with the children and Mrs. O told her in Spanish: “You’re going out.” This took her by surprise as she had not been forewarned of our date. My first impression was that she did not stand up to say hello. Cristina’s first impression was that I had waltzed inside like I owned the place, and that after greeting her I had walked back into her private hallway to shower. She remembered feeling invaded and intimidated by that, hoping that she hadn’t left a bra or underwear hanging up to dry. We went out that night, sat on a picnic table and laughed drawing maps on napkins, showing each other where we were born and all the places that we liked best. A woodchuck emerged from the woods nearby us to munch on some grass, and Cristina tried to keep calm even though she had never seen one before, nor been aware that such an animal even existed. She kept an eye on it, chagrined, secretly wondering whether it would attack us.
Cristina initiated this hike. We were engaged by the time that I happened to mention to her one day that I longed to through-hike the Pacific Crest Trail, because I had already through-hiked the Appalachian Trail and I wanted to have that epic adventure again. It was fine to have hiked the AT alone, but I knew through photographs that the Pacific Crest Trail was so beautiful that it had to be shared. The problem was, I told her, that the time wasn’t right and I had to wait. “Why wait?” she asked me. Those two words started this journey; furthermore, she agreed to go with me. She had come to America and had agreed to marry me, and now she would follow me into the wilderness. Neither of us knew much about the west coast so we ordered trail books from the Pacific Crest Trail Association, located in Sacramento, California. The photographs showed an open trail with rocky ridge walks on high exposed ground: my favorite thing. To begin training, Cristina ran on our treadmill at home, while I ran around swatting balls at work, as I did --as a coach --every typical day. Our wedding ceremony was March 21st, 1999. We married in Portland, Maine, on the Eastern Promenade, outdoors, overlooking the ocean. We had a Justice of the Peace, no family and just a few friends. There were patches of snow on the ground and a chilly spring breeze in the air. And within a month of that wedding we would start hiking. Her parents worried: “You married this man, a man who would take you out into the woods?” My two best friends weighed in: Tom and Toot. Tom is a poet who picks up trash on the beaches of eastern Long Island, while Toot is a federal prosecutor who will become a Supreme Court Justice one day. Both of them knew the tales of the turmoil that Cristina and I had faced all along, almost from the day that we’d met. Toot said:
“You’re taking a five-month hike with your wife?”
“Yes.”
“When it’s over, you’re going to owe her, BIG TIME.”
Tom said:
“You’re bringing a marriage that is on the rocks, out onto the rocks.”
Cat’s Cradle.
Nobody carries 150 days’ worth of food in their backpack, so to resupply food along the way, you either have to buy food once a week in the little trail-side towns, or mail yourself food in advance to post offices and pick-up spots along the way. Trail books had helped me choose post office drop box locations on my previous Appalachian Trail hike, and there are also books that make PCT planning easy, so, we decided to buy food in advance. There are 26 trail stops along the PCT from Mexico to Canada - - 17 in California, 5 in Oregon, 4 in Washington - - and we would mail ourselves one small cardboard food box to each one. These towns had names like, Idyllwild, Snoqualamie, Skykomish and Stehekin; and they were a mixture of small villages, tiny resorts and holes in the wall, and we would never know their true nature until arrival. With any luck, these stops would give us the chance to rest, wash laundry, read a newspaper, use the telephone, shower, eat in a restaurant and sleep in a bed. Figuring out how to navigate through each stop is part of the fun and challenge of the hike.
I had the same Gregory backpack, Whisperlite stove and generic sleeping bag from my earlier hike, and we bought Cristina a small Gregory backpack that matched mine; also, we bought a tiny three-pound tent, built for 1.5 people, called a “Clip Flashlight.” Our focus was on packing light and carrying only what was absolutely necessary. Keeping our pack weight down would make it easier for us to hike, I knew. Then on April 12th, 1999 - - married now - - we exited Maine over the Piscataqua River Bridge and we drove to my parents’ house in Rochester, New York, for final trip preparation. Mailing ourselves food in advance guaranteed that we would have the right things, but it caused the need for some seriously unseemly pre-hike shopping: we had one night to buy food for two people for a five month hike. We had lingered in Maine for so long covering departure details (securing things at work, and turning plants over to friends), that we found ourselves in Rochester with only one day to shop. Considering the magnitude of the task, we thought it best to begin our shopping at midnight to have the Wegman’s supermarket aisles to ourselves and to spare strangers the frightening spectacle of seeing us pushing around grocery carts filled with candy bars. Cristina went along with this latest crazy plan of mine, but she was no fan of my mania. On our first trip to the checkout line we piled high hundreds of packets of noodle dishes and dozens of jars of peanut butter. It was 1:00 AM, with us the lone customers. Our cashier stared, and asked:
“Are you having a party?”
At 3:30 AM we were back at it again, loading the check-out counter this time with hundreds of breakfast bars, Pop Tarts, Band Aides, crackers, candy bars, mixed nuts from bulk food and bags of M&M’s. It was a different cashier. He looked at our pile. It was 1999 and many people believed that the world’s computers would crash at midnight at the end of the year. His eyes narrowed conspiratorially and he asked:
“Are you preparing for Y2K?”
After staying up all night packing our boxes, we set out in the morning on no sleep to get a blood test for an insurance policy that my parents had given to Cristina as a present, so that she would receive large sums of money if anything happened to me. This gift was my parents way of signaling to me that this was the type of detail one must handle in marriage. It was also their way of signaling something special to Cristina, that: “You are part of our family now, and we will make sure that you are okay no matter what happens.” Translation: “We know that you may be in trouble, as you are with our crazy son.” Cristina waited in the doctor’s lobby while I walked into a back room and rolled up my sleeve to give blood. I faint when I give blood, so to distract myself I told the nurse that we were about to go hiking for five months. She asked, “Is that safe?” Oh yes, I said, and then I fainted dead away on the floor. The next thing I knew, I awoke on my back in that little room with a terrible headache, and Cristina and three nurses standing over me. They helped me up onto a table where I lay for thirty minutes, whimpering occasionally, “Can I have some more crackers?”
I could not have Cristina lose faith in her trip leader. To be sure, I later asked:
“I was very brave, wasn’t I?”
“Yes,” she said, patting me on the shoulder without looking, “you were very brave.”
We did not fly directly to San Diego. Instead, we flew first to Florida and spent five days outside Tampa, attending the wedding of my friend Toot. I had visited Toot in Washington, DC, in 1993, on my way to hike the Appalachian Trail, and now we were visiting him in Florida, in 1999, on our way to hike the Pacific Crest Trail. The timing was perfect, as we were travelling to Mexico, and this southern swing was merely a delicious detour, part of our general momentum, like we were playing some giant game of transcontinental Cat’s Cradle. Toot’s wedding was lavish with hundreds of guests at the Don Cesar, a ten-story pink castle-hotel on St. Pete Beach. The Toots had the Presidential Suite at the Don, room 802, which was two stories high and accessible only by a private elevator and hidden stairs. The suite had living rooms, dining room, kitchen, upstairs spare bedroom, master bedroom, and a terrace outside like a football field that overlooked the hotel’s two pools, the beach and the gulf. I was best man, so we lounged in that room feeling odd to have so much pleasure preceding the pain, for the trail certainly would not be like this - - poolside waiters bringing us salads, young men with plates of shrimp sidling up to us at the wedding parties. I decided it might be better to suffer awhile first, so I dutifully hit my head on the towel rack in our shower. Blood flowed out of a long gash as I screamed: “Cristina!” Later that night at a wedding banquet a man stepped backwards onto Cristina’s toe, crunching it, almost breaking it. Such pain: this was more like it! Perhaps now the trail might seem gentle by comparison. We iced her toe for an hour, believing that our hike was over right then before it had even begun.
We hop-skipped from Tampa to Houston to San Diego, beginning at 6:00 AM on April 19th. We had sent our fine luggage and wedding rings home from Florida, and now we had only our backpacks, and also a hiking stick that Cristina had given to me as a gift. She was the best giver of gifts I had ever known. The stick was thin but strong and steel-tipped so that it would not erode while getting planted travelling border to border. On layover at the Houston airport, people stared and someone said,
“What’s that, a pool cue?”
“It’s a hiking stick.”
“Hockey stick?”
“No, a hiking stick.”
Blank stare.
“For hiking...”
Chapter 2
Campo
It is hard enough to have your foot in one world let alone two.
- - Jim Harrison, The Beast God Forgot to Invent
Purgatory.
We deplaned in San Diego where Cristina took over and navigated us on trolleys and trains from the airport to the eastern outskirts of the city and a little purgatory weigh station - - train station - - called El Cajon where we waited for a van that would take us further east into the hills, to the tiny town of Campo, California, the launch-point for the Pacific Crest Trail. The wait felt torturous because we were sunburned and exhausted. The oppressive heat outside the station unnerved us as we knew that we would have to live with it now, unable as we would be hereafter to just duck inside an air-conditioned Don Cesar hotel room to escape it. Indeed, reality flattens all northbound through-hikers here, for El Cajon is the last chance to turn back.
I held Cristina’s arm tightly, as I had been doing all day ever since we’d left the Florida hotel in early morning darkness heading for the airport. It was a habit I had, a dependency, of either clinging onto her arm or clutching her hand. I do it in supermarkets, airports - - and now I was doing it still. I had done it for the past five days, all through the Don Cesar wedding, through the parties and under the tables at the dinners and lunches. It was a little routine that we had which went like this: I get exhausted being around so many people and the only thing that keeps me going is nervous chatter… but Cristina can’t deal with my nervous chatter and it has the unwanted effect of making her grow silent… which causes me to panic and cling onto her… which makes her revert more… thus making me cling and chatter more. Cristina hated every aspect of this. Neither the talkative-thing nor the clingy-thing worked for her. Neither does the extreme opposite thing that I do, too, where I burst away so entirely distracted and independent that nothing can pull me back. When I get like that she feels that I am barely aware of her. She actually feared that now. She feared - - she knew - -that I would act this latter way on the trail: get caught up in the hike and forget about her because on the trail I am in the ONE PLACE where I feel most comfortable and do not need anyone. Inside the train station with us a skinny and shirtless albino man with double-jointed shoulder blades and quite possibly Tourette’s syndrome approached the ticket counter and repeatedly accosted strangers by screaming non-sequetors while frantically clapping his hands behind his head. Then off in a corner, an overweight woman squealed while slapping a vending machine that had eaten her money. Cristina cried and I whispered assurances over the course of our two-hour wait, like:
“It’s okay.”
“Everything will be fine.”
“It will be okay if we do not make it.”
But inside we both knew that I would never turn back. I would never give up this hike, would never turn back or quit no matter what, even if it killed me. As this was my second distance hike, I was gigantic, enormous, the largest person on earth, because I had through-hiked before and knew that I could do it again. Undertaking your first five-month hike, you find that you can be forgiven for shunning the world to take your trek - - just a brief flight of fancy - - but heading back out onto the trail again (albeit, it was a different trail for me this time) shows a pattern and leaves you with explaining to do. You can’t get away with it quite so easily the second time around because friends want to know WHY. Civilized people question you, as if you are abandoning them and proving that you really do not need their world at all. The least you can do is give them a reason. I had my simple reason: that four weeks into my previous hike, I had known that I would one day do this; had known it from the instant my AT friend “Hydro” had told me of the existence of the PCT. That was the simple reason that I sat here now. But I had to dig down deeper to discover the roots of the more complex reason for my return to this bizarre world of distance hiking, where one lives with all one’s belongings right on one’s back; and I believe that the answer I found was quite possibly this: my father was a lawyer. It started with that, anyway. I had always been proud of it, but the down side was that because of it I had grown up in the suburbs, and I did not like the suburbs. Rochester, New York, is a corporate town, home to large companies and possessing expansive suburbs that span out from the city with golf courses, country clubs, tennis clubs and large and beautiful homes. Almost constant rain makes it the greenest place on earth, and my family was comfortable, living in a large home that could not be seen from the road. Our driveway turned a bend around a thicket of trees and opened into a yard where I had grown up playing with my friends. Two streets over was Ambassador Drive, the most expensive real estate in upstate New York, with substantial stone homes like small castles that had normalcy’s like elevators and swimming pools inside. Whenever anything broke, we paid somebody to fix it. I never learned how an engine worked or how to fix a leaky faucet. But the worst thing was that any direction I faced were more suburbs, and that seemed terribly wrong in my heart because I could not escape it. Could not escape the traffic, homes, roads and cars. I felt like the only person who noticed the treachery of it. My father went off to work dressed in a suit, and came back home and we had a nice dinner. And I just did not see the point of it at all! I wanted to tear out my eyeballs and scream. The unspoken point about life in the suburbs seemed to be that I should strive to become a lawyer or doctor in order to be able to own one of these homes, and I should want to do that so I could have children and raise them to end up in one of these homes; and on and on, with seemingly no greater purpose at all. Instead, I wished I’d been raised on a ranch in Wyoming, mending a fence, and fixing our roof ourselves. Or been born in a cave long ago. Or been born on a tropical island. Beauty, to me, existed not in the suburbs but in some far-away fantasy, like on the river-plain in the Native American Indian village in the movie, Dances With Wolves.
Along with suburbs come institutions like church, boy scouts, dancing lessons, paper route, and school; but I grew up a disbeliever and non-saluter. Those organizations never answered my questions but just raised more still. At church, I looked up into the latticework of the rafters calculating how I could climb across the ceiling. Another time, I found a hidden key and climbed up behind the organ pipes on a series of ladders and platforms. At boy scouts, I would duck away and climb onto the roof. I quit church and quit boy scouts, but it took every ounce of my energy to wear down my parents so they would allow me to quit. I had my own thoughts. I broke into schools and country clubs, desperately searching for secrets that might explain why it was that people valued living this way. I never stole anything. I never vandalized. I was just snooping around, opening drawers and searching for clues. Wherever I went I turned over rocks and looked beneath. I believed that if I searched hard enough I would find some kind of truth to it all; there had to be more than just birth, school, work, death. I was raised in the suburbs and had everything there, but the problem was that nothing could touch me there. I felt that there had to be something more. Something was missing for me. Back then, I used to have a recurring dream in which I would find myself running across people’s lawns, from one home to the next, yard after yard. In my running dream I was not angry or scared, but uncomfortable. In the dream I would run through someone’s backyard, jog around bushes, jump over a low stone fence and then run through someone else’s yard, perpetually; each yard unique and ever-changing, and yet somehow the feeling was always the same - - trappedin endless suburbs, inescapable forever.
My two brothers became what they were supposed to become: a doctor (older), and a lawyer (younger); but I had barely been able to sit through school. I did not fit anywhere and I could not be shaped to submit. I did things like eat lunch alone in the school auditorium and count to a million in dashes in my notebook. In high school, I would sneak my car out (the car given to me by my parents, until I crashed it and they gave me another car) and drive across town to my girlfriend’s house in the middle of the night, sneaking into her house past her parents’ room and into her bedroom. I had no respect or reverence for anything. Even now, at forty, my life has yet to stabilize. I feel anxious and uncomfortable all the time. In some future world where they weed out misfits and cast them aside, then my life would be tragic like in “Logan’s Run,” me running away to escape the city and live with the wild ones out in the wilderness. For I want nothing more than to live. I just never can relax or find peace or calm. I cannot find my Pacific Dream. The truth is, I have only recently learned, that without medication I might never find calm. Earlier in life, I had grown to embrace all my crazy stunts and fights and car crashes and personal battles against the world. I did not fit, and I did not want to fit! I enjoyed believing that I was volatile, unpredictable and dangerous. I wore the label of black sheep of the family proudly on my sleeve. Calm and healthy signaled boring to me back then, and more than anything else I did not want to be boring. I had always been physical, climbing trees. And while I now consider organized sports to be a ridiculously overblown concept, in younger years I craved love and success, and I had always succeeded in sports. I concentrated on tennis. Specialization: it is what one does in the suburbs. Alvin Toffler wrote: “One of the most highly developed skills in contemporary Western civilization is dissection: the split-up of problems into their smallest possible components. We are good at it. So good, we often forget to put the pieces back together again.” I got mesmerized by the simple act of hitting the little yellow ball. I won tournaments and awards. I let tennis define me. But the pieces were never put back together with me.
The choice before me at age thirteen was between continuing to attend a beloved summer camp, or staying at home summers to further my tennis. The camp was a private boy’s camp in the Adirondack Mountains of northern New York, a magical place for swimming and mountain climbing. It was simply my favorite place in the world. Everything made sense to me there. I loved the smell of the pine trees and loved jumping into the lake. There was no television or telephone. But most of all, I loved the mountains, loved everything about them - - their shape, their height, their rockiness. The problem was that if I missed a summer of tennis my peers might “get ahead.” That is the thing about life in the suburbs: you have to constantly prove yourself, for there is always the fear that somebody else might get ahead. I had already spent three wonderful summers at the camp, but I made my decision to abandon it for tennis. Twenty years later, tennis and now squash are still with me; and yet also still with me is the tug of the mountains, as if signaling that the dilemma I had faced long ago has been left unresolved. In these past twenty years nothing has changed, for whenever life and human congestion overwhelm me, I need to return to the mountains for things to be right. In 1993 I had hiked the Appalachian Trail from Georgia to Maine. In 1998 I had hiked the Long Trail from Massachusetts to Canada carrying only a book-bag and without stove or tent. Through all my years after college, I would always find a way to visit the mountains. The curious thing was that I had never been able to stay and live my life in the mountains. Instead, I would always retreat to the competition on tennis courts, and to movie theatres, bookstores and automobiles. I was attached to those things in a way that I could not sever. I felt I belonged in two different worlds. In college I once wrote a story about a boy who lived in two different worlds, and he could not decide which world he wanted to live in.
In my mid-twenties, I moved to Maine to find my wilderness, and have lived here ever since. It suits me here: I can disappear here. My running dream cannot haunt me here, for in Maine it is little more than slight exaggeration to know that if I run through someone’s yard and jog around bushes I will end up not in somebody else’s yard but heading through forest, northwards through wild land; and that feels fine, like the way it is supposed to be. I need to be at the edge of it all; and if one day too many people move to Maine then I will move further eastward, to New Brunswick, Nova Scotia or Prince Edward Island. I hate that I am nervous, anxious, restless and rootless nearly all the time. My relationships have always been this way, too, from as long back as I can remember - - back and forth struggles that drag on for years without ever getting resolved. The feeling of agitation has always been with me, the feeling as if I just can never quite ever get completely filled up. I had known since my earliest cognition that I would never know or find peace and would always be lost. This defect is what Cristina walked into, anxiety that I had been carrying with me all my life. Cristina had grown up without financial or material security, but with love. Her parents had been young, with her mother 18, 19 and 21 years old when she had Cristina’s older brother, older sister and Cristina, respectively. Her father was a year older than her mother, neither ever went to college, and they both worked long hours. They loved Cristina dearly, but Cristina was left alone in the house at a very young age, and her two siblings ignored her. She told me that only much later, and I was floored when I learned about the details. As a girl, Cristina had dreamed of dancing ballet, but they had not had money for lessons. I have always wished I could go back in time and make her childhood just a little bit happier. Nobody had ever truly understood her. She became a vegetarian, on her own, at age 12 because she did not want to kill animals, and she has never once wavered from that, nor ever will.
Bonnie And Clyde.
Our van arrived at El Cajon and carried us rocking and reeling two hours east into the hills, to Campo, the southernmost PCT town, where we stepped out onto a gravel lot at 5:00 PM. Campo was not as I had imagined. In my mind’s eye it was flat, deserted, and with everything right angles and tumbleweeds blowing by. Instead, in reality, it is surrounded by hills, and the roads twist and turn. The population is just 200. Across the lot was a general store, and down the street was a post office, border patrol station, a reform school for boys, and a few dozen homes dotting the hillsides. There are no hotels, which was troublesome only because the PCT guidebooks advise hiking 40 miles north of the border as quickly as humanly possible, supposedly for us to escape the range of rouge hordes of crazed, jobless Mexicans who hop the border and might conceivably hassle hikers for food. Two old men emerged from the general store as our van pull up. They waved and came towards us. Experience enabled me to identify them at a glance as fellow through-hikers, and these would be the first two we would meet. To through-hike a trail you must walk its entire length end-to-end in one calendar year. On the Appalachian Trail these gentlemen would have been “Lugnuts” and “Sauerkraut,” or other such nicknames, but here on the Pacific Crest Trail through-hikers generally do not use trail names, so they were just Joseph, 71, from Germany; and Al, 60, from Tennessee. We were John and Cristina, not The Honeymooners, or Bonnie and Clyde. Joseph and Al had light-weight gear and high-tech clothing, yet meeting them was hardly intimidating since they were old and resembled Navy SEALS not at all. The sight of them raised our spirits and filled us with confidence: “if these two can do it, then so can we.” Yet, I knew better than to underestimate old hikers; I had met 60year-olds on the AT who could hike teenagers into the ground, day after day. These two were friends and hiking partners who told us that they had found a place to sleep in a valley down beside town at a place called the Railroad Museum. “Moo-seeuum,” Joseph said, nodding, as we realized that he did not speak English. We agreed to meet them there later since we needed to go touch the Mexican border first. It was only our first day, but we already had Maine, Spain, Germany and Tennessee represented.
Our first task was to touch Mexico before we could then turn and hike north to Canada, so we walked south out of that miniscule town and trudged
1.6 miles to the Mexican border. The ground was not marked, and there was not a single post or sign, but we followed a clear groove in the sand that led up a gently graded hillside. Halfway up the hill, exhausted, Cristina plopped down on the ground and refused to go further. I sat with her for a while. She is tough. I would never have brought her out here unless I had known she could do this. For her, this was baptism by fire, since she had never attempted anything like it before. Never mind that through-hiking means encountering broken stoves, endless miles, heavy backpacks, monsoon rain, heat, wind, cold, bad food and crazed deranged hikers. Never mind that it means bugs, blisters, dirt, deadlines, muscle fatigue, rashes, aches and pains, and months spent sleeping in a tent. I knew that she could handle it. All along there had been clues: she had hiked a few times as a child with her family in the Pyrenees; she had worked for a year as a commercial fisherman on a boat in the Mediterranean; and when she first came to America she had toured the country with Trek America traveling thirty days in a van, sleeping in national parks, riding horses and hiking about in the Grand Canyon. Most obvious was the work she had done back when she had first moved in with me, in transforming my crumbling, peeling apartment into a home. She had spent eight straight days stripping and sanding the floor, then scraping and painting the ceiling and walls. I had never seen anyone work so hard. I had never seen anything like it. Determined to a fault, she steels her mind and never lets go. There was nothing that she could not do. There was nothing that she would ever give up on. Including giving up on me. That would have to be forced on her. She rose and we continued walking.
At the top of the gentle hill we reached a brown steel fence that stretched snakelike east and west over the distant hills as far as the eye could see. There were no windows or gates. Across it was Mexico, and here was the border - - just a brown steel fence in the wilderness with a five-foot tall PCTobelisk here and nothing else at all. We reached our hands over the fence into Mexico, then turned and faced Canada with the intent of walking northward for five months until we saw Royal Canadian Mounties. Upon leaving the border, we retraced our path downhill back to town, when a border patrol white SUV Ford Bronco pulled over and stopped us. Two uniformed agents sat humorlessly inside behind mirror-rimmed sunglasses, rolled down their window and one said:
“Where are you going?”
“We’re hiking the Pacific Crest Trail,” we answered.
“Pacific Coast Trail?”
“Pacific CREST Trail. It leads from Mexico to Canada. We’re on it. This is it.”
The second man said: “I lived in San Diego all my life, but I never heard of the PCT until coming here.”
On the east coast it is practically inconceivable to find anyone living anywhere near the Appalachian Trail who does not know exactly what it is or what you are doing when they see you standing upon it. But here it appeared that we would not get that respect. The PCT does not travel near urban areas or people’s homes, and most people have never heard of it. That is its charm. This trail is hundreds of miles longer than the Appalachian Trail, and its highest point is 13,100 feet, on Forester Pass in the High Sierras - - almost twice as high as on any point east of the Mississippi River. The Appalachian Trail is continuously marked and has lean-tos and shelters all along the way, but the PCT is not well marked and has no shelters. Finally, we broke away and continued back to town and found Joseph and Al at the Railroad Museum down in the valley. This museum sits on hundreds of acres of property with multiple railroad tracks running through it and enormous boxcars randomly strewn about. It is a functioning museum in the summertime offering train rides over the border into Mexico - - “Train Rides Into the Past” - - but spring is off-season, and closed to all but through-hikers. We settled onto a dirt square beside a small building where we found two picnic tables, a drinking fountain, a wooden deck and an indoor bathroom. I set out to find Thomas Braginton, who had built and operates the museum, to ask his permission to spend the night. After I located him, Thomas greeted me and showed me his paintings, sculptures and projects. When I did not return for an hour, Al tried to reassure Cristina:
“Don’t worry, that man loves to talk.”
“So does my husband.”That night the four of us lay side by side in our sleeping bags under the stars. It was bitterly cold. We were on the trail now, away from work and telephones, televisions and computers. Six years had passed since my previous through-hike, and I was about to go at it again. It felt like I had snapped my fingers and six years had passed. Six years earlier, upon finishing the Appalachian Trail, it seemed to me like I was starting a journey, not ending one; and here I was, renewing that journey now. Back then I’d had a girlfriend named the Y, and she had moved to Pheonix shortly after my AT hike, so that was the end of it. I did not dwell much on the AT in the six year interim. I rarely discussed the trail in conversation. It was only very miniscule things that signaled a change in me: like how parking at the end of a lot and walking into the grocery store no longer phased me, or how rain never bothered me anymore but instead I had grown perfectly fascinated and worshipful of it. My only connection to that earlier trail was the vanity license plate that I had registered for my car: “ATPCT.” Nobody was supposed to know what it meant; rather, it was just a little promise to myself: it was one trail that I had already hiked, and another trail that I longed to do. For six years I had been hesitant to start the PCT, though. It had taken Cristina to come along
and provide the spark.
Through experience, I knew that I possessed sufficient fortitude to stay on the trail without quitting. The goal is to hike the whole trail, and the simple trick is just to stick with it. Less important are tricks of the trade or learned survival skills. Through-hiking is not about fancy techniques and maneuvers, not about knowing every little hiking gimmick. Only two things are needed - - to pack light and keep moving forward. Being an AT alumnus gave me confidence, and I closed my eyes and recalled the rhythm of the trail: for we do not hike these trails all at once, after all, but instead we break them into little bits and hike piece by piece, section by section, from town to town. Our first trail town was a mere 40 miles to the north on top of 6,000-foot Mount Laguna. Currently, that was all that mattered. Reaching there would give us a night in a hotel, a shower and a bed. It was powerful incentive. Town-totown is the rhythm of the trail. Despite Cristina’s injured toe and our rocky relationship, everything was going according to plan. Newlyweds, we were.Our teeth chattered. We lay under the stars outside in the desert near Mexico. Our through-hike had begun.
Chapter 3
Mt. Laguna
A 47 mile walk gives you plenty of time to think, but it is the walking rather than the thinking that
calms the spirit.
- -Jim Harrison, Westward Ho
Legionnaires.
We embarked northward across Highway 98 in the morning, the road we’d come in on, and entered a sandy land of scrub brush, lizards and cactus. On average, the elevation for the first 700 miles of the PCT is 3,000 feet - - called “High Desert” - - and there would be cactus, lizards and sand at our feet all the while. We left the Mexican border and headed north into the unknown, and neither of us knew what to expect. For all we knew we would be entering some foreign landscape like French Legionnaires crawling through the desert with buzzards circling overhead: “Water!” Our friends Joseph and Al were somewhere ahead. Overachievers, they had arisen at 3:00 AM and noisily banged about in the dark for an hour before finally taking pity on us and leaving. The unmarked trail that we followed was nothing more than a grooved trough through the sand that led through a rolling lunar landscape with VW-sized boulders dotting the distant hills. Everything sandy, outlined with sunshine and shimmering heat. This landscape looked alien to me: “The Pacific Crust!” Indeed, this was the Appalachian Trail turned inside-out. If the AT was a Persian cat, then this was a hairless Egyptian.
I was glad to be walking again. The trail’s groove - - a trough - - is a clear indentation which we could see winding along far ahead. This modest footpath leads unbroken all the way to Canada. It treks thousands of miles, through sand and snow and around volcanoes. It is marked only sporadically, meaning that you cannot always be sure that the groove at your feet is THE groove. One continual task on the PCT is to follow the groove and trust in the groove. The groove, the groove, the groove. All hail and bow down to the majesty of the groove. It was definitely a trail we were following, and every two or three miles we came to a PCT marker on a post that told us that this was the trail. The PCT emblem that appeared on these posts was an upright curve-sided triangle with a drawing of a snowcapped mountain and a pine tree, and the words: “Pacific Crest Trail, National Scenic Trail.” Quite elaborate, relative to the Appalachian Trial emblem which is just an A and a T overlapped. Soon we came to a trail split where the groove forked two different directions around a hill. We consulted our books to figure this first puzzle out. We carried three PCT books: the “Town Guide” which gives information on all the trail towns that we would be passing through or passing by; the “Data Book” which gives the exact mileage for every point on the trail; and the monstrous 516-page “Pacific Crest Trail Volume I California,” our master guidebook containing maps of the entire trail and text that gives a blow-by-blow description every inch of the way (the 384-page, “Pacific Crest Trail Volume II Oregon and Washington,” would come later). With so few PCT markings, we had the choice of either keeping our heads down reading the description of the route as it unfolded - - a description so detailed that reading it actually meant missing what we saw - - or ignoring it, walking without reading our guidebook, and frequently getting lost. Unsure now, we opened the mammoth guidebook and read:
“Now the PCT undertakes a traversing descent north, shortly joining and then leaving a jeep trail, which climbs more directly up from Hauser Canyon. Beyond it, you wind for a minute or two along a dry creek bed, then step across its sandy wash to climb moderately north, then east, through lush mixed chaparral. In spring, the heavy perfume of startling lilac-blue ceanothus shrubs hangs heavy in
the air, while a number of red-and-yellow-flowered globe
mallows line the trailside. After reaching a low ridgecrest,
you climb southeast a bit.”
I had no idea what a low ridgecrest was, let alone mixed chaparral. I did not know how long a bit was, or whether given an infinite amount of time, like a monkey in space with a typewriter trying to randomly create the complete works of Shakespeare, I would ever be able to identify globemallows trailside. Fortunately, Cristina was an excellent navigator, and she led us one side around the hill - - the correct way - - and we pressed on through hot sand, mile after mile. A plane passed miles overhead, and I knew that the Toots had left the Don Cesar by now and were seated inside this very one, flying Tampa to Hawaii for their two-week tropical honeymoon while we were sweating it out in the desert. I yelled up at the plane:
“Hey Toot, throw down some food!” But nothing came.
Quiet and relaxed that first day, we hiked 14.4 miles, and stopped at a place called Hauser Creek while it was still light out. Two thoughts struck me: the first, that I could have gone much farther if I had been hiking alone, and I hated myself for that thought; but the second was that 14 miles is a LONG way, and Cristina had done remarkably well. She had not complained (nor for the next 800 miles would ever complain) of a single thing - - not bugs, snakes, heat or hardship. This is not to say that she did not suffer, but just that she was brave about it. She was a walker, having walked 3 miles to work and then 3 miles home again during the nine years she had worked in Spain. She loved to walk city streets. Some people love to walk, and so that part fit perfectly for her out here.
