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            FOR GREG

          

        

      

    

    
      A raven once told me that you and I had spent many lifetimes together. I like to think this is true, especially since that gives me hope that we will spend more together.

      I imagine pairings for us in a mythological sense. Not like Freya and the Black Dwarves or Lady Viviane and Merlin. Not contentious or fraught with deceit and selfishness. I imagine us as a dryad and a naiad merrily on our way to visit leprechauns. Or a river otter and a ptarmigan silently watching alpenglow. Or two gentian buds unfurling at the same moment in Alfheim, home of the Light Elves.

      I imagine each of us riding on a wing of a falcon, our eyes skimming over the same golden larch trees, twisted snags, snow patches—one of us reading rune writings to the other, the raptor spiraling slowly.

      Such thoughts are more than imaginings, for we already experience life together in such ways.

      I do believe I am under your Enchantment.
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        Greg’s favorite snag in the Enchantments, “Running Coyote Resting.”

      

    

  


  
    
      It's impossible to experience the story of the Enchantments all at once. It comes together, larch glow by granite glint, through the years.

      
        
        Golden Week 2010

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      The nature of the Enchantment Lakes, one of the most popular hiking destinations in the Pacific Northwest, calls for personal quests and sacred pilgrimages. For 60 years, first Bill and Peg Stark and later Greg and I struggled up the switchbacks and steep rock slabs to spend the first days of October wandering among pristine lakes and gold-turned larch trees, white-throated gentians and attentive mountain goats—absorbing our surroundings, drawing in deep, spiritual breaths. The journey called us year after year, regardless of rock fall and illness, forest fire and wild weather. Peg and I recorded our experiences in journals; Bill and Greg took photographs.

      The Starks, living in Seattle at the time, first visited the lakes in 1959. Located in the Cascade Mountain Range in central Washington state, the Enchantments are only a couple of hours away from Seattle and close to Leavenworth, where the Starks moved after Bill’s retirement as a Boeing aeronautical engineer in 1971. Lakes, tarns, and ponds pool in a tiered, glacier-scoured granite plateau ranging from about 6,800 to 7,800 feet in elevation.

      Bill and Peg, with the help of fellow mountaineers, named many of the features in the wilderness area and fought to preserve the ancient basin. They imprinted their own spirits on the granite spires, glacial waters, and alpine larch, infusing the Enchantments with myth and legend, and, over the decades, becoming legends themselves.
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        Hanging out on Bill and Peg’s sleeping porch (above the Wenatchee River) at their home in Leavenworth; Peg, Bill, Greg and Kathi.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE ENCHANTMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Sometimes I wonder what it is about the Enchantment Lakes that has so fascinated me and taken over my life for the past 40 years. It doesn’t have the broad sweeping meadows of Mount Tahoma, or the massive monolithic walls of Yosemite, but among mountaineers, it is still considered one of the most beautiful places on Earth.

        “For example, 10 years ago we were having supper in Marmot Manor when a surgeon from New York stopped by to chat. He and his young son had been climbing for a week on the basin’s many challenging granodiorite pinnacles. He told us he and his family had visited practically all the well-known mountains of the world, yet he found the Enchantments to be the most fulfilling mountains he had ever visited.”

      

      

      
        
        Bill Stark, circa 1999
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        A small lake or tarn in the lower Enchantments during Golden Week.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hunched over hiking poles. Starved for air. Convulsing in great gasps. Experimenting with steps half the length of my boots to conserve energy as I shuffled around the corner. Stopping for a short spell to relieve my struggling lungs every fifth step or so.

      I wasn’t even on the steep part.

      You’d think I was climbing Mt. Everest.

      I knew I shouldn’t have been on this trail. I was 66 years old and suffered from a debilitating disease. Exertion, physical or mental, makes symptoms worse, sometimes permanently.

      This was my brain talking.

      My heart said otherwise.

      My tiny steps made little difference in my breath. My poles wobbled in my clutched hands. I glanced up to scout ahead.

      “Oh,” I stuttered.

      Four pairs of eyes were watching me. I fumbled with the mask dangling around my neck, struggled with pulling up the cloth and looping the ties around my ears to cover my mouth and nose, severe hand tremors dancing a jitterbug.

      What must these four young backpackers think of me? “Who or what is this curious creature, old, bent, shaking, gray, wrinkled, nine miles from the trailhead?”

      They continued staring, eyes kind above their masks, standing in single file, stances patient, paused on their way down the Snow Lakes trail.

