
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​

​

​BEYOND THE TREELINE

​

​BY RYAN THOMPSON

​

Copyright 2024 by Ryan Thompson

Endless Pursuit Publishers

[image: image]

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

First edition.

​Dedicated to Dad, 1956-2024

​[image: image]

​

INTRODUCTION 5

LOOWIT FALLS 11

WINDY PASS 26

APE CANYON 35

SMITH CREEK 45

WORM FLOWS 55

TOUTLE RIVER 64

SASQUATCH STEPS 78

BUTTE CAMP 88

MARATHON 102

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​INTRODUCTION

[image: ]




[image: image]

GROWING UP, MY DAD always had a Gifford Pinchot National Forest map laid out on the kitchen table. Its creases and folds showed all the adventures we had together. This map was more than just paper; it was our ticket to exploring nature and discovering its beauty. The forest, home to the famous Mount St. Helens, became our playground, a vast area waiting for us to uncover its secrets. We explored every inch we could find, from the calm waters of Packwood Lake, where the tall trees reflected on the surface, to the steep trails of Badger Peak that challenged us, and the peaceful shores of Coldwater Lake. Each trail we hiked added a new memory to our adventure, showing our love for the wilderness.

As a kid, I started highlighting on Dad’s Gifford Pinchot map to record our travels. I highlighted the trails and roads we took, remembering the unique things we saw and the wildlife we encountered. I made it a goal to explore the more than one million acres of this national forest, dreaming of the day I could say I had seen it all. It was a big dream, but it filled me with excitement and purpose, fueling my adventurous spirit and love for nature. Each hike was not just an adventure, but also a chance to connect with my Dad and the amazing landscapes around us, creating lasting memories in the heart of nature.

In 2006, my life took an unexpected turn when I received a diagnosis of Multiple Sclerosis (MS). This news hit me hard after I had been experiencing troubling symptoms while hiking with my Dad. I remember feeling scared and overwhelmed, and I could have easily let this diagnosis shatter my spirit. Instead, it sparked a fire within me that I didn’t know was there. I adopted a new mantra: to push through no matter what challenges came my way. I found strength in the verse from Nehemiah 8:10, which says, "The joy of the Lord is your strength." This became my anchor during what felt like the toughest times in my recovery journey.

Multiple Sclerosis (MS) is a chronic disease that affects the central nervous system, which comprises the brain and spinal cord. It occurs when the immune system mistakenly attacks the protective covering of nerve fibers, known as myelin, leading to communication problems between the brain and the rest of the body. This disruption can result in a variety of symptoms, including fatigue, difficulty walking, numbness, and vision problems. The severity and progression of MS can vary widely from person to person, with some individuals experiencing mild symptoms and others facing significant challenges in their daily lives. Despite the overwhelming nature of this diagnosis, many people with MS find ways to adapt, seek treatment, and continue pursuing their passions, demonstrating remarkable resilience and strength.

The early days following my diagnosis were incredibly challenging and filled with uncertainty. I found myself struggling with basic tasks, like walking, and there were moments when I completely lost my mobility. Each setback was frustrating and sometimes disheartening, but I was determined not to let MS define who I was or how I lived my life. I knew I had to find a way to adapt and keep moving forward, no matter how tough things got. That’s when I discovered cycling.

Cycling became my outlet. By clipping my feet into the pedals, I was able to regain some control and independence, even with my limited mobility. The sensation of propelling myself forward on the bike gave me a sense of freedom that I desperately needed. I pushed myself harder than ever, determined to overcome the obstacles MS placed in my path. Each time I got on the bike, I felt a little more like myself again.

It was during this transformative phase that I set my sights on a new goal: the Loowit Trail. The term "Loowit" originated from the language of the local Klickitat tribe, reflecting their deep-rooted connection to the land. For the native people, the mountain held cultural and spiritual significance, revered not only for its majestic beauty but also as a symbol of resilience and transformation through its volcanic activity. By choosing to pursue the Loowit Trail, I aimed to honor this rich heritage while forging my own path of strength and perseverance in the face of Multiple Sclerosis. This trail is a challenging and ever-shifting path that encircles Mount St. Helens. I was captivated by its beauty and the thrill of tackling something so daunting. The thought of hiking this incredible trail filled me with excitement and anticipation. I knew it would take a lot of hard work and perseverance to prepare for this adventure, but I was ready to embrace the challenge.