Surprisingly, the grade of the trail had been extremely easy, but it had been hard walking in the open, exposed all day to the heat of the sun. All day the sun’s rays hit us directly. Our Data Book told us the distance we’d come. Including our mini-walk to the border that previous evening, this was our second day on the trail; but it felt like our first REAL day, first FULL day, nonetheless. Here near a stream were trees, a clearing and a dirt road. We set up our tent, our new one from Maine, that was built for 1.5 people. We called it: “1.5-Tent.” It was the first time we had ever used it, and we weregrateful to find that it worked and that there were no missing pieces. The Pacific Crest Trail has no lean-tos or shelters trailside (or anywhere else), so hikers have two options at night: either sleep in a tent or just lie down and sleep outside. Sleeping on the ground under the stars is called “bivying.” I longed to bivy outside every night because I hate the confinement of tents. Tents are little plastic cocoons that shield you from the world. I would have loved to just lie on the ground every night and sleep like the cowboys did in the old western movies. But I thrash about when I sleep, so I would have made a lousy bivying cowboy. I would have destroyed my cowboy bedroll every night, so that every morning all the other cowboys would open their eyes, look over and say: “What the hell, Earl?” The Western Movie Director would take a slow pan of a night scene with me and my cowboy friends bivied outside in our little dusty cowboy clearing, surrounded by cactus --our little smoldering cowboy fire and little pot of cowboy coffee on the grill, with one after another of us lying motionless and asleep on our backs, the others all lying with their hats half down over their eyes in the classic fashion. And then the slow-panning camera suddenly reaches me, and I’m kicking my legs as I rock and roll from side to side like I’m wrestling an alligator. “CUT!-CUT!-CUT! You there, Goddamit, HOLD STILL!” I had no experience with bivying, and I could not think of a way to sleep without scorpions and snakes crawling inside our sleeping bags. I need to sleep with my sleeping bag open, completely unzipped, in order for my legs to have freedom. My legs have to be free or else I go insane. Cristina would have made an excellent bivying cowboy: calm, a Virgo, she lies perfectly still. But she did not wish to bivy, so the point was moot. We set up our tent, and entombed ourselves in a small plastic world.
Dinner was Lipton Noodles cooked in our single pot over our Whisperlite stove. A father and son pedaled up on bicycles and informed us that every night roughly twenty Mexicans walk down this very road. Later, we heard a noise from the bushes and discovered a three-legged rat that was dragging itself down a hillside straight towards us. At first we thought we should kill it somehow to put it out of its misery; but then we noticed that this rat did not seem entirely miserable; it did not seem unhappy at all. It ignored us! It seemed to be busy scrounging for food. We tried to ignore it, but we found that it’s pretty hard on your first night in the wilderness to ignore a three-legged rat that is dragging its way down a hillside straight towards you. Just before zipping ourselves into 1.5-Tent for the night, Cristina placed a bag of food on a rock outside, along with some water, just in case any hungry Mexicans happened by. It was another bitterly cold night. Daytimes are hot in the southern California hills in springtime, but nights are freezing cold. Cristina whispered: “Can I have a skin blanket?” So I half rolled on top of her to help keep her warm. I drifted off to sleep, but awoke to hear a shuffling sound and the hushed whispers of a large group of men coming up our dirt road. So the rumors were true! The voices drifted off, but shortly afterwards came the sound of a helicopter which hovered over our tent threatening to suck us up off the ground and chop us to bits in its rotating blades. I was afraid to move, afraid to breathe. It was the loudest noise that I had ever heard. My only thought was: Boy, they keep a tight lock on this place! Finally, the helicopter flew away. I turned to Cristina to share a laugh, but found that she had not awakened. She had not even stirred.
Nighttime is always the hardest for me, and I could not fall back asleep. I always feel lonely at night. There is nature and nurture. Genetically, I inherited my mother’s troubled brain chemistry, and this effects everything I do and feel, and I will pass it down to my children in turn. Environmentally, I grew up witnessing the stark and confusing contrast between my mother’s alternating dark moods and stunning social grace. I had tried to learn about Cristina’s childhood so that I could understand her better, too. The business of her getting left alone at a young age stuck with me and tortured me, for the thought of it saddened me enormously. All I wanted was to go back in time and be there with her so she would not be alone, and so that she could get all the love she deserved. The ridiculous part about that is that here I had the chance to give her all the love that she needed RIGHT NOW. Nothingwas holding me back or stopping me from it, but I was not doing it. Forget about going back in time to save her, I just had to come through for her in the present. It was all that she asked of me but I could not. I could not be the one for her. She wanted someone to commit to her and I could not commit to anything. It was just like how my parents had always tried to buy me furniture and weighty objects after college, and I had always refused, fighting their attempts to weigh me down and secure me to some anchor. I could not completely understand why I could not commit to Cristina. I loved her because she was the kindest person I had ever met in my life. But the reasons why it did not work for me were also clear: we lacked verbal repartee, and she was not effusive or enthusiastic, and she did not ask me questions. The lack of questions was murder for me. She never asked me: “How are you? How are you feeling? How was your day? What are you thinking about?” She said that if I had something to say then I should just say it. It was not the way I was raised. And I did not think that I could spend the next 70 years this way, feeling frustrated. The larger picture seemed to be a kaleidoscope, an awful, unsolvable shifting dilemma. Like, if I could not handle this, then why did I stay? I had tried to end things before, but was unsuccessful in my half-attempted splits. I had read Somerset Maugham’s “Of Human Bondage,” and at times this felt a little like that. Still, there remained a chance it could work, and we both hoped the other could change. As to her chattiness and enthusiasm, she was youthful and could giggle like a champion, so I held out hope that her incidence of it could increase. I had to realize that we were conversing in her non-native language, after all. And she had not been brought up this way, with an example of chattiness. Just the opposite, her parents had taught her never to get her hopes up too high, for doing so would only mean leaving herself open to disappointment. I hoped that she could change and learn this American way. She hoped that I could change, too. I had told her that I WANTED to get mentally healthy and to handle my anxiety, and she believed that I could do so by learning calm from her example, and by getting myself into therapy and counseling.
Fight to the Death.
My habit, while through-hiking, is to spring into action and go tearing away in the morning; but Cristina needed her time. She was careful about things, caring, respectful and fastidious. She had not ever had much growing up, so she knew how to do things right and make things last to get the most out of what she had. This translated into me pacing outside 1.5-Tent while she remained inside with a damp washcloth, cleaning herself, until finally she emerged and laid out, brushed off, and neatly folded up our tent, tucking it into its stuff sack and placing it at the bottom of my pack. I had never lived my life that way. I had never taken care of things. Meanwhile, I was simply overwhelmed by the desire to get moving. I was a hiker who never took breaks. Time not spent in forward progress left me restless. This, a larger theme of my life. It was this restlessness that I somehow needed to supplant with calm, Cristina was trying to teach me. She wished me to learn it so that I could be happy in life. It was the Mediterranean way.
“This hike is about nature,” Cristina would say.
“Okay, nature,” was my reply. “Now let’s get moving!”
We followed our 1.6-mile first day, and 14.4-mile second day with a 14.8mile third day that included a morning trailside pause at giant Lake Morena, where swimming is prohibited, but where lies a grassy campground with a bathroom and public shower. There we rested under trees in the grass by the lake reading our guidebook when the words leapt off the page that there was a malt shop down the paved park road, so we leapt up and shuffled down. Inside, our waitress, the cook, the radio and newspapers all informed us that two students from Columbine High School in Colorado had that previous day shot and killed fifteen of their classmates and then killed themselves. It was April 21st, and this news left us weak-kneed and unsettled as we walked back outside into the heat. We hiked north under the giant columns supporting Interstate-8, climbed and finally set up 1.5-Tent on the trail on a bluff overlooking Kitchen Creek Road. On our subsequent fourth day, we gradually climbed up a series of canyons into a pine tree forest on the south slopes of Mt. Laguna. Just the opposite of east coast wilderness, here the higher we climbed in Southern California, the more shade we had in a greater abundance of trees. We had to gain elevation to get up into the trees! We reached a stand of Coultier Pine Trees on Mt. Laguna where on the ground at our feet lay the biggest pine cones in the world. They were bigger than footballs, as big as basketballs. We held them up next to our heads and took photographs. Suddenly the wind picked up and the temperature dropped. We put on warm clothes. After three days getting burnt-alive, crispy-fried by the desert sun, we were suddenly freezing to death.
“It’s like a walk in the park,” I said.
“Like a park in Alaska,” she answered.
At 6,000 feet, the earth leveled off and we encountered dense fog: Maine-style, pea-soup, truly dense fog. We followed the crude sketch of a map in our Town Guide and walked half a mile in the fog and biting wind through Burnt Rancheria Campground to Sunrise Highway which we followed 1 mile north to a little cosmopolitan oasis - - the Mt. Laguna post office, store and ranch hotel. The summit of Mt. Laguna is as broad and flat as fifty aircraft carriers. It is not a mountain so much as a giant landmass. And here, at PCT mile 42, we had reached our milestone first trail stop. There was a long porch in front of the Mt. Laguna Store and we walked inside and rented a room in the ranch hotel that was behind, out back, across a little parking lot. We picked up our food resupply drop box at the post office then walked back to our room and settled in. We dropped our things and emptied our packs and showered and lay on the bed. We had a large, cheap room with a wood-burning furnace. We did not light a fire but warmed up by turning on the thermostat instead. The only thing missing on Mt. Laguna is a laundromat, so we took our dirty clothes into the bathroom and washed them in the sink and hung them up to dry. I had three pairs of socks that were all black from sand that had sifted through the mesh uppers of my sneakers and even worked through my socks blackening my toes daily. But my sneakers were working great in every other regard. I had worn running shoes every step of the way on the Appalachian Trail, and I intended to do the same thing out here. Sneakers work because they are lightweight, dry fast, give good traction, give good support and they go on easily and fit comfortably. I had recommended for Cristina to wear running shoes, too, but she insisted on wearing lightweight hiking boots, and I did not push her.
We showered, and showered again, and cleaned and napped and organized. Our hotel room on Mt. Laguna gave us a reprieve from the sand, wind, heat and cold. We were climate controlled now, on a large bed and up off the earth. People wonder how it is possible to hike for five months, and the answer for me is that these little town stops make it possible. Nobody hikes the whole trail all at once, but instead you hop from town to town. You use the data book to figure out how far away the next town is, then you pack enough food to get yourself there. It is wise to never leave a town and set out for the next town until you feel mentally and physically recuperated from the previous stretch. We slept well that night, but in the morning we were not yet ready to leave, and so we took a zero-day on Mt. Laguna. “Zero Days” are when you hike zero miles on the trail, instead choosing to stay put and rest. It is heavenly for a through-hiker to awaken in the morning and decide not to move forwards. This enables sore bodies to recover. What we needed for food or drinks were mere yards away in the store. It was a leisurely time. One of my favorite things about life on the trail are the crappy hotel rooms, but I felt guilty for having brought Cristina here because she did not share in my informality, sloppiness and love of the low life.
We lounged in the room, bought snacks from the store, and gazed at its frozen foods, refrigerated drinks, canned and packaged goods and Native American Indian trinkets and posters. On the counter were music CD’s for sale that the store-owner’s son had recorded with his band down in San Diego. San Diego is just a one-hour straight shot down the highway, making this a popular weekend mountain destination for So Cal beach combers; and also making it a convenient place for through-hikers to quit from. Hanging on a wall in the store was a giant 180-pound stuffed mountain lion. I was alone in the store when Les, the groundskeeper-manager, caught me staring at it, and he asked:
“Know what you do if you get attacked?”
(I did not).
“You fight to the death.”
“Fight to the death?”
“Or else it will strangle you.”
I stared at that mountain lion, trying to imagine fighting the thing, but I could not conjure an image. I returned to our room, smiling to myself.
“Know what to do if you get attacked by a mountain lion?”
We bought salt and a pan and soaked Cristina’s feet in warm salt water to toughen the skin. Cristina had been limping for four days. The pain from her injured Don Cesar Florida wedding toe had made her favor her good foot, but in compensating for that she had triggered an alternate pain; and I knew, athletically-speaking - - as a coach - - that this can set off a chain reaction of pain triggering pain. I did not know then how much her foot pain would factor prominently into our hike. Our room lacked a telephone, so we made our calls from the pay phone outside on the store porch. Cristina called home to Spain after midnight, which was daybreak there. Her family and friends worried. My family gave her credit for hanging in there with my lunacy, and they all told her the same message: “We are proud of you.” We stayed up late organizing our food, gear and clothes in what is every hiker’s ongoing attempt to create the perfect system. Through-hikers are constantly tinkering and adjusting. We filled two garbage bags with trash in the process, leaving us with everything we needed to reach our next town stop, Warner Springs, which was 65 miles away. That night, our second and last on Mt. Laguna, Cristina said,
“Why do we need this? Why can’t we just go home, sit by the pool, and enjoy the summer?”
“I don’t want to go home,” I said.
It was only a teaser; she was only testing me, feeling me out. I did not blame her, but I lay awake feeling restless, as all the old questions started swirling around in my mind once again. My thoughts drifted back to the very beginning for us. The way it had started was like this: after we had dated for one month at the start of her au pair year with the O’s, I had suddenly switched jobs and moved out of town. I left my coaching job of five years and accepted a coaching job one hour south at a rival college in a different town; and the bad part was that I moved without so much as saying goodbye. I had not known how to explain the move to her, for we spoke different languages, after all. Things were over for good, I had imagined. I started my new life. Cristina, meanwhile, finished her year’s appointment without complaint and returned to Spain. We lost contact. But our story did not end there, for she returned to America almost immediately, this time on a student visa, this time living with a family down in Portland while studying English at the university there. We reunited and began dating again, but I broke up with her suddenly one day because we were citizens of different countries and I did not see the point of our continuing together if we were not going to get married. She cried over that. But instead of ending things, just the opposite happened, for upon breaking up we started spending every moment together. That was when things changed for us because for the first time she opened up and confided in me things she had never told anyone before. She could speak English now, and she told me about her childhood in Spain and about the difficult times of her life, and about how America was her new start. She had gotten married, at age 19, to her controlling, abusive boyfriend. Everyone had pressured her into it despite that she was clearly against it. She had just never felt a voice in the matter. She had never felt that she had a voice in life. The marriage was a disaster, and although she left him within the year it took her five full years in the Spanish legal system to get the official divorce, and the process left her broke and exhausted. She had always wanted to go to college, but her family had no money for that. Since age 18 she had worked as an office manager for a small company, and she had continued that job for nine years… until finally she could not take it any more and came to America to start anew. She felt good in America. It suited her here. She spoke Spanish, French and Catalone - - and yet it was here in her non-native tongue, speaking English, that she felt able to express herself for the first time in her life. Here in America was the first time in her life that she had ever felt that she truly had a voice. In America she felt free as a strong, independent woman. I learned all this that summertime, until one day as we lay on the grass on the Eastern Promenade in Portland with a coastal panoramic view of the Atlantic Ocean and sail boats and pine tree islands, we were discussing how her student visa was due to expire that coming winter. I did not want her to return to Spain, and I proposed to her. I just suddenly thought how all my life up until then had not led me anywhere, and here was the most kind and caring person I had ever met, and so this was my one true chance to make it in life and get things right. I asked her to marry me. Somehow in the back of my mind may have been an instinct to try to save her. Greater, I now believe, was my need to keep her here to save me. That was how we had gotten engaged.
We departed Mt. Laguna in the morning, stopping first at the store to pay our bill, where we bumped into a through-hiker named Ron Vaughn who looked terribly much like Hunter S. Thompson because he was roughly-50 years old, six feet tall, balding, with a hat, rain jacket, razor stubble and little round glasses. The only thing missing was the cigarette stick hanging from the corner of his mouth. Except that Ron was broad and chubby. Ron was only the third through-hiker we had met so far and the first who was through-hiking solo. We had interrupted him in the act of offering the following unsolicited advice to a bemused, slightly freaked-out female customer: “The best way to prevent blisters is to rub underarm deodorant on your feet.” He identified us as through-hikers and asked:
“Where are you from?”
“Maine.”
“Maine? I love Maine! Did you hike the AT?”
(Sometimes through-hikers ask straight out like that).
“I through-hiked it in ’93,” I said. “Did you hike it?”
“Twice,” he said. “And this is my second PCT.”
“Where are you from?” I asked.
Ron hesitated, sizing us up, then answered: “I like to think that I’m from the trail.”
“He’s Tarzan,” Cristina whispered later, out of earshot.
“Born in the woods, raised by wolves,” I whispered back.
Hunter S. Thompson-Ron left the store and continued his trek north without taking a rest day here on Mt. Laguna. I had known that there would be repeat through-hikers on the Pacific Crest Trail, just as there are repeaters on the Appalachian Trail. People get distance hiking into their blood and cannot live without it. We popped into the post office, mailed final letters and signed the hiker register there. Thirty-five through-hikers had signed in before us: from Switzerland, Germany, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Virginia, Florida, Massachusetts and Tennessee. Not all PCT hikers sign in, so we had no idea of the exact count of those ahead. Suddenly in walked a large solo through-hiker named Mike, 38, from Nantucket Island, Massachusetts. He was big-boned, burly, out of shape, with a huge head of curly black hair. He was an Appalachian Trail through-hiking alumnus as well, having hiked it in 1990, he said. He was here trying to gain back a little of the glory. Suddenly, another solo through-hiker, Henry, 33, from Palo Alto, California, breezed in. He was lean, fit, and with red hair in a crew cut. Perfect. “Perfect Henry.” He was quiet, too: a mellow west-coaster surrounded on the PCT by a bunch of uptight east coasters, as well as by one peaceful, tranquil, beautiful woman from Spain. We had met five through-hikers in as many days, all men (Joseph and Al nowhere to be found now), and so far our conversations with all of them had been brief. Back on the AT I had met twenty-five aspiring through-hikers before even leaving the pre-trail parking lot, and afterwards had bumped into twenty hikers a day for the first couple weeks; but out here I knew we would not find such large crowds, for trail literature tells that the relatively obscure PCT is less traveled. We set out limping along at a snail’s pace, and Cristina cried as she walked, from her foot pain, and perhaps also because we were leaving civilization and carrying on with this crazy thing. After an hour, Cristina felt better and we caught our stride.
4
Golf Course Oasis
We tried to explain the need for us to move. Hand made motions with his hands implying lots of movement, circling, spinning. They stared at him.
- -Dave Eggers, You Shall Know Our Velocity
Rain Shadow.
Hiking north off Mt. Laguna we had incredible views eastward, breathtaking, cliff-side views 4,000 feet down into the Anza-Borrega Desert State Park. It is a barren brown wasteland below and a clear example of Rain Shadow, which is caused here by water-filled clouds that blow eastward off the Pacific Ocean and over land. When the saturated clouds bump into California’s north-south mountain chain (the San Bernardino and High Sierras), they are forced upwards to higher elevation where increased air pressure squeezes the water out of them - - so rain falls on the western slopes of California’s mountain chains, but then the clouds are empty and no water is left to fall on the eastern sides. The result is one of green land on the west side of the mountain ridge and brown land east of it. The same thing happened millions of years ago in the Great Rift Valley of eastern Africa, where along a 2,000-mile buckle of earth --raised highlands and collapsed lowlands caused by earth’s shifting tectonic plates - - the tropical forests east of the newly-formed mountains dried up into an arid patchwork of open woodland and savanna, due to rain shadow. Apes to the west were left unchanged, untroubled - - but the apes on the now-drying eastern side were forced down from a dwindling number of trees and had to walk from oasis to oasis to get food. As they walked across the open land, these hominids, our earliest ancestors, had to stand as the only way to peer over the tall grass to spy predators; and with their hands free and wild cats on the prowl, they certainly felt more comfortable carrying sticks and rocks for protection. Add bigger brains which helped with sweat, opposable thumbs which helped hold tools, and after a few million years, voila: Humans! Tools, linen, dentistry. Small differences of input can create vast differences in outcome. Everything is cause and effect. Fate and destiny are untrue. Swirls of green were down to our left, and swirls of brown to our right. Everywhere patterns. Everything
rhyming.
Hiking along, I looked for the rhymes and the patterns of things --like order in the chaos of seemingly jumbled patterns of bushes, rocks and clouds. The desert templates are cactus swirled together, flowers amongst the cactus clumps, and bushes beside them, covering entire hillsides, over and over again. Patterns within patterns among patterns. And no two cactus are the same. As no two sunflower seeds are the same, no two snowflakes are the same, no two stars are the same, no two people are the same, no two pigs are the same. Santayana said that those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it - - which morphed, over time, to: “History repeats itself.” But when hurricanes devastate southern Florida in predictable patterns every year, this is not history repeating itself, because no two storms are exactly identical. No, it was Mark Twain who had it right when he said: “History never repeats itself, but sometimes it rhymes.” Truer words were never spoken, and the desert is one giant rhyme of sand, colors, flowers and patterns. There are sloped piles of talus at the base of every cliff. If you inspect each pile closely you will notice that no two rock piles are the same. How did each individual rock flake happen to erode, crumble and fall? Seemingly imperceptible events caused them to flake off the cliff face. Those events were real... They happened. Cause and effect: wind, rain, temperature changes, internal pressure. Not fate, not destiny. Just as a wave in the middle of the ocean moves and is jostled constantly. It is cause and effect: one wave rises, falls, hits another; the wind swirling and changing direction; the temperature rising and falling; the salinity of the Deep Ocean Current always changing; a whale surfacing. The silliest question that has ever been raised is: “If a tree falls in a forest and no one is there to hear it, does it really make a sound?” Why do we always insist upon having to be present, on having to witness. Cause and effect occurs at levels so small that we do not always notice. It is directly in front of us all of our lives, yet also happens far out of sight, miles beneath the ocean surface, miles beneath the earth’s crust, and billions of light years away in space. Does Fate dictate that a certain tree should fall in the forest, crushing the life out of some smaller tree that it falls on? Or does Fate only apply to humans? Does fate care about us more than a birch tree forest in Vermont? Or is everything attributable to fate? Every tree, ocean wave, breath of wind, and every direction that every lizard ever turns is Fate? If only we are fated but the worms and the wind and the sand is not, then we would have no effect on each other and not be interrelated. But we are. If all is fate, then it would seem to be mind-bogglingly colossal micro-management. If there is fate then our actions do not matter and we might as well stay at home watching TV. The desert is filled with patterns, as are Earth’s coastlines, forests and oceans. So, too, there are patterns in space and the cosmos.
Before us was a hillside of berry bushes. At first glance the bushes all seemed identical, and even from quite close the round red berries on each bush seemed identical. But look through a magnifying glass and you will see that no two berries are exactly the same. To paraphrase James Gleick in Chaos, it helps to consider that we cannot accurately measure the coastline of England. We can measure it, but we cannot measure it accurately. We can get the answer right for our purposes, but we cannot get the answer RIGHT. We can measure it from an airplane, but the measurement is an approximation, for the coastline has many small juts, inlets and peninsulas, and for our airplane measurement we would have to round off. To avoid rounding off and to measure more accurately we move closer and measure the coastline of England from a stepladder with a yard stick; but even from that distance there are still very miniscule juts, inlets and peninsulas that deserve attention (if we want to be RIGHT) and must be considered in order to have a true accurate measurement. So we get on our hands and knees and take out a magnifying glass and measure the coastline of England. But the task is to measure it accurately, not to round-off, and so we must take out a microscope. And not just any microscope but an atomic microscope. In order to be accurate, one would need to measure the entire coastline of England by the very atoms themselves. And what about measuring the distance between the protons, electrons and neutrons? And what about Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, with the shifting locations of the protons, electrons and neutrons? And of course the entire coastline cannot be measured simultaneously, so by the time you make it all the way around, with the slightest bit of erosion - - erosion even at the molecular level --the coastline’s circumference would have already changed. But surely this is ridiculous and we cannot live our lives obsessing. If we have to measure the coastline of England for some purpose like studying sea level or building a bridge, we do so despite the fact that it is not ACCURATE. So we round-off. We always round off. We need to just to get through the day. In rounding off, a cloud becomes an oval, a mountain becomes a cone. But not really, not REALLY. We round off just to live our lives; and yet it is imperative that if we want to understand the way it works,we must admit that we are rounding off. We build a bridge. We drive home. We have control, but we do not have complete control. Attempting to have complete control is fruitless.
Five days in, and I was now qualified to compare the west coast’s PCT with the east coast’s AT. The starkest contrast was the lack of trail markings out here on the Pacific Crest Trail. My four and a half months on the Appalachian Trail had taught me to constantly gaze ahead at eye level for white painted blazes on trees, to see where to go. The blazes are so plentiful on the AT that you can look ahead and see as many as five white blazes at a time. It is impossible to get lost on that trail. Not so out here on the PCT. You look ahead and see no blazes. There are very few trees, for that matter. It is unnerving. You walk along and hope that you are going the right way. You follow the groove in the sand at your feet, and hope that it is the PCT.
Barrel Springs, Barrel Springs.
We hiked 14 miles in our first day north off Mt. Laguna and tented at 4,800 feet - - according to our Data Book, which provides elevation, too - - in Oriflame Canyon. Rising the second day, we continued traversing endlessly around hillsides. The PCT is a mountain trail, but it does not summit every mountain it follows. Usually, it guides us partially up and winds around them. Around, around, around. Mountains are not perfect cones but are irregularly shaped, and each time we traversed around one peak we would find ourselves upon another in a seemingly endless chain that we could never quite peek around. We hiked 20 miles that second day (prodigious!), and tented at 2,000 feet, on a slope of desert just slightly higher than Highway 78, still two miles distant. Beyond the road rose the San Filipe cliff-side which we were due to climb shortly. It had taken two weeks to hike my first 20-mile day on the AT, and here Cristina had done it in half the time. I was proud of her, yet I wanted her feet to be well. Strong wind whipped against our tent all night, typical for southern California in springtime as cold air falls from the snow-capped mountains and collides with hot air rising from the desert floor, causing many a weary, sleepless, tent-flapping night: Flap-flap-flap,flap-flap-flap. Unable to sleep once again, I rose in the darkness during the night and Cristina mumbled:
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing is wrong. I’m just going outside to pee.”
“Okay… Check your shoes for scorpions.”
Two days and 34 miles past Mt. Laguna, we were now only 31 miles shy of Warner Springs. Two long days could get us there. Our water was low, but our Data Book showed a stream down by the highway. Accordingto our 516 page Hiker’s Handbook, the stream was “possibly contaminated.” Great! The previous 24 miles had been waterless and our Data Book now showed a 25-mile “Water Alert” from here, meaning NO water for that distance north of this highway crossing. Water is rare in the initial 700 PCTmiles, and here it is in especially short supply. Here were 49 dry miles with only a contaminated (sorry: “possibly contaminated”) stream in the middle. We carried iodine pills but no water filter or purifying kit, and our cleaning system was to plop one pill inside each full water bottle so that we could drink even questionable water. We set out down to the stream and highway when suddenly Cristina shrieked and I rushed back and found her pointing down at an arrow of sticks on the ground that I had walked past without even seeing. The arrow pointed into some bushes where inside in the shade we found a case of nine 50-litre water bottles marked “PCT.” Some local trail helper had put water here right where we needed it most. We filled our bottles and drank our fill, then we crossed the quiet highway and stream (cows penned on both sides of the stream, cows drinking the water, and “cow-patties” in the water), and climbed straight up the San Felipe cliff-side.
Maddeningly, the PCT did not crest this ridge but instead it turned west three-quarters of the way up it at 4,000 feet, where it traverses a ledge along the cliff wall. Our sideways traverse along the cliff face went for miles, leading in and out of dry canyons, all the while leaving us roasting hot, entirely exposed to the sun. We sat for lunch on a cliff with our feet dangling over the edge, when two jet fighters came from behind and buzzed low over our heads. Two more came shortly afterwards, came so low that we could actually see the profiles of the young men seated at the controls inside. Their planes’ deafening whooshing noise came a full second after they had passed because their speed was so great, and they dipped down low and disappeared over the desert floor. These were fighter pilots training for the war in Bosnia. They were moving as quickly as it is possible to go, and we were moving as slowly. We had often seen jets overhead this past week. Southern California is littered with military bases: Edwards, Camp Irwin, China Lake, Chocolate Mountain, Inyokern and one of America’s largest Marine bases, Twentynine Palms. During World War II the U.S. military had built models of Japanese battleships inside dry lakebeds here for pilots to practice firing against. Nearby Edwards Airforce Base is merely the leading test flight center in the world. Chuck Yeager broke the speed of sound there, and the first space shuttle landed there. It was there in 1949 that engineer Captain Edward Murphy tested rocket acceleration tracks for supersonic flight. He was reportedly so meticulous when it came to safety that his men said: “If anything can go wrong, Murphy will find it.” Which morphed into today’s popular Murphy’s Law: “Anything that can go wrong will go wrong.” It makes people laugh, and people love hanging the saying on the walls in cramped office cubicles, for it seems to convey reality - - but,no, it is wholly inaccurate for the simple reason that lots of things that could go wrong do not. It is Chaos Theory, not Murphy’s Law, that explains our physical universe. Small differences of input can create vast differences in outcome. Just because we do not always measure, detect or witness each bit of input does not mean that they do not occur and play their role, yet we show surprise at odd outcomes: how did that happen?
The sun beat down and I thought of every drink that had ever tasted good to me: iced tea on my grandmother’s porch in Nashville, Mr. Pibb in sixth grade after basketball with John Dischenger. I even thought of the shrimp guy from Toot’s Florida wedding. I kept imagining that we would find him standing there holding a plate of shrimp every time we rounded a bend or passed a boulder. And then, quite remarkably, still on the cliff-side late in the day, the shrimp guy appeared! We had paused to rest when suddenly he came up the trail behind us. It certainly was a thrill. It was far above and beyond the call of normal catering duty for this young man to have gone through the effort of tracking us down and following us all the way out here. The expense of his plane ticket and even his willingness to hike up here was remarkable. As he approached, though, I could not help but catch myself hoping that it was not shrimp at all he was carrying but a tray full of ice water. He came near and I stood up and reached out my hand for a glass.
“Excuse me?”
“What? Oh, sorry.”
It was Henry (Perfect Henry). Only Henry, the clean-cut through-hiker from the Mt. Laguna post office; not the shrimp guy at all. Henry spoke just a little. I somehow managed to squeeze out of him that his wife had picked him up somewhere the day before and had taken him to a hotel and had brought him back to the trail mid-morning (otherwise he would have passed us sooner, was implied). She was gone now, driving home to central California. It was clear, too, at a second’s glance that Henry, as a west-coaster, knew EXACTLY what he was doing. Everything looked in perfect order with this guy. I seized the opportunity and asked:
“When do you plan to reach Kennedy Meadows?”
“June 1st,” he said.
On June 13th, enter the High Sierras. That flashed through my mind. It is advice given in all the PCT books. Reaching Kennedy Meadows and entering the High Sierras before that is too early, for the snow is still deep and the threat of more snow remains. I asked:
“What if there’s snow? What will you do about the High Sierras?”
“Go right in,” he said, then walked on.
The nerve! Henry neatly carried a small, external-frame pack complete with a homemade umbrella behind his head to give him shade and protect his neck from the sun (bandana hung between hollow aluminum poles). He had a miniscule radio with a tiny speaker in one ear, and he looked comfortable and relaxed. I thought back to the miserable way that I had started the Appalachian Trail six years ealier, bumbling along as a novice with a 75-pound pack stuffed with ridiculous things like books, chess set, canned food, snowshoes, jeans, a saw and an Abdominizer. By the end of that hike I was experienced and believed that out here on the PCT I would do things well; but each trail is different. One look at Henry and it occurred to me instantly that there is a WEST COAST way to do things out here. Unwisely, I had been hanging on to old waterlogged East Coast habits, like keeping our guidebook pages in Ziplock sandwich bags and carrying nylon rain covers for our backpacks. But the reality is that it never rains down here. Even Snickers Bars that had tasted so heavenly in the cold and rainy east coast forests were a failure down here in So Cal as they melted so fast in the desert heat that we were not really eating them so much as just licking them off their wrappers. Even a tent is unnecessary. All you have to do at night is spread a ground-cover down and lay in your sleeping bag (enabling one’s gazing up at the stars). Henry hiked without a tent, and he bivied a short distance ahead of us now. He was calm and at peace, as was Cristina. But not I.
