WHEELER PEAK

Not for Beginners

A Travelogue by Wil C. Fry

| ntroduction
Expert mountain climbers probably laugh at Gl sy
Whesdler Peak, the highest point in New Mexico. Pr—
Itstop elevationis 13,161 feet, lower than most
base campson Everest or other tall mountains.
But for the beginning climber, or anyonewho
spends most of their timein the “flat states,”
Wheder isquiteachallenge.

Sitting high abovethefamed Taos Ski Valey, and
rightinthemiddle of the Sangrede Cristo range,
Whesdler Peak ispart of aridge of sky-scraping
mountainsin northern New Mexico that provide
majestic views, exciting ski dopesand the per-
fect getaway for those badly in need of avaca-
tioninnature. Tothewest of theSangredeCristo ¥« g+
range, water runsoff into the Rio Grande, which

rushes southward to providethe border between T h e G O al
Texasand old Mexico. Onthe east sideof the At the top of Wheeler Peak, N.M., rests this plaque.
range, melting snow cascadesintothePecosRiver,  Climbers know they’ve reached the top when they
whichlater joinsthe Rio Grande near Langtry, see it.

Texas, aswdll asfeedingintothe Canadian River,

whichisspecid to mepersondly, becauseit providesthe southern border for Seminole County, Oklahoma, which
ismy home. Thetrip from Seminole, Okla., to Red River, N.M., and on up to Wheedler Peak, isquiteachange of
scenery and literally breathtaking.

For anyone considering thisincreasingly popular trip, | recommend researchingit first. Thereading wedid before
traveling waswell worth it, and saved usalot of trouble.

The Characters

Besidesmysdlf (Wil Fry), those making thetrip wereBill Fry (my dad) and Zane Fry (my brother). | currently live
in Seminole, Okla., while Zaneand our dad live east of Seminole.

* Bill Fry, 59, birthplace: north Texas

» Wil Fry, 31, birthplace: Hawaii

 ZaneFry, 18, birthplace: south Texas

WEell, Dad decided early on that hewouldn’t makethe climb to Wheel er Peak, though | encouraged himtortry.
After getting theremyself (barely), | realized he had probably made awisedecision. Zanedidn't prepare much for
thehike, but being ahealthy 18-year-old who'sregularly played basketball, football and other sports, he appar-
ently didn’t needtotrain.
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I, onthe other hand, needed thetraining. | haven't played organized sportsin about 12 years-- and that’ seven if
you count intramural volleybal incollege. I’ vea so been smoking for about 10 years, though I’ ve cut back recently.
o, | knew | had to preparemysalf. Living herein Oklahoma, at approximately 1,000 feet of elevation, therewas
noway | couldtrainfor the high atmosphere. But | could trainfor thelong walk. Beginningin April of thisyear, |
started going to aquarter-miletrack afew blocksfrom my home, and walked around it afew times. At first, |
walked amileor two, about threetimesaweek. By July, | had upped my walk to four miles, and still had energy
left at the end to shoot hoopsfor about an hour each time. | also started jogging part of my distance, until | was
running nearly half of my total mileage. By theend of July, on a98-degree summer day herein sunny and humid
Oklahoma, | walked/ran eight miles. | felt good afterward.

But | wassoontolearnthat eight milesonlevel ground at 1,000 feet elevationischild’ splay comparedto 14 miles
(half of it uphill, and the other half downhill) between 9,000 and 13,000 feet elevation. And | waspracticingona
paved track, not the rough and rocky terrain of Wheeler’strails.

The Trip

After reading extensively about our destination and studying severad mapsthat held different opinionsabout where
thetraillswould be, Dad, Zane and | gathered up our gear and headed west. Zaneand | both drivereatively small
sedans, sothethree of ushit the highway in Dad’ sking-cab Chevrolet Silverado pickup, most of our luggageinthe
bed.

Weleft Seminole at about 6:45 a.m., traveling northwest on State Highway 3. Taking the recently re-paved
“Earlsboro cutoff,” we got on the nation-spanning I nterstate 40, traveling ever westward. Dad drovethefirst
stretch. Missing theworst of Oklahoma City’srush-hour traffic, weturned north on US 281 Spur, heading up to
Geary, Okla., and thentook US 281 further north, to Watonga. We stayed on 281 asit joined highways 270 and
3, traveling west and northwest through Oakwood to Selling, Okla., wherewe stopped at 9:20 am. for alittle
R& R andto changedrivers.

Zanetook thewhedl then, with mestill riding inthe back seat, taking US 270/SH 3 up to Woodward, wherewe
should have gone straight west to May. Instead, we accidently got on SH 15, which took us south to Gage, but we
quickly corrected by taking 46 northward to May, getting on track again. Highways 412 and 3 took uswest to
Elmwood, wherewefinally had torefuel at 11:20a.m.

| stayed inthe back asZane continued driving, stay-
ing on highway 270/412, westward, passing Bryan's
Corner at 11:44 am. Contrary to popular opinion,
most of Oklahomaisnot “flat,” at least not compared
to Kansas, butinthe® Panhandle” portion of thestate,
therolling hillsand lazy turnswe' re used to disap-
peared. Asthehillsflattened out, the land became
almost completely flat (asmuch asthe curve of the - ;
Earth'ssurfacewill dlow) by Hardesty. Also, we're i

used to seeing trees. Thosefaded away too. For many OWﬂ In g th € Road )
milesthrough Oklahoma swesternmost tail, every In western Oklahpma, Frqﬁlc is usually S light that
clump of treeswe saw indicated ahouseand yard, or farm equipment like this is a common sight on the
a creek bed. In between, there were just fields - major” highway, taking up both lanes.

milesand milesof fields. And the*” cities’ inthe Pan-

handlearemorecorrectly caled“towns’ or “villages,” many of them having populationsof only afew thousand or
few hundred. (May, for instance, had apopul ation of 33!)

In Guymon, we stopped at McDona d'sfor anot-so-healthy but quick and filling meal, and continued on 412/3
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westward to Four Cornersand Boise City,
Okla

It wasn't until 1:40 p.m., inthetail end of the
Panhandle, that we saw thefirst mountain,
gttingdl by itsdf intheplain, towering above
gtill-flat fieldsand farms. The mountain was
actually acrossthe border, but we could see
it for many milesbeforethen. Dad actually
gpotted it first. At 1:50 p.m., we stopped
and took pictures at the border, for about
10 minutes. | decided to keep my clock on
Central Standard Time, for ease’ssake.

Theland continued to risegradualy, though
it stayed basically flat. By 2:51 p.m., we
drovethrough DesMoines, N.M. (dlevation:
6,622 feet). The hills on both sides of the
road increased in frequency, sometimesin-
terspersed with mesasand “buttes” (which
I’m still not sure how to pronounce cor-
rectly.).