I started training rigorously with cycling, gradually building my strength and endurance. The journey ahead would not only test my physical limits but also strengthen my resolve and spirit as I continued to navigate life with MS. Each day on the bike was a step closer to my goal, and I began to feel a deep sense of accomplishment.

As I trained, I also connected with others in the cycling community who inspired me with their own stories of overcoming challenges. Their support and encouragement fueled my motivation even more. I learned that I wasn't alone in my struggles, and that made a significant difference in my journey.

Preparing for the Loowit Trail became more than just a physical challenge; it was a way for me to reclaim my life and prove to myself that I could achieve great things despite my condition. The experience taught me valuable lessons about resilience, determination, and the importance of setting goals. I was excited to see what I could accomplish as I continued forward, embracing the ups and downs along the way.

The Loowit Trail presented the perfect challenge for any outdoor enthusiast. Its length varied with each season, stretching anywhere from 30 to nearly 40 miles, depending on the conditions of its pumice-filled base. This meant that every season one attempted the trail, they faced a new adventure, as the terrain could change dramatically with the weather and time of year. To add to the excitement, there was no direct access to the trail itself; it could only be reached through a series of feeder trails. This unpredictability and the challenging nature of the route made it a true test of my endurance and willpower.

This book is a collection of snippets from my journey to conquer the Loowit Trail. I discovered that tackling this extreme trail required me to break it down into smaller, manageable sections. By embracing each part of the trek, I was able to fully appreciate the beauty and challenges it offered. Each hike along the Loowit Trail was unique, filled with breathtaking sights such as stunning views of nearby mountains, lush forests, and vibrant wildflowers, alongside unforgettable memories that I will cherish forever.

Throughout this experience, my determination to not let a disability stand in my way became a powerful driving force that fueled my perseverance. Each step I took along the trail was a testament to my strength and resilience. I learned that the journey was not just about reaching the end but about enjoying the incredible adventures along the way. The Loowit Trail taught me valuable lessons about overcoming obstacles, embracing challenges, and finding joy in the journey itself.

Throughout the years, my health has gone through many ups and downs, but I always faced each challenge head-on. With every effort I made, my body responded in different ways. Sometimes it pushed back, reminding me of its limits, but more often than not, it amazed me with its strength and resilience. This book tells the story of those experiences, capturing my journey of rising above obstacles and thriving even when the odds seemed stacked against me. It serves as a tribute to the incredible power of determination, showcasing how one's will can overcome difficulties. It also highlights the beauty found in nature and the strong, unbreakable bond that exists between my Heavenly Father and His child. As I navigated through tough times, my relationship with the Lord deepened, proving that love and support can be a guiding light in dark moments. Through these pages, I hope to inspire others to embrace their own journeys, no matter how challenging they may be.
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​LOOWIT FALLS
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THE DRIVE ALONG HIGHWAY 504 was always a prelude to the adventure that awaited us. This curvy ribbon of asphalt, officially known as Washington State Route 504, wound its way through the lush forests and up the rugged terrain towards Mount St. Helens. Each twist and turn felt like it was teasing us with glimpses of what lay ahead—an epic journey around the iconic volcano. The road itself seemed to breathe with life, bordered by towering evergreens and occasionally opening up to reveal breathtaking vistas of the Toutle River valley below.

As Dad and I wound our way up the highway, I couldn't help but reflect on our countless conversations about this trip. The Loowit Trail had been a multi-year dream of mine, a symbol of perseverance and pushing limits, especially for someone like me battling Multiple Sclerosis. Diagnosed the year I graduated high school, I had faced the disease head-on and embraced the challenge. My mom was diagnosed with MS when I was just three months old, so you could say I was quite familiar with the prognosis. Two things I had learned from my family were to never give up and to savor the view along the way.

The Loowit Trail is no ordinary hike. Encircling Mount St. Helens, it spans over thirty to forty miles and weaves through diverse landscapes shaped by the mountain's dramatic 1980 eruption. With no direct trailhead parking, access to Loowit requires navigating secondary or "feeder" trails. From towering lava formations and barren pumice plains to verdant forests regaining life, the trail offers both breathtaking beauty and challenging terrain. For many, it's a test of endurance and spirit, demanding resilience and determination at every turn.