      “I’m just slow,” I mumbled, not wishing to stop and talk, as I would have a year earlier. I pushed my pace toward the other side of the large granite slab, eyes averted, breath held, scared of Covid 19.

      In the recent past, young hikers I would meet on the trail would say such things as “you’re such an inspiration,” “just one step at a time,” “I want to be like you when I grow up.”

      I would reply, “Well, you have to keep going because if you stop, you’re done.”

      I would take a break and chat then, always delighted to share my experiences in a landscape that inspired references to Norse mythology and King Arthur legend, repeating the story of how the lakes came by their names.

      But not on this day.

      As I sidled around the four young backpackers, a fifth joined them at the end of the line, a black and white handkerchief tied over the lower half of his face like a bandit. He watched me for a moment. Perhaps he thought I resembled a witch and did, indeed, belong in a myth.

      “Ma’am… Ma’am,” he said. “Are you alone? Do you have someone with you?”

      “My husband…is behind me…around the corner,” I said, eyes still averted, as if that would stop the virus from reaching me. At the time, we understood little about its transmission, and it would be months before a vaccine would be available. Greg and I had mostly sequestered ourselves inside our house. We ordered groceries online, wiping down packages with an alcohol solution before stowing them away. Greg shut down his acupuncture practice. My sisters sewed face masks for us lined with some type of barrier cloth to seal out virus particles. We spread delivered newspapers on our deck to sterilize the paper with sunlight, anchored by rocks so the pages wouldn’t blow away. I, particularly, was paranoid of catching covid because of an already compromised immune system. Greg’s mother had died from the virus in July.

      The young man who asked if I was alone paused, and then added, “Ma’am, I’m only asking because there are some tricky parts ahead.”

      Tricky parts? I’ve been on these tricky parts nearly twice the number of years you’ve been alive.

      “Thank you. I’m just slow,” I repeated. Perhaps they will search the news when home, scanning for the rescue of some old woman on this trail.

      Even then, in that small part of what was left of the old me, I regretted not telling them about Bill and Peg Stark, about our mountain grandfather and mountain grandmother, and their part in the history of the landscape above us.

      

      I was five years old and Greg seven the first time the Starks visited the Enchantments, tales from climbers and fishermen intriguing the couple.

      “If the really ardent mountain climbers are peak baggers, my husband is a lake bagger,” Peg wrote in The Mountaineer a dozen years after their first trip to the high basin. “The Snow Lakes were on his maps and scheduled for a visit. Rumor and a few scattered clues in fishing guides and old maps indicated that there were other lakes up at the 7,000 foot level and higher. Just where and how high was not clear since they did not show on the only topographic map available at that time. But these were Sylvester's Enchantment Lakes, and he felt the challenge to find them.” Hal Sylvester was the Wenatchee National Forest’s first supervisor and named many lakes and other features in the Cascades, including the Enchantment Lakes name.

      Bill and Peg’s “most intrepid mountain daughter,” Peggy, first encountered the Enchantments with Bill in July 1959. Named after her mother, Peggy was around 17 years old at the time. They crossed Icicle Creek a few miles up the Icicle Valley southwest of Leavenworth and camped the first night at Hart/Nada Lake (now known just as Nada). The next day they continued to Snow Lakes and up to the Enchantment Basin. A steep, seven-mile trail had been cut by the U.S. Forest Service in the late 1930s to build a dam at Snow Lakes. Another three miles of an unmarked route led up to the lower basin.

      “That first approach was a cruel brush fight and a tough scramble,” Peg wrote about the final section. “Their route led them through a swampy jungle to the south of the little ridge that parallels the southwest side of upper Snow Lake and a detour among the cliffs below McClellan Peak. They came back with some badly overexposed pictures and an insidious impulse to explore further.”

      But, “even those pictures had a hint of something special about the area,” Peg wrote. “At that time of that particular year, it was mostly rock and snow; but something about the rock made the basin unlike most of the rest of the Cascades. Austere as the area seemed to look, I found myself agreeing to my husband's urgings that we spend our vacation there.”

      A month later, they returned with Peg and Jean, the youngest daughter, who was 14. Since Jean was “horse happy,” according to Bill, the Starks arranged with a local wrangler to take them and their gear as far as the horses could go, which was the dam. Bill was 47 and Peg was 42. They carried Trapper Nelson wood and canvas packs on their backs.