At about 3 p.m., we saw the non-activevol-
cano near Capulin, N.M., wherethereisa
road up to thetop for touriststo take.

Sillinwhet | cal the*foothills’ of theRockies
we approached Raton, N.M., at 3:09 p.m.,
getting thefirst view of “real” mountainsin
thedistance. Raton’selevationis 6,800 feet
aboveseeleve -- wewerecontinuingtorise
abovethelowly 1,000 feet of central Okla-
homa. Just likeridinginaclimbing aircraft,
our earsbegantofed funny, asif they would
pop, due to the decreasing air pressure of
the higher altitudes. We had to keep swal -
lowingtorelievethepressure.

WiththeBeatles®1” compact disc playing
quietly inthetruck, wefinally pulled into
Raton at 3:21 p.m., wherewegot on I nter-
state 25 for afew minutes, heading south to
US 64, onwhich wetraveled southwest for

L

Leaving the Flatness

Attop, Zane is driving down the flatest, straightest road
I've ever seen. In the middle, it's me, Dad and Zane at the
N.M. sign. At bottom, Dad looks out at the first mountain
sighting of the trip.

awhile, to Cimarron, N.M. Beforereaching Cimarron, we passed thewell-known (to ultra-conservatives) NRA
Whittington Center. We hit Cimarron at 4:01 p.m., having descended dightly, to 6,430 feet. There, we stopped for
fuel, paying $1.99 per gallon of regular unleaded gasoline. Leaving Cimarronat 4:15p.m., | findly got my turnto
drive, and we headed west, toward Eagle Nest Village. Beforereaching that town, we stopped at 4:37 p.m., ata
creek running near the curvy roadway, and took afew pictures. Wereached Eagle Nest Villageat 5:06 p.m. The
name" EagleNest” soundslikethetowniswedged up inthe nooksand cranniesof steep dopes, but actudly, Eagle
Nestissetinawide, nearly flat plain in between several mountains, thetown scattered along the shore of awide
lakeintheplain. Thevalley isabout 8,000 feet above sealeve.
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At 5:23 p.m., | drove the pickup
through Bobcat Pass, which peaksat
9,820 feet elevation. Wewereredly
inthe mountainsthen, asfar as| was
concerned. Theroad wasnever draight
for morethan ahundred yardsor so,
and then therewould beasharp curve
requiring dow speedsof about 20 mph.
Thetruck’sengine, transmissionand
brakesreally got worked ouit.

Just a few minutes after making it
through the pass, we sighted Red
River, our final destination. We actu-
aly pulledintotown at 5:29 p.m., and
stopped at our hotel, Best Western, at

5:30p.m. (CST), making our totd trip Red River

lessthan 12 hours.
At 5:27 p.m., we first sighted the city of Red River, N.M. Here,
. it is pictured from a little bit closer, during the final approach to
RED RIVER: the town. Note the main road through the center of the town.
There is one other road, parallelling this one, to the right, and a
e 1own

Red River isapretty mountain town few connecting streets. That's it.

nestled between some good climbing

hillsand awell-kept ski dopemountain. Themunipdity actudly stsat andtitude (eevation) of 8,650 feet, itsmain
street running roughly from southeast to northwest. One other street sitsparal lel to that one, and lessthan adozen
other streets connect the two. Some of these connecting roads also lead off into valleys between the nearby
mountains, running along creeksand through park-like areas. Walking trailspermeate the area.

About half of the business establishmentsin the city are gift shopsfor tourists, and most of the other half are
restaurants. Thereareacouple of gasstationsand afew places offering guided tours of something-or-other. There
isonegrocery store. Though 90 percent of the businessesarewell-decorated and fit in with amountain town motif,
almost none of them are open past 7 p.m. Thiswas perhapsthe biggest disappointment | had with thetown. Even
inrura Seminole, thereare convenience storesopen around the clock and restaurants open until midnight or later.
| couldn’t understand the mentality of atourist townthat locksal thedoorsbeforeit getsdark. Maybeit’'sbecause
of thelack of police-- | didn’t seeasingleofficer during my stay inthetown.

Acclimation

Much advice had been given to Zane and | about climbing Wheeler Peak. One of the most val uabl e pieces of
advicewas* acclimateyourselves.” At such an eevation, theair isunderstandably thinner -- it'scloser totheedge
of the Earth’ satmosphere. Thelungsaccustomed to breathing the thick and humid air of thelower regions cannot
functionat full capacity at such aheight. Infact, Seminoleisoneof thehighest places!’ velived. Compareittothe
lower elevations of San Antonio, Texas, or Honolulu, Hawaii. We had been advised to walk around for aday or
two before attempting the hiketo Wheeler’ ssummit, and sowedid.

Thevery evening we arrived, once welearned that most of the businesseswere closing, Dad, Zaneand | went
walking around thetown. Dad wasn't fedlingwell, but camewith usheartily, putting agood face on things.

Zane and Dad then drovemeto asmall park they’ d visited on the edge of town during their visitin 2003. Infact,
wevisited severd such places. Zaneand | climbed asteep and dippery hill beforeit got dark. Not only wasthehill
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steep, but itssurfacewasn’t dirt and
foliagelikel’'musedto. Itasowasn't
asolid pieceof jutting rock, which|
could easily handle. Thehillsdewas
composed -- largely -- of millions of
loose pieces of shale, which dipped
and did over each other aswe stepped
on them. We had fun, though, and
reached thepeak. I’ Il admit that | had
to stop severa timesbeforereaching
thetop, just to catch my breath.

Onceonthetop, intherocky crags,
we could ook down the other side of
the hill onto the roofs of Red River
buildings, and got afull layout view of
thelittle town, with the sun heading
downinthewest.

Zane, Dad, and | had each brought a
Motorola2-way radio onthetrip, and
wewerewearing them during thisex-
ercise. Zaneand | called downto Dad

Getting Used to the Air

The white arrow in the picture indicates me, while Zane is the
lighter colored dot to my right. We’re about halfway up the rocky
hill in a Red River park.

-- who wasby thistime out of earshot -- and told himwe’ d be going down the other side -- just to see some new
scenery. So, hedrovethe pickup back into town, and to the next street, so he could seeinto the next valley, where
wewould comedown. By that time, | had forgotten how highthe“littlehill” had been, and estimated it would take

o -

houses.

Resting After a C
Zane is pictured here, sitting on a rock near the peak of a small hill next to

Red River, which can be seen in the background. From the camera angle,
it's obvious how steep the hill is -- we’re looking down on the roofs of the

fiveminutesto get down.
Well, it actualy required
more like 15 minutes.
That Sdewasjust assteep
aswherewe’ d comeup.

