Travel

Wilderness Adventures

California’s Mountains, by Christopher Oleata

We are fortunate in California in that the land is endowed with great natural resources.  Hundreds of miles of beaches, several and great desserts, rainforests of the north, giant sequoia forests in the center, and it is all interconnected by the long and high glacial carved granite peaks of the Sierra Nevada Mountain Range.  

I recently returned from a long and lucky journey with my father and another friend to the Himalayas.  We toured Tibet in a 4x4 and reached the Basecamp of Mount Everest in the north.  The trip continued on with a trek by foot in Nepal and along the trails to the Khumbu Glacier and the Basecamp of Mount Everest in the south.  The land of the Himalayas is grand beyond proportion or imagination.  The land defies perspective, scale and explanation.  In the coming months I will attempt to bring you these experiences but for now I will look to my home and give you a taste of the mighty peaks and valleys awaiting you in California.

The famous naturalist John Muir explored and studied the Sierra Nevada at the turn of the century.  He established trails, climbing routes, parks, clubs, and made the mountains famous through his study and writing.  He described it as “The Range of Light”.  When the sun rises on the east facing granite walls and peaks, you see a subtle beauty not often seen.  The Sierra Nevada Mountains were formed as the last ice age melted and slid great glaciers across the continent carving mountains and canyons.  The famed Yosemite Valley is one of California’s best examples.  As a child I visited these mountains on ski trips, hiking trips and overnight camping.  As an adult I have continued to explore and experience these mountains.  They have become a passion, a friend, and a necessity.  This past year I had a few sports injuries that stopped me from hiking.  I missed the mountains, and to return became a great goal.  This past summer, during August, I attained again the health and permits to enter the mighty High Sierra.

There are so many ways to experience California’s “Range of Light”.  You can call Yosemite National Park and reserve a room in a lodge.  Visit a wilderness store like REI or Adventure 16 to find information and equipment for camping and trekking.  Buy yourself a map and utilize your own spirit of adventure to plan yourself a trip.  While using all these tools, I planned my own trip to visit the Eastern High Sierra. I chose to hike through the North Fork of the Lone Pine Creek Trial and the Mountaineer’s Route.  I had hiked this route many times before and found again that it is easy to get to.  From San Diego you use the Interstate 15 north - 215 north - 15 north - 395 north.  The Interstate 395 crosses the wide and hot Mojave Desert.  I prefer to drive across it at night or in the afternoon.  It takes about four hours to reach the town of Lone Pine and the Whitney Portal Road.  If you need a meal or still have things to buy, stop in town to visit the many stores and family owned restaurants.  Be sure to stop at the Mount Whitney Ranger Station to get your permits, or send away for them early in the mail.  After the Ranger Station, you turn left on Whitney Portal Road and continue up into the mountains for a half-hour.  There is plenty of parking at the Whitney Portal Campground and Mount Whitney Trailhead.  I park there, shoulder my backpack and begin a long hike up into the mountains.  Be absolutely sure your car is clean of any food, and camping gear.  Bears often look into cars and if they see something, even a little lipstick and change by the shifter, they may brake in to get it.  I was lucky on this last visit to have nine days to enjoy the trip.  I took the extra time to hike slow and cover less miles in a day.  I spent a day or two at each of the three lakes as I made my way up the canyon to Mount Whitney.  Snow had mostly melted into the rock, streams flowed clear and clean, and the stars shown bright helped by the new moon darkness.  In all directions towers of granite loomed, illuminated in starlight.

There are so many ways to enjoy the High Sierra.  Down along the highway and up into the mountains there are campgrounds.  Be sure to register for a permit early, through the mail or phone.  For wilderness permits it is the same and I usually get mine a few weeks before.  Then you can take the many and long trails or hike and climb, as I did, up the back-country routes to more remote areas.  I can’t explain it, but the mountains there are beautiful, kind and alive.  I return again and again, finding things I had left behind and learning new skills through experiences that last a lifetime.  We all have places we call home.  Places full of memories.  I was lucky to visit the summit of Mount Russell through the East Arete route, repeating a climb I did once before.  I made the hike pre-dawn, by starlight to see the sunrise from the summit.  Later in the week I made it to the top of Mount Whitney for the first time, a fun and social affair.  Many trails converge on the summit from different routes.  Some long, taking several days, and some steep and short, taking several ropes.  Over a hundred people converged, met, and shared the endless views atop the roof of California.  Visit the Sierra Nevada and make one of these memories your own.
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