Stormy Rockhouse

By Christopher Oleata

     One of my goals for the year is to have a high ratio of wilderness days to city days. I love sleeping outdoors. As summer was coming to an end it was time to rush off on a quick trip into the High Sierra Mountains.

     Every second it changes. Sun, wind, clouds, rain then mist. If the sun is truly out it is blinding hot. This is like the Andes or Colorado with the typical thunderstorms and rain. It’s late summer in California. I drive up early Monday morning stopping in Lone Pine for a wilderness permit. The North Fork to Mount Whitney is closed so it’s to the back country and Tuttle Creek again, I love it there. I drive to the end of the dirt road with only one car parked and sip from my gallon of fresh Chicha, home-brewed Peruvian corn beer.

     It’s 10:00 as I tie my boots and shoulder the pack to begin the trail up to the rockhouse. An hour of steep trail and I reach the shade and incredible views of the big house of stone built back in the 1900’s by some fundamentalist cult, nudists or utopians. Some call it the Ashram. My research is not clear. It’s like a three-bedroom house with no internal walls, just a big room with three entrances with no doors. It has big windows with no glass. There’s also a large stone fireplace nearly six feet across. Inside I rest and play the flute. It begins to thunder, overtaking the similar and frequent sounds of jet fighters passing over the Sierra Crest. Big thunder and then hard rain for an hour as I nap.

     At 1:00 I begin the trail in a light rain, crossing the rough rocks and sand along steep cliffs to reach the entrance to the gorge. I see it from far off and when I reach this tall waterfall the trail turns steeply up above the creek and climbs between boulders and huge trees. When I pass the snag, a tall dead pine twisted and aged, I’ve reached my usual spot in the first of five meadows. Last time I was here it was filled with six feet of snow.

     I drop the heavy pack, sip chicha and go to the creek to filter water. I pump four quarts and set up camp under a huge tree near small caves where I can keep my gear dry. I make a pine needle bed within the earshot of the creek. A solo hiker comes down the mountain and we talk of magical climbs and routes. That was his car down below so now I am alone in the gorge. I play flute, eat and prepare for a rainy night. I don’t use a tent, just a waterproof bivouac sack that goes over my sleeping bag. If it begins to rain hard I slide my gore-tex jacket over my head. Just before dark, thunder and bolts dance light from the surrounding granite ridges. 

     The night is a little scary, with sounds and feelings from joy to nervousness. Silent lightning flashes all around and close, a sight I had never seen before. While I was looking down at something there was an awesome flash and I quickly looked up to see strange shadows move but only silence, no lightning or thunder. Only floating flash balls. Later I saw a few big bolts and there was gentle rain. At 9:00 I stashed all my gear and went into my sleeping bag, protected from the rain with my food hung off in a high tree. I didn’t sleep well as it rained all night.

     The rain tapers off just before dawn and I quickly pack while eating. At 7:30 as a light rain falls I begin hiking. There are clouds in all directions. I change clothes at the first stream crossing to the second meadow. There is strong rain for twenty minutes that continues slow. I hike from one huge tree to another, hiding from the rain, all the way to the third meadow. I rest and the rain stops. Up again through the fourth then fifth meadows. I search the rocks and trees for a camp site and play flute as it rains hard. I find shelter under a big tree with wide low limbs. It looks like home. The rain slows so I go to pump water from the creek. There is a gradual clearing of the sky and an occasional flash of sun. I make a big lunch around 1:00 as the view clears up high on the mountain to the last stands of ancient pines below the thousand foot sheer walls of Mount Langley. I make coffee and prepare my food hanging line then sit on a rock to write, take photos and study the view.

     But I am in the view, surrounded, with swirling clouds and light where giant peaks come and go as layers of color. I hear rock slides, not far away but high on a granite wall where peeling granite flakes take flight. It’s late summer and all of this rain loosens the rock a lot. It’s a dangerous time for the high country. But it’s a fun time where the usual blue skies and clear nights are veiled in lightning and rain where great bolts strike rock off in the distance. I move with the shift of light, making good use of the dry times for movement and work. I see a great view then clouds swirl down sucking onto the camp. There are patches of blue the other way, out east and over the deep valley. A light sprinkle passes with the mist and I return to my shelter to make coffee.

     It just goes on forever, the pleasant watching of the cycles of life and it’s sounds. I eat, pack and hike; I find shelter and water and make camp; I listen, I learn and I plan climbs, the endless process of the wilderness junky. These are short trips, just another day or two to add to the ratio of days in the wildeness, so lets see… where are my ratios for the year? If we add the rockhouse it’s 11/360, but there’s still four months to go.