We erected 1.5-Tent on a bluff, cliff-side, at 4,300 feet, after 17 miles on the day. We were 14 miles shy of town, but we were so close to dehydration that we only cared about reacahing Barrel Springs, our next water source, just 6 miles ahead. We ate our dinner and ran out of all but a trickle of water. We were suffering dehydration not only from this one day of thirst, but also from the accumulation of our dehydration over the previous two dry days as well. It had been a long and difficult day, and it would be an uncomfortable night. We tossed and turned, parched. Wind whipped against our tent even harder than the night before: Flap-flap-flap! Flap-flap-flap! I thought to myself: “Barrel Springs, Barrel Springs, Barrel Springs.”
“Why do people do this?” Cristina asked in the darkness that night.
“Because it’s fun?” I answered, but she did not laugh.
We drifted to sleep, but I awoke in the middle of the night with an aching throat, and to my horror - - momentarily lacking either decency or honor - - I reached over and downed our final remaining trickle of emergency water. So now we had NONE. Just a swift tilt of the bottle and one swallow was all it took. It was selfish and mean; still, I found a way to rationalize it by thinking back to the many times pre-trail that Cristina had remarked how much water I always drink compared to her. From Spain, she could take hotter showers than I, and she could stay out under the sun longer, too. So I figured that she might be used to this drought but that I certainly was not. Benjamin Franklin once said: “That is the beauty of being a rational human being: we can find a reason to support almost any action.” He said that good-humoredly, to relieve his guilt over abandoning his short-lived vegetarian diet. I lay awake thinking about how I truly enjoyed the pain of this hike. Standing at the base of a mountain that has to be climbed fills me with joy. It has been that way for me ever since I could remember, even since long before eighth grade soccer practice when Kathy Frost stood outside the back door of the junior high school in her Journey T-shirt one day, and under her gaze as my team was running twice from the field to the far tree by the road and back again I could not allow myself to finish in fourth place, or third, or even second. Cristina had faced adversity growing up, while I had only faced break points on the tennis court. It was not the same. Perhaps this left me seeking adversity, like somehow I needed it to feel alive. I was just playing at this, searching for something to make me FEEL. I was always trying to get away from where I was and what I had. Cristina said, “If you want a real challenge then go home and face life, grow up.” All I knew was that I dreaded facing difficult climbs now simply because they might cause Cristina to turn inward, turn quiet. I need her up and buoyant and cheerful, otherwise I feel desperate. There was something about her lack of input that frightened me. Back when I was single on the Appalachian Trail, despite initially carrying a heavy backpack, I had felt airy and light. Back then despite its Green Tunnel constant dense cover of trees, I had felt that I had vision. But everything was turned upside down on its head for me out here on the PCT. Here, I was carrying a light backpack but felt that I had a heavy weight on my shoulders; and, while this trail is open, offering the world spread out before me, I felt I was blind. I could not find peace, had no vision and could not attain mental calm. My Pacific Dream eternally elusive. I looked at Cristina lying asleep beside me in 1.5-Tent and knew that she was the truth and the peace I was always hoping to have. To have her I just had to reach out and touch her. But I could not get there.
Tee Time.
We leapt up early - - out of water, dying of dehydration - - passed Henry still lying asleep, raced over the crest of the San Felipe cliff-side and headed north down the far side. Our only thought was survival: “Barrel Springs, Barrel Springs, Barrel Springs.” We raced 6 miles quickly to Barrel Springs and found a large cement water trough under an oak tree, at 3,475 feet. Henry strode down shortly after we arrived and drank prodigiously, then he set out ahead the final 8 miles into town. Henry hiked without a stick, swinging his arms almost violently as he went - - wham, wham, wham - - takinggreat strides and tearing up the ground. We crossed open land in a giant landscape of prairie grass, prairie dogs, rock outcroppings, and cows way off in a corner. We followed the groove of the trail that we could see winding along through the grass miles ahead. We passed through some woods and saw two deer and a coyote. We emerged from the woods by a school and the Warner Springs fire department after 14 miles on the day. The sketched map in our Town Guide directed us to turn right, so we walked 1 mile east off the trail up a quiet two-lane highway to town.
The tiny town of Warner Springs, at PCT mile 112, is nothing more than an 18-hole golf course in a mountain-lined valley: golf course clubhouse grill where hikers can eat, and, next door, a tiny post office and gas station convenience store. There were vacation condominiums across the road, but no hotels, laundromats or other restaurants in this small place. Basically, if you were not carrying golf clubs you just didn’t belong here at all. We approached the Golf Course Bar and Grill, which is open to the public, and found Henry seated comfortably outside at a picnic table on its grassy lawn tapping away at his laptop computer. Henry carried a laptop computer and a cell phone on his hike, and every night he typed electronic messages to his wife from deep in the wilderness and bounced them home off a satellite with his cell phone. He had already showered and eaten. A sign in the clubhouse locker room says: “Showers For Members Only,” but Henry had showered there anyway. No one would question him as he looks the part. He had short hair and was neatly dressed and impeccably clean. He is one of those hikers who never looks frazzled. Cristina is neat like that, too; her clothes may get dirty while hiking, but she always keeps herself clean. Meanwhile, I , on or off the trail, just generally appear like I exist by rooting around in a dumpster. And so of course I hated Henry.
“How did you hit ‘em?” I asked, walking up, trying to take Henry by surprise.
“Not bad,” he said, without missing a beat. “You?”
“I’m just glad to be at the 19th tee,” I said.
“Your favorite hole?”
“It is today.”
We sat in the grill’s screened porch. We were nine days into our hike. It felt nice in the shade. A breeze blew in and we looked outside at old golfers who shimmered like ghosts on the distant fairways. Seagulls slept on the grass outside. Nobody seemed in a hurry, especially not our waitress. She took an unfathomable, unconscionably long time to bring our drinks. I considered strangling her, or perhaps hurling a spoon or a pepper shaker. Didn’t she know that we had just walked through the desert to get here? Meanwhile, Cristina sat mellow and calm and asked me kindly to please remove my foot from the aisle so as not to trip our waitress. We ate salad, potato salad, veggie burgers, chips, pickles and French fries - - huge portions, tremendous portions, but I suddenly lost my appetite. I sat there with food I had been longing for, positively dreaming about, and I could barely eat a thing. We showered in the locker rooms. It is practically indescribable, the feeling of getting the crust off! Then we sat outside near Henry and organized our backpacks. We wrote notes in our journals and read ahead in our PCT books. Vacationing golfers passed and stared. They did not know what to make of us. They did not know what we were about: just here we were, hooligans, drifters, vagrants sprawled out on their lawn. Some day they will get rid of us, I could not help thinking. Some trailside towns care greatly about through-hikers, but this was not one. Here, they will put up a sign, then another and another: “No hikers allowed.” The one in the locker room was only the start.
Newlywed Tent.
I worried about Cristina’s feet. We had started with 24 and 44 pound backpacks, but even those low weights were heavy. The less weight we carried, the less foot pressure she would have, and the less energy we would expend. During all our many mid-day breaks for the past week, I had tried sneaking items out of her backpack and into my own, but she would always catch me and stop me. She was tremendously proud. This forced me here to devise the following more radical plan: we would mail home our stove, for when the stove goes so does the fuel bottle and other little cooking things. I had hiked without a stove before, that previous summer of 1998, by through-hiking the Long Trail of Vermont, 280 miles, in 14 days, carrying only a book bag and no stove nor tent. It was an experiment in ultra-light hiking. Dinners were Ramen Noodles softened in water, and I slept usually inside lean-tos, but occasionally bivied outside. That hike took two weeks, but it rained for eight straight days and huge orange slugs appeared everywhere, including on the branches of all the bushes and trees along the trail, and I would reach out and place my hands on the slugs when I slipped. I slipped and fell often those rainy days, frequently finding myself on the ground eye-to-eye with more big orange slugs. Slugs were everywhere. They would crawl onto my water bottles overnight and greet me there every morning. I’d had two days of bugs before the rain came. Then the rain fell so heavily for eight days that it washed away roads in Vermont and New Hampshire, drove day-hikers and weekend warriors out of the woods, and brought out the slugs. As a result it was a very solitary experience, and I saw more animals than one usually might. I saw a Moose on a ski mountain at dusk, and early one rainy morning saw a Bobcat or a Lynx jump up onto a log beside me and take one scared look at me and screech and leep away. On one of those rainy days I stumbled upon a shelter containing a dozen teenagers who were drying out their clothes, everything hung up to dry, with the girls just wearing their bras. Finally, in the only town I stopped in, came news and details of an especially grizzly murder that had occured in Texas. At the end, I even gave a name to that hike: “Bugs, Slugs, Jugs and Visions of Thugs.” One night north of Mt. Mansfield, lightening had crashed down and I ran for a mile through knee-deep water over uneven rocks in the trail, arriving at a shelter in the darkness to find three people inside who were shocked to find me emerge from the dark and lightening and heavy downpour with only a bookbag, and they stared as I took off my sneakers and socks and poured rubbing alcohol over my raw and bleeding feet. So I knew it was possible to hike without a stove. And Cristina did not object.
We mailed home stove, fuel bottle and Lipton Noodle dinners from the Warner Springs post office. We also mailed home the long pants that we had been wearing thus far to protect our legs after our Florida Don Cesar sunburn.
We wore shorts now and I would wear shorts everyday for the rest of the trail, even through the snowy High Sierras, and even in the cold of Oregon and Washington. Our packs were lighter now, and I hoped that this would help Cristina’s feet. I had been planning for this stove ejection a little in advance of Warner Springs. Back at the previous stop, on Mt. Laguna, I had phoned and asked my parents to buy Ramen Noodles (mushroom seasoning is the only meatless seasoning), and mail them to us here in a small box. They had done so, and the box arrived, so we now had our new dinners.
Just then a couple named Dick and Linda leapt out of a truck and said hello. These were through-hikers in need of help. They were a mess with heavy packs and a long story of the difficulties they’d had in getting here. Their problems were continuing in Warner Springs, for they had sent a package to a wrong address and they’d had to remedy that and were waiting here for it now. They told us about a campground that is 1 mile further along the highway at a place where the road curves back around the valley to rejoin the trail. Earlier, they had checked with the village’s resort, which runs the campsite, and in the office the female manager said:
“Go down and pick your tent site, then come back and tell us which one you have.”
Dick had walked 1 mile down to the campsite, found it deserted, picked a site and walked back up and told the woman: “Site number twenty-one.”
“We knew you’d say that!” the woman said, and Dick told us he had wanted to scream because there had seemed to be no point in his having needed to go through all that trouble.
They walked down to the campsite with us now. It was empty. We were glad to be back on the trail. It would make things easier in the morning. We set up our tent in a clearing. Dick and Linda had a much larger tent set up already. Dick looked at our small, beloved 1.5-Tent. He said:
“That little thing? That is a Newlywed Tent. Ours is a ‘Married-Eleven-Years’ tent.”
Dick climbed a tree. He built a bonfire. He showed us his gun-cleaning kit.
“Why do you have a gun-cleaning kit in your resupply box?”
“To clean my gun with.”
“Did you bring a gun?”
“No, I was going to.”
“Why?”
“For the Mexicans, man. I’m not having none of them fucking Mexicans bothering us.”
Dick and Linda were from Portland, Oregon, and had spent four years planning their hike. They had left Campo with thirteen days worth of food on their backs, just the kind of mistake routinely made by novices at the start of the AT. Of course they were so overstuffed that they never made it up Mt.
Laguna. They had to hitchhike out on a side road their second day and get a ride there. Dick was ex-military, and an ex-truck driver. He was short, stocky and bald, with a mustache. He hiked in spandex shorts - - wore them all the time, actually - - and he worked himself up, harping back to the office manager in the resort in Warner Springs and the needless hiking he had done to come down here and pick a campsite and walk back up to report it.
“Indian bitch makes me walk down here. Indian bitch,” he said.
Meanwhile, Linda sat perfectly calm beside him. With pristine perfect posture, she was taller than Dick and had long straight hair. Tranquil and serene, she had polished fingernails, wore her wedding ring, and wore a gold cross around her neck. Dick asked:
“Do you get offended by dirty jokes?”
Then he launched in:
“…so then the postman starts fucking his wife! Ha-ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha…!GET IT? ”
I thought we were in some David Lynch movie, sitting around some scary place. Mike from the Mt. Laguna post office walked into the campsite carrying his backpack and wearing sandals. He showed us his feet. You could not quite call the craters there blisters because they were more like explosions in his flesh. He said that he’d had to wear sandals and walk the highway around the San Felipe cliffside to get here. Mike was also ex-military, and which gave he and Dick something to talk about. Cristina and I finally broke away and retired to our tent.
“Newlywed Tent, …Ha-ha!” Dick called out as we went. “Newlywed Tent!”
We would not take a zero day here. We had hiked 112 miles so far, and were starting out fine. I was proud of Cristina. Here she had walked more trail miles than either of these two military guys. But I worried, too: her feet ached and we had to take our time and pace ourselves, stay healthy and be smart. We lay awake and squeezed together in 1.5-Tent, listening to coyotes baying out on the golf course under the full moon. We heard Dick laughing before his bonfire late into the night: “…Ha-ha-ha!… Ha-ha-ha!… Ha-haha!”
Chapter 5
Kamp Anza’s Stanzas
wolf I considered myselfbut the owls are hootingand the night I fear
- -Gray Hawk, Teton Sioux
Snakes Won’t Chase You.
The secret to through-hiking the Pacific Crest Trail is to arrive at a place called Kennedy Meadows on June 13th, for that is the gateway into the High Sierras. Kennedy Meadows, still far ahead up at PCT mile 700, is the single lone transitional place on the trail. There, hikers move from sand to snow - - from brown to white - - just by climbing up and passing through. Timing is critical, for if you enter High Sierras too early you risk dying in a late spring snowstorm, but if you enter too late you may never reach Canada before fall snow blankets Washington’s rugged northern Cascades. It is not rocket science: hikers are left with two options - - either embark early from Campo and hike slowly to reach Kennedy Meadows on June 13th, or leave Campo late and hike swiftly to get there. We had chosen the former because we were
not yet in hiking shape and we needed to take our time and go slow.
Our next trail town was Idyllwild, 70 miles away, located somewhere up on 10,804 foot snow-capped Mt. San Jacinto. “Ha-thinto,” Cristina tells me. The town guide says there are laundromats, hotels, stores and over twenty restaurants and cafés up there. It was hard to imagine all those things up on top, but we would find out. We left Warner Springs and climbed up into the boulders and trees; and again, the higher we climbed the more shade we had. A rattling noise startled us mid-afternoon as we curved around a mountain side where a rock embankment lined the right side of the trail and bushes and a steep drop were at our left. We froze and looked down to find a snake with a head as big as a horse’s that was tucked snuggly between two rocks on the ground at the right side of the trail. This snake could have swallowed us whole. The trail was narrow here and the snake faced the trail making it impossible for us to pass. It truly took a moment for us to register that this was not scripted, this was not TV, we were not in the movies. This snake was real, and we could not get by. Our hearts raced and adrenaline surged through our veins. We backed away and the rattling stopped, but backing away would not get us to Canada. Every time we tested the water by inching forwards, the rattling would start up again, so the snake felt our vibrations and knew we were here. It was a large and spectacular snake. Suddenly it turned its head and faced the wall of rock behind it, and Cristina yelled at me to run past. I did as I was told, but then just as Cristina readied herself to follow, the snake turned towards the trail again and I yelled: “WAIT!” Now it was in between us and Cristina could not get by. We might have been there to this day, still, had Cristina not figured this out. She picked up a fallen branch from a bush and lobbed it in front of the snake, then ran by. We laughed, invigorated, and later noticed that the Hiker’s Handbook has helpful tips, including: “Snakes won’t chase you!” and, “The best way to avoid a rattlesnake bite is to avoid rattlesnakes.”
Dark clouds rolled in late afternoon and blocked the sun. The temperature dropped. We stopped after 16.5 miles our first day north of Warner Springs, at 5,050 feet, at a landmark 21-foot tall water tower. Dark clouds blanketed the sky overhead and we felt tremendously cold. My fingers grew so numb that I could barely manipulate the water tower spigot (made me wonder what it must be like up at 30,000 feet upon Everest). It was clear that a storm was coming. We looked for a spot to set 1.5-Tent, and for some odd reason we crept down an embankment and set up our tent tucked underneath some bushes - - as if that would help. We climbed inside and nestled into our sleeping bags just as the snow began falling. It was cold, and we did not have anything warm to eat because we had mailed home our stove. Our dinner was unheated Ramen Noodles softened in water, plus all the snacks and nuts we could munch on. I asked:
“Are you having a good honeymoon?”
Snow fell and we shivered all night. Every night Cristina always felt colder than me, and we did not yet know the reason for this, but we would find out later. When we awoke the next morning we found that we were buried in snow and that the sky was still black with large and threatening clouds. Snow lay buried almost two feet deep in snowdrifts outside our front zipper, and our packs and water bottles were buried outside. The snow had stopped falling, but the problem was that the immediate 2 miles north of here was a climb that topped out at 5,595 feet crossing Combs Peak. After that, we were to warm up and drop down out of the snow to 3,300 feet and desert again, but it was the immediate 2 miles that concerned us. Conditions were bad and we still had to climb. And so we stayed put. We poked our heads outside every hour or so, like turtles, until finally at 10:00 AM, just when we were beginning to think that we might be stuck there all day, the sky cleared and we decided to make a dash for it. We dug ourselves out. Life was not so bad once we got moving. Snow covered the ground, but the brown dirt trail itself was clear in some kind of Warm-Earth-Physics mysterious way. The climb was fine, we warmed up, and even a brief ray of sun came out. Still, the snake and the snow had taken their toll in humbling us. We followed the trail down into Tule Canyon, a semi-desert down out of the snow. At 13 miles, we reached Coyote Canyon Road, a dirt jeep road in the wilderness, where sat a shiny Mercedes SUV with a note on the windshield that said: “Out for short hike, back soon.” And then up the trail came a tall old man. He greeted us, threw our packs in the back and taxied us to a hiker home 10 miles away called Kamp Anza.
The trail is like that: one minute you are freezing to death, buried in snow, with rattlesnakes clinging to your arms and your legs, and the next minute you are listening to classical music while blistering over a rough road with shocks so great that you do not feel a thing. Things can change that quickly. Our new friend was a doctor from Sacramento who told us that every Thursday for the past ten years he has grabbed his maps and driven to some new place on the Pacific Crest Trail for a walk. He was hiking the whole trail 6 miles at a time, carving away at it with surgeon-like precision. Dr. Sacramento dropped us off at the Kamp Anza RV Trailer Park on Terrwiliger Road in Anza, asking: “Are you sure about this?” We were sure. Our Hiker Handbook told us about this place. We had read about it, but we had been planning to skip it because we had not been able to figure out how to get here. Now here we stood quite by accident. We entered the dimly-lit trailer park office and store which had laundry detergent, homemade beef jerky, belt buckles and knives on the countertop and asked for the Millers, lot number twenty-eight. We walked out back down a long dirt drive past a dozen trailers to a lone tidy trailer that was off on its own at the far end of the lane. It had a grassy lawn beside it upon which we spied five tents: orange, green, green, brown and blue. HIKERS! There were hikers here. We had the right place. We were tired and shaken, and the day was still chilly, misty, drizzly and cold. We approached the house and climbed three steps onto a wooden deck. Everything clean and orderly. We dropped our packs, knocked and opened a sliding glass door.
“Take off your shoes!” someone yelled.
“Hey! How are you doing?” Hunter S. Thompson-Ron yelled.
“Hey! How are you?”
We introduced ourselves to the room.
“I’m John,” I said, “and this is Cristina.”
The Millers, an elderly couple, waved and nodded without getting up from their spot at a corner table, as they were playing cards. Seven through-hikers lay about the room in a variety of positions, wearing an assortment of mismatched fleece-type long underwear, comfy clothes, hats and vests while occupying themselves in reading, writing, napping and tapping away on the Miller’s computer. Everyone comfortable as could be. No one was outside in their tents. Everyone sat in the warm little trailer, together in one room. Everyone said hello. Everyone happy as could be: glad to be someplace warm, glad for the shelter, glad for the company. It is always nice to share the company of other hikers, and we knew we were home. It was at this very instant, just when we thought it could not possibly get any better, that Mrs. Miller rose, looked over at us and said:
“Coffee?”
Waiting Out The Storm.
Here was a warm place with fellow hikers, and with everything that we needed. This had come to us unexpectedly. We had gotten snowed on, gotten cold, gotten scared, and spied a shiny truck by the trail. Now we nestled in. The seven other through-hikers here were Hunter S. Thompson-Ron, Robert Little Bear, Brian, Dana, Jason, Deborah and Rebecca. Ron was the eldest, at 55, while the rest of us were late-twenties to late-thirties. No teenagers here. The others had all gotten snowed on, too, and so here we all sat at Kamp Anza, gazing up at snow-covered Mt. San Jacinto, which rose immediately to our north, rose threateningly straight up behind the Miller’s trailer. We stared at it wondering how we could possibly climb it. Meanwhile, the forecast was calling for two more days of snow.
“We’re waiting out the storm,” Ron said. “It doesn’t make sense to go up there right now.”
Hunter S. Thompson-Ron was the only one of us who had already through-hiked the PCT, so we listened.
“There is no rush,” he said. “It is early. We will all reach Kennedy Meadows in plenty of time.”
“By June 13th,” someone said; “To follow Ray Jardine’s plan.”
Ray Jardine was a multiple-time PCT through-hiker who had written a PCT How-To book which established the June 13th Kennedy Meadows target date.
“He’s the man,” someone said.
“Yeah, well I’m writing a PCT book of my own,” Ron said, not wanting to sell himself short; “- with light-hiking tips and other tips. It’s like Ray
Jardine but without the attitude.”
“Right,” Dana said. “It’s your attitude instead of his!”
Everyone laughed, but we liked Ron; and this was a nice group. Cristina and I walked out and set up 1.5-Tent in the yard, then we walked down to the RV park buildings and showered and washed our laundry. We finally returned to the Miller’s trailer and settled into an afternoon of talking and sharing stories. We learned that of us nine aspiring through-hikers here together now, six of us had already through-hiked the Appalachian Trail. All six of us men here were AT through-hiking alumni. Only the women --Cristina, Deborah and Rebecca - - had not hiked the AT. Robert Little Bear was from Oklahoma, lived now in Canada, was a born-again Christian, and during his AT through-hike had journeyed into New York City where he had spent one night sleeping on a bench in Central Park. We asked if he had been scared, and he said, “No, God takes care of me, and when it’s my time to go I’ll go.” We used no last names here; there was no purpose for them. Brian was a science guy from Orlando, Florida: tall, soft and round, with glasses, he was my favorite, smiling and quoting Douglas Adams and Monty Python. Among his past jobs, he told us, were Bouncer during the World Cup soccer games in Orlando, and working as DEATH at Walt Disney World, where he got paid to walk around one section of the park in a large black costume with a scythe, scaring kids. He worked now teaching seminars on how to program personal pocket organizers. Deborah and Rebecca had met on the internet while researching their hikes, and now they discovered that their partnership was working. Deb taught disabled children in San Francisco, while Rebecca lived in Boston and wrote for an environmental magazine. Rebecca was the only vegetarian here beside Cristina and me, and so of course I asked about her philosophy. Dana and Jason were hiking partners. Dana lived in New Hampshire and was a Christian with an MBA, working as a carpenter, while Jason lived in West Virginia. The pair had met and had hiked together for one month on the Appalachian Trail back in 1997. Dana’s AT through-hike had taken him 364 days. Two more days and it would not have been a through-hike. He had begun in Georgia and had hiked for two months with his father, then he had hiked for one month with Jason, then he had left the trail and went to Russia to help his mother pass out bibles for a few months, and finally he finished his through-hike in New England by hiking southward through snow in the winter, freezing, struggling to find the trail and make 8-mile days.
Mrs. Miller cooked spaghetti for the lot of us and we took turns eating dinner in shifts at the table. At night we all dragged ourselves outside to sleep, en masse. Cristina shut down and would not speak to me because of the attention I had given to vegetarian Rebecca. She said: “You are never gentle with me. You never give me tenderness.” The reality was that we were still incredibly extra-sensitive around each other because of what we had put ourselves through in the previous weeks and months. I can tell you know what happened to us immediately after our having gotten engaged. I had wished for her to move in with me immediately, up in Lewiston, but she had insisted upon remaining in the larger metropolis of Portland. She needed the Portland city life with its people, art museums and photography exhibitions. The last thing she wanted was to move up to the small town of Lewiston, a little mill town with a small college and a squash team. We had one car between us, and I argued that if we lived in Portland then I would have to drive 45 minutes to work every day, while she would be stuck in the city. If we lived in Lewiston, however, my apartment was at the edge of the campus and I would walk to my office while she could take the car wherever she needed to go. We compromised by her remaining in Portland that fall, in the suburb of Cape Elizabeth, and then on Christmas Eve she moved up to Lewiston with me. We spent Christmas alone, which mortified her. We were opposites like that, as she needs children, people, pets. She needs life. Meanwhile, my apartment had not so much as a single plant, let alone a pet or a child. My style, my apartment, my town felt like death to her, and her spirit turned low. Which does not work for me. We were miserable. And then came the worst day of all for us - - December 28th - - when she was scheduled to fly home to Spain the following morning to spend Three Kings Day and the rest of the holidays with her family. The night before she left, she sensed that something was wrong with me, and she forced the truth out of me, that I felt we should break off our engagement and end things between us - - that she should fly home to Spain and not return, to never return. She cried violently for seven hours, which terrified me. In the morning I drove her three hours to Logan Airport in Boston while she faced sideways out the window the entire drive. Alone and mortified, I then drove six additional hours west, home to Rochester, to spend time with my family; but the entire way it hurt to breathe and I had an aching in my chest. I had never felt lonelier or more desperate in my life. I felt I had made a dreadful mistake. When I reached my parents’house all I could do was just walk inside and pick up the telephone and order
a plane ticket to Spain.
My flight from Logan airport left the following day, so I got back into my car and drove eight hours back to Maine to get my passport. I slept a few hours, and in the morning stopped at a jewelry store in Portland. We were already engaged, but at that point we had no ring. Then I drove to Logan and boarded my plane. I flew across the Atlantic Ocean with apologies, promises, a stuffed bear and a wedding ring and brought her back. We tip-toed around each other in Lewiston all through January and February, both of us just too mentally exhausted to even discuss what had happened. For those two months, I was working late every day and off traveling almost every weekend with my squash teams. January-February are the busiest months of the year for me, and Cristina was left at home alone with nothing to do. It was exactly what she did not want. She seemed to be reliving her childhood memories of being left alone all over again. I thought that if we could just hang in there a little longer than our hike would begin and we would get out and around and see the world. Surely that would make her happy. Meanwhile, I just had serious issues, committing to Forever. It hurt me to have to think of it, and she knew it. We were just waiting out the storm. I would get home tired and cranky at the end of my long coaching days, for I had my own painful mood swings that left me feeling terribly low. So it was not a tremendously happy time for us. Two months passed, then we married in Portland on March 21st. When came yet another troubling episode, for in our excitement at the ceremony, we had forgotten our papers for the Justice of the Peace to validate. No problem, he told us, simply track him down the following day to make it official; but that night --in between ceremony and signing - -I panicked again and questioned out loud whether we were not making a mistake. It just hit me so hard that we were not yet technically married, and so it might be THE LAST CHANCE TO TURN BACK. My intention was never to ruin her life, it was just happening that way. We were down at the Portland Regency taking a six-day mini-honeymoon before our imminent hike, and I stood outside our hotel room door ready to leave - - no marriage, no hike, nothing. I just stood outside that door and it was time for me to leave and go on with my life without her; but I could not. I could not walk away. The relationship had proven confusing to me from the start. Either way I hurt her. If I left, then I hurt her. But if I stayed then I hurt her, too, because I could not come through for her in the way that she wanted. I dressed sloppily, and acted informal, irreverent, ironic, sarcastic, disrespectful. I loved her deeply, and yet I worried that I could never change myself and that I might never be able to make her happy. I remained outside the door like that, just feeling miserable, and yet feeling with every ounce inside of me that I could not possibly walk away and live without her. And she could not live without me. She had always told me that no one had ever come through for her in her life; and she desperately needed for someone to finally come through for her, for someone to be that shining knight on the horse for her. I always just wished that I could come through for her. I went back inside the hotel room - - she took me in - - and we tracked down the Justice of the Peace the following day and signed on the bottom line. So we were officially married. That was a mere few weeks before our time here at Kamp Anza. So you can understand that we were still sensitive around one another. She could not find
her comfort zone.
Legends of the Crawl.
Deep snow remained covering Mt. San Jacinto, and so in the morning our entire group rose and went back inside and took a zero day. Mrs. Miller fixed us pancakes, then we made a grocery run into the small nearby town of Anza, riding on the floor of Mr. Miller’s van which had sharp pegs protruding from the walls which we eyed suspiciously as we jostled about. It reminded me of the vans used by a tennis company I had once worked for down on Long Island, that were beautifully engraved on the outside but had no seat belts for the children inside. The company had a strict dress code for its tennis pros, but its water-skiing boats had no life preservers. It was all form and no function, and their priorities were wrong. We dropped Jason off at the medical center to get X-rays, because he had a twisted ankle and could barely stand. Jason was very overweight. The X-rays came back negative, but his ankle hurt nonetheless. Later that day, back at the trailer, Pat called out from the kitchen:
“Anyone want another hot dog?”
“I’ll have just one more,” Jason answered almost immediately; it was maybe his fifth or his sixth.
I asked Dana if Jason was crazy. He was very heavy and could hardly walk; perhaps he should not be eating so much. Dana answered: “He was heavy like that on the AT, too, and he made it.”
Suddenly, Mrs. Miller burst out quite unexpectedly saying:
“Congratulations on making it this far! All of you are now twenty-five per cent done with the hike!”
“Um. No,” Ron said, pointing out that she had her math wrong. “We’re only five per cent done.”