Ontheway down, rocks
werediding out fromun-
der us, and both Zaneand
| got alittle scratched up
fromfals(nothing more
thanwe d get whilewalk-
ing through the canyons
east of Seminole). Once,
when reaching out for a
handhold, | grasped the
pointy end of astump, and
it pierced the palm of my
hand. | jokingly called it
my “digmata”

Oncedown, weregoined
Dad, and headed back for
the hotel, tired from the
long drive and the little
exertioninthethinair.
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After some sandwichesand microwave medsinthehotel room -- most, if not al of the restaurantshad closed by
thistime-- thethree of ussat inthe hotel’ shot tub for afew minutes, enjoying the contrast between the steamy

water and thequickly chilling night air.

Back inthehotel, all three of ushad trouble sleeping, whether it was dueto the new location, the disruption of
normal bedtimehabits, or the uncomfortablelodging (no bedisascomfortableasyour own bed). Noneof uscould
agreeon the correct temperature, and even when weresigned to that, theroom’sair conditioner wouldn’t coop-
erate. Whileweknew it was approaching 100 degreesin our hometown, Red River’snight air dropped into the
upper 40s. But deep wefindly did, and woke up halfway refreshed.

Now with our watches set to
Rocky Mountain Time, weae
wafflesinthehotel’slobby at
8 am., and picked up our
rented Jeep Wrangler et 9am.
Thereasonfor the Jeep?Last
year, when Zaneand my par-
ents made the trip to Red
River, they found afew moun-
tainroadsthat weren't really
cut for a modern, full-size
American pickup truck. (In
my opinion, most of them
weren't fitfor aJeep.)

Driving the open-air vehicle,

Trylng out the Thlnnér Air

Dad took us up a dirt and That's Zane and | near the highest point of Red River Pass (9,854
grave roadtoRed River Pass,  feet) on Wednesday. Behind us, deep in the valley, is Red River. The
glevation: 9,854 feet, which pass was, | believe, once used as the original main road into the town.

reportedly wasoncethemain

highway into thetown of Red River, before Bobcat Pass became the most-used thoroughfare. At thetop of the hill
next to the pass, therewere severd criss-crossing roadsused by four-whedersfor alittlebit of steepfun. Whilewe

What a View!

Here’s Dad, using my binoculars to look at what

turned out to be spots of snow on the faraway
hills. This view is from Red River Pass.

stepped out to take some pictures, we saw afour-
whedler ATV tip over, rolling over thedriver. There
weren't any seriousinjuries. Within minutes, adif-
ferent man lost control of the two-wheeled motor-
cyclehewasdriving. That wasenough funfor us,
and we decided to move on.

Aspart of our planto“acclimate’ tothee evation of
the mountains, nothing could really prepare usfor
Wheel er Peak, but we could go alittle higher than
the two passeswe' d been through. We turned our
eyesto Greenie Peak, about threeand ahalf miles
northeast of Red River. Greeni€ selevationis 11,249
feet abovesealevdl.

Theroad to Greenie started along Mallette Creek,
though there are other waysto get there, too. But,
onthemap, Mallettelooked like the shortest route.
It may have been“short,” but it continued to wind
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and climb up through along, snaky val-
ley. Whenwesaw thefirg signtellingus
toturnright for Greenie Peak, it wasa
mistake. We drove up a steep and
heavily-rutted dirt road to an even
steeper hill, wheretherutsin theroad
wereeven deeper. Well, by that point, |
wasdriving, and | headed up the steep-
ness, with the Jeep inlow gear, and the
transmissoninfour-whed drive. Itdidn’t
makeit, eventhough | had theaccelera-
tor all the way to the floor. There we
were, stuck, halfway up thesope. Dad
and Zane exited the Jeep, and | backed
down carefully.

Aswewere pondering what to do, aman . g
inabright yellow pickup drove up, and Trlcky Roads
parked besideus. Werelatedtohimthat  Here, 'm pictured at the side of one of the narrow, winding
we dtriedouttheslopeandfailed. “Let  roads that led down from Red River Pass. Behind me is the
megiveitatry,” hesad, revvingthepow-  switchback and the road can be seen curling down below
erful V8engineinhistruck. Heswitched  me. The path up to Greenie Peak was much narrower and

into four-wheel driveand sped upthe  winding, but without the steep cliffs on each side -- usually.
dope, throwing gravel every whichway.

After about 30 seconds, he was gone,
far aboveand beyond us.

We gaveit another gointhe Jeep, with the pedal to thefloor, and al wheels spinning, but thetiny four-cylinder
enginejust wasn't enough for the hill. Growing frustrated, we checked themapsand Dad’s compass, trying tofind
an alternate route up to Greenie Peak. After afew minutes, wedecided to try anarrower trail to theright.

At first, this second road descended. In fact, it descended so much that we began to think we had found an
alternaterouteto the bottom, instead of to thetop. For every littlerisein theroad, it would descend threetimesas
much. Still, it seemed to be heading around the right mountain, and we held out hopethat it would begin climbing
again. Besides, therewasn’t really any placeto turn around -- the further we drove, the more committed we
becameto our new route.

Eventually, our determination proved founded, and the road began to climb again. Wefound severa dopesthat
were nearly assteep asthe onewe’ d failed to climb, and barely madeit up them. Sometimes, I’ d havethe Jeep’s
accel erator smashed to thefloor for

Not Lost | =8 twofull minutes spinningintheloose
<|3p =8 gravel anddirt aswewound our way

Yet up the crazy road -- Dad’s pickup

Zane and Dad s would venever madeit.

check our maps,

looking for an Wefindly cameacrossother people,

riding motorcyclesandfour-wheders,
but no more Jeepsor other vehicles.

alternate route
up to Greenie

Peak after the Onegroup was composed mostly of
Jeep failed to children, one little boy -- about 8
make the trall years old -- riding a two-wheeled

we were trying. motorcycle by himself on the


http://www.flickr.com/photos/saintseminole/97700683/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/saintseminole/4316785414/

trecherouspath.

Finaly, at longlast, wewheeled up
to Greenie Peak’ ssmooth grave top,
to find only two other Jeepsthere,
andjust afew people. Inthedistance,
we could see Red River’stiny build-
ings, and animpromptu rain storm
fdlinginanearby vadley.

We took a quick break there, and
redized that lunchtimewasdrawing
near. By thistime, thethinairat this .~ === " o A
devationwasalmostunnoticesble- = T = o o
- wewerefinally acclimating tothe .
lower air pressure. But, we were Green e Peak
hungry, andtherewasnodenyingit. Here’s Zane, next to our nearly-worthless Jeep, on the top of
Greenie Peak. Over his right shoulder (left side of picture), is the
A coupleonthetop pointed outyet  rain storm we saw pelting one little valley. On his other side,
another road, up which they had between two of the evergreen trees, Red River can be seen.
come, and recommended it asaway
down, saying it went through Midnight M eadows and then curved back through Red River. So, Zanetook histurn
at thewheel (though therental people had said no one under 21 could drive-- Oops!) and we headed down.