The anticipation was palpable as we drove higher, the air growing thinner, cooler, and filled with the scent of pine and earth, which seemed to carry whispers of ancient stories waiting to be discovered. The sound of our car engine humming along the path was peaceful, blending seamlessly with the occasional calls of birds, the rustling of leaves, and the distant gurgle of a hidden stream.

We finally reached the Johnston Ridge Observatory parking lot, the starting point of our trek. Getting out of the car, we were greeted by other hikers preparing for their own adventures. Their faces were a mix of excitement and determination, some chiseling away at last minute preparations while others stood quietly, soaking in the majestic view. The observatory itself stood proudly, offering panoramic views of the volcano and its surrounding landscape, a reminder of nature's incredible power and beauty. Its walls were adorned with informative plaques and photographs that depicted the catastrophic eruption of 1980, a stark contrast to the serene beauty of wild flowers and returning trees that now surrounded us.

Dad began unpacking the supplies, an assortment of trail mix, chocolate, and water—a testament to his adventure mindset. He double checked our gear, ensuring we had everything we needed for the challenging trek ahead. The sun was beginning to cast long shadows, signaling the late morning start, and a cool breeze carried with it the promise of a peaceful evening. The sky was a brilliant blue, with only a few wispy clouds drifting lazily by, and the distant peaks seemed to glow with a soft, golden light.

As we geared up, I noticed Dad's calm demeanor, the kind that balanced out my growing anxiety. His methodical way of checking and rechecking our gear was both comforting and inspiring, a quiet assurance that we were prepared for the journey ahead. The weight of my backpack felt substantial, but it was a burden I was ready to bear, a physical manifestation of the inner strength I had cultivated over the past year of managing my condition. Each item in my pack had been carefully chosen, from the sturdy hiking boots to the custom wood trekking poles that my Dad spent countless hours crafting for us both, all essentials for our survival and comfort on the trail.

"Ready, Ryan?" Dad asked, his eyes filled with a quiet determination that mirrored my own hopes and fears.

"Ready as I'll ever be," I replied, tightening the straps on my backpack and taking a deep breath of the crisp, clean air. The path before us was challenging, but it was a challenge we were ready to face together. As we took our first steps onto the trail, I felt a surge of exhilaration, knowing that this journey would test our limits and forge unforgettable memories. 

The trail stretched out before us, winding through the wilderness, promising both trials and triumphs along the way. The first section led us through a regrowing forest, where the smell of damp earth and the sound of rustling leaves enveloped us in nature's embrace. Although the mountain erupted in 1980, the forest has been slow to recover. It still has a long way to go before becoming a mighty forest once more. We traversed ash, pumice, and rocks, each step a vivid reminder of the rugged terrain awaiting us. Occasionally, we would come across small patches of wildflowers that dotted the desolate and regrowing floor with splashes of color.

As we continued, the trail gave way to a landscape marked by the raw power of the volcanic eruption. The trees gradually became sparser. The ground was covered in ash and pumice, a stark contrast to the verdant forest that covered the rest of Western Washington. Yet, even in this seemingly barren wasteland, life found a way. Hardy shrubs and tenacious wildflowers clung to the rocky soil, their resilience a testament to nature's indomitable spirit.

Lupines, with their jasmine-like fragrance, have always been my favorite wildflowers. On the other hand, Indian Paintbrushes, in their rare and vibrant shades of orange and red, were my Dad's favorite. It was incredible to witness the abundance of these wildflowers everywhere we looked.

We paused frequently to take in the view, each stop offering a new perspective on the majestic Mount St. Helens. The mountain loomed large in the distance, its snow-capped rim glistening in the morning sunlight. The sight was both awe-inspiring and humbling, a reminder of the forces that shape our world. With each step, we drew closer to our goal, driven by a shared sense of purpose and the promise of the adventure that lay ahead.

The first steps onto the Truman Trail were both exhilarating and daunting. Named after Harry R. Truman, the stubborn old man who famously refused to leave his lodge during the catastrophic eruption of Mount St. Helens in 1980, the trail itself was a mix of awe-inspiring beauty and treacherous paths carved by nature's fury. Small, Christmas-sized trees framed the path, their needles waving in the wind. The distant sound of rushing water hinted at an unseen stream meandering through the hillside. The air was crisp and the sky overhead was a brilliant blue, dotted with the occasional fluffy cloud.
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