We looked around at each other, deflated. But finally the tension eased and we laughed at ourselves. We spent the rest of the day reading old PCThiker registers that the Millers kept in well-organized fashion. Signedinto their registers here were over a hundred through-hikers who had been their guests, including quite a few trail legends. And for those who do not realize it, there are trail legends. America has three major north-south mountain trails: the Appalachian Trail at 2,147 miles, the Pacific Crest Trail at 2,657 miles, and the Continental Divide Trail at 3,100 miles. In hiking circles, these are referred to respectively as: “addition, multiplication, and CALCULUS.” They are the primer course, the master’s degree, and the Ph.D. of the hiking world. The AT is the one to begin with: it leads from the summit of Springer Mountain, Georgia, to the summit of Mt. Katahdin, Maine, is continuously marked, has lean-tos its entire length, has excellent guidebooks, great tradition and lots of support. Next, hikers move on to the PCT: it leads border to border, Mexico to Canada, and compared to the AT it is higher, longer, more remote, is not continuously marked and has no leanto’s. Finally, if hikers are still sane and able, they move on to the longest and most rugged of the three, the granddaddy of them all, the Godzilla of Trails, the CDT: the CDT also leads border to border from Mexico to Canada, but it does so up through New Mexico, the Colorado Rockies, Wyoming, Montana and Grizzly Bear territory. It is not continuously marked, has no lean-tos, and is still incomplete with several portions still unconnected (don’t even talk about it!). Every year about 2,000 people set out attempting to through-hike the AT, about 250 people set out to through-hike the PCT, and only about 20 people set out to through-hike the CDT. You start these trails usually with at least some idea of what to expect. Of the AT you know that rain will soak you for days on end, that the southern states are difficult and cold, Virginia is endless, Pennsylvania is rocky and hot, New Hampshire’s White Mountains are rugged, and that Maine is difficult, dark and remote. Of the Pacific Crest Trail, you know that the first 700 miles are desert with a few bumps up and down, that next come the High Sierras of central California which are three weeks of the most difficult, isolated part of the trail, and finally that the northern third brings the chance of rain and is dotted with spectacular volcanoes. Of the Continental Divide Trail you know that you will hike northbound for a very long time, but that as soon as you hit Yellowstone and then Montana, Grizzly Bears will eat you immediately and you will end up
as bear poop.
Through-hikers who complete all three - - AT, PCT, CDT - - earn the hiker’s coveted Triple Crown. One triple-crowner who had one day signed in here at Kamp Anza was “Let It Be” who had through-hiked the AT at age 17, the PCT at 18, and the CDT at 19. The summer after that, still just 20 years old, he had set out from Key West, Florida, and had walked from there all the way to Canada at the northern tip of Maine, for he no longer even needed a trail. He was supposedly out now taking 50-mile-a-day test walks on the PCT. Also signed in here was “Let It Be,” the elder, the original (the younger Let It Be had taken the elder’s trail name in homage - - but unauthorized), who is the only person to have through-hiked all three trails northbound and all three trails southbound. The original L.I.B. was nearing retirement age and Ron explained that for years he would work construction jobs in the winters and then set out on a trail (“just picks one”) every spring. Also signed in was “Wolf,” who hikes without a tent, stove or sleeping bag -
-just hikes until after midnight then sits leaning back against a tree wrapped in a shawl. He closes his eyes and his body temperature keeps him warm until 4:00 AM at which point he rises and begins hiking again. There are trail legends. Ron announced that he was going for a “Triple-Double.” He had two AT through-hikes, was about to finish his second PCT, and then he would attempt to add two CDT’s - - the CDT being the tricky part. Deborah stuck her foot in her mouth when she slipped by saying: “I don’t want to become one of those hikers who stay out so long that they can’t return to function again in society.” There was an awkward pause as we all thought of Ron, but then he grinned and we all broke out laughing.
The history of the PCT dates back to 1926 when Catherine Montgomery had the idea for the trail modeled after the trails and hut system used in the Alps. In 1932, a PCT supporter named Clinton Clarke wrote three reasons why humans would benefit to create it: “to preserve wilderness; to encourage expeditions of romance and adventure; and, finally, to lead people back to a simpler and more natural life and arouse a love of nature and the outdoors.” In 1966, an act of Congress established four hiking trails as National Scenic Trails: the AT, PCT, CDT, and the Potomac Heritage Trail, which is only 600 miles long and runs through Maryland near Washington, DC. So the most-rugged CDT is not actually the granddaddy at all, but these trails are all siblings. The CDT is just the black sheep of the family; it is the brother that ends up in jail. The AT has always been the favored one, given the most funding from Congress through the years. Brian recited by memory for us the first five pages of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Universe. Mrs. Miller cooked us macaroni that evening in between Monty Python recitals: “Spam,Spam, Spam, Spam, Spam, Spam, Spam, Spam.” And Ron force fed us the exact location of every bear box in Yosemite Valley National Park. He said: “You WILL get visited by bears there; they are hungry and they know how to get your food.” Brian pulled out photographs of him and his girlfriend wearing straw hats and drinking outside a Tiki bar somewhere.
“Tijuana,” he said.
“Shoot - -great idea! We should have gone there before starting.”
“It’s the eternal search for the perfect way to begin a trail,” Ron said.
Everyone spoke up and weighed in.
“The perfect way to begin the PCT is to hike the Appalachian Trail first, as a warm-up.”
“Yep. Finish hiking the AT, then immediately move to San Diego to spend the winter on the beach planning the PCT.”
“Or finish the AT and then spend the winter working at the Railroad Museum in Campo.”
“Help that guy Braginton convert a railroad car into a hiker hostel.”
“A hiker hostel with bunkbeds.”
“Bunkbeds, a PCT map, a hiker register, and a giant scale to weigh our packs on.”
“Hike 18 miles on your first day to Lake Morena for a shower.”
“Hike 24 miles on your second day to Mt. Laguna for a shower and a bed.”
“Two days, two showers!”
“Hit Warner Springs three days later for a third shower.”
“And a meal.”
“And a game of golf.”
“Through-hikers golfing? Yeah, it’s the latest craze!”
“You have to carry your clubs in your backpack.”
“That’s a golf course through-hike.”
“Forget the mountains. Forget the triple crown. From now on my through-hikes will be one AT, one PCT, one St. Andrew’s, two Valhallas, one Pebble Beach and one Augusta.”
“One thing we all should have done was sleep on the Warner Springs golf course at night.”
“Yeah, sleep on the green.”
“Could you imagine some golfer walking up to the first green in the morning and seeing us tented out there?”
“Tents, water bottles, clothes lines.”
“Socks hanging up to dry.”
Everyone laughed.
“And then come here,” someone said.
“Definitely stop here,” someone seconded.
“Definitely.”
“Definitely.”
“Definitely,” came the echoes.
“Stop here and stay for, like, three weeks,” Ron said.
“Eat the Millers out of house and home!”
The Millers rolled their eyes. They had heard conversations like ours before. Ridiculous hiker banter.
We went to sleep our second night in the Miller’s yard, which was when Cristina and I discovered something about our sleeping bags - - that I had been carrying the heavier one all along, and that because of its weight it was the warmer bag. It made sense. We laughed and she hit me, and that night we switched bags and Cristina was warm while I was cold. I asked, “Can I have a skin blanket?” and she rolled half on top of me to help keep me warm. In the morning Cristina and I took a 14-mile slackpack with Dana and Hunter
S. Thompson-Ron. A slackpack is when you hike without wearing your backpack. We left our packs at the trailer, and Mr. Miller drove the four of us to Coyote Canyon Road. We had reached Kamp Anza from there instead of by the traditional way of hiking 14 miles farther, to Palms-to-Pines Highway, then calling the Millers from the Ratshole Restaurant. So we tackled this missing stretch, pack-less, each of us with just one water bottle, a hiking stick and some nuts and candy bars.
Back at the Millers after our slackpack, we discovered the Inappropriate-Jokesters-Dick-and-Linda invasion. We had almost forgotten about them. Hunter S. Thompson-Ron took over immediately and spent hours counseling them on hiking strategies, showing them ways to pack light and helping them understand the importance of it: “You can’t carry everything. You will experience discomfort no matter what, so it’s better to have a light pack when it hits,” he said. “The ultra-lights won’t be coming along until later: the 30-plus and 35-plus mile-a-day guys. They push the limit and hike without tents or stoves. When bad weather hits they make a bee-line for town.” Ron jabbered away, and the rest of us went about our business; but our ears pricked up and our jaws dropped as Ron said that the previous summer of 1998 only nine people had completed direct PCT through-hikes. “Nine People?” Were we hearing him right? We looked around at each other in disbelief, mentally calculating which of us might make it. Ron said that in ’98 the snow was so deep in the southern High Sierras because of an El Nino weather effect that only nine people had hiked right through. Many additional people had indeed still gotten their PCT through-hikes that year by temporarily skipping ahead around the southern High Sierras, hiking to Canada, and then coming back later to complete their missing stretch at summer’s end, once the snow had melted; but only nine people had hiked directly through. The AT is the same every year, but out here success on the PCT can depend upon snowfall in the High Sierras. This year, our year, we had exceptionally good conditions. The southern High Sierras had recorded only 60 per cent of their normal snowfall. The northern High Sierras had above normal snowfall, and Washington had received a world record amount of snow; but at least the southern High Sierras were fine. As long as the southern High Sierras are passable, a direct through-hike is possible. We were lucky; we had picked a good year.
Linda phoned home that evening when mid-conversation her veneer suddenly shattered and she broke down crying in the middle of the living room. Dick barely seemed to notice, and he asked the room: “Anyone want to hear some jokes?” It sent a shiver down my spine (“…So then the preacher goes running out of the whore house! …Ha-ha-ha!…”). Dick told a few tame jokes, then he asked the room: “What is the most embarrassing thing that has ever happened to you?” But nobody wanted to play that game. Hunter S. Thompson-Ron slept alone in the Miller’s van with the sharp pegs, while the rest of us slept outside in our tents. It was our third consecutive night at the Miller’s trailer in Kamp Anza, and it would be our last, for we would set out climbing in the morning. I had the cold sleeping bag now and I shivered. Dick spoke from out of the darkness:
“This reminds me of an Andy Griffith episode.”
“Which one?”
“The one where Aunt Bee and Andy are sitting on the porch outside their house in the dark, and Aunt Bee says: “Hey Andy, it sure is quiet in this town at night.’ And Andy says: ‘Oh yeah?’ and then he lets out a howl: ‘Ooooowwwww!’ And then all the dogs in town start howling: ‘Oow!’ ‘Oow!’ ‘Ooooooooooowww!’”
We laughed and fell asleep. The storm had passed. Our vacation was over.
Chapter 6
Idyllwild
Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch! Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun The frumious Bandersnatch!
- -Lewis Carroll, Jabberwocky
Devil’s Slide.
Climbing over Mt. Laguna had been one thing, but we knew for certain that climbing up over Mt. San Jacinto would be another. And we still could not imagine that strange town of Idyllwild floating around somewhere up in the sky, but our post office drop box was up there so we would find out. We bid farewell to the Millers. They had sheltered and fed us for three days and nights, and the only thing they asked for in return was, ultimately, a post card from Canada. Mr. Miller gave Cristina and me an early ride to Pinesto-Palms Highway, where we set out north climbing gradually for 13 miles from 5,000 to 7,080 feet, stopping at dusk to set up 1.5-Tent in the clouds on damp ground surrounded by snow in cold and fog and a blistering, pelting wind. We nestled in, but neither of us could sleep as the wind gained strength throughout the night and snapped our nylon tent cover threatening to rip it apart: “FLAP-FLAP-FLAP! FLAP-FLAP-FLAP!” It sounded like twenty people were standing outside then beating on 1.5-Tent relentlessly with tennis racquets. We were cold. We leaned together to keep each other warm. Then she whispered something she had never said before on this trip: “I need you.” She needed me to be understanding. She had menstrual cramps now, and also hip pain. She tearfully whispered: “My heeps hurt.”
At 4:45 AM, Cristina awoke feeling a pain in her side. She felt that something was there. In the dark by pen flashlight we pulled up her shirt and discovered a tick buried halfway into her skin. She twisted to look, and when she saw it she laughed, bravely, just to hold herself together. We were freezing cold and lay shivering, and I did not know what to do. They say that the only way to get a tick out is to hold a flame up to it, but I could not force myself to hold a cigarette lighter against her skin in the cold. She handed me tweezers and I tried to pull the minuscule thing out.
“Is the tick out?”
“I can’t tell,” I lied; “I think so.”
It was hard to see in the dark of our tent, but when I looked at the tick caught in the tweezers it did not look like its head was there. I believed that its head was still in her side. I put the tick in a ziplock bag as evidence. We would have to find a doctor in Idyllwild. All I could think of was the tick that I had gotten on the Appalachian Trail that had given me Lyme Disease and put me in the hospital. Perhaps these west coast ticks also carried Lyme Disease. We did not know. There is a Jabberwocky in the woods: everyone believes that it must be the biggest animal, the bear, but in nature it is the little organisms that can cause the most harm, like ticks, mosquitoes, viruses, germs and microbes.
We rose and shoved our soaking wet tent into my backpack. It was the first time all trip that we had just balled up 1.5 and shoved it in without Cristina’s first wiping it off and neatly folding it up. 1.5-Tent weighed half a ton and was covered with ice and pine needles, but as long as we could make it the entire distance to town we would not have to sleep in the wet tent. Cristina had pain in her side from the tick, pain in her feet and stomach, and the problem was that we still had to climb. We set out, but the day never broke; the sky remained dark and ominous. We climbed up into dense clouds and swirling wind on the Mt. San Jacinto crest line, traversing high up along exposed cliffs at 7,000 and 8,000 feet, but we could not see a thing. We held hands along the ridges to support ourselves and keep the wind from blowing us over. At first we hiked with our rain covers on our packs to try to keep them dry, but then we realized that the nylon was just billowing up and acting like sails by catching the wind, so we removed them. We passed two birds who were hopping along the ground, afraid to fly. Ice covered the trees, the rocks and the ground. We leaned into the mountain and climbed. I pulled Cristina when suddenly her hand went limp and she dropped to her knees behind me. An ice chunk had blown sideways through the air and had hit her on the side of the head. She cried:
“Somebody is trying to tell me something! Somebody doesn’t want me
to finish this hike!”
Cristina sat down to recover, but it was too cold to sit for long. We had to keep moving. Her blisters hurt and her feet were sore, and now she had cramps, a tick in her side and a lump on her head. Worst of all, our data book showed that our day would end on something called “The Devil’s Slide.” We climbed over 8,570 feet, and then finally at 15 miles on the day we reached the Devil’s Slide side trail that would take us down the western side of the mountain to Idyllwild. So Idyllwild was not up on the summit after all, but down on the western side of the ridge, just below 6,000 feet. The picture had finally become clear. We left the PCT and descended steeply down the side trail switchbacks on a knee-grinding descent. It was the steepest descent we’d had yet. We dropped down out of the wind and clouds, down into the trees. As we lost elevation, Cristina’s mood lifted. She had struggled during the climb, but now she felt fine while descending. She smiled and began bounding down. It was just the opposite for me. I am always fine climbing, but steep descents hurt me. My feet hurt for the first time all trip. I wore running shoes, as I always do when hiking, and I had believed that they would make me immune to foot pain, but now the balls of my feet grew tender from landing on the down-hills. My feet grew worse, and I limped along, whimpering. Cristina lent me her hiking stick so that I could use two sticks to brace the blows of the downhill.
We reached the bottom of the 2.5 mile side trail at 5:00 PM and found ourselves standing in fog and drizzle in an empty parking lot. Including the side trail, we had thus far hiked 17.5 miles on the day to get here, and our town guide told us that we still had 2 street miles left to reach Idyllwild. Normally, through-hikers get rides into town on dry days from day hikers who are out at this trailhead under good conditions, but the day was miserable and not one car was here. We set out for town down a pine tree-lined street dotted with expensive rustic vacation homes tucked in amongst boulders and trees. Here, my back gave out. I was falling apart. Cristina took my arm over her shoulder and helped me limp along. After 19.5 painful miles that day, the first thing we spied upon reaching the north edge of town was a street sign that said, “Squirrel Crossing,” with a silhouette of a hopping squirrel. What a town - - you got the feeling that they were in earnest. The second thing we spied was the Creekstone Inn staring us straight in the face.
Heavenly Creekstone.
Idyllwild is an artist’s community of 3,000 people tucked up at 5,402 feet in mighty pine trees on the western side of 10,804 foot Mt. San Jacinto. In Idyllwild there is EEP; that is when Elevation Exceeds Population. Fast food restaurants never care about EEP towns: it is too much trouble for them and not worth the effort. It felt fine to be rid of fast food restaurants here. The chamber of commerce brochure says: “Don’t bother pinching yourself because you think you’ve died and gone to heaven, you’re in Idyllwild!” We emerged from the road at the quiet north end of town. The south end of town was 1 mile away, downhill, down at lower elevation, and had all the shops and cafes. We limped up to the stone ranch Creekstone Inn, which is the finest hotel on the PCT. We had not planned this; we had simply come out of the woods and were here. We rang the Creekstone bell, wet, muddy and covered in pine needles, but when the door opened we could smell coffee and hear classical music inside. We had somehow freakishly gone from the worst conditions on the trail to the best. Things can change that quickly. Judy, the owner-caretaker, rented us a room. The opposite of a night in a wet tent in the wind on the side of a freezing mountain is a night in Idyllwild’s Creekstone Inn. Built in 1942, this inn was the movie set for the Elvis Presley movie, Kid Gallahad. It became an inn in 1995, and was bought by Judy in 1998. It has only nine rooms, but was rated in “The 71 Best Places to Stay in California,” the Creekstone brochure said. Classical music played in the living room where there were candies in a jar and hot tea and coffee on a hot pot. It was off-season now, early spring, and we were the only lodgers. We tiptoed gingerly back to our room and placed our wet packs in the bathtub, then we dressed as cleanly as possible and went to find Judy.
“Is there a doctor?”
“Right across the street,” she said. “But they are closed until morning.”
Across the street was the awfully-named Eisenhoover Medical Center, built to honor Eisenhower and Hoover (at least it was not the Hoovenhower). I found their number in the telephone book, and spoke with emergency service explaining that we had a pet tick. They said that we could go to the hospital 30 miles away, but they recommended we wait and see them in the morning. Cristina was okay with that, so we turned our attention to food. My feet were sore and my back ached, and the last thing I wanted was more walking, but we were hungry as we had not eaten much all day. It was 6:00 PM, and most of the restaurants in town closed at six, so we did not waste time. We stepped into the drizzle and fog. More hiking. More miles. The streets were wet and empty. The shape of Idyllwild was a vertical egg, with our Creekstone Inn at the north of town, and Pine Crest Avenue and North Circle Drive parting there and arcing opposite directions 1 mile southwards downhill to the base of the egg where they rejoin at the south end of town where the shops and cafés are. But I did not think I could make it that far. We needed someplace close. We had asked Judy:
“Where is the nearest restaurant?”
“Just down the street.”
“How far?”
“Not far.”
“How far, EXACTLY?”
A walk of some indeterminable length is no big deal to most people, but we had already walked 19.2 miles on the day and I could barely stand. We walked a few hundred yards down the street and found The Bread Basket closed, but La Casita, “The Little House,” next door to it open, so we ate a Mexican dinner. We returned to the Inn for coffee, tea, the telephone and showers. In the finest style we had no television or telephone in our room. The phone was in a work space in the book-lined living room. I examined Cristina’s tick bite. We slept that night with only one thought on our minds: medical help.
Next morning, Judy prepared us a wonderful breakfast of orange juice, watermelon, rice and cereal, then at 8:30 AM we walked across the street (Squirrel Crossing), to the Eisenhoover (Hoovenhower) Medical Center. Our doctor said: “The head was out. Only two legs were left in.” She removed two tiny legs from the hole in Cristina’s side, then cleansed the wound, bandaged it and gave us some pills. She threw our deceased, ziplockentombed tick in the trash.
“Does Lyme Disease exist out here?” I asked.
“It exists, but it is rare,” she said.
“So I’m okay?” Cristina asked.
“Check the wound periodically. If you feel bad, get checked out again. But you should be fine.”
We took a zero day at the Creekstone to rest Cristina’s feet, buoyed by the good news. We organized our things, and then Cristina performed one of her miracles: she wrestled our still-drenched tent and backpacks into a corner of the bathroom, brushed the pine needles off them and swept the thousands of needles into a pile and threw them out so that our room was spotless. There was no evidence that muddy wet hikers had been here at all, except for our pile of damp clothes which we promptly carried outside behind the Creekstone. We found a spot in the sun and strung up two nylon clotheslines and hung our wet tent, pack covers and clothes up to dry. The entire procedure was a wonder to me. With no need to hike or go anywhere we relaxed and lay out on deck chairs in front of the Inn, sunbathing, while our things dried out back. There was a large slate terrace out front, and we lay still and drank hot tea and ate little chocolate and toffee and caramel candies. After what we had been through, this did indeed feel like something close to heaven. We watched squirrels scurry up and down trees and race across the road. Rightwhere the sign was. We watched enormous Blue Jays, locally called Scrub Jays, fighting in mid-air. Judy set a few massive Coulter pine cones outside for the squirrels to nibble on. These cones were five times as large as the squirrels. They were as large as the Mt. Laguna cones, maybe heavier. The early settlers had called them Coffin Cones, because if one fell out of a tree onto your head it could kill you. Judy threw peanuts onto the deck for the birds, and I said: “You can watch them and actually see how dinosaurs must have moved.” Judy shook her head and told us that she is Christian and did not believe that dinosaurs ever existed. We borrowed books from inside. Cristina read a magical book by John Hansen Mitchell called “Living at the End of Time,” while I read a book of Woody Allen short stories:
“ON SEEING A TREE IN SUMMER: Of all the wonders of nature, a tree in summer is perhaps the most remarkable, with the possible exception of a moose singing “Embraceable You” in spats. Consider the leaves, so green and leafy (if not, something is wrong). Behold how the branches reach up to heaven as if to say, “Though I am only a branch, still I would love to collect Social Security.” And the varieties! Is this tree a spruce or a poplar? Or a giant redwood? No, I’m afraid it’s a stately elm, and once again you’ve made an ass of yourself. Of course, you’d know all the trees in a minute if you were nature’s creature the woodpecker, but then it would be too late and you’d never get your car started. Once a lumberjack was about to chop down a tree, when he noticed a heart carved on it, with two names inside. Putting away his ax, he sawed down the tree instead. The point of that story escapes me,
although six months later the lumberjack was fined for
teaching a dwarf Roman numerals.”
We walked down to the base of town in the afternoon to the shops and Idyllwild’s landmark fifty-foot totem pole. We shopped in stores called Kitsch-n-Caboodle, Lanikai Gallery, Songolo Studio, Gastrognome, and the Gallery of Fine Arts. “Life is Beautiful,” played at the town’s tiny cinema. We had already seen it and loved it, but did not care to see it again. We passed cafés and stepped inside stores: card shops, bookstores, golf shops, antiques, art stores, photo galleries, ice cream, book ends, picture frames, stump designers. There were candies, dried fruit, garden burgers, wine, veggies, Mexican, Indian, Chinese, gourmet coffee. We found an outfitter store that was closed Tuesdays and Wednesdays, but we did not need anything. We bought a homemade card.
“Oh these are marvelous,” the store keeper said, “Tony’s going to be doing a lot more of these.”Back in bed our second night in the Creekstone, Cristina dropped a
bomb, saying: “I’m going home.”I had to let this sink in. This time it was real and she meant it. “Are you coming with me?” she asked. “I don’t want to go home,” I said. Cristina had to rise every day tired and exhausted because all my
overnight restlessness and tossing and turning always kept her from getting sound sleep; and then while hiking all day she felt the constant pressure of my straining, forward-leaning, charging ways. I would hike so closely behind her that she could feel me breathing down her neck. She enjoys wilderness, but just not with me. She says it is because I cannot enjoy anything. She loves fresh air, desert flowers, trees and animals. She was not the least bit squeamish about insects or bug; was not phased by snakes or lizards; and she had never once complained about pack weight or foot pain, or of cold Ramen Noodle dinners. She had not complained about anything yet, nor ever would. But having a goal while hiking - - complete a through-hike, for instance - - made no sense to her. Having a goal is counter to what she felt a wilderness hike should be. I agreed, but the truth was that not only would we have to maintain our current pace, but before long we would have to SPEED UP. And speed up dramatically, or else we could never finish the trail in time for me to return to my coaching job by the start of the school year, September 1st. Hiking with a deadline never feels good. If not for my job, we would have been free to hike through September and October, needing only to reach Canada before the snow hit. I had been scared about that and had been trying not to think about it. In the back of my mind I’d had fleeting moments of concern over what would happen if we stayed on the trail together and could not reach Canada, but now I suddenly had to worry about what would happen to us if we parted. The thought of Cristina leaving alone now - - her leaving from here alone, from Idyllwild - - was the saddest thing I could imagine. There was no place that she wanted to go. The last thing she wanted was to return to our apartment in Maine because she had no friends in that town and did not have a work visa anyway. Nor did she wish to return to Spain. We had filed for her Permanent American Residency just prior to our embarking on this hike, and our attorney had advised her to stay in the country until our Immigration and Naturalization Service interview in the fall. She did not elaborate on what she might do now if she left the trail. She just said that she felt like she lost either way: she lost if she stayed on the trail because her feet hurt and she was not enjoying herself, and she lost if she left the trail because then she would be a new bride without her husband.
“Be happy either way,” was my wish. “Stay and be happy because you love the hike, or else leave because you’ll be happier elsewhere.” I could not find any solution to this. I never did really come through for her. I could have gotten us a pet, could have moved to Portland with her, could have signed us up for dancing lessons. I could have gotten her a piano, or I could have just simply promised her that I believed in our future. That alone would have been enough. But we chased each other around in circles, like a dog chasing its own tail. It went like this: I was not happy in the present because she was not effusive and enthusiastic and did not ask me questions; as a result of this lack of present happiness, I did not promise that we would have a great future together; and because she did not hear me offer the promise and vision of our future together, she could not relax and be happy and talkative. I could not promise her “always,” because she could not give me “now,” and she could not give me now because I could not promise her always. It was a downward spiral. All I knew was that I needed this hike. This hike was my sanctuary. The only thing that I knew in my heart was that I just did not feel physically capable of leaving this trail. We lay awake, crying, believing that the universe was unraveling at the seams.
Up to Go Down.
Incredibly, to our mutual surprise that next morning, it was as if our conversation of the night before had never taken place. Cristina would continue hiking, and we would go on. For now, I guessed, we were both just content to take a break from the pain and leave it temporarily behind. We took a second zero-day in Idyllwild, then the next morning got a ride to the Devil’s Slide and climbed 2.5-miles back up it to the PCT. That side-trail climb exhausted us, so were only able to hike 2 PCT miles north way up high on the Mt. San Jacinto ridge before stopping to tent. This was hardly the kind of mileage that would get us to Canada any time soon. Still, we were on pace to reach Kennedy Meadows on June 13th, so there was no reason to worry. Next morning, we hiked the 8 miles north to the end of the Mt. San Jacinto ridge, where at 9,000 feet elevation we could look down out over a 16-mile descent that would drop us to 1,195 feet. Here was the greatest elevation change on the trail, for after 4 low miles down there rose 11,499 foot Mt. San Gorgonio. This southern California universe is brown. As we climb it becomes a more interesting green, and up very high it even turns white; but always after the brief green and white we descend again for more brown, brown, brown sand.
We left the snow on the high ridge and began the 16-mile waterless, treeless descent. My old AT friend Hydro had told me that out on the PCTyou can spend whole days climbing up and whole days descending, and we were about to find out. It was a mind-numbing descent of zig-zagging switchbacks, hour after hour. Cristina felt okay, but I suffered greatly. I developed a rash in my underarm from planting my hiking stick hard. My right armpit hurt so much that I had to walk with my right hand on my hip, elbow out, arm motionless, so that it would not rub (“I’m a little teapot, here’s my spout”); which gave me a cramp in my right hand; then my left hand got a blister from holding the hiking stick; which caused a rash in my left underarm. Now I could not swing either arm as I walked; which made the balls of my feet sensitive; which triggered a… “HOLD IT!” I suddenly screamed. This was ridiculous. Pain triggered pain. By compensating for one thing I kept triggering another until a little man in my head screamed: “Hold it! Why can’t you guys all just get along?” At dusk we were still a few miles shy of the bottom, but we stopped and tented with Deb and Rebecca.
The Inappropriate-Jokesters-Dick-and-Linda soon came along and tented with us, too: “‘But Doctor,’ he says; ‘YOU’RE the one who keep showing me the dirty pictures!’” Ha-ha-ha! You get it? Ha-ha-ha… Ha-ha-ha!” I writhed in pain all night from salty sweat running into my underarm rashes. The pain was so great that I had to leave the tent in the middle of the night and sit outside on a rock under the full moon with tears rolling down my face.
On our third day north of Idyllwild, we hiked down to the end of the descent, and found a drinking fountain that was actually working. Here at 1,195 feet was the second-lowest PCT elevation in California, and now we would cross a 4-mile flat low spot that was supposed to be our reward for all the hard work we had done ascending and descending the San Jacinto range; but instead, these flat miles turned out to be the toughest of all because we could not get firm footing in the deep, loose sand, and wind blew so hard that we had to lean forwards and pull each other along. Giant white electrical generators fill this flat valley between San Jacinto and San Gorgonio. Wind creates between 1-8 per cent of California’s energy, depending on the day, and here airplane-sized wind turbine propellers whirled away. We fought our way forwards, hating life, and finally reached the north end of the low valley at California Highway 10. This road connects Los Angeles to Palm Springs. Celebrities pass through the high mountains here. The trail took us underneath the highway through a railroad tunnel, where out the north side we stared up at the terrifying visage of the Mt. San Gorgonio cliff-side, which loomed directly over us. We would have panicked here, except that Hunter
S. Thompson-Ron had warned us about this back at Kamp Anza, saying:
“Don’t worry, it only looks scary. You approach the cliff but then you turn right and veer around it.” They say that these mountains down here are all named after saints, but then would not they have been kinder to us?
Chapter 7
Looping West
With Harry too there were now and then exceptions and strokes of good luck, and that he could breathe and think and feel sometimes as the wolf, sometimes as the man, clearly and without confusion of the two.
- -Hermann Hesse, Steppenwolf
Caged Animals.
One thing I had learned by now on the PCT is that this hike works itself out - - and that all through-hikes work themselves out. The Appalachian Trail had made perfect sense instantly, as I had known that it would with all its traditions and close proximity to people and towns and with its helpful books; but I had not been sure that this PCT trail would make such sense and flow smoothly. I now believed that if I ever did wish to one day hike the Continental Divide Trail that it might go smoothly and work itself out, too. You just get to the start and move forwards, one day at a time. We were down off the Mt. San Jacinto ridge now, with only 60 miles left to reach the next town of Big Bear City.
Expansive Mt. San Gorgonio did not hamper us, as the trail led us east around the land mass, through a continuation of the giant white whirling wind turbines; then the trail struck out cross country through more dry desert gullies. As always, each day brought something new. It is the daily ridiculous things that make the miles go by. We slept this night beside Whitewater River after hiking 18.5 miles on the day. Here was a giant canyon carved by a glacier long ago, and where a mighty river had once flowed through, now just a four-foot wide stream remained which burbled swiftly along in the middle of this expanse, just an enormous boulder field. Three prominent red boulders stuck up above the others. According to our handbook, they were red basalt outcrops, 23 million years old. The next day we climbed 4,000 feet up alongside wooded Mission Creek up into the mountains, making twenty-one fords of the stream. Cristina was fearless, leaping over the stream, crossing wooden planks. We tented at 6,100 feet, after 15 miles on the day, and the following day hiked 20 miles, bumping up over 8,000 feet three times, to tent at 7,600 feet, just 15 miles shy of town, our fifth consecutive night in 1.5-Tent.
Our clan of Kamp Anza friends, Deb, Rebecca and Brian, had been hiking at our same pace, and we had bumped into them repeatedly since leaving Idyllwild. Hiking in a pack was new to me, as I had never done that on the Appalachian Trail. But here we were glad for the community. Cristina and I set out alone on the final day into town. Deep in the forest, we suddenly came to a fence in the middle of nowhere behind which sat two Lions, a Bengal Tiger and a Grizzly Bear. Bewildered, we suddenly seemed to remember having read something about this place in our books. These were caged animals being trained for Hollywood movies. I thought: “So this is how it is on this trail - - there are lions and tigers and bears on the trail.” It felt awful to see these animals caged. It was like how we had passed near the San Diego Wildlife Zoo earlier, and how I had day dreamed of a hiker getting lost and wandering through the woods, then scaling a stone wall and plopping down on the other side only to find himself standing face to face with a Rhino. We pushed for town and reached a paved road and landfill where we hopped into the Jeep of a 41-year old snowboarder who looked 25, who wore a baseball hat, reeked of pot, and had just moved here from Los Angeles, he said, and was out searching for hiking trails. He deposited us at the most important place in the world at that moment, the Big Bear City Laundromat.