      This time, the Stark party tried the “seemingly open” north side of Upper Snow Lake. “It was a complete mistake,” Peg said. “Our way alternated between practically impenetrable avalanche brush and alarmingly steep exposure.” Eventually overtaken by fatigue and darkness, they camped beneath a skyline rib descending from Temple Ridge.

      “We managed to find just enough flat to unroll our sleeping bags,” Peg continued. “Even so, it was nerve-wracking holding on through the night, to the background music of mosquitoes. But next morning we broke camp early and before noon emerged from the brush and jumbled rocks to find ourselves on long glacier-smoothed slabs of granodiorite. Then, quite suddenly, we were up and over the lip of the basin.”

      “I saw for the first time the Other World, the basin that holds the Enchantment Lakes. We knew right then we would return here again and again.”

      The Starks had reached the easternmost lake. “It is a fairly shallow green and silver lake (green and gold in the fall) with glimmering reflections of the soft needled larch trees around and the rock wall above,” Peg wrote. “On the south-facing shore is an inviting sandy beach; and because this lake is the shallowest and not glacier fed, it is the only one warm enough for reasonably pleasant swimming. The temptation to swim in it was irresistible after the hot climb. Our own lissome daughters and later many others have emerged from it with dripping hair. It is hard to imagine a more perfect home for water nymphs. The name Naiad seemed to emerge out of the water itself.”

      Refreshed, the party took up their packs again and hiked over a little rise to look down to the next lake, the lowest in elevation in the basin. An ominously steep snowfield down the sheer cliffs of the lake’s headwall deterred the Starks from going around on the north and west sides, so the group crossed just above the waterfall at the outlet and traversed to a little peninsula just below the inlet cascade on the south side of Lake Viviane. Here, they made their base camp.

      People were scarce in the basin, then, although the Starks met two others going up, long-time, experienced mountain hikers. “Somehow they managed to convey the idea that they were highly offended to find fragile females in ‘their’ remote, sacred mountain,” Bill recalled.

      This lake would continue to enchant them the most of all, never losing its hold on them, though they moved to another for a while on later trips.

      “But our first love called us back with her cobalt to azure mystery, the brilliance of a million flashing points when sun and wind played with her, her skirts of gardened meadows surrounded with august rock walls spired by Prusik Peak,” Peg wrote.

      Viviane.

      A long spear of rock that thrusts into the lake’s deep waters from the north side brought to the Starks’ minds the legendary Lady of the Lake, Viviane, who gave Arthur his enchanted sword. They named the rock peninsula Excalibur Rock.

      Above Excalibur and under Prusik Peak rises a lichen-blackened, vertical jab of granite they dubbed Merlin’s Tower.

      “The tower was named after Merlin, the enchanter in the Arthurian Legends,” Bill wrote. “Merlin had arranged with Viviane, the Lady of the Lake, to be together by themselves in the tower. Legend has it that Viviane eventually coaxed Merlin into teaching her the spell he used to keep their privacy in the tower. Eventually she used the spell on Merlin while she went forth to rule her queendom. Merlin is still in his tower, in comfort. She has him where she wants him.”

      Friend Jim Knisely remembers Bill explaining that Merlin was “a not unwilling prisoner.”

      At the base of Merlin’s Tower is a partially protected place from wind that became the traditional camping site of the Starks—Marmot Manor—a place friends knew where to find them on their own pilgrimages into the Enchantments.

      “Once or twice, someone beat us to Marmot Manor, but we usually managed to camp among the great boulders,” Bill wrote.

      The Starks estimated they had camped in the Enchantment Basin during more than 100 different trips.

      Reaching Marmot Manor required hiking up a steep slope for a short way, and from the east side, crossing a small log over a narrow ravine, an entry that always made me a little quivery, especially if snowy or icy. Rock benches lined one side of a central space, which acted as a sort of sunken living room. Under the lee of Merlin’s Tower, a rather flat rock slab provided a sheltered space for cooking and for what became Bill’s tradition of serving rum cappuccinos once “the sun went over the yardarm.” Above that, under a rock overhang at the bottom of Merlin’s Tower, another space served as a sleeping or lake-viewing area called the Rodent Room, once occupied by packrats.

      A flat area just above the central space and closest to the lake was just big enough for one small tent and often served as Bill and Peg’s sleeping perch, bordered on two sides with larches, subalpine fir, and white-bark pine. The Starks set up their tent over and around a few roots lacing the ground, but the location and view vanquished any discomfort. At the top of Merlin’s tower is a grassy bench, the Solarium, which is large enough for a couple of tents.