Thisroad proved to be just as meddlesome asthe one I’ d taken, but Zane'sreaction timewas quick, and he's
accustomed to driving astandard transmission -- like me, hewastrained to drivein Dad’s 1969 Volkswagen
Bestle, which hasone of thetoughest manua shiftsonthemarket. Still, Dad and | clungtightly totheroll barsof the
vehicle, knowing that the rough roadswould give Zanearunfor hismoney. From thefact that I’ mwriting this, the
reader will assumethat Zane got
the best of the situation, and we
arived safely.

However, the real surprise was
how much longer thisroad was. 4 &
Thirty minutes after we left the 4%
peak, weweredtill winding down & S
mountain sidesand seeing great Sk
scenery. After descended for what  |§3 .
seemed aninterminableamount of - gk
time, wereached asignthat said:
“Red River -- 10Miles.” Onthe NS
interstate highway, thiswould' ve A
beenfine, becausewewouldhave SRS
reached our destination in nine e
minutes. But ontheloosegravel §

our average speed was about 15
milesper hour.

View From Greenie
Here, using the zoom on my camera, | captured the bare ski slopes

that hang above the town of Red River. The town and slopes could
be easily seen from Greenie’s summit.

We each |et out agroan, but had
no choice. Zanekept drivingwhile
our stomachskept growling.
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Then, just astheroadswereleveling out at
a low elevation, and the curves were
straightening out, wesighted acave, upin
the rocks on the right side of the road.
Being cavefanatics, we had brought our
flashlights, hoping for just such an occa-
son.

Zane and | scrambled up to the cave's
mouth, about 15 feet abovetheroad, car-
rying our flashlightsand two-way radios.
After going straight into themountainside
about 15 feet, the cave branched, to the
left, to theright, and downward. Our flash-
lights showed that the left and right
: : : branchesdidn’t gofar, but the downward
|nS|de the Mountaln slope showed some promise. We
Here, Zane peers at one of several branches of the cave we scrambled (carefully!) downinto thewid-
found, coming down from Greenie Peak. He is already 35  eninghale, findingtwomorebranches One
feet from the entrance, and only my camera’s flash provides  doubled back under theentrance, and ap-
light for this picture. peared asif it had oncebeenamine shaft -
- it was supported with timbers and the
tunnel’ sshapewasrectangular. Thefloor of thistunnel was about knee-deep in water, sowedidn’t attempt to go
very far intoit. The other branch, where coll apsed minetimberswere buriedin rock, showed asharp upward
dope. | climbedintothis, and went about 40 feet up thed ope only tofind theend of thetunndl. It appeared that the
mine shaft here had gonelevelly into the mountain, but apocket of upward-doping rock had collapsed into the
tunnel, leaving the upward d oping empty pocket.

Suddenly, Dad’' svoice grew moreclear intheradio, and he said hewasal so in thetunnel, carrying my camera,
binoculars, and hisbag. It had begun torain outside. So, wetook afew pictures, and let Dad look around alittle,
before climbing back out and continuing our ride back toward lunch.

After alatelunch at the hotel, we took the Jeep up adirt road that headed southwest from the northwest end of
Red River, following Pioneer Creek up through avalley. Dad had amap that listed more than adozen old gold
minesdug into the mountain aong Pioneer Creek, so we began looking for them. Thefirst onewefound went back
about 40 feet into the mountain. After following that disappointing tunnel, we began to look for the others. The
brochurefailed totell usthat every single other mineaong Pioneer Creek was caved in. We spent about two hours
following that tiny, rough road, and climbing up the hillson either side, but found only buried mineentrances. With
alittleequipment and moretime, we surdly could havedug throughtheinitid pilesof rock and found thetunnels, but
itwouldn't have been worthit.

Weturned the Jeep back into therental placejust before5 p.m., and went looking for other caves, someof which
Dad and Zane had seen theyear before. 1t took alittlerock climbing from Zaneand I, carrying our two-way radios
sowe couldtalk to Dad, but wefound only more disappointing caves.

Asalast resort, Zane and | placed our hopesin the brochure Dad had about the Placer Creek mines (on the
southeast end of Red River), but therewasno way to drivea ong that road, especialy with thetruck, becausethe
entranceto theroad was crossed by Placer Creek. But wewal ked thefootbridgethere, and started up asteep trall
that discouraged Dad. Hereturned to thetruck. Zaneand | walked -- steeply uphill -- for nearly an hour, but found
none of themineslisted on thebrochure. Finally, we came back, ready for supper, bed, and the next day’ shikeup
to Wheeler Peak.
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Dad wasworried that Zaneand | had walked too much in one day, and that we' d be soreinthe morning, before
heading up Whed er. And Whed er would be, we knew, themost difficult walk we' d had yet. But | tried not to think
about it. Infact, instead of just eating with Dad and Zanein the hotel, | went walking up through Red River, and
found asteakhouse, where | had alarge hamburger and fries, then walked back.

Dad and | spent afew minutesin the hotel’shot tub, beforeweturnedinfor the night.

Whedler Peak

When Zaneand | awokeat 6:30 am. '."‘g.,_. -
(Rocky Mountain Time), it wasraining
outside, and appeared to have been #¥Ess
raining for sometime. Itwasasoonly
50degreesand didn’tlook likeit would
get warmer. Dad wasaready tryingto
accept the fact that we couldn’t go,
because of therain, and the chance of
lightning at the top. Zane and | said
we' dat least driveup to thebeginning
of thetrail, and seeif theraindidn’t cut
out.

.ﬂu.- N

Wefilled up Zane sbackpack withfour
bottlesof water, two sandwicheseach,
two fruit barsapiece, and rain ponchos. . = .

| filledmy pocketswithamap, Dad's Starting the Trek

compass, and aﬂ"?‘Sh“ght' Onmy belt, Here I am, on the early part of the rising trail to Wheeler Peak.

| worethesmall binocularsl borrowed  a first 7ane got a little irritated when | kept wanting to stop and
from Mom (becau_se they were so take pictures, but eventually he got in the spirit, and was even
muchlighter thanmine) andapocket g ,4qesting photos for me to take, besides acquiescing to

knife getting a few shots of me.