Big Bear City revealed itself to be just a long strip of gas stations and fast food restaurants up at 7,000-foot elevation on a long and wonderful sliver of water called Big Bear Lake. Los Angelenos consider it to be a drive up into the clouds to reach this spot, but to us we had no sensation of being up high whatsoever because we had been hiking so high for so long and this had come to us gradually. We washed our clothes, which is always the top priority upon reaching every trail town, then we walked six blocks to the Big Bear City fire station, because our Town Guide said that they help hikers. At the fire station, we signed in and got a tour as well as an invitation to stay and use the place as a base, and to shower and sleep there outside in the grass on a small plot of lawn sheltered from the road by a hedgerow and fence. Several tents, hiking sticks and cardboard post office drop boxes were here - - evidence of plenty of other PCT through-hikers - - and it would have been fine to stay here with the others, all of us joking and complaining about the trail; but we felt that we needed greater pampering than just plopping down on the ground and sleeping in 1.5-Tent as we did every normal night, so instead we rode the “Marta” public transit bus 4 miles to the north tip of the lake and the neighboring tourist town of Big Bear Lake which has hotels in a small resort village. We checked into the Northwoods Resort, self-billed as, “A fine hotel
in the rustic tradition.”
It was May 11th, and we had come 275 miles in 23 days. We had a king-sized bed, clean sheets and a luxury suite, but we could not sleep. This happens: after so many days and weeks you grow accustomed to sleeping on the trail and nothing else feels right. We also had a fold-out sofa and we thought that we might be able to sleep better on that, so we pulled it out and its hinge pinched Cristina’s skin so badly that she cried, and this made me cry, too, like I had pinched my own skin. We were still sad, but we did not talk at all about leaving, parting, splitting, or anything of the kind. We were too mentally tired to bring it up again just now, so soon after our difficult Idyllwild conversation. In the morning we took a zero day in town, walking the empty streets, for we had arrived between seasons - - post-skiand pre-summer swimming season --and we strolled through clothing stores. Cristina bought a white hat so that for weeks after this she would look like a Spanish Annie Hall in the wilderness. We ate at the Teddy Bear Diner and rode the Marta bus to the grocery store to buy cheese for sandwiches and Ramen Noodles. The bus passed by a cage that had two bison lying inside it, half-dead. Their algorithms instructed them to run, but they could not. We spent a second and final night at the Northwoods. Cristina’s feet still hurt. On TV we watched Seinfeld: “Hey, fake Peterman, let me out, I think I’m going to be sick!” And the Simpsons: Homer: “Oh yeah, what are you gonna do? Release the dogs? Or the bees? Or the dogs with bees in their mouth and when they bark, they shoot bees at you?”
Flesh-Eating Squirrels.
It was 90 miles to the next town, Wrightwood. At 6:00 AM we got a ride back to the trail and hiked 15-, then 20-mile days, traversing endlessly in and out of a continuation of the same dry gullies we had been following for weeks. Here we wound high above a meandering stream that had chiseled earth down through the centuries to form a canyon that we could peer deep down inside. We stopped that second day at 3,535 feet at a place called Deep Creek Hot Springs. Everyone in our group was shooting for here. Our guidebook said: “The hot spring, with its bubbling water, high-diving rocks, warm sunbathing and green grass, is a surprisingly popular and crowded spot at almost any time of the year.” CROWDED WITH NUDISTS, it should have read. We reached this place tired at the end of the day to find lots of naked people, and a tall naked man gleefully approached us, which made us feel not only clothed, with backpacks and hiking sticks, but layered. The naked man called himself the Mayor of Hot Springs and pointed out grooved bathing pools where a dozen nudists lounged about. Hot water bubbled up from springs in the ground in a dozen spots and was contained by man-made rocks into individual little hot tubs. There was also a cold mountain stream that flowed down to, and through, this spot, while just downstream was a large cold swimming pond that led north, descending down a canyon. There was beer here. There were dogs. There was a naked man with a bongo, banging away. Our host pointed out camping spots and led us about, highly animated, pointing, gesticulating: THE MAYOR OF HOT SPRINGS. We found a flat spot and set up our tent. Our Kamp Anza clan of Hunter S. Thompson-Ron, Dana, Brian, Deb and Rebecca all walked in en masse shortly after we arrived and the Mayor treated them to the same grand welcome that we had received. They set up tents, then we all sat together, clothed, soaking our feet in a hot tub. Deborah felt low and was debating whether to quit her hike. The others had helped her for the past couple of days by carrying some of her gear, and now Ron gave her a pep talk. He counseled her on ways to pack light to make her hike more bearable. He said:
“There are two states of being: motion and motionless-ness. If you aren’t hiking then be inactive, inside.”
He continued:
“You have to get an interior motive.”
“An ulterior motive?”
“No, an interior motive. At the end of the day you must get interior: horizontal, inside your tent.”
Ron turned to us and asked:
“Where did you stay at Big Bear Lake?”
“Northwoods Resort.”
“How much?”
“Ninety dollars a night.”
“What? Are you rich?”
“Of course,” I said. “Cristina is an heiress.”
Two new through-hikers named Skitz and Jenn marched up while we sat talking, and before we could finish greeting them they had stripped completely and jumped in the hot tub. We had hit this spot on a weekend and it would be a wild night. More bathers arrived. More nudists. More beer bottles. All night from our tent we heard dogs and bongos and whooping and hollering. There was even a fistfight. In this pristine wilderness at these natural hot pools we heard:
“Fuck you!”
“No, fuck you!”
“Stay on your own fucking side!”
We left early morning, immediately dropping elevation down the gorge, passing incoming hippies headed up to the hot spring. The others had all set out ahead of us and we were bringing up the rear. Down at 3,300 feet, we crossed Deep Creek over an arched bridge. A couple miles later, we crossed gargantuan Mojave River Forks Dam where I got us lost. Cristina figured things out and steered us right, but we had lost more than an hour. Earlyafternoon we reached an obscure trail turnoff that leads to a store, the side trail marked by a piece of underwear hanging on a bush; the store itself visible as a flag sticking up above the tops of the trees. We descended a steep path through thorn bushes and around someone’s house to the store .3 miles off the trail. Our entire group was here: Hunter S. Thompson-Ron, Dana, Brian, Deb, Rebecca, Skitz, Jenn, and even Inappropriate-Jokesters Dick and Linda, who, it was clear to all of us now, were just hitchhiking everywhere (they had gotten a ride forwards to here, too). Dana sat nursing three cans of Mountain Dew, which we had all come to know was his one great addiction - - Mountain Dew patch on his backpack, Mountain Dew hat on his head. Ron sat eating Hershey’s Symphony white chocolate bars. Dick found a dead snake and he played with it, scaring us, picking it up and pushing it towards us pretending that it was alive: “…Ha-ha-ha!… Ha-ha-ha!…” He told his jokes while his wife sat calmly like porcelain: “…so then the batteries die on the VIBRATOR! …HA-HA-HA!” Inside the store was a scale to weigh packs on. The store owner took a group photograph, but he laughed coarsely at us and poked fun at the trail. He cornered Cristina alone in the store and whispered: “I know: you really want to go HOME, don’t you?” She told me this only much later, only after we had left the place, so that I would not go back and put a rock through the window. I was livid. Her feet hurt terribly and it was cruelty that she just had not needed.
Cristina and I left the store first to prevent falling behind again. We walked 1 mile up the road where we would rejoin the trail, with the nine others in our group spaced out behind us. Cristina was in the lead: Cristina leading the way. Drivers in cars craned their necks to stare at us as they passed, thinking perhaps that we were some kind of group or organization or cult. Two dogs ran out of a yard and chased us into the road. I tried to calm the dogs by saying: “Easy, that’s okay,” which had no effect. Skitz and Jenn came along forty yards behind us, and the dogs rushed out at them, too. We heard the commotion and looked back. Skitz took one step towards the dogs and yelled: “NO!” which sent the dogs backwards. Skitz and Jenn caught up and the four of us hiked together. Skitz was 29, from New Jersey, lanky and tall with spiked and dyed blonde hair. Jenn was 27, from San Francisco, and overweight. They had met on the trail and were hiking together. Skitz wore Spandex shorts and read his guidebook out loud as he hiked along. He had through-hiked the AT in ’97, and he carried a little yellow rubber duck tied to his backpack, that he called “Ducky.”
“I found Ducky on the AT in ‘97,” Skitz said. “Me and Ducky had a great AT hike.”
We shared one or two Appalachian Trail stories, with Cristina and Jenn listening on, when Skitz mentioned that he knew a guy on the AT who had broken his ankle and had to quit his hike in Vermont.
“Could you imagine getting so close to the end and not finishing? What a heartbreaker!”
“Yeah, that would stink,” I said. “I knew a northbounder who had started in Georgia and then deliberately quit his hike in the 100-mile wilderness in Maine, because he wanted to hike but not to finish. It was some kind of a Zen-type protest against goal oriented activities.”
We were silent for a time, hiking along. Then Skitz broke the silence, offering:
“Me and Ducky heard of a woman who reached Katahdin in mid-October when they closed the mountain and she was told that she couldn’t go up, so she never completed her through-hike.”
“The only thing worse that I ever heard of,” I said, “was a story in the Rodale AT through-hiker books about a guy who started in Georgia and hiked to Maine and then actually climbed Katahdin in October and was up on the Tablelands near Thoreau Springs when a snow storm hit. He was only half a mile from the summit sign, the terminus, and he had to turn back. He descended and waited three days at the base of the mountain for the storm to clear, but it never did, and they closed the park and they didn’t let him back up again. So he never completed his through-hike. Talk about a heartbreaker.”
We walked along. I thought it was over. But then Skitz spoke up, the pesky guy.
“Ducky and me heard of something worse,” he said. “There was a guy named Jim who fell sick near the end of his through-hike. He had hiked from Georgia to Maine, climbed up Kathahdin, crossed the Tablelands and approached the summit sign, but there he collapsed. He was only a few feet away from the summit sign on Katahdin when he fell to the ground. His friends were there yelling: ‘Go Jimmy, Go! Don’t give up!’ He was a tough guy and he reached out his hand to touch the sign but then he died and his fingers flopped down and landed two inches short. He was just two inches away from completing his through-hike but he never made it.”
“Two inches short?” I asked. “Wow!”
“Yep.”
“Well, you have to admit that he still had a pretty long way to go.”
“What?”
“Well yes, compared to the woman, one year later, who came within a hair’s diameter of the summit sign before dying.”
“I concede that,” Skitz said, thinking fast and jumping ahead before I could elaborate or invent a story on the fictional woman. “And it’s true that her hair’s diameter was up until that point the closest incomplete through-hike. But if you will remember your AT history then you’ll recall that a couple of years after that, a scientific group happened to be on the summit of Mt. Katahdin testing an atomic nuclear microscope - - the most accurate measuring device on earth - - when a guy hiked up and died while reaching out for the bottom of the sign. They measured the distance that he came up short to be .00002201977 millionths of a centimeter. That was how close he came. In his lifetime that man never completed his through-hike. But the story’s not over. They left his dead body up on top to honor his family’s wishes, and then after it decomposed and was nothing but bones, a squirrel hopped by and picked up one of the bones in its teeth and carried it off, inadvertently brushing it against the summit sign - - thus making it the first posthumously completed through-hike on record.”
“It’s funny that I’ve never once seen any squirrels anywhere near the top of Katahdin,” I said, “Let alone strong-jawed, flesh-eating ones at that. But one year later a woman through-hiker instantly died on the very top just before touching the sign. A medical doctor was there, and he had never seen anything like it. She had died upright of fright, or jubilation, and he diagnosed her clinically dead. The very next moment after that diagnosis, the wind blew from behind her and toppled her forwards onto the sign. It was the first UNAIDED POSTHUMOUSLY completed through-hike on recod. Arecord that still stands today.”
“Okay. You win.”
Ridiculous hiker banter, yes, but the miles go by faster when you talk like that. Cristina and Jenn had remained silent, for they were still novices who had not yet grasped the importance of bullshit as one of the only ways to stay sane in the woods for five months. We are all Monty Python fans out here. The four of us stopped at 21 miles on the day in a grassy park off the trail and had a lawn, lake, public restroom and drinking fountain. We kept expecting the others to show, but they never did. Skitz and Jenn slept outside on their mattress pads side by side, as neither of them carried a tent. The night was bitterly cold. We awoke in the morning with frost covering the grass and all our gear. Skitz lay busy shivering and uncrinkling a small foil package. I asked:
“What are those, Pop Tarts?”
“Pop Crumbs,” he said.
Mid-morning that day, H.S. Thompson-Ron overtook us and hiked with us, telling us ideas he had for three different books he was writing. One was a book on economics, another was a science-fiction farce about a planet of graduate students whose only source of food is Orangina drink, and they have a horny computer who helps them, but the computer falls in love with an ATM machine. His third book was an Appalachian Trail fairy tale about a magic formula for the perfect GORP snack mix which gives anyone who eats it the power to hike unlimited miles. The evil Darth Leonard steals the formula and a young couple must get it back (real life Ward Leonard is a legendary recluse who has hiked the Appalachian Trail something like 20-30 times). If they do not get the formula back then the evil Darth Leonard will make fifty, sixty, seventy AT through-hikes, walking 100 miles a day. As I listened to Ron, I suffered incomprehensible foot pain and Cristina helped me limp along as I unsuccessfully tried to fight back tears. At 15 miles, we reached a pit-stop that our whole group was shooting for: a McDonald’s .5 miles off the trail, off Interstate 15. We spied the golden arches and detoured for French fries and milkshakes. Everyone else made it in and we sat in two booths, all of us sweating and caked in dust, glaringly conspicuous, for I-15 is a thoroughfare into Los Angeles. The patrons stared dumbfounded at us, for they had no idea what we were about with our mud, dirt, facial hair, scratches, bruises, gaiters, hiking sticks and backpacks. You could have given one million dollars to anyone here who knew what the PCT was, and not a person would have gone home any richer. A family in an adjacent booth asked what we were doing. H.S. Thompson-Ron spoke for us. He made us sound so bizarre. He said:
“We hike to the stratosphere and back. We’ve been to the stratosphere and back seven times.”
None of us had any idea what he was talking about. He continued:
“We work harder than anyone works on a job.”
They stared at him; he said:
“We work a ninety-hour week. We work harder than anyone you know. We work seven days a week, thirteen hours a day.”
“Is it a race?” a boy in the family finally asked, puzzled.
“No, not at all,” I said; someone had to take the wind out of our sails.
The boy continued to stare. He was formulating some thought, he asked:
“Are you scientists?”
“No, we’re not scientists,” I said. “Actually, we’re not very smart at all.”
This made the parents laugh but Ron frown. It made Dana snort Mountain Dew out his nose. Cristina and I walked outside, crossed underneath I-15, crossed over the Southern Pacific Railroad tracks at 3,020 feet, and added 6 evening miles. We stopped and tented at 3,560 feet, after 21 miles total on the day. Our packs were light now, and we were getting close to town. Skitz and Jenn came and bivied next to us, lying outside on their mattress pads reading paperback novels. That next morning, we awoke in pre-dawn light at 5:00 AM to the sound of Skitz opening another Pop Tart container.
“Oh, please be Strawberry…”
Crinkle, crinkle.
“PLEASE, PLEASE Strawberry...”
Crinkle, crinkle.
“YES!”
Only 15 miles shy of Wrightwood, we set out immediately at 5:00 AM in order to tackle a difficult 5,000-foot climb before the heat of the day could cripple us. Just like how we’d had to climb Mt. San Jacinto in order to descend down off its western slopes into Idyllwild, here we had to climb up into the Blue Mountains in order to be able to descend eastward down into Wrightwood. We climbed up into the trees, up switchbacks, from 3,500 to 8,250 feet. Cristina sat on the trail and cried at the end of the climb. “I just want to get there,” she said. It is the final miles of the final days into towns that always seem to be the hardest. Finally, we reached the Acorn Ridge side trail, and we descended 2.5 miles down it to Wrightwood. Side trails do not need to meet the PCT maximum eight per cent grade, and this side trail, despite its innocuous name, was even steeper and more treacherous than the Devil’s Slide had been. Cristina was typically fine on the steep descent, but my back stiffened and my feet hurt, and I only made it down by having Cristina help brace me.
Wrightwood was a tiny block of a town. We only had to walk three blocks from the Acorn trailhead to a dumpy hotel. Cristina believed that we would be better off not even stopping in these towns at all. She reasoned that by not stopping for zero days in these towns, we would not have to hike such large daily mileage in between the towns. But, like always, I insisted on having my way. I do not like too many consecutive nights in 1.5-Tent, and I felt that Cristina’s feet needed to have zero days in order to heel. We had to stop here anyway for food, laundry and telephone calls, and so we might as well take a break from the trail, I reasoned. The important thing was Cristina’s feet. We stayed that night in a dingy room, then we awoke and took a zero day. The diner, grocery store and post office were all close together. We hung out in the diner: food, food, food, food, food, food, food. Hikers develop gorge eating habits, as our brains tell us that we need to eat feverishly to gain back lost calories. Cristina said that I eat like I think I might never have food again, and that I eat like I think someone might take the food away from me. I could not deny it. We read a newspaper article that said an adult male Grizzly bear needs over 500 square miles of territory to roam in to be healthy, and we thought of the caged bear we had seen that had five yards. I called my younger brother, who asked: “How are the roller blades working out in the desert?” We walked down to the grocery store where the Mayor of Wrightwood - - clothed - - sat on his porch drinking coffee and waving to hikers. We had come 365 miles in 35 days.
Captain Kirk.
The Appalachian Trail slants northeastward from bottom to top, with its westernmost point on Springer Mountain at the start, and its easternmost point on Mt. Katahdin at the end; but the Pacific Crest Trail is more vertical.
The easternmost point of the PCT is at the Mexican border, however the westernmost point is not at the end-line at Canada. While Oregon and Washington are basically verticle, California is all about positioning. Not including the gradual northwestern-flowing High Sierras, there are two distinct western swings in California, and here was the first. For the next 140 miles we would be hiking not north towards Canada but west towards the Pacific Ocean. It was frustrating to look at our maps and see that for the next many days we would not even be heading north towards Canada at all. This westward swing was for positioning, as continuing straight north out of Wrightwood would put us in the Mojave Desert, so instead we turned west and kept to the mountains, rivers and trees. We were nearing the 400-mile mark. Things were going well, and I was proud of Cristina, even though she did not like anyone to be proud of her; she did not believe in things like that. It was 81 miles to our next town, Agua Dulce. “Sweet Water,” Cristina told me. The guidebooks showed that we would have only one major climb in this section, and it would come almost immediately.
A school teacher transplanted west from Albany drove us from the gas station in town up to the trail at Inspiration Point on Angeles Crest Highway 2, at 7,386 feet. We walked 1 mile north up the PCT and bumped into a busload of third graders who were out on a field trip. They paused and stepped aside for us to pass. The park guide who was with them recognized us as through-hikers and asked if we had started in Mexico. “Yes.” She passed our reply on to the students and then asked us loudly and hopefully:
“What is the most interesting thing you have seen so far?”
“Rattlesnakes.”
“Aw,” the kids groaned. “They all say that!”
It was funny; we might have given a different answer: “The most interesting thing? I would have to say that it was the ancient Bora-Bora Beatle clinging to the side of a Thisimus Plant.” Perhaps that would have pleased. But the real truth was nothing that we could articulate. The true answer is: “Everything.” Everything is. Every single thing that we see all day is the most interesting thing we have seen so far; but none of us knew how to say that. And so we all just said: “Rattlesnakes,” not realizing that answer was boring. We walked through the Grassy Hollow Family Campground and saw a family engaged in a group effort to kill a snake. It was slow going as our backpacks were heavy, filled with food. After hiking 5 miles, we crossed the Angeles Crest Highway 2, at 6,585 feet, at a scenic overlook called Vincent Gap. The trail crosses Highway 2 several times further north, all downhill of here, and we joked that a couple skateboards would have taken us effortlessly dozens of miles. The trail climbs 3.5 miles and 2,500 feet up switchbacks immediately north of here, up to near the top of 9,399-foot high Mt. Baden-Powell (“Mt. Colin-Powell,” we called it). It was late in the day and we did not think that we could get all the way up and over this mountain, but neither did we wish to leave the entire climb until morning, so we compromised and climbed just 1.7 miles, stopping at a flat tent spot at 7,765 feet elevation, after 7 total miles on the day.
We completed the Baden-Powell climb in the morning, walking through deep patches of snow near the top. This mountain was named after Great Britain’s Lord Baden-Powell, who was the founder of the Boy Scouts. Two years after this Pacific Crest Trail through-hike, Cristina and I would find ourselves one day walking in London, through the Boltons, and we would turn a corner and suddenly bump into a plaque denoting the home of Sir Baden-Powell, and we would laugh and say: “We have been on his mountain!” But that would come later. We approached to within 100 feet of the summit when the trail suddenly veered off and turned right and led us north along a knife’s edge ridge. On the ridge were about a dozen gnarled, straggly mutant pine trees that were squat and twisted, and with only small areas of needles on top. An old man and his dog were just leaving the ridge, and the man smiled and said that these were Limber Pine Trees, 2,000 years old. He said:
“You should talk to the trees - - gain their wisdom!”
We descended north off the mountain and started a three-day 70-mile gradual descent downhill to Agua Dulce. We found a bird trapped in an abandoned cabin. The cabin was unlocked, trailside, and when we poked our heads inside we discovered a bird that was trapped inside and was scared and kept banging into the windows trying to escape. I tried to catch the bird in a box, but that just made it more frantic. Finally, Cristina walked over and cupped the bird in her hands and walked out the front door and released it and it flew away just like that. She was magic with animals. My favorite story was something that had happened with her cat years ago in Spain when she was a teenager and her cat was pregnant. When it had come time for her cat to deliver, Cristina’s father had set the cat downstairs in the basement with a box and a blanket. The cat had then given birth one night during a thunderstorm, and the new mother cat picked up her kittens by the scruffs of their necks and carried them one by one up three flights of stairs into Cristina’s room, placing them on Cristina’s bed and under the covers. The next morning when Cristina’s father discovered what had happened, he took the mother cat and the kittens back downstairs to the basement again. But it was not over, for that very next night when the house was quiet after everyone had gone to bed, the cat did the same thing all over again and carried her kittens one by one up three flights of stairs, up to Cristina’s room, onto her bed and under the covers. Defeated, Cristina’s father let the cat and kittens stay up in Cristina’s room after that. For everyone knew that Cristina was The Source. At the au pair Belgrade Lakes mansion, and at the Cape Elizabeth house, all the dogs and cats in both homes would follow her from room to room. The Cape Elizabeth house had a little white Scottish Terrier named Scotty, who thought that Cristina was his mother. The terrier slept under her bed every night and cried crazily whenever she left the house. Cristina was even better with children. She loved both children and animals most.
After hiking 21 miles that third day north of Wrightwood, we set up 1.5Tent under a tree beside crackling power lines, only to awaken the following morning with our tent soaking wet, as dew had formed overnight on the leaves of the trees above us and had dripped down on us for hours. We had 35 miles left to reach town. We set out hoping to have a big day to get us near town, but after hiking only 16.5 miles, we came to a ranger cabin and poked our heads inside. We were still 18.5 miles shy of town, and adding more miles would have helped ease the hiking burden that following day, but the sky had grown threateningly dark with storm clouds, and the air had grown still. It was late afternoon and we could have hiked farther, but the feeling of dread was palpable, like the heavens were about to open and dump a tremendous storm down on us; so, when the ranger cabin caretaker invited us to stay for the night we accepted. The caretaker told us that he was not supposed to take in visitors, but he had extra rooms so he did not mind. He had signed up for a one-year stint at the cabin, he told us, and when we inquired how long he had been there thus far, he answered, “One week!” He had a stack of books on the counter waiting to be read. He fixed us a pot of spaghetti for dinner, and then in walked a solo through-hiker named “Junkyard Dog.” The Junkyard Dog was 24 years old, just 5’ 8,” but 205 muscular pounds, from Maryland, with scruffy facial hair, southern drawl, a permanent squint, and a handsome mischievous gleam in his eye as he was half-stoned all the time. JunkyardDog had through-hiked the AT in ’97, had hitchhiked through Europe in ’98, and was out here in ‘99. Cristina and I washed our clothes in the washer and dryer, and we took showers. The cold water was broken so our showers were scalding hot. We settled into our own little room and slept on two small cots. Also here with us were through-hikers Tom and Karen, both hiking solo, both in their mid-50’s, both wearing running shoes. She worked in the computer department at Stanford and was carrying an ice ax, while he was an ultra-marathon runner and distance swimmer who lived in Seattle on a wooden boat that he had made and had named after his girlfriend of 20 years. Neither of the two had hiked the AT.
Thunder boomed loudly all night, and we lay awake listening to it, like we were listening to fireworks. It was incredibly magical, yet we could not sleep but just tossed and turned. At 4:30 AM we could not remain in bed any longer, so we rose and set out in the dark under blasts of thunder, hoping to race to town in time to beat the imminent storm. We frantically descended a canyon to 2,205 feet. But the storm never came. The black clouds just suddenly parted and the sun came out. It turned into a bright, clear day. We heard the sound of beating drums, and we finally descended to flat ground and a road where thousands of people had congregated for a music festival in a campground. We crossed railroad tracks and climbed north up barren hillsides of red crusted rocks and huge pink monolithic formations that were as big as houses and were called the Vasquez Rocks. Our guidebook said they were “Metamorphic and igneous cobbles set in pink siltstone,” and were named after a famed bandit who had once used the rocks as a hideout. Rocks of every shape, size and color were encrusted in the formations, and just one good rain storm would set them all free; but we had learned by now that it just never rains down here. This entire red barren landscape looked like a set from Bonanza or Star Trek. I even recognized the EXACT ROCKS from a Star Trek episode, the one where Captain Kirk beams down to the dry planet and fights the rubber-suited lizard guy and beats him by making a homemade cannon. We followed the trail through a 200-foot long tunnel underneath the busy Antelope Valley Freeway. Anyone suffering Tunnelaphobia could never have walked through it and their through-hike would be over. Out the north end, Cristina steered us through Vasquez Rocks Park where this time it was building-sized slabs and plates of rock that stuck up diagonally from the ground. We walked through some kind of upper-crusty horse riding school and finally reached the outskirts of Agua Dulce on Escondido Canyon Road. I took us 1 mile the wrong direction by mistake, then we realized the error and retraced our steps until a woman named Donna Saufley pulled over in her car unexpectedly and scooped us up and took us home, saying that everyonewas back at her house. It had been a mad dash, but we were now at PCT mile 455, and headed to a stranger’s home.
Who The Hell Are You?
Agua Dulce was just a loose community of homes in the desert, with no town proper but just a four-way stop sign with a grocery store, post office, real estate agency and two small restaurants. There was a church and an airport up the road, and clean ranch homes sporting horse corals, horse stables and horses on the hillsides. Donna told us that retired police officers settle here. We pit-stopped in the post office to collect our drop box, then Donna drove us 1 mile down a straight but undulating street to her house. We pulled in and found twenty through-hikers in the side yard, all in typical hiker repose, sitting around reading guidebooks, writing letters, writing notes and studying maps, everybody relaxing, talking, lounging, snacking. Skitz and Marine Corps Greg had fired up the Saufley’s grill and were cooking steaks and baked potatoes, and drinking Coronas. Greg was famous on the trail for having stepped in front of a motorcycle rider who was terrorizing hikers in the woods by riding his off-road bike up and down the trail. Here were metal lawn chairs and glass tables cluttered with backpacks, hiking sticks, cardboard post office drop boxes. There were sleeping bags draped over lawn chairs, airing out. Five Saufley dogs roamed the yard, and there was a view south for 50 miles out over the Vasquez Rocks. Best of all, Donna and her husband Jeff, an electrician, had two trailers on their land. There was a small trailer with four bunkbeds inside, and a large trailer with two bedrooms, a kitchen and a living room with a television. Here was the largest gathering of through-hikers that we had seen yet. We were bunched up because everybody was trying to coordinate a June 13th arrival date at Kennedy Meadows. In the back of our minds now was the thought that we should not enter the snowy High Sierras too early nor too late. But we still had plenty more desert, first. We set up 1.5-Tent on a little grassy patch, then we showered and settled in and spent the rest of the day relaxing. There are no hotels in Agua Dulce, and if not for Donna Saufley we would have no place to stay. Donna told us that they been taking in through-hikers for five years. It had begun in ‘94 when she had met through-hikers in town who gave her a pity story about not having a place to spend the night. But that first group had almost been the last. Donna had brought the hikers home when her husband was gone for the weekend, but of course she did not want them inside her actual house, so she had put them up outside in the large trailer. Mr. Saufley had returned home late that night unexpectedly, however, and when he found the side door of his house uncharacteristically dead-bolted shut, he opened the trailer to pick up a hidden key only to find three strange men sacked out there. The hikers had awoken with a fright and asked:
“Who are you?”
“Who am I?” Mr. Saufley said, “WHO THE HELL ARE YOU?”
The Saufleys got over that initial episode and have been taking in hikers ever since. We slept that night in our tent, and in the morning awoke to find that Cristina’s feet hurt worse than ever. The difficult thing now was that her feet hurt her even when she was not hiking, even when she was sitting or lying down. We took a zero day, but the following morning her feet still hurt so we took a SECOND zero day to rest them further. Incredibly, Cristina no longer wished to quit the trail. She did not even mention it. She had grown to love the trail and she wished to keep hiking. She tried to ignore her foot pain, but it was no use. Brief rest days were not enough to give her feet a full recovery, so we devised a plan. We had moved into the large trailer and taken a bedroom there as soon as a huge group of through-hikers made a mass exodus, and in conversations with the remaining hikers we learned that Skitz, who had been here with his partner Jenn, had set out alone as she had developed a horrible chaffing rash between her thighs that hurt her so badly she could not take a step. The Saufleys doctor came and gave her some cream and antibiotics and told her not to hike for a week. She was terribly upset to be separated from Skitz, but she had arranged for Donna to drive her ahead to the next town, Tehachapi, to meet him there in a few days. Cristina and I decided that we would do this same plan - - that I would hike the 105 miles to Tehachapi, alone, while Cristina would get a ride there with Donna and Jenn. This would give her feet a prolonged rest. Then InnappropriateJokesters-Dick-and-Linda made their way in, and when they heard our plan they decided that Linda would ride with Cristina, Jenn and Donna, too, for she needed a break. A break from the jokes or a break from the trail, she did not say. So this was our plan. Our third night at the Saufleys house we stayed up all night, anxious and distraught, wondering what parting would be like.
Chapter 8
The Mojave Desert
This rude platform is an altar.
- -William Mulholland Dedication of the Los Angeles Aqueduct, 1914
A Punch in the Gut.
Fear of the Mojave is one of the greatest fears of all for through-hikers. Never mind that this is irrational, because only Pacific Crest Trail miles 516532 run through the Mojave Desert. That means that 2,641 miles of Pacific Crest Trail are not in the Mojave Desert, and only 16 miles ARE. Sure,it would be a waterless stretch, but we had already encountered dozens of “water alerts” of at least that length. No, it is just the mystique of the Mojave that terrifies. The PCT crosses just a tiny northwest corner of the vast Mojave Desert, and I would be hitting it in the middle of this upcoming 105mile section from Agua Dulce to Tehachapi. And I would be hiking alone.