      Next to Marmot Manor’s eastern entry towered an ancient tree that Bill and Peg called The Guardian Larch. The Starks speculated this tree, measuring nearly eight feet across at the base, was the oldest on the Lost World Plateau at the time. Other hikers would sometimes stash gear, such as frying pans, fishing poles, and stoves, inside the Guardian’s hollowed-out base.

      “Marmot Manor is surrounded by trees that might well be the most impressive live trees in the basin,” Peg wrote in 1971. “Two are pine, one of them with the dead curved branch that could well be the throne from which Viviane surveys her domain. Perhaps the tallest trees in the basin grow here where Viviane holds court. Viviane listens to these trees who are very old and stately.”

      Bill made their tents during those early years and used a tarp fastened to log poles for additional shelter.

      “I remember that tarp in the wind, of Bill getting up and trying to tie it down,” Peg said.

      Bill and Peg’s son, Willy, joined the pilgrimages starting in 1960, hauling “a lot of stuff” up, including a big canvas tarp, a sheet-metal Airtight-brand stove and stove pipe, a large supply of food, and metal cans around 18 inches tall to store the food in a cache close to Marmot Manor. The cans could hold four or five gallons.

      “Several of those got their first crunches while being carried up,” Willy remembered.

      He carried the loads up with a Tully Pack, which had a stringed back with curved side pieces, somewhat like a Trapper Nelson but with no bag and curved to fit the back. The Tully Pack was a great deal more comfortable, but the pressure of heavy loads on the strings chafed Willy’s back. Horses back then often took some equipment as far as Snow Lakes.

      Once, Willy’s pack caught in what he called “that laying-down, pine-type brush,” and he was “really afraid” he would fall down a steep slab.

      “But the pack stayed and I was able to climb down,” he said. “Actually, I did slip and ended up hanging by the pack straps at one point.”

      Bill paid his son 50 cents a pound to haul gear to Snow Lakes and a dollar a pound above that. One load weighed a hundred pounds. “But I’d been working on the Carbon River doing wind surveys and the helium bottles that we carried to camp were 90 pounds, so I was kind of used to it,” Willy said. “I was 19 years old and certainly still immortal.”

      The Starks established a cache in a cave formed by the huge boulders below Marmot Manor, which had peeled off the base of the tower over the eons. They registered the cache, which contained rescue equipment, with Seattle Mountain Rescue for emergencies. It contained lanterns, stoves, tarps, tents, rope, food, and other items.

      During those early years, the Starks also cached food and equipment on the way into the Enchantments, retrieving the items later. Bill wrote about what happened with one of these caches:

      

      Sometimes we bypassed Nada Lake and went directly up the drainage to the outlet of lower Snow Lake. One time we hung an army surplus tent from a tree along the way with a stove wrapped in the bottom of the tent. It wasn’t dedicated to be wilderness in those days and we chose to assume we could leave the tent hanging. However, one day we got a call from the Forest Service. They had “our number.” Some teenagers had reported a corpse wrapped in a tent and hanging from a tree.

      

      The Starks’ oldest daughter, Lesley, also first visited the Enchantments in 1960 when a student at the University of Washington. The party climbed Little Annapurna in the upper Enchantments that year, with her parents leading them “on to this next incredible thing,” Lesley said. Ice completely covered Brynhild and other lakes in the upper Enchantments.

      “Some lakes they didn’t even know were lakes yet,” she recalled.

      Covered by the remnants of the Snow Creek Glacier until only recently, these lakes never entirely melted out when Bill and Peg first visited them, lying like “bright shields through the stony passes,” Peg wrote in 1967. “The weirdly sculptured rock which rings them is still almost completely without vegetation, not even lichen.”

      The Snow Creek Glacier once extended as far as the Leavenworth Valley, stretching over 10 miles and dropping 7,000 feet in elevation from the Enchantments’ upper reaches. In studying the growth pattern of lichen, Chester Marler, a former backcountry ranger, estimated as much as two-thirds of the upper basin may have been ice-covered 200 years ago. Only a few remnants of the Snow Creek Glacier remain in the upper basin, the largest in the Valhalla Cirque on the northeast side of Dragontail.

      

      As Bill and Peg explored the basin, it was as if an enchantress cast a spell over them, especially when they returned during October of that first year.

      “It was a hurried last-minute trip before winter would shut us away,” Peg wrote. “We were completely unprepared for the dazzle of October. All the soft green larch had turned to gold, so filled with sunlight that the trees looked as if they were lighted from within.”