Ready to go, we ate waffles in the

hotel’slobby at about 7:20 am., and Dad gave ushislast advice: “Becareful,” before settling down for aday by

himself. Zanedrove out to the end of Highway 578, with rain till splattering on thewindshield -- about asix-mile

drive. There, weturned right, and went another 1.3 milesdown avery rocky and torn up road. That took usabout

25 minutes, due to the ex-

i tremelow speedswehad to
i use. There, we found the

LOOkmg parking areafor Middle Fork
for the Trail, where only two other

. # carswere. After making sure
Trail | wehad thetruck keys, Zane
Zane follows % = and| lockedit up, not to see
me as we use # another motor vehicle for
the map and == morethanninehours. Itwas
compass to g% 3:10 am. when we locked

rejoin the trail = thetruck.
after we took a ;
“shortcut.” # Agan,thetrall wewakedon

& was narrow and rough, and
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climbing steadily, reminding meat first of the Placer Creek trail. But, it quickly dawned on methat thisonewould
bedifferent. For onething, unlike at Placer Creek, we were both committed to going all theway tothetop. And|
don’t know about Zane, but | wasdready fedling likewewerein acompetition. | waswonderingif | would beable
to keep up with him, and how long | could go on beforetellinghimto goit alone. Thetrail zig-zagged uptheside
of onemountain, climbing sharply thewholeway. It'snot liketaking awak down through your subdivision, where
sometimesyou’ regoing up, sometimes down, and sometimeslevel. Thistrial went up, up, and thenwent alittle
further up. It wasn't 10 minutesbefore | was huffing and puffing, and my thighsbegan to ache.

Becausethetrail zig-zagged predictably up the mountain, Zane and | took afew shortcuts between them. This
going was even stegper, but each shortcut knocked several minutesoff our total time, and that wasfinewith me.
Then, at about 8:30 am., wetook another “ shortcut,” heading up to wherewe hoped to find thetrail that should
have zig-zagged back to apoint above uson the steep slope. We hadn’t climbed far before Zanerealized that we
weren't going to find thetrail above us. He suddenly remembered | ast year, and that the trail had at this point
headed toward awaterfall. We had just climbed abovethelast “zag.”

Unsure of whether to go back down, wasting quiteabit of time, or to plunge on, trusting the map and compass, we
plunged on, though Zanewas skeptical. It wasn't long, though, before he heard the sounds of thewaterfall. We
went right along thed opeand dightly downward, until wergoined thetrail. That “ shortcut” cost usonly about five
minutes, by my estimation. It took 15 minutesto get back to thetrail, but wewereway ahead of wherewe had | eft
thetrail. We decided that in thefuture, we' d only take shortcutsif we could seewherethetrail wasahead of us.

At 8:52 am., we crossed thewalkbridge at the bottom of thewaterfall, and began zig-zagging up another moun-
tain, heading generally south-southwest.

At9:10am., onehour after beginning our trek, wetook our first break. We' d aready paused afew timesto catch
our collectivebregath, but thistimeweactually sat down for about five minutes. | looked at themap, and estimated
we' dgoneonly 1.5 miles, according to the map. (It turned out that this estimate was very closeto accurate). We
had somewater and let our legsrest. | wasencouraged by thefact that Zane seemed just asout-of-breath as| was.

Zane had carried the backpack thewholefirst hour, with me carrying only my camerabag, so we switched off.
That wasamistake. My legsbegantotire
even morequickly, carrying theextral0
poundsor sointhebackpack, while Zane
was now blessed with the much lighter
camerabag. We started walking again at
9:15.

Fortunately, we reached Middle Fork
Lakeat 9:21 am., and took afew min-
utesto rest and takepictures. That last half
mileor so beforethelake had seemed tre-
mendously steep, and Zane and | were
both coveredin alight sheen of swesat be-
forewearrived, prompting usto remove
our outer clothing -- my sweatshirt and his
windbresker. But whenwetoppedtherise
to the lake, a cold wind was blowing

acrosstheice-coldwater. Weestimatedit N iddle Fork Lake
xiizbval:: d5<:5hitl(l) i?\(iﬁﬁzigsahrenhat, That's me and my shaved head, standing in front of Middle

Fork Lake, just before | led Zane off the trall. If you're ever
heading to Wheeler Peak, and see this view, go left, not
right.

Whilewerested for about five minutes, a
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couple passed us, and headed right around thelake. So, when wefinished
our short break, we also headed right, along avery thintrail through the
grass. Tiny chipmunkswereall around thelake, completely unafraid of us.
It took about 10 minutesto get to the opposite (southwest) end of thelake,
but therethetrail disappeared.

Zane showed mewhere he had gone up theridgelast year, without atrail,
high up what looked Frazier Mountain (12,163 feet). We spent about five
minutes|ooking for acontinuation of thetrail, but couldn’tfindit. While |SEESSSEEEE ISR
doing so, we saw thefirst of the marmots, large rodent-like mammal sthat :

look like beaverswithout tails. Zane, when hefirst saw it out of the corner C h I p mun k

_ of hiseye, thoughtitwas Above, at the top right corner of
aracoon, but sooniden- the picture, is one of the chip-
tified it asamarmot -- munks that approached us at the
hel dseendozensof them lake, only 18 inches from Zane’s
E5~ theyear before, hopping foot.

£% and playing around him.

. "¢ Thecreaturehurried to ahiding-holeand peeked out at usaswe
passed.

Findlly, after looking at the map, with thehelp of Dad'scompass,
werealized that thetrail had goneto theleft from wherewe' d
e < ; : e e arrived at thelake. Already morethan halfway around, we con-
Marmot tinued our circuit of the body of water, and returned to the side
) of thelakewe d origindly approached (thenortheast Sde). There,
Here, a marmot peeks out from his we easily found thetrail that headed nearly due south -- and

cover, watching us as we passed. The  geaniy 5 - from the lake, along Middle Fork Creek. It was
marmots, like the chipmunks, didn’t about 9:51 am.

seem afraid of the humans.

Then, staying on the west side of the creek, we headed ever
upward. Once, Zane stopped meand said, “Listen.” We stood perfectly still and listened. We could hear the creek
gurgling aong beside usquietly. Occasionaly abird would call out. Other than that, there wereno sounds.

With Frazier Mountain towering to our right (west), we kept trudging up thetrail, already completely winded.
Every 10 minutesor so, we stopped for about 20 secondsand got our breath, then kept going. A few timesduring
thistrek, to the southern end of Middle Fork Creek, thetrail would twist around atreeand welost it for afew
minutes, but quickly found it again and kept going. Also, every 20 minutesor o, | would check the compassand
themap, estimating wherewewere and making surewewere onthe correct trail.

At 10:31 am., wetook our second sit-down break, drinking water from
our water bottlesand each having afruit bar from the backpack. To our left,
we could see atreelessridge, which welater learned rose up to help en-
circletheLaCal Basin. The only animals present that we could seewere
chipmunks, antsand birds. No mosquitoes, no horseflies, no snakes, noth-
ing else. If therewere any other creaturesin that neck of thewoods, they
kept to themselves. Thestream gushed to our | eft. Our legswerebeginning
to get dead tired, and | could feel thefatigue growingin my lungsfrom g
congtantly taking deep breaths, yet neither Zaneor | realy complained yet.
Still, at the sametime, wefelt wonderful. Wewerein theshade here, sowe ;
had cooled off alittleand theair wasnearly devoid of thehumidity we'reso Fqt gue Settin g In
used toin Oklahoma.