I got a late 11:00 AM start from the Saufley’s house, and set out fast, racing away. The first 24 miles north of Agua Dulce are waterless, and I hiked fast for hours, losing my sunglasses in the process. There were no major climbs and the hours ticked by. Late in the day, I ran into a handful of ultra-marathon trail runners who were out training, and also some day hikers. I reached San Francisquito Canyon Road at sunset, making it 24 miles on the day, despite the late start. Most importantly, I had reached water. There was a ranger station here at the road, and beside it a small gazebo nestled in some trees that was covering a picnic table and water cooler. I drank my fill and slept on the picnic table in my sleeping bag.
My second day solo, an early start took me bumping up and down in the arid high-desert at between 3,000-5,000 feet. Mosquitoes bit mercilessly, and everywhere I looked I kept seeing things in pairs: pairs of birds, pairs of beetles, pairs of lizards bobbing their heads. Pairs everywhere, but I was alone. I lost two hours mid-day in a search for water down a steep side trail in an abandoned park (enormous dead crow on the ground, and rotting picnic tables). My feet grew so hot that they burned like two little furnaces at the base of my body. I popped two Motrin for the pain. I was taking eight Motrin a day now: two in the morning, two at lunch, two at dinner and two more at night so that my legs would not twitch quite so much as I tried to sleep. I finally stopped after 25 miles on the day, but wished I had made more miles. I set up 1.5-Tent feeling lonely, sad and exhausted. It was my first night alone in 1.5-Tent. I do not remember falling asleep, but just suddenly I awoke disoriented in the dark in the middle of the night. In an uncomfortable state of confusion I was suddenly aware of a shape beside me. I reached over in the darkness and felt the large shape with my hand believing somehow in my muddled state that it must be Cristina; but then suddenly I recoiled as the shape felt hard to my touch and I gained my senses and realized that it was not Cristina at all but it was my backpack lying beside me. It was my backpack lying beside me in the space where Cristina should have been, and it did not feel right at all. I screamed:
“CRISTINA!”
It hit me like a punch in the gut. I lay there unsettled, disoriented. I lay there alone in 1.5-Tent in the middle of a dry hillside in Southern California somewhere, while Cristina lay miles away, either in Agua Dulce, still, or in some unknown town called Tehachapi. Three years after this hike, during the time of our divorce, and during the various therapies that Cristina and I would go through together in attempting to save our marriage, they would diagnose me with bi-polar disorder, and Cristina would feel sad but also vindicated. She had maintained all along that something was wrong with me and it would turn out to be true. I had a long familial history of it, and I had always known that I was not okay. It was such a familiar feeling, this aching feeling in 1.5Tent this night - - the feeling of never being happy and never feeling able to get filled up. The only place in literature that I have ever found that really captures this feeling is by Hermann Hesse, in “Steppenwolf,” where Harry Halier begins his Diary of a Madman:
“The day had gone by just as days go by. I had killed it in accordance with my primitive and retiring way of life. I had worked for an hour or two and perused the pages of old books. I had had pains for two hours, as elderly people do. I had taken a powder and been very glad when the pains consented to disappear. I had lain in a hot bath and absorbed its kindly warmth. Three times the mail had come with undesired letters and circulars to look through. I had done my breathing exercises, but found it convenient today to omit the thought exercises. I had been for an hour’s walk and seen the lovelilest feathery cloud patterns penciled against the sky. That was very delightful. So was the reading of the old books. So was the lying in the warm bath. But, taken all in all, it had not been exactly a day of rapture. No, it had not even been a day brightened with happiness and joy. Rather, it had been just one of those days which for a long while now had fallen to my lot; the moderately pleasant, the wholly bearable and tolerable, lukewarm days of a discontented middle-aged man; days without special pains, without special cares, without particular worry, without despair; days when I calmly wonder, objective and fearless, whether it isn’t time to follow the example of Adalbert Stifter and have an accident while shaving.”
Getting through the night is always the hardest thing. And the remainder of this night was particularly difficult. I tried to relax. I reminded myself of how hiking worked for me because forward progression is all that matters. I lay here with tears in my eyes and hoped that Cristina was okay. I was 13 miles shy of entering the Mojave Desert. I had come 49 miles in two days, and admonished myself for not having done better. I had to hike faster and farther. Had to hurry to reach Cristina.
Jack’s Gas.
I leapt up at 4:50 AM, unwilling to wait any longer for either daybreak or for sleep to come over me. I set out racing north as quickly as I could. The trail here was a knee-grinding roller coaster leading along the boundary of the famous, enormous Teton Ranch. Finally, after 12 waterless morning miles, I reached the end of the southern Pacific Crest Trail mountain chain at a place where I could look down at the Mojave Desert and out at the Central California mountains beyond it. The task here is to dip down out of the Southern California mountains we had been following since Mexico, cross the low Mojave Desert, and then climb again as the trail rises into the Central California mountains that will grow taller and head into the HIGH SIERRAS. I looked down at the trail that led north arrow-straight for 1 mile, then bumped perpendicularly into Highway 138. Our Mojave Desert stretch begins at the highway. The guidebook said:
“The Mojave Desert is one of the shortest, least scenic
segments of the Pacific Crest Trail. No right-of-way exists
through here. No mountain path connects the Southern
California PCT with its Sierra continuant.”
I started down. Salvation here is a house on the highway which through-hikers all stop at to catch their breath. The home belongs to old-timer Jack Fairs. There is a store 2 miles off the trail down the highway, and were it not for Jack’s house that store would be the only chance for water and rest before entering the Mojave. As it is, no through-hiker enters the Mojave Desert without pausing at Jack’s house for water and shade. It is a landmark stop. But there is a catch: for Jack, they say, is certifiable - - a Nutcase, a Fruit Basket - - and, sadly, quite possibly schizophrenic. For weeks, Cristina and I had been hearing warnings about him. I hiked down to the highway, crossed it, and limped up to Jack’s ramshackle ranch with its stubbly yard and cluttered two-car garage at the edge of the desert. It was 10:30 AM, Friday, May 28th, and I had come 13 miles on the day already. My plan was to pause only briefly at the house, but suddenly the burning in my feet and the heat of the day overwhelmed me. I was in great pain, but then I happily noticed that seated inside the open garage were two through-hikers named Pete and Dennis whom Cristina and I had met only briefly days before at the Saufleys house. They were the odd couple. Both in their mid-40’s, Pete was from England, thin, neat and clean; while Dennis was from Florida, overweight and sloppy. They had met on the trail and were hiking partners now.
“Hi!”
“Cheers! Hoorah!”
“Look at this!”
“Here he comes!”
“Welcome!”
“Where’s Cristina?” they asked me.
Pete and Dennis had arrived the previous night and had slept behind Jack’s garage. They had slept in late this morning and were resting now, waiting out the heat of the day, aiming to enter the desert only later, after the temperature cooled, so that they could make a night hike out of it. It is a common gimmick to leave Jack’s house and enter the Mojave Desert at midnight to avoid the heat. They said that a big group had left late that previous night. Pete and Dennis welcomed me in, warned me about Jack and sat me down on a dirty lounge chair, all in that order. The garage’s front and back doors were open and a surprising slight breeze blew refreshingly through. It was the first shade that I’d had all day, and the first pause that I had taken all day. It felt heavenly to drop my pack and sit in the shade, and to have the company of hikers. I propped up my feet and popped two more Motrin, my third and fourth of the day. I looked about and slowly things came into focus. A skulking forlorn old dog with a homemade haircut wandered the yard sheepishly; and there was a dog’s skull painted red mounted to the top of a lawnmower in the yard, and a shotgun propped up beside the door to the house. Probably loaded.
Then Jack came out.
Jack was 76 years old, six-foot-five, an ex-motorcycle gang leader, and gruff and ornery as could be. He filled the garage with cigarette smoke and ranted on about things that made no sense. We just kept quiet and smiled and nodded. He invited us to help ourselves to homemade corn whiskey that was in an unmarked yellowed jar on a shelf near some oil cans. No thanks! Then he offered us a ride 2 miles down the highway to the convenience store for the cost of one dollar each. We accepted the offer. Say “convenience store” to a through-hiker and we salivate. We climbed into the car. Jack’s dog took the front, riding shotgun, as if this was the one little perk that it got in life, and lay on a ratty blanket while Pete, Dennis and I squeezed into the back onto a ratty blanket of our own, pushing aside empty beer cans, greasy tools, used Kleenex and oily rags. And off we went, one dysfunctional happy family. Jack pulled out onto the super-highway that is 138 and proceeded to drive an uninspiring 40 miles per hour while 18-wheelers rocketed past us at 75 miles per hour while laying on their horns: “Ho-o-o-o-o-o-onnkkk!” Jack took this occasion to mention to us with misplaced pride that the trunk of his car was filled with gasoline cans, as he apparently had some kind of business delivering gasoline to car-less neighbors out in the desert. We laughed nervously about this new information as he drifted aimlessly over the road, changing lanes like a rudderless boat, and we instinctively felt about at our sides for seat belts that just were not there. Then Jack twisted completely around in his seat facing us and launched into an incoherent monologue. He said:
“And you are allowed to do anything you can for the money, you follow me?”
As he said this, the car drifted off the highway onto the gravel shoulder and made this noise:
“Cru-u-u-u-u-u-unch!”
We screamed for our lives:
“Aaaaaah!”
Jack turned forwards and righted the car, then he turned around and faced us again and continued, saying exactly this: “Any fucking thing. And you don’t need no panic button. Know what I mean? Now this is a fucking dart - -in New York Harbor, thieves seventy fucking yards of silt.”
WHAT?
“He took a fucking bottle cap. Now if that don’t make you want to kill that cocksucker. They did that kind of shit. You follow me?”
NO!
More gravel: “Cru-u-u-u-u-u-unch!”
More screams: “Aaaaaah!”
Another 18-wheeler: “Ho-o-o-o-o-o-onnkkk!”
“Go on blow it out your ass motherfucker!” Jack yelled.
After somehow safely reaching the convenience store, a mere 2 miles away, we stalked the aisles, nervous and thankful to be alive. I bought tomatoes, candy bars and a handful of drinks including cranberry juice. I also bought a five-dollar pair of sunglasses for the Mojave Desert, to replace my lost pair. Jack swore racist slurs at the woman behind the counter, and she just rolled her eyes. Outside sat a tattooed man dressed in leather beside his Harley Davidson motorcycle. Jack swore at him, too, and the guy very wisely did nothing about it. Driving home, Jack mentioned that his son was in jail for killing a man. Then he told us about his own good old motorcycle gang days, saying: “I was a bad motherfucker back then. You did not want to run into me.” There was never a dull moment! Back at his house, we realized that we had lived through his driving prowess. The truth is that it had been exhilarating, driving slowly with gas in the trunk. It was almost the greatest rush of my hike. It would rank right up there with getting swept away in a river in the High Sierras, and taking an uncontrolled ice slide in Northern California. But those would come later.
I spent one hour organizing my things, then prepared to leave. I settled up with Jack, paying him all the small fees associated with the stay: one dollar for the ride to the store, one dollar for filling up my water bottles, one dollar for using his scary bathroom, one dollar for sitting in his garage, and a general one dollar “you-stopped-here” fee. Five dollars total, but the truth is that it was all actually worth it. My feet hurt, but I had to keep moving. I had spent three hours at Jack’s house drinking all the fluids that my body could stand, filling myself up like a camel so that I left laden with water inside and out. In addition to my regular water bottles, I now also had filled two extra nylon water bags that I had carried from Mexico for just this occasion, just for this crossing of the Mojave. The PCT’s 16-mile trek through the Mojave is waterless, and after that it is 2 additional miles further to the first source. The two bulging water bags hung imperfectly off my backpack on carribeeners and sloshed from side to side, swinging back and forth with every step, tipping me off balance. It was a rotten system: slosh, slosh, slosh. Pete and Dennis sat in the garage again waiting out the heat. Pete said with his strong British accent,
“I’m resting me luckies.”
“I’m leaving,” I said.
“Hoorah! Cheers!”
Just then a beer truck pulled up into the driveway. We laughed, expecting it to be yet one more freakish thing at Jack’s house, but then suddenly Inappropriate-Jokester-Dick sprang from the passenger side calling, “Thanks a lot!” It was just Dick hitchhiking again. He told us that he had taken the ride as he had to meet Linda in Tehachapi as quickly as possible. I popped two more Motrin (numbers five and six) and stepped into the heat at 1:30 PM like a guinea pig, limping slowly down the driveway at a snail’s pace 1 mile
per hour.
“See you later,” I said.
“There he goes!”
A Risk I Had To Take.
Out behind Jack’s house, I staggered two-hundred yards past a school down a dead-end street where I ducked through a hole in a chain-link fence and stood facing, perpendicularly, a thirty-foot-wide river of water that flowed by in a concrete trough. Here was an aqueduct impasse. The problem was that I had to hike north to Canada, while here was the California Aqueduct which led east-to-west in both directions as far as I could see. The situation was doubly confusing to me because the water inside the aqueduct was exposed and it was way too wide to jump across. All through-hikers know from trail photographs, literature and stories that the PCT follows the aqueduct through the Mojave Desert, yet clearly if our trek was alongside open water like this than what would we possibly have to fear? Typically, there were no PCTsigns or markers anywhere. Just me standing here staring at the canal. It took me awhile to solve the puzzle, but finally I walked half-a-mile to the right and came to an aqueduct junction. The solution revealed itself here, for two aqueducts met here at right angles, where the sealed north-south flowing Los Angeles Aqueduct led over the exposed east-west flow. It was easy to cross. Then I stood north of the junction with no more water to see. I walked 3 miles straight north, parallel to the sealed Los Angeles Aqueduct that briefly here took the form of a tremendous pipe stuck up half above ground. I followed a dirt road beside the pipe and I thought that if the day ever grew too hot I could duck down and wedge myself partially underneath it for shade. Being wary of rattlesnakes, of course.
But then the picture changed.
The dirt road and half-pipe stopped at a T-junction where the aqueduct turned right and ducked wholly underground. The next 13 miles of trail here follows the underground Los Angeles Aqueduct eastward across the desert, and the aqueduct is invisible hereafter, except for its being covered by cement. You cannot miss it, this concrete super-highway in the middle of the desert. The concrete aqueduct cover was thirty feet wide with metal poles and repairs stations on it. All the while there was a dirt road leading parallel to it, just a few yards away. I walked sometimes on the concrete aqueduct cover, but usually on the dirt road beside it because it was softer. Small, lifeless brown mountains rose a couple miles to the north, but the trail stayed low and flat and led eastward. It felt strange to walk east now, after having headed west for so long. I was at 2,800 feet elevation here. The aqueduct bisecting this dry land gets its water from the much taller High Sierra Mountains, which I was heading for. The Los Angeles Aqueduct, that I was now briefly following, is 223 miles long and begins at the eastern slopes of the High Sierras, then leads south, then west, down to Los Angeles. It is covered in concrete for 98 of its miles, but in other places it leads through tunnels of rock or in open channel. Its construction was a controversial episode in the settling of Southern California. Los Angeles was originally settled by the Spanish. In 1854, LA’s population was 2,000 people. From then on, its population burst and the city could not meet its growing water needs solely by the Los Angeles River. So, at the turn of the 20th century, in 1905, LA city planners began to investigate options. City Water Company Superintendent William Mulholland spoke with a friend who had just returned from a springtime family hiking trip in the in the High Sierras, who told of all the water he had seen melting and gushing there. Intrigued, they hired a geologist who found that there had once been a natural irrigation channel that fed High Sierra water runoff south then southwestward around the mountains; but that the channel had become blocked by an ancient lava flow. Mulholland had found his water source. The city of Los Angeles descretely began buying land far away, way up east of the High Sierras, in Inyo Valley County, in order to build its aqueduct and kidnap the mountain water. But when Inyo Valley local officials discovered the land-acquisition shenanigans they tried to block it, and the dispute went all the way to Washington and the desk of President Theodore Roosevelt who settled the dispute by declaring: “It is a hundred or a thousand fold more important to the state and more valuable to the people as a whole if used by the city than if used by the people in Owen’s Valley.” So Los Angeles built its aqueduct. It was completed in 1913, when the population of Los Angeles had risen to 400,000. Today, nearly one-hundred years later, LA’s population has swelled to over four-million people, and the Los Angeles Aqueduct pumps 400 million gallons of water every day, water that was now passing beneath my feet. The repair stations along the concrete-covered aqueduct here were padlocked shut. I could put my ear down and hear the water rushing below, but I could not reach the water. I limped through the desert alongside the concrete, and it was not lost on me that a person could easily die of thirst here just inches away from millions of gallons of water.
I traversed eastward across the plain and could see clearly out over dozens of miles ahead and to my right, with only Joshua Trees and little territorial poison-emitting Creosote bushes dotting the plain. Cristina had been longing to see Joshua Trees. They reminded her of her favorite band, U2, and she would have loved to see these trees. They looked like people standing out in the desert. They got their name from Mormon pioneers who thought that they resembled the profit Joseph pointing the way to their future home. Where clumps of them stood together they looked like families with children. They dotted the landscape - - a family here, a family there - - and they were my company. I could see miles ahead, behind and to the right as I crossed the plain. There was the occasional desert home to the south, and snakes, lizards, rabbits, mice, birds, owls, cactus, insects and coyote lived here. One thing I had not expected was the slight breeze. It was not as hot as I had feared it would be. I felt that I had done the right thing, entering midday as I had. My fuel was Motrin and Starburst. I stopped and examined a little lizard hole. I stepped firmly beside it. My goal was to leave a clear footprint so that the lizard would come out and see it and think about it. I just imagined that somehow this one small act would make this lizard that little bit smarter, just like with the family of apes regarding the rectangle in Stanley Kubrik’s “2001: A Space Odyssey.” The lizard would emerge from its hole and detect the footprint: see it, sniff it, inspect it, walk around it, thinking, thinking, formulating some thought: “Hmmm… hmmm…” Thinking,thinking, its little tongue darting in and out, eyes concentrating, twisting and turning, until finally it would speak: “New Balance 568’s? Doesn’t this guy know they updated to the 802’s? Typical - - another hiker in obsolete footwear!” I walked along the covered conduit with the route obvious, and yet still I lost confidence because PCT trail markings were placed only about every 4 miles or so - - a LONG way - - and I got a bit unnerved during the hours in between them, fearing that I might have missed some obscure turnoff. A man stood in his yard outside one of the rare desert homes here, and so I channeled all my AT-learned Yogi-ing skills. “Yogi-ing” is named after Yogi The Bear and it is the art of begging for food without actually begging. There was too much at stake to blow this one. I readied myself, then waved and called out, mid-stride:
“Hi! How’s it going?”
As soon as the man turned and noticed me bent upon continuing on my way, I suddenly stopped and called back as if in after-thought:
“Hey, do you mind if I ask, am I still on the PCT?”
Grunt. Yes. I was still on it.
“I should know but I haven’t seen any markers,” I said. “Have you seen anyone else go by today?”
No he had not.
“Yeah. Not too many hikers walk through here in the day. A bunch of my friends walked through last night to beat the heat.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. They’re the smart ones, I guess. I’m the dumb one.”
Enough chit-chat: it was time to drop the bomb, I said:
“Hey, I’m wondering, do you know if there’s a store or anything like that
up ahead where I can buy a soda?”“You want a beer? I don’t have soda, but I’ve got a cold beer if you want one.”
It was truly nice of him, very decent and swell, but I declined the beer and continued along. Mile after mile. My water ran low. A car would drive by on the dirt road beside the aqueduct only about every two hours. I looked ahead and saw two pick-up trucks in the distance driving towards me - - a veritable caravan - - with clouds of dust rising up behind them. They slowed and I flagged them down, waving my arms. They stopped and rolled down their windows and I said hello and noticed a cooler in the bed of the first truck. Forget Yogy-ing; I was dying out here. I said,
“Do you have a soda that I could have?”
A young couple and their daughter sat in the front. The gentleman got out, went to the back, opened his cooler and handed me a cold Pepsi. The daughter handed me Twizler’s and a handful of grapes, then they drove off. I ate the grapes then the Twizler’s - - even though I hate Twizler’s - - and I told myself that I would save the Pepsi for as long as I could possibly stand, which turned out to be exactly 100 feet. Then I could not bear it any longer. I stopped, dropped my pack, popped the top, tilted my head back and drank the Pepsi down in one long gulp. I could easily have drunk five more. My thirst remained. That Pepsi did not quench it, did not even put a dent in it. If anything, it just made it worse. Water is the key to the first 700 miles of the PCT. We knew that by now. I was thirsty, quite thirsty for water: water, water, water. I started saying that word in my brain over and over until it lost all meaning:
waterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterw aterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwat erwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwater waterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterw aterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwat erwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwater waterwaterwaterwaterwaterwaterwater…
Sprite, Mountain Dew, Mr. Pibb, Dr. Pepper, Fizz, Fresca, Cactus Cooler, Coca-Cola, orange juice, lemonade, iced-tea, grape juice, white grape juice, grapefruit juice, cranberry juice, jumping in a swimming pool, jumping into a lake in Maine, jumping into the aqueduct, jumping into a freezing cold icy mountain river! water waterwaterwaterwaterwater…
Mile after mile.
At 9:00 PM, I stepped under a landmark set of power lines signaling the spot where the trail and dirt road and cement aqueduct curve left and head north. It was momentous because from here the PCT follows the aqueduct for only 2 additional miles past the power lines, then it leads into the mountains. So I moved on a little bit further and stopped for the day. I had walked 13 morning miles into and 19 afternoon miles out of Jack Fair’s house, for 32 total miles on the day - - my longest yet on the PCT. I spread my nylon ground cover on the cement-covered aqueduct and lay down and ate cold Ramen Noodles and snacks. The wind blew so hard that I had to grab large rocks and lay them on the corners of my ground cover to hold it down. It would be my second bivy in three nights. I lay ready to sleep when suddenly I saw car lights coming around a bend straight towards me! I had seen maybe five or six cars total all day and had certainly not expected to see one now. I fumbled for my pen flashlight and got ready to roll away and shine it just as I saw that this car was not driving on the cement aqueduct where I lay but was driving on the dirt road beside it, so I did not signal at all. The car zipped by at 35 miles per hour. Unnerved, there was no way I could sleep like this, so I got up and dragged my things over behind a tall metal pole on the aqueduct, and I lay down with my head behind the pole. I felt better now and got ready
to sleep once again.
It was 10:00 PM and the sky displayed a canopy of stars, millions of them, and they appeared so close that it seemed I could touch them. That is the joy of bivy-ing. In a tent I could not have seen this. I stared at this sky filled with millions of twinkling lights: distant stars floating in the cosmos billions of miles and light years away. While living on Walden Pond, Thoreau had said: “It would be well if we were to spend more of our days and nights without any obstruction between us and the celestial bodies.” It is humbling to lie at night and ponder the stars. A little humility is necessary, for we humans are not all of creation. Actually, we are not much of it at all. Edward O. Wilson wrote: “The totality of life, known as the biosphere to scientists and creation to theologians, is a membrane of organisms wrapped around Earth so thin it cannot be seen edgewise from a space shuttle.” To gaze into the night sky filled with stars is to feel the magnitude of life. This is a view that has existed for billions of years, and our hominid ancestors have been able to look up into a sky filled with stars at night for the past three million years - - but all that has suddenly changed now in just the past 50 years, for this view has become increasingly rare, as we have lit up the world with electric lights, and we shine these up into the sky like exposed lightbulbs without lampshades, and the glare obscures our vision of the stars. Try to remember the last time you stood in a city or town and looked up stars at night. We do not see the stars anymore. And something is lost. Our sense of place in the grand scheme of things is distorted. Perspective is lost. This is light pollution. There is a group called the International Dark Sky Association that is dedicated to reclaiming our night skys. For millions of years, plants and animals have lived on the cycle of night and day, yet now our glaring night lights all over the world effect photosynthesis and plant cycles of circadian rhythm. Our lights effect the waking of birds, causing Robins to chirp away at 2:30 AM because they think dawn has already come. Our lights effect human poetry and imagination. Obscure the night sky and we miss seeing the Milky Way, Aurora Borealis, zodiacal light, comets and cometary dust.
My view under a full moon looked out over Joshua Trees and south down a slight decline for dozens of miles. Coyotes bayed. I felt safe and alive. It was a Spaulding Gray “perfect moment.” I mentally added it to a short list of favorite memories that I keep in my head, which includes eating pizza in Venice and rappelling down the Matterhorn in Switzerland in the dark in the middle of the night. I laughed and thought to myself that one day when old and tired I might catch myself admitting: “One time long ago I slept outside on the aqueduct in the Mojave Desert.” And then, very oddly, right at the moment when I found myself relishing the solitude most, I suddenly thought I heard voices coming up the dirt road. It was not my imagination. The voices grew louder. I glanced at my watch, it was 10:30 PM, and up the dirt road walked Pete and Dennis, the Odd Couple, gabbing away, as happy as could be. I called,
“Hello!”
But then I instantly regretted not having done something to scare them instead. They turned, surprised to see me lying here. The moon was so bright that their bodies cast shadows on the ground before them. We spoke only briefly as they had their flow and did not wish to disrupt it. They had left Jack Fair’s house several hours after me and had overtaken me and were making good time. I said that I had found it hard to judge distances along the aqueduct. Pete was surprised by that. He said it was easy. He said, “I use Dead Reckoning.” I had not been able to use dead reckoning myself as my rate of speed had fluctuated between 1 and 4 miles an hour depending upon how recently and in what quantity I popped Motrin. But everyone’s hike is a little bit different. No two people will ever perceive the trail the same way. And everyone’s memories will be different. Pete and Dennis continued and hiked 1 more mile to the end of the aqueduct to try to find water. I watched them go and heard their conversation drift away. It had been a long day. Without further distraction I began drifting to sleep, listening to the coyotes baying once again. For one rare moment my mind felt calm. We do not have complete control, I thought to myself - - babies are born, waves wash ashore. We are in a swirl, and we are just part of the swirl. We are in a great rhyme, and we are merely part of the rhyme. There is no Destiny. There is no Fate. Nobody works a master control. Sometimes we have to let go. Cristina had come into my life and was engaged in the painstaking process of teaching me that life is too short to get troubled and saddened by every single conceivable thing. Our task is to love and to live and to not be paralyzed by pain and doubt and sadness and sorrow. Could anything be more beautiful than that? Robert Frost understood this, our lack of complete control, in writing:
“Have I not walked without an upward look
Of caution under stars that very well
Might not have missed me when they shot and fell?
It was a risk I had to take - -and took.”
Super Salad.
It was to be a town-day, a Cristina Day. 4:00 AM, Saturday, May 29th, I leapt up off the aqueduct, popped two Motrin, stuffed my ground cover into my pack and raced north to the end of the aqueduct, then further north off the plain and into the hills, leaving the desert behind. I was 24 miles out, but highly motivated. I had an early start and I would reach town this day. There was no doubt about that. My backpack was weightless as I was out of food and water. Gusts of wind blew so strongly that they knocked me sideways several feet at a time. I had to crouch down and lean into them, expecting one to actually knock me onto the ground. I fought my way forwards, surging with adrenaline. By the time the sun rose on the horizon, I was already into the scraggly brown hills, which gave some shade. The sun and the moon were both visible in the sky simultaneously, both big, bright and clear as could be. I hiked in and out of several dry canyons that were littered with motorcycle tracks. I found water, then tackled a 1,600-foot switch-backing climb up to 6,070 feet. I battled away for hours, and came to a hilltop covered with wind turbines - - giant white wind turbines, giant white metal gyrators - - and from the hilltop I could look down at Tehachapi-Willow Road, at 4,150 feet. I limped down to the road through clouds of grasshoppers that freakishly lined the desert weeds on both sides of the trail here; and, quite disgustingly, as I walked by, they jumped into the air and flew in my face. It was diabolical: grasshoppers at the right of the trail jumped leftwards, and grasshoppers at the left jumped rightwards. I had to walk with one hand covering my mouth so that I could breathe without swallowing them, and the other hand waving my hiking stick back and forth in front of my face so that I could see. Meanwhile the wind blew so strong that time and again gusts nearly hurled me to the ground. Had I not felt such burning pain in my feet, I might even have laughed at the ridiculousness of this moment. I reached Tehachapi-Willow Road at 12:30 PM, having made the 105 miles here from Agua Dulce in three days plus a few extra hours. Tehachapi is 10 miles off the trail so I stuck out my thumb. I finally got a ride in the back of a pickup, crammed beside a refrigerator. A mother and daughter whisked me to town and dropped me off at a gas station. I called the Tehachapi Ramada and got a message that Cristina was staying at the Railroad Hotel. I called there and Cristina answered the phone. Tehachapi is the most sprawling and inconvenient town on the PCT for through-hikers. I was 2 miles away from Cristina’s hotel, and my feet hurt too much to walk, so the Railroad Hotel owner’s son, Jigs, drove out and picked me up. And then I was back in Cristina’s arms.
Our reunion consisted of me rinsing the desert dirt off my body with a shower, and then lying in bed complaining about my feet. I did not tell her all the thoughts and emotions I’d had alone in 1.5-Tent a few nights before. I did not know how to express any of that. We just settled in together. Cristina never drank soda or ate candy, but for me she had stocked our room with cookies, candy, Coke. She had also bought grapes and other fruit, and a pan and salt for my feet. I gave her three Joshua Tree fronds that I had carefully saved in my backpack for her. She had only been in Tehachapi one day. Inappropriate-Jokesters-Dick-and-Linda were in the room next door. Dick had arrived by car that morning. First he had hitchhiked from the Saufleys to Jack Fair’s house, and then he had hitchhiked from there to here. We four ate dinner together at the Tehachapi Diner around the corner. They were nudists, Dick confessed. There was never a dull moment. He asked,
“Seen any U.F.O.’s?”
Edwards Airforce Base lies out in the desert east of Tehachapi, and test planes buzz around in the air overhead in the middle of the night, sending
U.F.O. worshippers into a frenzy. Dick told us about a nearby, world-famous railroad engineering marvel called the Tehachapi Loop which is just 8 miles out of town. To gain elevation in travelling east-west over the Tehachapi Hills, railroad engineers designed a 3,799 foot long loop in the track so that the grade would never be too steep in any one place at any one moment. The Chinese workmen who built the loop in 1876 had called it: “The Coiled Dragon.” The track makes a giant loop around and then up and over itself, and very long trains actually loop around themselves so that their engines pass over their own cabooses. Passenger trains ran the loop until 1971, but only freight trains pass now. The diner’s walls were lined by aerial photographs of the loop. A freight rumbled through town just then. We could feel the ground rumble and the building shake. Dick cried out:
“Hey, that feels good: somebody put another quarter in it!” The whole restaurant laughed. Our waitress walked over, and said: “Super salad?” “No, I just want a small one,” I said. “What’s that?” “I don’t want the big one.” “No, SOUP ‘er SALAD?” the waitress said. Dinner in the diner with dessert by the desert. We stayed for three days in Tehachapi, making telephone calls, watching
the French Open on TV, routing for Aggassi, and playing basketball in the hotel parking lot with Jigs. We bought water pistols and ambushed Dick and Linda in a water fight that ended when Dick opened our hotel door and doused us with a bucket. This was rest for Cristina’s feet. But Cristina’s feet in all this time had not gotten the slightest bit better. She had rested them now for seven consecutive days, but it gave no relief. Which was a very bad sign. We finally decided that we would set out. We would continue and see what would happen.
