Peak Bagger

By Christopher Oleata

     In the United States we have the term, “fourteener”, which is any mountain 14,000 feet or higher. In the Colorado Rocky Mountains there are 56 and in the Sierra Nevada Mountains of California there are 15. It is a goal of many to summit all of these peaks. They all have their own special character and challenges. While some are just a walk-up in sturdy shoes and a jacket, others take advanced training in technical roped climbing. 

     I spent my college years at UCLA.  Hiking and weekend camping trips where part of my lifestyle. I visited many places practicing the art of the mountains, preparing for bigger mountains. Then finally the summer of 1996 I got the chance to bag my first fourteener on a visit to Mount Sherman in Colorado. You see, that’s what it’s called, when you take your backpack and try to summit a great peak. You’re a Peak Bagger.

     The trip begins with a flight from San Diego to Denver. I meet my travel partners and we squeeze into rental cars for the long drive through the Rockies to Aspen. It’s really a great drive coming out of the fertile plain rising up into the Rocky Mountains. Often we see Big Horn Sheep looking off cliffs right down on the freeway. It is early summer and the deep snow is quickly melting, swelling the streams and rivers with swift rapids. The great peaks are still capped in white.

     Summer in Aspen is incredible with time for mountain biking, river rafting and local trails to spectacular waterfalls. One day we rent bikes and take the ski lift to the top of Aspen Ski Resort. From there it is a one-hour downhill you’ll never forget in mud and snow. The rafting trip took us right through the town of Aspen, merging with class 4 rapids in the Eagle River. But most importantly we set aside a whole day to hike the fourteener, Mount Sherman.

     Five of us begin early morning after breakfast. We take small backpacks, rain gear, food and water and load the rental car for a long drive through the mountains. It is a beautiful drive by old mining towns, hidden farms and an ever expanding panorama of wilderness. The biggest peaks are hard to see, hidden behind great snowy lesser peaks. But I am sure we passed several other fourteeners along the way.

     At about 14,400 feet, Mount Sherman is a big mountain but it has an easy walk-up route that starts on a dirt road from a sunny inner basin. But caution must always be taken in the Rockies because every day just around noon it tends to get cloudy and stormy up on the big peaks. There’s a rule in the Rockies, “Around noon, summit or not, you should be heading down”.

     The country drive finally reaches the dirt road and continues steadily up into the mountain until far above treeline. We park near an old mining building and begin hiking up the snowy road. The mountain rises all around in steep icy faces. It is fun because you can see old shacks and mines at certain places and with no trees, every little detail of a mine opening comes into view. The icy road narrows into a trail and after a few hours of steep hiking we reach the high ridge and turn up the snow slope towards the summit. The mountain falls away below as views open up to faraway peaks and forests down in the valleys. Looking up the snow slope towards the summit I see sky and mists that make it hard to tell distance. We study the map at intervals to keep ourselves aware of where we are.

     We reach the summit just before noon as clouds begin to gather, sucking through nearby passes casting giant shadows through the white bowl of the inner mountain landscape. With just a few minutes to rest and take photos we quickly find the summit registry, a small jelly jar with a few wads of rolled up paper and notes stuffed inside. We take our turn signing it, snap off photos, study the weather and eat a few snacks. Then it is off the summit and down the steep face and ridge that looked so easy to ascend. The hiking down is really steep at first and we have to be really careful so as not to slip and go tumbling down a thousand feet or more. In a few hours we are in the valley and nearing the cars. By then it is cloudy and we are hungry.

     The next day two hikers died on that summit. Well they didn’t really die on the summit. What the rangers found were their ice axes and crampons resting in the snow by the summit registry. It appears they stayed too late and while becoming hidden in the clouds they accidentally walked of the cliffs that encircle three sides of the summit.

     So if you take the wonderful and necessary journey up a high peak, remember how you got there and leave while you can when you’re peak bagging a fourteener.