My weary face, as we neared
the end of Middle Fork Creek.
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Asour break ended, Zaneand | went over to the nearby
creek and felt of thewater. It wasicecold, feeling likeit
had just drained from afreezer. | suggested to Zanethat

wetakeadrink, adding that it might bethe purest water § | .

we' d hadinawhile. Sure enough, therewasn’t aspeck

of mineral or dirtinthewater, and it tasted like wind-

blown snow, scooped off thelawn after afreshblizzard. [

Here, thetrall didn’t redlly zig-zag likeit had before, but

traveled relatively straight upthenarrowing valley. By
11:20am., thetreeswerethinning enoughthat wecould §
seequiteawaysahead of us, and saw aridgethat looked §

likeit could be Wheeler Peak (but later turned outto be S

the southwest ridge of LaCal Basin). Thethinningtrail

proved to be continuoudy elusive, andit wasfrustrating §
to continuetolook for it. | decided totrust themapand |
compass, but thisworried Zane, who didn’t want to come

all thisway and then get so far off track that we' d miss

our destination. But, for atime, hetrusted me, and we [t

headed inwhat | believed wastheright direction.

i e e
Asthecreek beganto thin downto atrickle, the narrow S

valley began to widen out, asweentered LaCal Basin
(although at thetime, weweren't entirely surewherewe
were), and themap sayswewerestill 2.4 milesfrom our
destination. Fortunately, wedidn't know thisat thetime.

There, weregoined thecouplewho’ d passed usat Middle
Fork Lake; they were coming down toward usfromthe
right (west) sdeof thebasin, having seenthetrail onthe
left sdeof thebasin. Zaneand | hadn’t yet seenthetrail

Still on thTraiI

Zane takes a minute to grab his breath. Behind
him, the trail continues to wind ever upward.
This was taken near the south end of Middle
Fork Creek. We’'re only about half a mile from
the tree line here.

ontheleft sde, and wedidn't think to ask the coupleif they knew wherethey were going. We could have saved 20
minutes by asking them, or checking the map alittle more carefully. We were somewhat surprised to seeaherd of
cattleat that elevation, chomping stupidly at thelower edge of thebasin. Asl| headed up theright sdeof thebasin,

Zane told me sev-

LaCal I I era times that he

. wasn't sure it was
Basin the right way. He
fZane Istokps saw thetrail onthe
bogci ;’to left Sde, zig-zagging
where we've s_teeply up ~a
been. To his ik ridgdine. But hefol-
right, and lowed me uptothe
further right, top of what | loosdly
is the ' 5 called “Gravel
z?"’l‘_'g"’c":;ow' D Ridge,” in honor of
Basin. one of my former
Wheeler is placesof residence
behind and inArkansas, but this
to the right onewas made up of
of me, as | rocks much larger
took the

picture. than gravel. Huge
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chunks of rock were piled together to
formthat ridge. They looked likegravel
from adistance, but whenyou get there,
therocksrangein sizefrom basketball
to Volkswagen. Fromthat ridge, onthe iy
southwest side of La Cal, we looked :
down acrossan extremely deep valley,
and up the next ridge. For aminute or
two, | despondently thought that
Wheeler Peak would be on that next
ridge, to our south. Welater learned that
wewere staring out acrossthe Taos Ski

Valley, and seeing thetops of Kachina
Peak and Lake Fork Peak. But, inthose
moments, as| looked at them, thinking &
oneof themwasWheeler, | wasready il
to give up. Completely worn out, and 5%

outof bresth, having benoff thetral )y To D of ‘Gravel Rid ge.’
for almost half an hour, | wasready to . i
Here, thinking we were staring across at Wheeler, Zane and |

quit. Zanewasfrustrated at mefor hav- i ,
were almost ready to give up. It was getting close to 12 noon,

ingchosenthewrongtrail again, andwas ) ,
sr:grti ngtosport g?)?etty f”g; headache and we thought we still had another deep valley to climb.
" Fortunately, we were a lot closer than this.

partially duetothethinair.

We decided to head east, straight acrossthe bottom of LaCal Basin, toward thetrail wherewe' d seenthe couple

go. At that point, we could still seethem, liketiny ants, nearly amileaway. Fromthewrong sideof LaCal, dready

abovethetreeline, we could easily seethetrail, zig-zagging up the oppositeridge. But, astired aswewere, and

seeing the steepness of that trail, | wasn't feeling too confident. Not being thetypesto quit, we headed acrossthe
basin.

| don’t recommendthis, especidly for
anyone with ahistory of spraining
anklesor tripping. Crossing thesouth
end of thebasin, wedmost never saw
grass. Zane and | crossed several
acresof thehugesrocks|’ vealready
mentioned, stepping from onelop-
sided stone to another, and some-
timesdippinginbetweenthem. | think
weeechtwisted seven or eight ankles
crossing that. We could have back-
tracked to thenorth end of thebasin
and regjoined thetrail there, but we
wereintent onreaching Wheder’stop
before the thunderstormsforced us
to turn back, and we didn’t want to

wasteanymoreof our travelingtime.
Out of La Cal
Here, Zane is pictured leaving La Cal Basin behind. In the direct But, we reached the | eft side of the
center of the picture, and just slightly right, is what | was calling basin, and cut straight up the steep,
“Gravel Ridge,” on the wrong side of the basin. Having found the tredessdope findly gainingthetrail.

correct trail, Zane and | made good time exiting the basin and head-

. : o Thispart wastorturouson our legs
ing for our final destination. P c
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and lungs-- it would have been much easier to travel thisslope on thetrail, but we had just the right amount of
confidencein ourselves, and scrambled up the steepnesslike mountain goats, finally rg oining thetrail. Themap
showsabout four “zigs’ on that dope, heading out of LaCal, but there are actually about adozen. We skipped the
first four or so by cutting straight acrossthe bottom of the basin, but wewere glad for the zigsoncewe got there.
Asweclimbed onout of LaCal, | think we stopped eight or 10 timesto grab our breath. Zane, who wasleading
at thispoint, would look back at me, hishands on hisknees, breathing heavily, hiseyebrowsraised, asif to say,
“It'sharder than | thought, but I’ [l goonif you can.” | wouldlook back at himwith my handson my hips, wheezing,
my head lowered dightly, asif to say, “I’ll force myself to go asfar asyou do.” Wewould shake our headsand
laugh, and then keep going.