      Bill had seen pictures of “yellow-needled” trees growing in Europe, without understanding what they were, thinking they were sick.

      “We didn’t know that the larch trees turned gold,” Peg said.

      That first Golden Week, the Starks camped on a peninsula at the next lake up the basin from Viviane, the shape of the lake reminding Peg of “a squatting-over little man.” A tarn, which they later named Pixie Pond, pooled at the peninsula’s point. Near the pond is a 15-foot-high rock they named after Tully Pierce, a young man who backpacked with the Starks during that first October trip. Tully had ridden the school bus home with Willy when they were in the fifth grade and, from then on, became more a part of the Stark family than his own. The landmark rock “has served as a reflector for a campfire, a wall for a shelter, and a challenge for playful ascents so often that it once had a register on top,” Peg wrote. “In winter it provides a measure for snow depth.”

      This horseshoe-shaped lake was the first one Bill and Peg named, the little golden larch trees seeming to name it for them.

      “The wind-twisted dwarf larch ringed around, each one guarding his pot of gold,” Peg wrote. “Leprechauns! This lake is Leprechaun.”

      I once asked Peg what it felt like that first year in the Enchantments.

      “Excuse me, but I am 90 years old and I don’t remember things very well,” she said, her eyes with that familiar glint that made me think of a mythical spirit creature, perhaps one friendly with those she wrote about in the Enchantments—leprechauns, naiads, elves, trolls, gnomes, pixies.

      “I probably expected I would go again,” she said.

      And she and Bill did for more than 30 years after that first trip, exploring, wondering, delighting, naming.

      “The Enchantments were the ultimate of my mountain experience and so there was no question of going up there as often as we could,” Peg said. “We had been called.”

      That 1959 trip at the peak of the “larch-trees-turning-gold” was a high point in Bill’s life.

      “I became entranced with the gold-needled larch as well as the exquisite alpine lakes and brilliant scarlet of the huckleberry ground cover,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE MONARCHS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        At Crystal Lake, the larch needles and cones

        scent the breeze more than I’ve ever experienced.

        I touch my nose to a cone with little drips of pitch.

        I can’t inhale enough of the fragrance.

      

        

      
        Golden Week 2010
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        The first lake in the Enchantments that the Starks named, Leprechaun Lake.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Subalpine larch, Larix lyallii, grow at high elevations on the east side of the Cascades in Washington and near timberline in the Rocky Mountains of Idaho, Montana, and Canada. They are named after David Lyall, a rugged Scotsman who served as a surgeon-naturalist for the Northwest Boundary Survey of 1857-62 (the boundary between Canada and the United States at the 49th parallel) and published the Botany of Northwest America in London in 1863. Among the plants he collected and introduced to Britain was the subalpine larch. Having this species named after a Scotsman must have delighted the Starks, whose ski camps were named Scottish Lakes and who were known to wear Scottish berets of their clans’ plaid, Bill’s red and Peg’s green. Lyall also explored the Antarctic, New Zealand, and the Arctic.

      In the 1990s, scientists studying larch trees at Crystal Lake, which is just south of Grail Tarn and Rune Lake in the middle Enchantments, bored into various larch trees to determine age. In one small larch, they bored in about four inches and counted 340 years of growth rings before hitting rot. Some of these larches must be more than 500 years old. I sense an aura of ancient wisdom when I stand among them.

      One enchanted fall, I stood at the base of an ancient larch north of Grail Tarn and looked upward. Sometimes I see beauty in layers; it’s as if my eyes can’t accept such grandeur all at once. On that day, a gold larch needle or two fell on my shirt and the sun splashed a shadow of a lacy larch branch against my white paper. I saw first the gold needles, then scaly, silver bark, then nubs on branches, then deep blue of sky between gold needles and brown nubs, then patches of chartreuse wolf lichen—and except for my hand printing these words, I hadn’t moved. I leaned slightly to catch the scent of larch needles and saw larch cones. And then I tried to see all at once. I stepped 10 feet away, the sun warm on my shoulders, and looked up again and saw green tips, another layer in our quest for beauty each year we visit the Enchantments.

      

      Perhaps the oldest larch Greg and I met during our travels in the Cascades was along the Carne Mountain to Leroy Creek traverse in the Entiat mountains during our honeymoon backpack in 1984, a route described by Bill and Peg’s former son-in-law, Rowland Tabor, and Dwight Crowder in their book Routes and Rocks—Hiker’s Guide to the North Cascades from Glacier Peak to Lake Chelan. Look for a monarch larch in a grove across a small meadow from a campsite at 7,150 feet, the book says.

