Wilderness Junky

Text and Photos by Christopher Oleata

     “This is the superhighway to adventure.” I heard a man say. I sat beside him on a steep mountain face of snow at 13,000 feet. His friend was nearby with a broken leg hoping and waiting for a helicopter rescue. We were coming down from Iceberg Lake on the Mountaineer’s Route below the towering East Face of Mount Whitney. One of the busiest and most amazing hikes in the United States.

     I am a wilderness junky, drawn by the challenge, beauty, adventure and wonder of the wilderness. I measure success by having a high number of wilderness days per year. It was just this that brought me to Mount Whitney as I practiced the art of mountains and so strange that on my first trip I encountered such drama.

     I awoke at three a.m., grabbing my last bits of gear. The drive up into the Mojave Desert is beautiful, especially by the cool morning light. It is possible to enjoy the vast views and colors without being overwhelmed by the heat as the Sierras become visible on the left. I reach the Whitney Portal parking lot by nine, seeing the massive glacial gorge that rises on all sides as water cascades down into pools and people milling about. Some were fishing and others looking into clean air saw waterfalls. I began the trail at ten. 

     After a day of hiking I made camp in a small cave of rocks and the night was long for many reasons. Cloudy sky, cold, frozen rain and strong gusts would whip through and rattle my tarp. My hair was wet and frozen but I was warm. I eventually tied my tarp shut over me like a cocoon to stop the rattling noise and then I fell off to sleep. Alone, almost, but really, yes, alone. Dreams imagined and realized as I slept.

     Just after dawn I was ready for Mount Whitney. I found the path in the snow up the first steep section from the lake at 11,000 feet. We climbed up the snow in strong gusts of wind. After an hour we turned and ascended into a steep chute. Two guys descended together from having slept up there the night before and the wind blew ice and snow in our faces like a scene out of science fiction polar exploration movie.

     We went up after they passed by. This was scary and difficult, as I had no crampons to spike and grip the snow. There were solid steps to use from the others and I just took it one step at a time with my axe secured before every step. It was one hundred feet up to enter the cirque of Iceberg lake at 12, 240 feet. 

     The panorama is spectacular with the lake just ahead frozen solid and the pinnacle ridges surrounding rising as curtains of rock. The massive coulier of “The Mountaineer’s Route” is the goal and final climb to reach the summit. 

     It was a relief, two hours later, to be reaching the end of the hike. No, I didn’t make the summit, the climb was just too tough. But it was a great climb. As I took a break, resting below a frozen wall of dripping ice. I observed the crystal patterns in chunks of ice that had broken off and I listened to the popping and whispering of the water moving through the melting ice over the granite. I relaxed and cleared my mind, hearing the whispering sound of the waters before continuing on my descent.

     The footpath in the snow was clear and I followed it down with the frozen wall to my left and vast expanse of the snow to my right. I sat down and began a long and fast glassade. A man was standing on the slope waving for me to stop. I jabbed my axe in the snow to come to a quick stop as all the snow from my slide exploded down below and onto the man. I could see that another hiker was sitting there covered in a sleeping bag on the snow slope. These were the two guys we saw this morning coming down the chute. It turns out that while they glassaded down the slope, one of them caught his foot in an icy hole as he slid and it snapped his leg clean in two. They had a cellular phone and were in the process of calling the police.

     We were high on the mountain, but the view there was clear down to the valley and a phone would luckily reach the station, or else someone would have to hike out for help. It was about twelve-thirty and I listened as they talked to the police who said a helicopter would be on its way. Then the phone went dead.

     I was nervous and for the hour and a half that I stood there talking to them I did not even remove my pack. I just stood there and talked, waiting for the helicopter. A few hikers passed by, two going up and one going down. We were secure and safe and they continued on their way. The injured one began to be impatient waiting, frustrated and wanting rescue bad. Finally at about three p.m. a Bell Huey from the China Lake Navy Base approached the canyon from far away. The sound grew and grew. That thumping sound was beautiful and reassuring. It flew high over the canyon as 30-40 mile an hour gusts blew. The helicopter then descended and tried repeatedly to sneak in between the gusts up the canyon towards a spot along the lake.

     I will never forget what I saw. I had my camera but convinced myself not to take it out. I felt something horrible was about to happen and I thought my camera would make it all happen. I just watched as the helicopter passed slowly overhead, creeping and trying to stay straight. The wind blew it around like a tiny leaf and visions of death passed before my eyes, explosions on the sides of granite towers like a Hollywood movie. But this was no movie. We were all nervous. The helicopter continued to try, four, five, then six times as we sat silent. No way, they would have crashed and that comforting roar of the helicopter drifted off into the distance. Our hearts were in our throats as the silent Sierra high country closed in on us. Instincts took over and we began to discuss our next move, high on Mount Whitney on the superhighway to adventure.