Chapter 9
Kennedy Meadows: The Gateway In
Prospects brilliant; situation desperate, as usual!
- -August Strindberg
On Sore Feet.
Excluding Alaska, the largest area in the United States without through roads is the High Sierras of central California, and we were fast approaching this inaccessible area. We were approaching it on sore feet. We would reach it in 142 miles, but there were no trail towns along the way, so we would need to carry much food into this long stretch and our packs would be heavy. And once we reached Kennedy Meadows, if we set out into the isolated High Sierras north of there, then if anything went wrong with Cristina’s feet it would be a difficult place for us to bail out of. I doubted whether it would be smart for us to even enter the High Sierras at all. But Cristina’s determination was growing stronger. Her foot pain was peaking, but her determination was, too. She was exceptionally brave. She had escaped an abusive marriage in Spain, and had come to America without being able to speak English. Ultimately, she would survive me as well. Long after this hike, she would become the first person in her immediate family - - and including aunts, uncles and 21 cousins - - to earn a college degree, by first earning her associate’s degree then her bachelor’s degree, in Maine, with my encouragement and backing. But that would come after this hike. Here, she had said just one remarkable thing all along: “If I make it to Kennedy Meadows, I will make it to Canada.”It seemed that we were going to find out.
We hiked 10, 15, 15, 17, 20, 24, 28 and 10 milers, making the 142 miles from Tehachapi to Kennedy Meadows in 8 days. It was an easy section that began with a climb from 3,780 to 6,120 feet, then the trail kept level the rest of the way. The days grew easier as our packs grew lighter in eating through our food. On the third of those nights we stopped at 6,420 feet in a clearing deep in the woods where we sat with eight other through-hikers and built a fire in a pre-made pit, then we all sat around watching it, mesmerized by it, getting warmed by it, on what was a bitterly cold night. It was the first fire for Cristina and me on the trail. At the fire was a through-hiker named Kevin, from Virginia, late-40’s, who had through-hiked the AT in 1995, 1997 and 1998, and was out here on the PCT in 1999 (made me wonder what had happened in 1996). He poured squeeze-butter into his dinner pot for extra fat, he said, and when I asked what he thought of the PCT after so many AT hikes, “It’s easy,” was all he said. Late that night, tearing ourselves away from the warmth of the fire, we picked up and carried with us a flattened football-sized rock that had lined the fire-pit, that had gotten super-heated for hours. We carried the stone wrapped in a T-shirt, and once inside 1.5-Tent we zipped our sleeping bags together and passed the rock back and forth and rested it in between us all night like a hot water bottle. “Hot Rock” stayed warm until
4:00 AM. It was an old trick, an incredible trick, a Native American Indian trick, although I am sure that early fire-using humans knew of it, too.
Our oddest moment in this section - - and perhaps the most telling moment of our hike - - came in crossing Highway 174 at a place called Walker Pass, on the sixth day. Walker Pass lies 50 miles shy of Kennedy Meadows and, as we understood it, it would be our last road for 270 miles. Many through-hikers hitchhike from there to the small town of Onyx, and I asked Cristina whether we should head to the town to assess things and consider our options. But Cristina, despite her foot pain, elected to set out north across the road without a pause. We would ultimately discover that there is a paved road at Kennedy Meadows, but we did not know it when crossing Walker Pass. As we had understood it, we were at that moment at Highway 174 entering the Point Of No Return. The day after that, Cristina led us in hiking a 28-mile day, on a roller coaster from 6,900 to 5,555 to 8,020 to 5,845 feet, where just before traversing around a mountain called The Spanish Needle we came upon a mother bear and her two cubs about twenty yards ahead on the trail. First reaction: “Hey, a dog!” Second reaction: “No, a BEAR!” It was our longest joint hike of the summer - - here she had hiked over the distance of a marathon ON BROKEN FEET.
The morning of our eighth day, we strolled the final 10 miles into Kennedy Meadows, taking our time. A young couple passed us wearing red matching T-shirts with yellow letters that said: “TEAM ON FIRE.” Theywere students from Penn State University, on deadline, trying to hike the whole trail in the summer months. They had started from Mexico on May 10th, and were flying through the woods. She had tree trunks for legs, while he had toothpicks. Here were the first matching uniforms I had ever seen in the woods on either the AT or PCT. Perhaps they might start a trend. But I couldn’t help picturing these two out on the Continental Divide Trail, wearing matching T-shirts while having a Grizzly Bear waddle towards them. Then they would have matching underwear, too. We sauntered up to a stream, a bridge and a deserted paved road on a great, rolling plateau. We walked slowly, proudly, almost disbelieving that our 700 mile desert trek through Southern California was now over. A few old men stood fishing on the banks of the stream, and we spied two tents in a field north of the road. This was Kennedy Meadows, elevation 6,020 feet. It was not as I had imagined. Only two tents? Everyone was supposed to be pausing here before entering the High Sierras, but there was no crowd. I had been expecting to find some kind of miniature Woodstock here with scores of tents and scores of through-hikers reading, talking, lounging around on hammocks and playing Frisbee and hackey sack. It was a little disappointing. We finally found action by walking .7 miles east off the trail up the deserted paved road to the Kennedy Meadows General Store.
Porch Lizards.
We had reached Kennedy Meadows on Tuesday, June 8th - - five days ahead of schedule. We had made it. It was day number 51 for us, mile 701, and the desert was officially past. If nothing else, if we never took another step, at least we had made it this far. No matter how difficult it had been, no one could ever take that away from us. The Kennedy Meadows General Store sits on sloped ground with no hint of any civilization around it. We were up out of the desert and the forest, and the air just felt different here. There were no tall trees, just undergrowth. No snow visible anywhere. The store had a great, sun-drenched, second-story wood deck and had picnic tables on it. The deck overlooked the store’s dirt turnaround where there was a gas pump, two blue Port-o-Potties and a path that led through bushes to a clearing where there was an outdoor movie screen and amphitheater. They showed movies there on Saturday nights. “Don Knots and The Apple Dumpling Gang” had just played. We strode up and found 16 through-hikers sitting outside on the porch in typical through-hiker fashion: drinking coffee from Styrofoam cups, napping, chatting, organizing their packs, sifting through drop boxes, and reading ahead in the guidebooks. This is the lone transitional place on the Pacific Crest Trail. Here we move from brown to white just by hiking up and passing through; and this store offers us our last chance to pause and catch our breath before climbing up into the High Sierra snow. Fortunately there were amenities here, for we had to mentally prepare ourselves here, as the PCT climbs to 10-, 11-, 12-, even 13,000 feet elevation in the High Sierras. Here, through-hikers pick up ice axes, winter coats, hats and gloves as we transition from sand to snow. None of us had snowshoes or crampons, but every single one of us through-hikers had an ice axe that we had all mailed to ourselves here, all in creatively designed packages. The purpose of the ice axe is to arrest a slide down a snowy slope. All the literature said that we would need them, that we would be foolish to enter the High Sierras without
them.
We said hellos and dropped our packs and spent a relaxed afternoon on the porch, organizing and resting. We showered in the outdoor showers on the hill up behind the store to wash the So Cal desert off our bodies for the final time. We washed our laundry inside and hung it up on a clothesline to dry in the sun, for the store has no drier. The store sold only dried and canned goods, sad for me as I was craving pizza. Just like at Jack Fair’s house, here there were little fees associated with everything: fifty cents for coffee, one dollar for an outdoor shower, two dollars for a load of laundry, two dollars for each package received. The Kennedy Meadows General Store had no telephone, but they told us that a line was due to arrive there the following year. It did not help us for this year. The nearest phone was 25 miles away down off the plateau, which was a hardship, for all of us simply wished to call home to say: “We’re okay.” We snacked on food from the store, drank coffee and organized our gear while idly chatting. Organizing includes unfolding and airing out sleeping bags, and emptying and throwing out used food wrappers and other trash. They say that the best backpacking in the world is here in the High Sierras, and we were about to find out.
The first news that Cristina and I received here was a weather report on a chalkboard that read: “Good weather for the next week.” It was difficult to fathom what they meant by “good weather.” For 700 miles, for 51 straight days, we’d had good weather. There IS no weather in the southwest. As for snowpack, it was: “60 per cent of normal in the southern High Sierras; 110 per cent of normal in the northern High Sierras; and 400 per cent of normal in Washington State.” Of course Washington was too far away to worry about. At least for now all was fine. The highest and most difficult spots on the PCTare here in the southern High Sierras, and with low snowfall our chances looked good. It was the kind of weather report that PCT through-hikers dream about. However, while snowfall had been low, spring temperatures had also been low, slowing down the melting. Little snow had fallen, but most of that snow remained. “Snow is at 9,500 feet,” someone said; and we were due to bump up over that many times. There were 16, not 116 through-hikers here, because due to the rosy snow news the big group of hikers that normally converge here waiting until the recommended embarkation date of June 13th had instead just started right in.
The second news we received was that one through-hiker had died in the High Sierras already, and another had gotten air-lifted out by helicopter. A 69-year-old doctor named John Louder, from San Diego, had gotten caught in a storm just north of here in the High Sierras and had tried to bail out of the high peaks down a steep, unmaintained side trail called New Army Pass Trail, where he slipped and died. They determined that he survived the fall, but broke his legs, some ribs and suffered a blow to his head. He was only able to climb into his sleeping bag and write a note to his wife before dying. It had happened just ten days earlier. There was a hiker register at Kennedy Meadows that Dr. Louder had signed. We read his entry, about how he was anticipating the High Sierras. In the same storm, a through-hiker named Frank had gotten stuck on a pass in severe weather and would not come down but had to be air-lifted out by helicopter. Nobody here seemed overly concerned about either incident. People were saddened about Dr. Louder, but just not concerned. Forty-one through-hikers were signed into the Kennedy Meadows register ahead of us, including TEAM ON FIRE. I signed us in as “TEAM VERY TIRED.” Perfect-Henry, from way back on Mt. Laguna and Warner Springs, had signed in on June 2nd, only one day after his projected arrival. Virtually our entire Kamp Anza group of Hunter S. Thompson-Ron, Dana, Robert Little Bear, Brian, Deborah and Rebecca had signed in on June 5th. We could take comfort knowing that, with so many people going before us, they would be the ones finding the path and trampling down the snow while we could just follow their footsteps.
The store owner closed shop at 6:00 PM, but he allowed our large group to linger longer on the porch provided that we did not use stoves and that nobody slept here; so we poured our last cups of coffee and enjoyed one final hour in the evening sun. Then we all walked lazily .7 miles back to the trail by the stream and slept in our tents in the field. We awoke at 6:00 AM that next morning to the sound of a through-hiker sitting in the middle of the field tapping away on a laptop computer, calling out: “Would anyone like to send e-mail?” A pick-up truck stopped and out jumped Inappropriate-Jokesters-Dick-and-Linda, yelling: “Thanks a lot!” They were wonderful hitchhikers. It was June 9th. We walked back to the store and spent the day on the porch for more hours of coffee, camaraderie and companionship. We met an older through-hiking couple named Pat and Walt, early-50’s, from Virginia, who were on their third PCT attempt. Their two previous tries had been unsuccessful, and Pat was now having severe stomach pains and it looked like their trip would end here. Up until now we had been meeting mostly older hikers, but here there were youngsters between the ages of 19-29. Everyone’s food seemed better than ours. A young woman had freeze-dried peas, tofu and Miso soup spread out across the table. Ayoung man from Norway, 19, had a homemade backpack and he showed up alone speaking broken English. He had two hiking partners but had not been able to keep up with them so he had skipped ahead to meet them here. His partners were 29 and 39 years old, all from Norway, and they were known as: “The 3 Norwegians.” We met a young female section-hiker, who had brought her dog. We met a 6’ 6” skyscraper of a through-hiker named Raffi who had just returned from two years visiting his mother in Afghanistan. We met a solo bald through-hiker with a full blonde, Moses-like beard and a tall, thick biblical hiking staff who told us that his trail name was “Ishamel.” I shook his hand and said:
“I’ll call you Ishmael.”
But he did not laugh. I asked: “Moby Dick?”
He shook his head; “No, it’s from a book called Ishmael, by Daniel Quinn. You must read it.”
Okay!
Inappropriate-Jokesters-Dick-and-Linda bought a fishing pole, butter, lemon and aluminum foil at the store and said that they planned to spend seven days at Kennedy Meadows. Dick took off his clothes and stalked the porch barefoot wearing only his spandex shorts. It was a sight that I could have lived happily all my life without seeing. He never stopped talking. He said that he and Linda had gone to Las Vegas once, and that the large casinos there have rugs so offensive that you can’t look down, and mirrors on the ceilings so that you can’t look up, so they force you to stare straight ahead at the slot machines, and they hide the exit signs. He said that one night they had wandered into a small casino filled with locals, where at midnight it had shocked them because everyone in the place suddenly put on a big green Styrofoam moose hat and began singing in unison:
“Iiiiiiiiiiiiiit’s the bull jackpot time,
it’s the bull jackpot time,
it’s the bull jackpot time,
it’s the bull jackpot time!”
I heard Dick wrong, thinking that he had said “double” jackpot time; but that did not matter as I liked the story anyway. And then every time he and I saw each other for the rest of that day we would raise our hands up over our heads (he in only his Spandex) and wave them around singing:
“Iiiiiiiiiiiiiit’s the bull jackpot time,
it’s the bull jackpot time,
it’s the bull jackpot time,
it’s the bull jackpot time!”
We got our stove back here in our Kennedy Meadows drop box, along with our fuel bottle, so that we could eat hot meals again. I’d read that through-hikers have to kick Stair Steps (whatever that meant) in the ice in the High Sierras, and so I had asked my parents to put my hiking boots in this drop box as well. I hated to wear anything except running shoes, but I panicked and made the switch here. Reluctantly, I put the boots on and mailed my running shoes ahead to Vermilion Valley Resort. This would be my FIRST-EVER time hiking in boots on either the AT or the PCT. To reach Vermilion Valley Resort, our next stop, we would have to hike 173 miles over 8 of the 10 highest points on the trail including 13,100-foot Forester Pass; and then, just after VVR, would come the trail’s two remaining top-ten highest points. The going gets easier after VVR, but this was the big stuff, right here, right now, staring us in the face. The distance, combined with the difficulty of terrain, not to mention Cristina’s sore feet, left us uneasy. It was then that we heard two lovely words rolling off the tongues and lips of all those around us:
“Lone Pine.”
Lone Pine, apparently, was a town that would save us. The others here had all researched the trail better than we had for they all knew a secret that we didn’t: that the town of Lone Pine, part-way to VVR, is accessible. I had not known that it was. There is a turnoff to Lone Pine just a mere 42 miles north of here, but the town is 18 miles and 7,000 feet DOWN OFF THE TRAIL, meaning that, round-trip, it would be a 36-mile, 14,000 foot detour. Naturally, we had been planning on skipping it; but everyone here on the porch revealed that they were all planning on going there. They just knew something that we did not - - that 42 miles north of Kennedy Meadows, there is a side trail called Trail Pass Trail that descends 2 miles east down to a more than one-mile high parking lot, and from there through-hikers can hitchhike down to Lone Pine for its hotels, restaurants, telephones. The parking lot way up at high elevation gets filled by day-hikers who drive up into the High Sierras and then go hiking, and thus we could get rides down to Lone Pine from them. This changed everything, for now instead of needing to hike 173 consecutive miles to Vermilion Valley Resort in one swoop, we could instead divide the distance into two stages of 42 and then 131 miles. Granted, the second leg would be long, but at least we now had a rest stop to shoot for, one so close we could practically touch it. We felt energized and anxious to get there. Now we only had to carry three days worth of food instead of ten, so our packs would be light. And we could rest and find help in Lone Pine - -maybe someone there could look at Cristina’s feet.
We left Kennedy Meadows at 6:00 PM, June 9th, and walked 2 slow, glorious evening miles north along a sandy flat section of trail that led through undergrowth and trees alongside a clear mountain stream. Here in the sand we saw two cactus. So here we had seen cactus after Kennedy Meadows. It was the last cactus we would see. We tented beside the stream, and on the morning of June 10th, began our trek up into the heavens. We climbed up to a meadow, crossed it and climbed up to a higher meadow. We crossed the higher meadow and climbed to a higher meadow still. We kept climbing to higher and higher meadows, until finally we reached a vast expanse of land called Monache Meadows, at 10,540 feet, where a million tents could have fit comfortably. Here was a big grassy plain on top of the earth, with swallows swooping down by the thousands and rising again in great clouds.
We stopped at 15 miles on the day, which left us needing only 25 miles more to reach the Trail Pass Trail side trail to the parking lot for our escape to Lone
Pine.
There was no snow on the ground, but we could see snow-capped mountain peaks to the north. We walked through open, rolling land, following gorgeous curving sections of trail through granite spires and great piles of boulders. Huge rock piles everywhere. We kept to the trail, but my imagination took me climbing and leaping over boulders and scaling cliff walls. Off-trail shenanigans appealed to me, but through-hikers must keep to the task at hand. The landscape and the piles of rocks were a playground for my eyes. This - - and perhaps only this - - pacified me. Just the sight of it did. We got just one mini-glimpse of mighty Mt. Whitney, which appeared unspectacular to us, just an insignificant bump on a distant ridge. We were up in the High Sierras now, but somehow we still had the feeling that we were not quite there yet. I kept waiting for that first knock-out view, but the beauty came to us more subtly than that.
After hiking 2, 15, 15, and 10 mile days north of Kennedy Meadows, we reached the Trail Pass Trail side trail at 10,500 feet, where we descended 2 miles eastward down off the PCT to the trail-head parking lot. Sometimes through-hikers wait hours and even days for the ride down to Lone Pine, but we waited ZERO SECONDS. We got a ride instantly, just stepped into the parking lot and met a day-hiker who had finished his walk. He crammed our things into his car and drove us eastward, down off the High Sierras. It was a cliff that we drove down to Lone Pine. Hang-gliders took off from the cliff at the side of the road, and we could look 7,000 feet down over the edge, if we dared. It was a twisting, turning, ear-popping, cliff-side descent from 10,000- down to 2,900-feet. It was not until after arriving down at Lone Pine that we realized how high up we had been. We were back down in the desert now, enveloped back down in the Southern California heat once again.
Fracture.
Lone Pine was named after a solitary pine tree that had once stood at the edge of town. It is a low-lying, dusty little highway-hugger of a town that lines both sides of Highway 395. This town is bisected by the highway, without which it would seem barely able to keep itself from being swallowed up and reclaimed by the surrounding desert. The highway runs northwestward-southeastward here, unbending, straight as the eye can see, parallel to the High Sierra mountain range to its west. All the large cities in the three coastal PCT states lie west of these mountains, but this was just a small little blip of a place, and we were east of the mountains here. Other little 395 highway-hugging towns are spaced out about every 60 miles apart - - Lone Pine, Independence, Bishop, Monmouth - - with barren wasteland lying between the towns. The view of the High Sierra mountains from Lone Pine is extraordinary. The mountains are a massive wall that rises so close, so straight, so high and frost-covered that the view does not look real. The mountains seem fake. They seem to be nothing more than a Hollywood movie set. And it did not seem real that we had been transported down off the mountains so suddenly. Mt Whitney, at 14,460 feet, is on the range hovering over Lone Pine. Whitney is the highest mountain in America, outside of Alaska, and hikers come from all over the world to climb it. They base themselves in Lone Pine and climb from a spot called the Whitney Portal. We were east of the High Sierras, and exactly here is where William Mulholland’s Los Angeles city officials came and bought land in the early 1900’s and kidnapped water for its Los Angeles Aqueduct. Now it is dry here because all the water gets siphoned away. It was founded in the mid-1800’s by miners who needed provisions. After the Gold Rush ended in the late 1800’s, the miners departed, and then farmers and ranchers settled the area; but then along came Los Angeles city planners who bought up the land and built their aqueduct and stole the water, so the fields dried up and the farmers and ranchers left. Lone Pine is dry now, with only a modern highway running through it, shiny 18-wheelers rumbling through town, and occasional motorcycle gangs thundering by. By far, however, the craziest thing about Lone Pine is that they have filmed hundreds of Hollywood movies here, just north of town in a place called The Alabama Hills. Famous actors have filmed movies here: Spencer Tracy, Rock Hudson, Gary Cooper, Gregory Peck, Kirk Douglas, Steve McQueen, Clint Eastwood, Dennis Hopper, Mel Gibson, John Travolta, Charlie Sheen, Kevin Bacon, Whoopie Goldberg and Jodie Foster. Certainly it is greatly ironic that water from this area hydrates Los Angeles, which sprouted the dream that is Hollywood, only to have the Hollywood child grow on this water and return to use its source even more. First LA discovered that this water is priceless, then it discovered that this scenery is priceless, too. Lone Pine locals have served as extras in films for decades. But despite this storied connection, Lone Pine is not upscale by any stretch. It feels depressed here, like the town might possibly be dying.
Our ride dropped us off in front of the Hotel Mt. Whitney, a little one-story ranch on the highway alongside convenience stores, gas stations and other little ranch hotels. We checked into a room, showered, dipped in the swimming pool in the parking lot, made telephone calls and lay in bed. Two blocks down the street was the Dow Villa Hotel, where most through-hikers stay. The Dow Villa is mentioned in our town guide, for it is the cheapest hotel in town and has communal bathrooms and a TV in the lobby. The Dow Villa has a hot tub and sits beside a 24-hour diner, and across the street from a pizzeria. We just needed a little peace and quiet away from the others, though, to figure things out. That evening we walked down the street and saw locals dressed in mid-1800’s clothing who were doing a reenactment of an historic bar-fight shoot-out, with the show spilling over out onto the sidewalk. We went to sleep that night and awoke in the morning hoping for a miracle. But in the morning Cristina’s feet did not feel better. No miracle came. We called my older brother, the surgeon, and asked his advice. He said:
“You need to get X-rays.”
We took a zero day in town, took a second zero day in town, and on the morning of our third zero day in Lone Pine we walked a few blocks to the Southern Inyo Hospital and got X-rays taken of both Cristina’s feet. We did this because she could barely walk. She felt pain now even when off her feet, even when lying in bed. Her feet hurt 24-hours a day now, and rest days were not helping in the least. Two hours later we returned for the X-ray results. They showed that Cristina had a stress fracture in her right foot, and a possible hairline fracture in her left foot, too. It was worse than we had expected; but for Cristina it still had not sunk in. She asked:
“Can I continue to hike?”
“If you continue,” the doctor said, “you will risk doing permanent damage.”
Cristina said: “But I’m not ready to go home yet.”
In a strange way it was almost the greatest relief that we could have imagined, for now the decision of her proceeding was out of our hands. It was no longer a question of her bravery. Continuing to hike was not an option for her. For her, the X-ray results legitimized the pain that she had been trying to mask and had been acting so bravely about. But she did not care about that. All I could think of was ALGORITHMS, how my brain was programmed a certain way: how clearly I now had the option of, and duty to leave the trail with Cristina, but I would not. Algorithms are small snippets of information: 1 or 0, with no gradations in between. To paraphrase Steven Wolfram:
“The seamless continuum of time and space is a fiction.
Time doesn’t flow, it ticks. Our world is best described not
by equations but by simple step-by-step procedures. As scientists try to explain systems of great complexity - - a hurricane, the economy of Portugal, or even a human or reptilian brain --equations are the wrong tool for the job. The algorithm is the pure, elemental expression of nature.”
Each of us makes trillions of choices every day, and the choices we make about food, shelter, water, reproduction are ingrained inside us. Each of us interacts with each other and with all other things on Earth, and there is no way to forecast exactly where Cause and Effect will lead our species (and other species) in the future. On the grand scale it is COMPUTATIONALIRREDUCIBILITY: that the only way to know what many systems will do is just to turn them on and let them run. At the start of our hike there was no way of knowing how things would go for Cristina and me. But I was not programmed: “To stay with her, regardless.” If I was, we would have immediately gone home together now, walking off down the street to the bus station to buy joint tickets to the Los Angeles Airport. Instead, I was programmed a different way. I was programmed like this:
Snow? Walk through it.
A pass? Climb over it.
A lake? Walk around it.
Pain? Figure it out, be smart and find a way to deal with it.
Keep hiking. Keep moving north. Don’t give up. Don’t stop. Reach Canada.
She knew this about me: that I would never leave this trail.
We walked to the Dow Villa Hotel to find Pat and Walt, to ask for advice. We had met them just a few days earlier, on the porch at the Kennedy Meadows store. They were an older couple who were on their third PCTthrough-hike attempt. Their first two tries had been incomplete, and this one would end, too, because Pat had serious stomach pain. They had already decided to quit and return home together to Virginia. In three attempts they had never made it north of Lone Pine. Pat’s pain was forcing her home. They had been married for 30 years, and they could not stand to be apart, so Walt would go home with her. It was nothing that they had to think about. If one of them had to leave the trail then the other would, too. Algorithms. It could be no other way for them. Cristina and I had been married for just 85 days, however, and I did not want to go home. This made me feel ashamed. But there it was, nonetheless. When we reached Pat and Walt’s room, we found Pat alone and she told us about a little trick that they were trying.
We told Pat about the X-rays, and she listened and tried to console us. She told us about something that she and Walt had planned, whereby he would hike alone 130 miles through the High Sierras to the next stop at Vermilion Valley Resort, while she was getting a ride there to be reunited. Then they would drive together to San Francisco and fly home to Virginia. This was similar to how I had walked alone through the Mojave Desert and had met Cristina in Tehachapi on the north side. Like that, Pat suggested that we do it again here. She invited Cristina to join her ride to Vermilion Valley Resort, which she had arranged with a west-coast friend. The friend had volunteered to drive Pat from Lone Pine to Vermilion Valley Resort, and then later to drive both Pat and Walt from Vermilion Valley Resort to San Francisco. VVR is virtually inaccessible, far up in the mountains on a dirt road; yet we would give this a try. Walt had already left two days earlier and was hiking through the High Sierras with Brian, Deb and Rebecca. And Pat was due to be picked up by her friend this subsequent morning. Pat said that this would enable us to get farther down the trail and spend some more time together. It would give us both time to think. We accepted the plan. I would hike alone for 130 miles through the High Sierras and meet Cristina at the Vermilion Valley Resort. We returned to spend our fourth consecutive night in our Lone Pine hotel room. We had taken three zero days here. We stayed awake watching movies on television. Neither of us could sleep.
Chapter 10
The High Sierras
Raise high the roofbeams, carpenter, Like Ares comes the bridegroom through the door.
Livy.
Deer Stalker.
There are unique landmarks on the AT and PCT. Only one place exists on either trail, where the path itself actually passes through a building, and that is on the AT at the Walasi-yi Center in Neels Gap, Georgia. And there is only one place on either trail where the path crosses a college campus, and that is on the AT at Dartmouth College in New Hampshire. Finally, only one place exists on either trail where a motorboat actually picks up hikers and takes them to town, and that was here, on the PCT, just 130 miles ahead, at my next stop, the Vermilion Valley Resort. There would be no mistaking it upon getting there. I merely had to hike 130 miles over the five highest points on the PCT - - and eight of the highest ten - - and then a boat ride would take me to Cristina. I vowed to reach her as quickly as humanly possible. I didn’t care about the future of this hike or about the reputation of the terrain before me.
Pat’s friend Wendy arrived on Wednesday morning, June 16th, and spirited Cristina away to Vermilion Valley Resort. Cristina disappeared with a wave out the car’s back window, headed north up Highway 395. And then the wheels suddenly started in motion. I called for a ride with Dial-A-Van, and they came and drove me thirty minutes up into the mountains to the Trail Pass Trail parking lot at 10,000 feet where I had left off. From there, I climbed 2 miles west up the side trail to the PCT, and then I motored north, hiking most of the afternoon and on into the evening with an 18-year old through-hiker named Barclay. Barclay was tall and strong, from Oregon, and the eldest of five siblings. He had been home-schooled and had never watched TV or movies. He had never been away from home before, and he had slept outside in his back yard every single night for the past four years, all seasons, in snow or rain. He had a homemade backpack (he had made it himself) with no waste strap, and he hiked with his thumbs hitched up underneath the shoulder straps; no tent, no hiking stick or ski poles. He said that he had been so terribly homesick at the start of his hike that he had almost quit and gone home from Mt. Laguna. Then he had teemed up with two plumbers from Pennsylvania who were known on the trail as The Plumbers. On and on he talked, and his stories helped take my mind off my problems.
We climbed gradually up over 11,320-foot Siberian Pass - - it did not even register that we were up high - - and finally stopped for the day at 8:30 PM, at 9,550 feet, in a clearing by a river where there was a metal bear box and an old through-hiker bivied out. It was 15.5 miles on the day for me. I set up 1.5-Tent, and Barclay lay out his ground cover, then we spied a dozen deer grazing in the meadow beside our clearing. Barclay smiled and stripped down to his shorts. He waded barefoot and bare-chested into the river, setting off to get close to the deer. He pointed downstream and said: “I love this!” Then he disappeared and did not return for two hours. I grew concerned, but finally he reappeared in the dark at 10:30 PM with his same broad smile and a story of how he had lost his scent in the river, had kept to the bushes along the meadow and had walked up to within three feet of a deer. He had gotten so close that he could have reached out and touched it. I had 115 miles to go.
Do Not Go For the Glory.
SECOND day in: I set out alone early that next morning. It had been a helpful diversion to have Barclay’s company, but from here on I truly needed to concentrate and be alone with my thoughts. I reached 10,329-foot Crabtree Meadows, a landmark because here there is a 7-mile side trail rightward to the summit of 14,495-foot Mt. Whitney. Fully half of PCT through-hikers detour and summit Mt. Whitney, and it is easy for us because we are fit by now, are acclimated to high altitude, and are already standing at 10,000 feet, so we need gain only 4,500. But it was a 14-mile round-trip detour that I was unwilling to make. I had only one thought on my mind - - reaching Cristina at Vermilion Valley Resort. I had no room for anything else in my brain or heart. This spot also happens to be the closest that we would get all summer to the Giant Sequoia Trees which live down on the Pacific-side slopes of the High Sierras, in Sequoia National Park, 100 miles west of here. Those Giant Sequoias, Seuoiadendron giganteum, live at between 4,000-9,000 feet, and are not only the largest trees to have ever lived on earth, but are some of the oldest living things on earth. They can live for 3,000 years and grow 300 feet tall. Their name commemorates Sequoiah, the son of a Cherokee woman and a British trader. These trees once lived scattered across western North America, but now after logging they live in only 70 groves. The San Andreas Fault lies here, too, but north of here the fault line is more coastal. Geologically, Earth’s outer shell is broken into seven large and many small moving plates that slide over something called the plastic “Aesthenosphere.”These plates are 50 miles thick and are in motion, moving relative to one another on an average of a few inches a year. Where they intersect along their boundaries, events occur such as earthquakes, volcanoes, and the formation of mountain chains. There are three types of friction at the plate boundaries: CONVERGENT, where two plates collide and rise up or one rises over the other forming mountains, like the Himalayas; DIVERGENT, where two plates recede, which occurs under water, and this opens a hole allowing molten lava to rise up and form new ocean beds, like deep in the Atlantic; and, finally, TRANSFORM-FAULT, like here on the west coast’s San Andreas Fault, where two plates slide and grind horizontally in opposite directions. As transform faults grind, stress builds, and when the stress is released through a sudden shift it is an earthquake. Cristina and I had been hiking on two grinding plates, with the western side headed for the south pole, and the eastern side headed for the north pole. Our marriage was some kind of transform fault, too, with us slipping past each other.