      Twenty years later, repeating our honeymoon trip, Routes and Rocks in hand, we looked for the Monarch. But its tough skin had splintered and its six-foot girth had crashed to the ground on the downhill side of the trail, and all that was left was its decaying bones and crumbling heart. Rotting chunks of red wood spilled out of its center where it had cracked from its roots. Did the larch still stand when we passed by before? Did we pause and gaze up through its branches, lean against its crusty bark? Did I note the Monarch in my journal, just as Tabor and Crowder had noted its presence in 1966?

      A thousand years old and it fell during our lifetime.

      I couldn’t resist caressing pieces of bark that still clung to its toppled trunk like loose skin on a gnawed chicken bone. Careful not to disturb them, I scrambled onto the trunk, which was slick with night rain. The fallen tree stretched so wide that I knew I could walk its length across a roaring stream and not be afraid. I could do it even with a full backpack, by myself, without Greg’s usual help.

      I laid along its length, my head toward its torn bark and ragged base. Old rain seeped through my shorts and shirt. I pressed my cheek against slick, hard wood. Greg watched, waited. He perched on one of the five limbs, each of them bigger around than any of the grove’s living larches.

      “Who will notice when I am no longer standing?” he wondered.

      Bill would take a photograph. Peg would write a poem.

      Two young men hiked fast up the trail into the grove. One told the other he wanted to lead, to set the pace, so they wouldn’t tire out before reaching the Spectacle Buttes. They were so young. I thought they might be brothers. As they passed us, the older one said hello.

      I opened my mouth to shout after them. “Wait,” I wanted to tell them. “Don’t go. Meet the Monarch….”

      But they were already gone, swallowed by the forest, unaware.

      Pages in our rare copy of Routes and Rocks were falling out.

      Would we be the last ones to look for the Monarch?

      Would we be the last ones to know?

      

      At Marmot Manor, the Guardian Larch—another Cascadian monarch—was already hollow at the base when discovered by the Starks. “You could lie inside it,” Peg said in 1985 when she and Bill posed by the tree for a photograph by Greg for Washington Magazine.

      By then, some of the giant limbs had broken off, and during future pilgrimages, we would notice others splintered on the ground. The tree was the largest alpine larch in the Enchantments, “perhaps the world,” Peg said. In 2010, a half-century later than first discovered by the Starks, this venerable monarch also died, another testament to change and to the brief lifespans of humans.

      

      These high larches are tough, as if seasoned mountaineers, a bit craggy on their trunks and a bit sinewy as they bend in thrashing winds. As they grow, they tend not to keep low limbs and are relatively invulnerable to ground fires, outliving other trees, perhaps even the cedars on the west side of the state, says naturalist Daniel Mathews in his trailside reference, Cascade-Olympic Natural History.

      I wonder how old the Yearning Beast, named by Bill, was before he metamorphized into a snag—and how long ago the ancient tree had died, how long it had been yearning in the middle Enchantments. I wonder what year the Guardian Larch had sprouted.

      Greg wonders about the trees as a testament to ancient wisdom, or at least fortitude and longevity. “Is that why I’m again interested in photography?” he asks. “A testament to who I was? Where I went? What I saw?”

      Like Bill, a gnarly larch tree enchants Greg to photograph it. He knows the tree has fought to grow in some of the most difficult conditions possible—deep snows, high winds, heat and cold, and thin soils that are mostly rock, bedrock sometimes only inches away.

      Just above timberline in the Enchantments, we marvel at stunted, windblown trees known as krummholz, a word of German origin. “Sometimes the whitebark pine and larch trees look more like bushes than scrawny trees,” Greg once mused.

      These stubby krummholz trees also called to Bill and Peg on their pilgrimages. While climbing what Peg called the “Ridge of Broken Trees” on the north side of Naiad Lake one October in the early 1980s, they stopped for Bill to take a “a Namkung picture in that it showed the essence of something,” she wrote. “It was a small semi-espaliered larch, half gold needles, half bare, growing out of snowy rocks swept nearly bare by the wind.” Johsel Namkung was a renowned Northwest landscape photographer.

      

      The needles of this deciduous conifer are soft and bright green in the spring, whirling out of short peglike spurs. In the fall, they turn yellow, then yellow-gold, gold, gold-gold, and old gold, as Peg would say. Over time, Greg and I have added a few more colors to describe the needles.