By 12:15 p.m., wewerelong out of LaCal, and heading up theridgethat holds both Mount Walter and Wheeler
Peak. Dueto therounded shape of theridge, though, we couldn’t see either peak for awhile. By thetimewe could
seewhat wethought was Walter, we decided to eat, but agreed that we should keep walking. | waswearing the
backpack at this point, so Zanereached in for our sandwichesand water bottles, and handed memy share. Then
we walked aswe ate, briskly now. After leaving the steep side of the basin, we soon found we' d passed the
steepest point of our travel, except for just afew steps, near Whedler Peak. Now, though, wewerewalking amost
due south at the narrow peak of theridgeline, with the s opesheading sharply downward to theright and thel eft.
Thewind blowing acrosstheridge’stop was cold enough to inspire usto return to heavier clothing; Zanere-
donned hiswindbreaker, and | returned to thewarmth of my sweatshirt. In the pictures, with the sharp sunshineand
brilliant blue sky, itlookswarm enough

totakeanap, but it'snot, not evenin e

August. | wasguessing thetemperature e

at 45 degrees, with thewindchill inthe

mid- to upper 30s.

Not long after Zaneand | finished our
sandwiches, we spotting the sign that
just had to be Mount Walter, and sure
enough, it was. Relieved that wewere
so close, we sat down at that peak at
12:35 p.m., resting comfortably against
jagged stoneat 13,133 feet above sea
level. Not quite to the roof of New
Mexico, wewerecloseenoughtore- £
lax alittle. Thoughthesunwassobright %
it wasdifficult to openmy eyesall the £ :
way, itwastill very cool, andthewind e o =t e e
was blowing at abrisk clip. Surpris- y

ingly, there wereflies all around the Mount Walter S Peak
peak. Ordinary, bothersomehouseflies, Do | look tired yet? In the background is the ridge that will carry us
we dcdl themdownhereinOklahoma. on to Wheeler Peak, which is farther away than it looks. Besides
Just buzzing around, asinnocent asthey  the trail, there’s about eight feet of relatively level ground at the top
could be, waiting for the next group of of the ridge. After that, it_’s a Ipng _roII to the bottom, with nothing to
hikers to drop a corner of a peanut hang on to. In fact, the ridge in this background is one of the most

butter and jelly sandwich. Other than "0UNded we saw.
that, wedidn't see any animalsat the peak, though therewere severa holesunder rocksthat could have belonged
to marmots, which had been plentiful inLaCal Basin.

After reaching Mount Walter’ ssummit, it was anticlimactic to get to Wheel er Peak. Just follow theridgelinedown
alittleways, and then back up, and you' rethere. Wereached Wheedler’ stop at 12:50 p.m., Rocky Mountain Time.
But weweren't alone. Just before reaching the plaque at Wheel er Peak (see 1st page), we met up with about 10
young men coming up from the other direction (from the direction of Horseshoe Lake). They weredl dressedin
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relatively new athletic clothing, S,

and most of them had metal = —
walking poleswith sharp points
at the bottom, which allowed
them to go up and down the
trallsmorequickly. Zaneand |
took each other’spicturesat the
top, and then had one of the
other mentakeapictureof both
of us(thank God I didn’t bring
my tripod; the extra weight
might have been too much for
us.) Then, | took about six cam-
eras from the other guys and
took group picturesof themat ¢
thetop of themountain.

1 ¢

Theguyswerefromall over the
country, but most notably Cali- : b
fornia and Michigan. After \N/heeler Peak! Final
spending about 20 minutes at
thetop, webegan noticing thun-
derstorms building over the
mountainsaround us, and one
of themen pointed out lightning
flashes severa milesaway. In Oklahoma, when there' sthunder and lightning, we generally go on about our busi-
ness, just taking afew precautionslike staying off theroofs of buildings, or not standing under thetallest tree
around. But, on top of Wheeler Peak, weknew wewould bethe easiest possibletarget for thelightning, evenif it
wasweak compared to that of Oklahomathunderstorms. And Dad had told ushe’ d read that the lightning, when
it hitsabovethetredline, just bouncesaround from rock to rock until it hits something. So thewholegroup of us
decided to head back down.

[y!
Zane and | relax at the top for a few minutes, enjoying the view and

taking a break. “It's all downhill from here,” as the saying goes. Or so
we thought. Getting down was almost as tiring as getting to the top.

The other men had camped amile or two
east of Horseshoe Lake, they said, to
wherethey’ d driveninfour-wheeled mo-
torcycles, so they were going back down
theway they came... andtheway that we' d
planned to go down. Except we had a lot
farther togothanthey did, and had dready
comealot farther!

Zaneand | started downthetrail first, but
within 10 minutes, the other guyshad all
passed us, jogging down thed opewiththeir
metal polesused for greater balance. One
of them stayed behind to chat with usfor a
while, but finally moved on.

Thetrail continuessouthfromWheder then 1 NE ay Down
curvesdightly eastward asit approaches Leaving Wheeler Peak, the path continues south along the ridgeline,
Simpson Peak (12,976 feet), which actu- then curves slightly east, to Simpson Peak, which is visible here, at the

aly looked higher than Whesler fromwhere far left of the picture. Before reaching Simpson, the path zigs back
north-northeast, and down a long slope to Horseshoe Lake.
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7

Go No};t_h a

The dropoff to the right of Zane looks sharper in real life than it ap-
pears in this picture. Far in the distance, ahead of Zane, some of the
other young men are barely visible. Here, Wheeler is to our left and

behind us.

we stood. Just before reach-
Ing Smpson, thetrail zigsback
to the north and northeast, a
long downward dopeof about
1.3 milesto Horseshoe L ake.

Duringthispart, | wasmoregpt
towak quickly thanwasZane,
whowasredly strugglingwith
akiller headache by thistime,
tothe point that every step hurt
hishead. |, on the other hand,
wasin somekind of euphoria
induced by acombination of
the thin air and the sense of

~ accomplishment at having
| reachedthetop. While ahead

of Zane, | several times got
morethan 100 yards ahead of
himwithoutredizingit. | didn’t
want to go around acurve and
losesight of him, so| dropped
back, andlet himlead theway,
whichwasclearly markedin
thisdirection.

Just before 2 p.m., wereached Horseshoe L ake, whichisindeed shaped roughly like ahorseshoe, or afat “U.”
We'd seen it over one side of the ridge as we’' d made our way up to Walter. There, we were blocked by the
ridgelinefrom the high winds, but were now almost constantly in the shadefrom the cloud cover that wasbuilding

up. It definitely looked likerain.

After leaving thewidevalley wherethat |lake was, thetrail dropped steeply in elevation, zig-zagging down a

winding valley interrain that must have
giventheorigind explorersfits. Starting
at Horseshoe, the trees began appearing
again, and just aswedropped below the

lake'selevation, wewereonceaganin |
theforest. Nearly amilelater, wefound © =

wherethetrail branchedtotheright, lead-
ingtothecampsiteareawheretheyoung
men had gone. Feeling quitedoneagain,
we continued to head north, toward L ost
Lake. It was atotal of 1.4 milesfrom
HorseshoeL aketo Lost Lake, and get-
ting colder, now that thesunwasn't vis-
ible

Just before the final approach to Lost
Lake, we felt the first rain drops, and
donned our ponchos. | wascarrying the
camerabag, with anawful lot of expen-
Sveequipmentinit, sol took the heavier

__Lake

Wearing my
rain poncho
after a small
shower, I'm
shown here
taking a
break at
Lost Lake,
at an eleva-
# tion of
11,495 feet.
The wind
coming

& down this
L valley was

i tremen-
dously cold.
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poncho and Zane got the cheap one. We had no morethan fully adjusted the ponchos on ourselveswhen therain
quit. Nothing like Oklahomarain. Theseweretiny dropsof water, falling far apart. But, we decided to keep the
ponchoson for afew minutes, in caseit started again.