I continued on to a wide but extremely shallow stream and tight-rope walked across it on a fallen tree. The next stream I came to was narrow and deep with boulders inside it. I stayed dry this time by deftly leaping across from boulder to boulder. That was the thing: the High Sierras have water. Lots and lots of water. Water was so plentiful that for 130 miles I could save pack weight by leaving my water bottles empty and just drinking untreated water from streams and rivers whenever I was thirsty. Water poured everywhere, as snow was now melting in the springtime sun. Melting snow from high elevation makes all the rivers and streams overflow their banks: waterwaterwaterwaterwatwaterwaterwaterwater. The third river I came to presented a more threatening aspect. This one, called Wright Creek, was fifteen feet wide and was deep and swift; and green as I was here - - a High Sierra rookie - - the concept of a successful ford eluded me. Naively, I believed that success would be achieved by keeping my feet dry, and so I searched the banks and found a place upstream where I thought I could possibly hop across on boulders. The boulders were far apart and looked slippery with a thin film of water racing over a couple of them, but I felt that if I just kept my weight forwards and landed firmly and just kept moving without hesitation I would make it. After steeling my nerve, I leaned forward and leapt-landed-leapt-landed; but then suddenly I lost my nerve, and that was all it took, just one millisecond of time. Halfway across, I hesitated on one foot to gain my balance, twisted, tried to right myself, looked into the water rushing beneath me, leaned backwards flailing my arms, and back I went into the river: “SPLASH!” I fell backwards, pack first, submerging completely. I landed horizontally and sunk in over my head. I righted myself in the rushing water, hit the riverbed with my feet, popped up, took a step and slipped again, went under, popped up, lunged for the bank and climbed out, laughing. My backpack was soaking wet, but I was unharmed and I still held onto my hiking stick. That hiking stick was a gift from Cristina and I would not let go of it for anything in the world. I laughed and hopped about and shook myself off. It was a lesson learned: that a far better goal than to keep feet dry while fording rivers is simply to strive to cross each river injury-free. It is better to walk along the bottom, shoed, getting sneakers and boots wet, than to try to be a hero and leap across on slippery boulders. Leaping like a
maniac means risking twisting an ankle or breaking a bone. A short while
later I came to a fourth and very mild river, and I hopped across it dry over a series of rocks; but I twisted once, strained my groin and almost fell in. I told myself: “Never again.”
“DO NOT GO FOR THE GLORY!”
I climbed above tree-line and beheld patches of snow on the mountains all around: patches of snow in patterns above and around cliffs. Everywhere patterns: the shapes of the mountain peaks in patterns, and the ground with its billions, trillions and zillions of rocks not only in patterns but constantly rhyming, everything rhyming. I quietly passed a group of eight through-hikers while climbing towards Forester Pass. I ascended to a small, high plateau covered in deep snow that was trapped inside high cliff walls, like I was approaching a giant dead end. It was unclear how the trail could escape this pending confinement as we walked into the enclosure, and I had never experienced anything like this, so I stopped to wait for the others. I spread my wet things out in the sun on a dry patch of snow-free boulders and took out my stove and cooked scalloped potatoes. It was good to have a warm meal once again after being without the stove since Warner Springs. The group of eight came up and trudged by in the snow. A girl in the group stopped and stared at me lying there with my tent and sleeping bag spread out. She asked what had happened, and when I explained that I had fallen backwards and had gotten completely submerged in Wright Creek, she twisted her face and said:
“How did you do THAT?”
She was so surprised that I could have submerged in such an easy river that she left me no choice but to give her the only response she was looking for. I said:
“’Cause I’m a klutz? ‘Cause I stink at hiking?”
I let the group go first so that I could watch and see which direction they went. It was lazy of me to let them do the hard work, but I reasoned that they had each other which made it easier for them, while I was alone, so I took the opportunity and observed. The group hiked single-file slowly north through deep snow, inching along. Their direction and pace were all that I needed to know, so I packed up my things and caught up with them. Halfway across the snow field, we could see that the trail continued straight all the way to a massive vertical cliff wall ahead, and so climbing the cliff would evidently bring us to Forester Pass. I had never experienced a pass before, and truthfully I did not even know what one was. Looking up now, I got my answer. The easiest way to explain it is that a pass is a non-thing. It is not something but instead it is something that does not exist. If you do not want to bid while playing Bridge then you PASS. A pass, to hikers, is merely the easiest way up and over. It is not a summit or a high point but it is just the easiest way to get from one side of a ridge up and over a cliff and down to the other side. As we neared this cliff we saw gentle switchbacks that zigzagged up the steep rock face; but then we also noticed disconcertingly that the switchbacks seemed to disappear high up, still a fair distance from the top. All of us thought of the doctor who had died, and of the other man who had gotten rescued. This big group stopped and stood, pointing, speculating. It was our first pass, as well as the highest pass, and we were nervous. The top remained a mystery. I overheard the girl from before say:
“It goes up there, but then I can’t imagine where it goes after that.”
“Better start imagining!” I said, and walked past feeling vindicated.
I hiked on ahead of the others to the cliff wall and climbed the easy switchbacks to a place way up high where the trail led clearly and very interestingly thirty yards west and met a unique spot with nine or ten VERYhigh switchbacks in a top corner of the cliff wall. It looked intimidating from a distance, but once up there I found that it was not so bad. That little mini section of switchbacks way up high was my favorite piece on the entire Pacific Crest Trail from Mexico to Canada. We are hikers, not rock climbers, yet it was nice to have here at least just this one little place where we could take a deep breath with pounding hearts and say: “Wow!” I climbed the top switchbacks to a narrow strip of level ground upon the ridge and walked across it - - just four steps northward was all it took to find myself standing on the edge of a cliff, on the highest point on the PCT, on FORESTER PASS, at 13,180 feet. It was the highest ground I had ever stood on.
The north side of the pass was a veritable cliff covered in snow, miles and miles of descending snow lying before me. I did not hesitate but started down north immediately, sliding and skiing, following footsteps down through deep snow with my ice axe in one hand, hiking stick in the other. In a triathlon, after the first leg, which is a slow swim, you hop on your bike and are suddenly flying with gears shifting and wind whipping by. Like that, here after such a slow and methodical climb, this descent was a different beast as I covered giant, ski-enhanced distances with every step. It felt magical. Skiing down a snowy mountain without skis is called “glissading,” and I leaned forwards, glissading, sliding, sliding, sliding, with only occasional minor interruptions, for it was late afternoon and the day’s sunlight had softened the snow so that about every ten ski-slides or so one or the other of my feet would fall through the softened snow up to my waist - - called “post-holing” - - and I would have to labor to extract it. Back six years earlier when I had begun the AT as a novice, among the ludicrous items I’d carried was something called an “Abdominizer,” which was a blue plastic shield for doing sit-ups. It had been a disaster there, but I had to laugh now when I realized that it would have served wonderfully out here on the PCT in the High Sierras as a sled. The descent was hemmed-in by mountains on both sides, so the natural landscape funneled me down. The actual trail, visible in August, was here in June buried under the white stuff; but that did not matter because just the general direction of the descent sufficed. The data book confirmed that from Forester Pass I must lose elevation without dissipation, so down I went. I passed a lake that was marked on my map, so everything made sense. I descended to a point down out of the snow where I waded ankle-deep through ice water. Snow was melting off the cliff walls all around and the tremendous sound of it melting and rushing downhill, down the valley, echoed off the cliff walls. The descent was fast, breathtaking and fun, and it brought me down out of the snow and on clear ground, descending into trees. I picked up the unmistakable groove of the PCT and followed it down alongside a raging river that was flowing from the high lake I had passed. All the snow melting up high was funneled down into this valley in this powerful river. I had lost 3,000 feet elevation and stopped at dusk at 10,400 feet, down out of the snow. I tented in a clearing adjacent to the river, near a metal bear box where I stowed my food, and got joined later by three young through-hikers who tented off on their own. I had come 23.2 miles on the day. Here, north of Forester Pass, was the first time that I felt I was actually in the High
Sierras.
I Can’t Believe it.
THIRD day in: I had 40 miles done in two days north of Lone Pine, which left me 90 miles to reach Cristina at Vermilion Valley Resort. Four more days would do it. I rose and climbed gradually up above tree line and back up into snow. I raced up past high Alpine lakes that had been carved out by glaciers centuries ago. There was an incredible openness to these vast, high plateaus above tree-line. There were clumps of snow, clumps of lakes, clumps of boulders and rocks; nothing but wide open space and fresh air. Hikers claim that the best backpacking in the world is here in the High Sierras because it has cool temperatures, no bugs, spectacular views and constant sunshine. Here, even in the deepest snow, I wore just my T-shirt, sunglasses and shorts. I caught up with a young married couple named Robyn and Mathhew who had both just graduated mere weeks earlier from Princeton University’s Divinity School, and they had jobs waiting for them in the fall as co-pastors at a church outside Seattle. They had begun in Kennedy Meadows and were hiking to Canada. They were walking towards their jobs, literally walking to work. We stopped to rest and they told me about how they had lived in Alaska for two years. They said that they worried that they weren’t in the proper conditioning to start here in the High Sierras, but they both seemed very strong. Robyn hiked with her button-down shirt entirely open wearing just her sports bra underneath. It was an easy route up switchbacks to the top of GLENN PASS, at 11,978 feet.
North sides of mountains have the most snow, so predictably deep snow covered the steep north descent off Glenn Pass. Again, I did not pause but just started straight down. The sun was bright and I glissaded swiftly down through deep snow following footsteps that others had forged. Sunlight not only hit me directly, but also reflected off the snow and shot back up into my face, making my five-dollar Mojave-Desert convenience-store sunglasses utterly necessary. Absent sunglasses, snow blindness would be an issue here. I descended down past a series of diabolically pristine lakes, down out of the snow, down into the trees, descending 4,000 feet with cliff walls on both sides funneling me down. No need to think, just follow the landscape. It was becoming a familiar pattern. This UP-and-OVER-then-DOWN is the rhythm of the High Sierras; it was a pattern that I would repeat all the way to Vermilion Valley. It goes like this: climb from a low forested valley up above tree-line into the snow, cross a high snowy plateau lined by cliffs, approach a northern cliff wall, climb up switchbacks over a pass, and then descend down through snow, down past lakes, down into the trees, down into another low valley. Over and over again - - eight passes in these 130 miles, and all the while enjoying an: “I can’t believe it,” feeling that hits all day long: “I can’t believe… the lakes are so cold, the water is so clean, the sun is so bright, the sky is so clear, the rivers move so fast, the melt is so loud, the mountains are so vast.” It is awesome, even if slightly repetitious, this UP-and-OVER-then-DOWN, UP-and-OVER-then-DOWN.
Mid-day, I dropped to a low point of 8,492 feet by a bridge where a group of seven through-hikers sat eating, including The 3 Norwegians with their 39year old leader, Hans-Christian, who was quiet and nice, and whom everyone considered a genius due to his encyclopedic knowledge of the trail. Large groups will form spontaneously in the High Sierras to move through together, making river fords safer and route-finding easier; and also to share the views, share the experience, share the happiness. Route-finding down passes is wholly obvious, but finding the way up passes is tricky. Ahead here was a 7-mile, 4,000 foot climb over Pinchot Pass. It was only mid-afternoon, yet I had already come 17 miles on the day and I was eager to add more. I started up alone as the group said that they would be right behind me. I climbed for hours up above tree-line to a high plateau where the trail disappeared under deep ice-water and snow in a giant wet bowl. Ther was a typically vast semi-circular cliff wall surrounding this iceland and somewhere on the wall was the correct PCT route up and over the pass, but search as I might I could not determine which direction to go. I could not find the pass. I sat down and waited for the others, but an hour passed and they never showed. I ate dinner and made more half-hearted attempts to locate the trail, but to no avail. The cliff walls were covered with snow, and the sun was melting it forming “snow-cups” everywhere. Snow-cups are the size and shape of footprints, and looking at them here was like seeing millions of footprints in every direction. But then suddenly I grew nervous, believing that I might have been lost. I knew rationally that it was practically impossible that I should be lost here as NO side trails had existed during the climb up from the valley; but I can get lost almost anywhere, so I backtracked south and descended thirty minutes, when suddenly up the trail came the others. I was relieved to see them, but angry that they had not come along sooner. Theysaid that they had changed their minds about scaling Pinchot Pass this day, and so, in having decided to wait until tomorrow to scale it, they were now taking their time. I turned and raced back up, exhausted and mad. Back up high, I set up my tent on the driest patch of grass I could find. I lay awake that night feeling frustrated that I had not gone farther, but then finally I calmed myself by recognizing that I had many things to be thankful for: I was glad that I was safe, that I was on the trail, and that I had others around me to help me find the pass in the morning. I had come 22 PCT miles on the day, not including the back-tracking and off-trail searching.
Deafening.
FOURTH day in: at daybreak, I crunch, crunch, crunched up PINCHOTPASS with the 3 Norwegians, and stood at 12,130 feet. I thanked Hans-Christian for leading the way, then raced northwards down off the pass alone, descending to 10,050 feet, racing towards Mather Pass, hoping that I would be able to find my way over it solo. After much practice these past few days, I now considered myself to be excellent at river-fording and glissading, but my greatest weakness as a hiker has always been route-finding - - that would never change --and it was especially evident here in ascending passes. Hours into the day, I reached the high plateau beneath Mather Pass, standing ankle-deep in melting snow and ice water. No one had caught up to me and I had caught no one. Few of the others had the self-imposed urgency that I felt, and so they went slowly. But I just felt desperate to make miles. I surveyed the face of the vast cliff ahead, but saw no route. Snow-cups were beginning to form and would soon obscure all trace of any previously-existing footprints, so I was running out of time. My guidebook contour map showed that I should steer slightly northeast, but that helped only generally: I needed to find the exact route, and the miles of cliff wall before me were buried in snow. I thought to myself that whenever I choose a course I habitually drift left, and so I forced myself with great effort to do a very unnatural thing and walk farther to the right than my instincts told me were accurate. Incredibly, this worked. I picked my way and found the switchbacks up the pass far, far, far to the right. A red flag upon every pass would have helped - - as would escalators, lemonade stands, and electrical outlets for heating blankets - - but then the reason for coming out here would be spoiled. I scrambled upwards. Long portions of the switchbacks were buried in snow, and I scrambled cross-country straight up. It felt nearly vertical. I used my ice axe for balance, but mostly pulled myself up over somewhat loose boulders and rocks with my hands. I heard a rock slide several hundred yards to my right as I climbed, its dull menacing echo sounding unlike anything I had ever heard before; meanwhile, down at the base was evidence of avalanches. It would be my most intense climb of the summer. I kept my nerve and finally reached the top of MATHER PASS, at 12,100 feet.
Here was the final 12,000-foot point on the trail. The PCT would never again rise this high. Of the 130 miles from Lone Pine to Vermilion Valley Resort, I now had 70 done and 60 to go. I looked down the north side of the pass to see what little bit of nastiness lay ahead. This now-familiar glimpse north was like Hemingway’s analogy of a Moment of Truth being like that of seeing the white bone of the gored matador’s leg at the instant that the bull’s horn rips through and just before the blood comes pouring out. Like that, here upon cresting each pass, you peer northwards to see what kind of nasty drop lies in store, and you see it in an instant, unfolded before you. I popped a Jolly Rancher hard candy into my mouth to calm my nerves. Cristina had bought me a bag of them in Lone Pine, and I was sucking on them only during these descents. I did not need calming at any other time. They were perfect for glissading. They relaxed me. I glissaded 1 mile in five minutes and wound up left of the trail. My map showed the trail passing east of Upper Palisade Lake; however, I stood on its southwestern shore. I was down at 11,100 feet, and I had the choice of either climbing up a snowy bluff to get east of the lake, only to have to then re-descend and rejoin the lake later (a lot of effort); or, I could save energy and make my own way by working along the lakeshore, which seemed to be lined by a cliff-side. I chose the latter, hoping for a shortcut, and thirty minutes later found myself hanging from the side of a cliff directly above the water. The lake was filled with giant icebergs and little mini floating icebergs, and I could look at the surface twenty feet below me. This was not good. It was not smart and it was not safe. Falling into the icy lake would have been treacherous enough even if I had not been wearing a backpack. I backtracked and climbed the steep bluff to rejoin the trail. Little episodes like that occur constantly on our descents, for we always know just generally where to go but never exactly. Everything is buried in snow down the north sides and we have to invent our way. Because of the melting snow, there are always lakes down in the bowls to the north; and descending passes just generally means checking our maps simply to determine whether we should end up east or west of the lakes, and then down we slide, glissading great distances, never minding for a time about the actual trail. I grew adept at glissading; it became one of my better-learned, best-loved skills. The exhilarating feeling is entirely unique and made me feel like a giant. The lakes in the bowls north of the passes have outlet rivers that drop further north down into valleys as waterfalls. As we lose elevation and work our way thousands of feet down into the trees and valleys, we follow alongside these raging rivers; and the rivers gain speed as they drop, for the melting water gets funneled into narrower and narrower chutes down low, and the pressure builds so the rivers roar like jet engines: “Hhhhhhhhhhh!” The sound is deafening. A joke here is that one hiker says to another: “We’ll go deaf after this!” And the other says: “WHAT?” Melting snow forms raging rivers, and this is the water that ends up east of the mountains, then in the LA Aqueduct, and ultimately in LA.
After descending 4,000 feet, I found an injured through-hiker named Rebecca Williams. She sat with her friend, Beth, and Beth’s dog, Scout, by the Middle Fork King’s River, at 8,000 feet. Rebecca’s foot was propped up, as she had sprained her ankle while leaping across a two-foot trickle of water that she admitted she could just as easily have stepped over. She laughed about it. She had survived the weight of her comically overstuffed backpack, for she had not stopped in Lone Pine but was tackling the 170 miles from Kennedy Meadows to Vermilion Valley Resort all at once and thus had packed heavy. So, she had survived the difficulties of the high passes and serious fords, but leaping over the tiniest sliver of water had floored her. She could not walk, and now she needed to be rescued. Other hikers had already gone for help, and Beth was staying with her, so I gave them two Lipton noodle dinners and pressed on. There was nothing else I could do. I had my own responsibilities, after all: I had to reach Cristina. I hiked 2 miles further, past a deer, and then past an extraordinarily large bear that was foraging in a meadow. The bear was cinnamon-colored and had what looked like a hump on its back; and this would have scared me far worse than it did had I not known that even though the Grizzly Bear is the state animal of California, they were exterminated here back in the mining days before the turn of the century, and none have lived here for a hundred years. I walked on as far as I could so as not to camp anywhere near it. I stopped and tented after 25 miles on the day. I tried to sleep, but my legs twitched as they often did at night. They twitch at night because they believe that they are still hiking. There was no way for me to convince them otherwise except by drowning them with Motrin. I finally dozed off, but I was awakened later by a loud noise. I sat bolt upright. It took me a moment to identify, but then I realized a quite bizarre thing: that the noise that had awakened me had been the sound of my own moaning. Four days in the High Sierras and I was now moaning so loudly at night that my noises had become too loud for me to sleep through.
Going Swimming.
FIFTH day in: just 47 miles remained to reach Cristina. I set out early, caught up with no one and reached the base of Muir Pass alone. The route up it was simple enough and with a gentle grade, but it was positively endless. What it lacked in grade it made up for in length. I picked my way up through deep snow from one rock cluster to another just to gain brief moments out of the snow; but post-holing near rocks is inevitable. The way it went was like this: I would climb painstakingly up a snowfield - - sweat streaming down my face in the hot sunshine from the effort of walking through snow, of climbing through snow, while wearing a backpack - - and approach a little oasis of rocks and then suddenly post-hole with one of my legs sinking into the snow down to my waist. I would labor to extract it, and then scramble up onto the rocks to rest for a moment on solid footing before slowly tackling the next exhausting snowy section. Like that, I worked my way climbing upwards. And while there is a rhythm to the up-over-and-down, there is no consistency to the snow in the High Sierras. Depending upon the time of day, elevation and location, there is wet snow, hard snow, slick ice, soft snow near rocks, hard snow near rocks, soft snow over hidden steams. This 130-mile stretch from Lone Pine to Vermilion Valley Resort is called the “10-POUND” section, because hikers are said to lose ten pounds each in hiking through here because of the exertion. You slip and fall constantly and post-hole repeatedly all through the day. You sink down to your hip in snow and then take four steps with your free leg to extract it. And none of those extra steps gets you one inch closer to Canada. My blisters tore open as they did every day. My feet were totally bloody now, and I cursed the hiking boots that I wore on my feet. After hours of labor, I finally reached the top of MUIR PASS, and stood at 11,955 feet.
A Marmot sat on top staring at me, and strangely Ladybugs were up there in the snow, too. This pass was named after John Muir, who had hiked and ridden horseback all through here a century past. Muir Pass has a round, one-room wooden hut on top. It is one of only two shelters on the entire PCT, and this was the only pass we crossed in the High Sierras that was wide enough for a shelter. I set out glissading north off the pass down out of the snow, down into the trees, and at low elevation reached a gentle but wide river called Evolution Creek. At first glance, it was different from all the dozens of other fords I had crossed simply because the water did not seem to be rushing hell-bent overflowing its banks and slamming down through a boulder field spraying white water. There were no boulders sticking up inside it. No jet-engine sound here. Instead this was a wide and seemingly innocuous stream.
And so I started right in without hesitation, barely breaking my stride. The river was forty feet wide. I assumed that I would merely get wet up to my waist, and so after a few steps I hitched up my shorts to forestall the biting cold. I kept walking and the water rose shockingly up over my waist, but I was not yet halfway across. I kept walking and reached behind me and with one hand, palm up, lifted the back of my pack to help keep it dry, but then after a few more steps the water rose to my chest and got my pack wet. The best I could hope for now was just to hurry on through and get out the other side to dry off; but after taking four more steps the water suddenly came up to my neck. At this point I was about halfway across and losing friction on the bottom. I took one more step and it was exactly at this moment that I suddenly seemed to remember having heard something about a wide and very dangerous ford. That must have been this one. Ooops! The memory came to me that hikers are advised to hike one-quarter mile upstream (a long way), because the crossing is safer there. But it was too late, for with that one last step my foot never touched the ground and I was swept away. Hikers have a name for this: it is called, “going swimming,” as in: “I went swimming at Evolution Creek.” But I was not laughing now. I flailed my arms and legs, knowing that I was out of control. A wave of adrenaline hit me harder than any other rush of the summer. Harder than seeing the rattlesnake in the trail with Cristina by Kamp Anza. Harder than driving too slow on the superhighway in Jack Fairs’ car with the gas tanks in the trunk. It filled my brain with pure energy. It was an:
“Oh no!” and a, “Help!” and a, “What will happen, what is happening to me?”
All of these came at one instant with urgency. The water had seemed gentle and slow, but now I saw the north bank rushing past. I spent three or four uncontrolled seconds of flailing, and then one of my feet touched the ground, and then the other touched and I continued flailing my arms, clutching my hiking stick still, and I pushed towards the north bank. I finally reached land and scrambled out. I did not crawl ashore kissing the earth, but just rose in shock and bush-whacked westward back to the trail and motored on, blisters raw. I was still surging with adrenaline and my hands were shaking. I kept my head down and hiked as fast as I could. After thirty minutes, I finally felt able to relax enough to hike slowly again, and my heart rate returned to normal. I was wet, but I was okay. It took me a long while to realize this. The trail led beside the river. I reached a wooden bridge over the river, where I stopped and spread out my things in the sun on giant flat boulders. I had been graced with a cheap little rush of adrenaline to enjoy. I ate dinner, the last of my food, and so my pack was now weightless. I rose to add a few evening miles, and finally stopped at 8,470 feet, tenting alone in a creepy field cut out of a dark forest. I had not seen another human being all day. I was lonely and my feet felt like a meat grinder had ground them. Surging post-Evolution Creek had ripped open all my blisters again. I peeled off my boots and socks and stared in horror at two bloody stumps. My first time ever hiking without running shoes and my feet had gotten entirely chewed up by my hiking boots in the High Sierras. If I had it to do over again, I definitely would stick to my running shoes through here. For days now I had been trying to step in cold water whenever possible, just to try to numb the pain. I had come 26 miles on the day.
SIXTH day in: June 21st. Having already crossed 7 of the 10 highest points on the PCT, only one pass and just 21 miles stood between me and Cristina. I was now within striking distance to meet the Vermilion Valley Resort boat. The boat comes twice a day: at 9:45 AM, and 4:45 PM. I winced in pain and wailed while pulling on my rock-hard frozen boots, ripping open my blisters in the morning, then I set out limping as fast as I could. I would make it THIS DAY. I was not about to spend one more night in the woods. The only food I had left was one Snickers Bar, two Pop Tarts and two Jolly Rancher candies. I pushed forwards, climbing interesting and easy-to-figureout, funnel-like 10,900-foot Seldon Pass. Now: DOWNHILL! I descended north, down out of the snow, back down into the trees, and reached a wide rapid river of shallow water. I stood sizing it up for a place to cross, when I spied a young man sitting on the opposite bank reading a book. It was a nonthrough-hiker, as he was evidently planning on crossing this river southbound towards me. I shouted over and motioned that I would cross first, then I started in and instantly felt that the push and tug of the water was very strong against my legs. I could only take mini steps over the uneven riverbed because if I lifted my feet high or for long I would get knocked down. I proceeded slowly, and the force of the water was remarkable. My hiking stick was my third leg, but I had to practically stab the water to plant it, for whenever I planted it slowly the water would push the metal tip of it downstream so fast that it never touched down but just dragged downstream, so that I would have to lift and pull it forwards and try to plant it again. My hiking stick had made it every inch of the way, and that was not about to change. It was a gift from Cristina and my link to her, and I would have leapt off a cliff or dived into rapids sooner than lose it. The water was so cold here that my feet went numb about halfway across. But I could not quicken my pace. I finally made the north bank. The young man there said that he had been waiting for someone to come along, as he had not wished to ford the river alone. He was on the staff at Vermilion Valley Resort and was out hiking on his days off. He had a whole list of good news for me: the resort was indeed open, the ferry was indeed working, and Cristina was indeed there and was okay. I had made good time so far this day, and he said that I would reach the 4:45 PM ferry no problem. I watched him across and then pushed on, finally reaching a landmark back-stiffening, treacherous 52-switchback descent that dropped me down to 7,100 feet. It was remarkable that the trail could descend so far for hours and still be so high. At the bottom of the switchbacks the trail led north to a small clearing with a wooden sign that marked the 1.7-mile side trail to the Vermilion Valley Resort boat. I left the PCT and walked 1.7 miles down the side trail and arrived at the south shore of Lake Edison at 2:45 PM. I had made it. Here was no boat ramp but just a giant boulder. I took off my hiking boots. They would never again go on my feet for the rest of my life. I lay on my mattress pad and rested my head on my backpack for a pillow and closed my eyes. My feet were bloody and raw. I was out of food, out of snacks, out of Motrin. I was empty in body and mind. A young through-hiking couple sat ten yards away. We said hello, but I did not talk much. I just lay back, lay still. Closed my eyes and thought about Cristina.
Time To Start The Ferry.
At 4:45 PM, a big aluminum pontoon boat pulled up against the rock, on schedule. Six through-hikers exited the boat and set off into the woods to re-tackle the trail, looking refreshed, then I climbed aboard with the other two here and got sped across the lake, sprayed by a cold mist from our bow’s wake. Our skipper was Butch, owner of the Vermilion Valley Resort. He had brought with him his trusty hyperactive sidekick Beagle who stood in the spray on the slippery edge of the bow leaning forwards, shivering ecstatically, making me nervous, thinking that he surely might jump. Lake Edison, at 7,100 feet, is undeveloped except for a miniscule hydro-electric dam, two secluded cottages and the resort. The ride across the lake took fifteen minutes, and butterflies filled my stomach as the far shore and the dock appeared. “Resort” is a word used loosely here: first glance revealed just a few modest shacks on a sandy bluff amongst the pine trees. I could make out a few people down at the dock and coming down a sandy hill to greet the boat. There was a pack of dogs, a few children. And there on the top of the hill stood Cristina. I wondered whether she could see me or distinguish between me and the through-hiking couple beside me, for all through-hikers begin to look alike, and we were at a distance. We docked and I stepped ashore stocking-footed and limped up the small hill carrying my boots in my hand. Cristina started forwards. She had not expected me to arrive so early. People had told her that I would not arrive for another two days; but just suddenly she had gotten a feeling that she should meet this boat. It was the first boat that she had greeted. She just had a feeling, and she came out. We used to believe that we could sense each other like that. Hikers who saw our reunion told us later that they had to laugh, because I just stopped walking, unfastened my pack and let it drop to the ground behind me, and then we embraced. For once when I dropped my pack my ice axe did not stab me in the foot. But I did not notice. All I knew was that I held her and just did not feel like ever letting go. Here was my salvation. Here was what I had crossed the High Sierras for.
“Are you okay?” I asked
“I’m fine,” Cristina said. “Are you okay?”
“I’m okay,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I got here as quickly as I could.”
“It’s okay,” she said. “You don’t look so good.”
Ten yards beside us at the top of the bluff and resting on cinder blocks was a mini-trailer with screen walls and a view overlooking the lake. It had been Cristina’s home for five days, and now we would squeeze in together. Butch and Peggy Wiggs were owners of the VVR, and they were letting Cristina and Pat eat and sleep for free in return for some work that they were doing around the place. Cristina and Pat had driven in with Pat’s friend five days earlier up the lone, crude, narrow dirt lane to this spot in the wilderness, and they had helped the staff open up for the summer and clean the five little hotel rooms on the compound that get rented in weekly summer slots to fishermen. Cristina had spent her days painting, sweeping, dusting and baking. We threw my backpack into the mini-trailer, then Cristina escorted me to the restaurant. She helped me limp stocking-footed over pebbles and pine cones. In addition to the five small hotel rooms, there was a little cluster of canvas cabins with bunk-beds in the woods behind the restaurant, and a few trailers for the staff. An unruly pack of dogs raced about, and some children ran around squealing and chasing the dogs. Three fishermen - - one with an artificial metal arm - - sat out in front of one of the hotel rooms, discussing what else but California water politics. Also here on the compound was a storage barn, maintenance shed, canoe boathouse, and some metal folding chairs and trashcans randomly set amongst the pines. We reached the restaurant, which was Mecca for all of us here.
Cristina led me inside. A few through-hikers and fishermen sat about. Two little girls ran up giggling, kissed Cristina and ran away. The workers all knew Cristina, and the other hikers did, too. Cristina told me: “Eat, eat, eat.” I gorged myself on veggie burgers, baked potatoes, pie, coffee, Coke, pancakes and salads with tomatoes, onions, croutons and house dressing. It hurt to open my mouth because the corners of my lips were cracked and bleeding from the sun. I glimpsed my reflection in the mirror and stared in horror, beholding a raccoon staring back at me - - dark suntan around white skin where my sunglasses had been. There was an industrial-sized scale in the office beside the restaurant, and I limped over and weighed myself. VVR is perhaps the only spot on the entire PCT where hikers are more interested in weighing themselves than their packs. I read the dial and my jaw dropped. It was the least that I had weighed in fifteen years and it scared me. All through-hikers have similar results here. Every one of us steps on this scale and screams in self-pity and fear. The “10-pound section” had more than lived up to its reputation. Cristina said that the earlier arrivals had looked even worse than I, if possible; for they were the ones who had forged the trails that I had merely followed. Cristina said that the early ones had arrived with bloodshot eyes, hollow stares, all wobbly and looking like skeletons. None of us here were whooping or hollering. We were too tired for that. As for Cristina, she could not walk without pain. Her feet still hurt twenty-four hours a day. She could not have hiked even one day further without doing damage.
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