      During a misty afternoon in October 2002, the sun lit the trees and water around Naiad and heavy water droplets in the larch needles sparkled as I had never seen them. The little twisted grove of larch near our camp glowed a sea-foam green–a color previously unknown in our catalog of larch needle descriptions. We debated for some time on how to officially add this hue to the list. We settled on “glacier green” to fit the setting, although words, photos, or painted strokes could never capture the feelings this scene evoked.

      In October 2011, a particularly glorious fall of color and light, we added a new shade to the list: “glow gold.” In early September 2020, we noticed the subtle changes from bright green to lighter green, and the lighter green to yellow green.

      

      Scientific studies give a less poetic reason for larch trees turning gold than the magic of Peg’s leprechauns and elves. The trees are saving nutrients at this time, especially nitrogen. Photosynthesis, the process that creates sugars from carbon dioxide, water, and sunlight, turning the needles their soft green, starts to break down as temperatures cool and days grow shorter. Chemicals, mostly nitrogen, are stored elsewhere in the tree. During this two- to three-week process, the needles turn their shades of yellow and gold. Leprechauns may be hoarding gold, but larches are hoarding nutrients for the extreme winter ahead.

      In October 2004, as we passed by larches on our meander through the lower Enchantments, needles fell and clung to our clothes, floating around us, drifting like snow or spinning like rain, carpeting the paths before us, collecting in rock crevices, floating on the water like tiny boats heading for shore. We had seen them in all the places they had landed, but had not watched this gentle, golden storm as needles spun into our food and we ate them as if they were intended to be part of the recipe. A day earlier, the needles had not been in our paths, the wind and water had not yet conspired to write their story in magical runes on the shores. Had we stayed at Naiad Lake for another day, I think we would have been covered by larch needles, blending in with the trees as if in disguise—or acceptance.
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        “When you get into the mountains, you're in a different country almost, and then when you get into the Enchantments, you're in still another one.”

        

        Peg, June 2009, StoryCorps
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        The Starks’ visit during Golden Week in 1959. Bill and Peg on the left.
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      “Others had been there before us, but not often, and not many,” Bill wrote in his memoirs. “So we ‘discovered’ them and, as the lakes were ‘nameless,’ or so we thought at that time, we wandered among them until a name pattern emerged based on the theme ‘Enchantment.’”

      Early climbers had ascended and named many of the jagged peaks on the southern and northern edges of the plateau, including The High Priest, The Professor, Pogo Pinnacle, The Chessmen, Prusik Peak and others, but individual lakes and ponds had not been named. Many of these peaks, part of the Stuart Range and also referred to as the Cashmere Crags, were first ascended and named in the late 1940s and the 1950s.

      Lakes, tarns, and ponds below the peaks pool in the glacier-scoured granite basin, which ranges from about 6,800 feet in elevation at Lake Viviane to 7,800 feet at Aasgard Pass. As the Starks continued to explore the Enchantments in the early 1960s, they and fellow mountaineers found names fitting the characteristics of each lake and other features not named by climbers, inspired by Hal Sylvester’s name of the area. Sylvester had christened the alpine basin the “Enchantments” around 1920. As a topographer for the United States Geological Survey from 1897-1907 and as the first supervisor of the Wenatchee National Forest from 1908-1931, Sylvester named most of the geographic features—thousands of them—in the Cascade Range. In a piece published in American Speech in 1943, less than a year before he died after a fall from a horse on Icicle Ridge, Sylvester wrote:

      

      Another name that I felt was a happy one came on a trip I made on foot, the only way, into the head of Snow Creek in the Mount Stuart Range. There were two fine lakes, large for high mountain lakes, near the head of Snow Creek, called Snow Lakes. I camped between them overnight and the next morning went on up the creek to see what I could see. There I found five or six most beautiful small lakes grouped in a wonderful little glacial valley all ringed with alpine larch. From the highest up over an entrancing fall tumbled the water it received from a small glacier. It was an enchanting scene. I named the group Enchantment Lakes. I must presume they had been seen before by some goathunter or seeker of water for irrigation, but the topographer had overlooked them in mapping the Mount Stuart Quadrangle.

      

      Others, including Native Americans, had, indeed, viewed the lakes before Sylvester. The Wenatchi Tribe lived and fished for generations at the confluence of the Wenatchee River and Icicle Creek. “Wenache” is an Indian name that has had different spellings, including Wenatchee (Wenatchee River, Lake Wenatchee, the city of Wenatchee) and the Wenatchi Tribe (also known as “P’squosa”).