Thenwecameto Lost Lake, walking uptothesignat 3:10 p.m., weary but triumphant, knowingweonly had 4.9
milestogo. Lost Lakeisshut upinatight little valley, with nearly sheer dopesaboveit, and thewind camewhistling
downthat dope, cutting acrosstheice-cold water and snow bankson the other side, then hit uswith full force. It
felt likeacold November day, not likeaday at thebeginning of August. But, theextralayer of clothing provided by
the ponchoswas enough to shield uslong enough to sit down for five minutes, take acouple of pictures, and then
wemoved on.

Asthetrail continued, we saw that wewerestill thousands of feet above someof thevaley floors. Aboveus, dong
theridgeline, were some horned mammals, that were either redlly large goats, antelope, or horned sheep. They
wereamost too far above usto see, but therethey stood onimpossibly steep dopes, watching us. It felt likethey
weresmirking at us.

Winding our way through the valleysand dopes, we had to cross severa large patches of loose shale, much like
we' d climbed up afew daysbefore, whenfirst arriving to Red River. But those patches of looserock near thetown
had only extended for 50 yards or so. Here, thetrail cut across patches of thislooserock that were 200 yards
acrossin places. Our feet, dready sorefrom supporting our weight all day, were punished further aswe navigated
acrossthe shifting, poky and uneven surfaces. On one such crossing, Zaneand | both twisted ankles, but kept on
gang.

Not far past Lost Lake, | noticed ashadow of atrail, going through thewoodsbeside us. It looked likeit might
have oncebeentheorigind trail, but wasnow blocked off with fallentrees. After having dready lost thetrall severd
timesthat day, both Zaneand | werevery wary about leaving that “Y” behind, but wedid. Thankfully, about two
minutes, later, we met someyoung men hikinginfromthe other direction, al carrying heavy backpacks. They
assured usthat they’ d comein from the direction we were supposed to be heading, and had seen our red pickup
truck inthe parking lot. So, we knew we were heading in theright direction. Wetold them wherewe' djust come
from, and about how far it was, and then parted ways.

From 3:30to 5 p.m., Zaneand | didn’t
talk much. Our feet werekillingus. | was
garting tocomedownwiththesamehead-
achethat he' d been dedingwithfor hours,
And the scenery got lessand lessinter-
esting as we descended. The slopes
rounded off. For quite aways, the trail
wasn't even onaslope, but just onrela-
tively level place. Then, for about 30 min-
utes, it seemed wewere heading upward
theentiretime.

galonand ahalf. Zane spotted atrickle
of cold mountainwater coming downthe
sideof themountain, andwerefilled our FESEE 5
water bottles. That had adownsidetoo. =] O W e r S
Now the backpack, which had been
growing lighter dl thetime, was suddenly

heavy again.

Here, | stopped for a picture with some flowers we saw on
the way down. It's not a great picture, but | needed one on
this page. :-)
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Findly, at about 4:30 p.m., thetrail widened out, got smoother, and we were d oping downward at such apacethat
it wasdifficult to keep from running. But walk wedid, caring for our ginger and worn out feet. At some point we
crossed over aridge, through asmdl pass, and theridgewasto theright of thetrail, instead of theleft. Wewereill
heading roughly north, about to curve sharply to thewest, back toward our vehicle.

At5p.m., Zaneand took a15 minute break, eating thelast of our fruit bars, and talking of our pains. Again, we
shared knowing looks. Neither one of usmight have comethat far without the sense of proving that we could. |
joked with Zaneabout him carrying metherest of theway. And | said, severd times, enough that Zanegot irritated,
“Downismy friend.” After coming acrossafew moreups opes, | realized that going downwasso much easier on
theseworn out legs, evenif therockswererough.

Getting started again, we estimated that the valley down to our left was about 750 feet bel ow us. To the north-
northwest, we could see athunderstorm hovering over amountaintop, but again, it looked very weak compared to
what we' re used to.

Then, 3.2milespast Lost Lake, wergjoined thetrail we' d comeinon, leaving usonly 1.7 milesback to thetruck.
That wasthefastest | think I’ vewakedinalong time. Both Zaneand | wereincreasing our speed, in anticipation
of getting back. | started thinking of the soft cushions of the seatsin the vehicle, and being ableto rest my weary
legsand back. My shoulderswere now cramping from carrying the backpack solong, eventhough Zaneand | had
switched off fairly regularly.

At 5:35 p.m., though, wewalked up to Dad’s pickup, just asit started to rain again.

| let Zane drive, and we headed back to the hotel. We considered pulling apractical jokeon Dad, telling himwe
hadn’t madeit to thetop, just to seewhat hewould say, but by thetimewe pulled into the parking lot at the hotel,
wewerejust too tired.

Return Trip

After telling Dad asmuch aswe could about our hike and showing himthe pictures|’ d taken, we ate abrief supper,
and then | went souvenir hunting, finaly finding ashirt that said “Hike Wheeler Pegk.” (It waslessthan $10).

Dad and | spent ahaf-hour inthehote’ shottub, and then | wasready tofall adleep. Wedl dept alittle sounder that
night.

Thenext morning, on Friday, Aug. 6, wewokeup at 7 am., packed, ate at the hotel, bought some bags of iceand
Dr. Pepper at thelittle grocery store, and thenrolled out of town at 8:28 am.

Here'satimelog of therest of thetrip home:

8:52am. (RMT) - turnright on 64 (west) at Eagle Next Village.

9:01am. (RMT) - turnleft on 434 (south) toward Angel Fire.

10:14am. (RMT) - enter LasVegas, N.M.

10:25a.m. (RMT) - turned onto I nterstate 25 (south).

... Wetook I-25 to highway 84, which led us south to Interstate 40, which we took (eastbound).
11:40a.m. - 11:50am. (RMT) - got food at McDonald'sin SantaRosa, N.M.
2:10p.m. (CST) - crossed into Texas, still on1-40. (would be 1:10 p.m. RMT)
3p.m. (CST) - saw thefamousburied Cadillacsouts de Amarillo.

3:02p.m. (CST) - enter Amarillo, Texas.

4:20 p.m. (CST) - got gasin McL ean, Texas, and Wil began driving.

7:48 p.m. (CST) - arrived at Wil’sapartment in Seminole, Okla.
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