      In his article, Sylvester wrote about the origin of the name of Icicle Creek:

      

      At the head of the Wenatchee Valley and but little below where the river issues from its canyon it is joined by Icicle Creek. This word is a corruption or more properly a derogation of its Indian name which was Na’sik-elt. Place an N at the beginning of Icicle and a T at its end and you practically have the Indian word. I can imagine an early white asking an Indian the name of this stream. The Indian gutturally replied Nasikelt and, the white taking it as ‘Icicle,’ it has been taken that way ever since. The original word means ‘narrow bottom canyon, or gorge.’ And that is a very good description of the stream, though it does not give an adequate idea of its depth and grandeur.

      

      One Native American creation story on the Columbia River Plateau locates the source of all human life as within the Alpine Lakes area, which includes the Enchantments. In addition to game and berries, the Alpine Lakes provided spiritual sustenance, with young people traveling alone into the “tall white mountains” on vision quests to establish a relationship with a guardian spirit.

      Peg tells about finding an artifact of the indigenous people in their unpublished book How Deep the High Journey:

      

      One day between Crystal Lake and the lake we call Rune I picked up a different kind of rock—absolutely different, unlike anything else in the basins. I knew it for a tool, either an arrowhead or some kind of scraper used by the Indians. I weighed it in my hand—full of wonderings. Once big horn sheep had roamed the Lost World Plateau. What had brought the Indian there? Had he been hunting? Had he come up Crystal Creek? Had the pass between Crystal Creek and Rat Creek been an established route? Might he have come for some religious reason? Had the tool been dropped or left in offering?

      Whatever his reason for coming he had stood where I stood, and in this country so utterly different from the lands around it I felt that he too must have felt the mystic quality, the power of this place. What he brought to it out of his cultural heritage, what images, what language for those images I have no background for guessing. Yet deeper than language, I felt a fellowship with this unknown predecessor. He too had discovered this place, as I have discovered it, as those who come after me will discover it—for that is its power: to open anew to each comer, to open anew each time to those who come again and again. Perhaps the places here have been called by many names and will be called by many more.

      

      Greg, too, came upon shards of long-ago presence in the Enchantments while cleaning up recent not-so-nice human detritus as a ranger. Greg keeps the locations of the two arrowheads secret, though, as some mysteries are best left as mysteries.

      

      Israel Russell, one of the first non-native Americans to see the Enchantment Basin and the Snow Creek Glacier, recorded his experience from a summit on the “Wenache” Mountains (the spelling he used) east of the Enchantments in 1897: “A view into this desolate but wonderfully attractive basin from the narrow crest forming its east wall is the finest and most instructive picture of its kind to be found in the entire Cascade region,” he wrote.

      By then, a mystery already glittered around legends of a high mountain lake—gold nuggets, possibly in the Enchantments. Some speculate the discovery happened by a Captain Ingalls during the mid-1850s—or in 1872. The explorer may have been a Captain Ben (or John) Ingalls of the U.S. Cavalry or a ferryboat captain on Oregon’s Willamette River or even another Ingalls with an honorary title of captain. Or, the discovery might have been by two prospectors in the early 1900s who spotted the lakes from above, unable to reach them at the time and unable to locate them again. The stories I like best, though, are the ones of the cavalry man.

      Separated from his scouting party near Mt. Stuart in 1872, Ingalls found himself on a long, narrow ridge with three small lakes below him, two rather round and dark, with the middle one crescent shaped and shimmering green, all connected by a stream. After descending the ridge on his horse to the middle lake, Ingalls gasped and let out a low whistle at a beach of crumbling quartz rock studded thickly with glittering gold. After a couple of days, he followed a creek that now bears the name of Ingalls. At the mouth of the creek, he buried a map to the lake and camped several miles from the canyon during the same night of the great earthquake of 1872, which blocked off the Columbia River at Ribbon Cliffs north of Wenatchee.

      After rejoining his troops, Ingalls wrote to a John Hansel about his discovery and sent him samples of the gold, estimating 10 tons in his view and much more hidden in the area. Ingalls wanted Hansel to join him at the mouth of the creek, but the captain was killed in a shooting accident. Hansel searched the area alone, but never found the map or the gold, the treasure buried deep from the earthquake’s rearranging of the mountains. Prospectors combed the area in the 1890s, but no one ever found a canyon and lakes that resembled those described by Ingalls—until the middle of the next century.

      Robert Kinzebach, a meteorologist and map maker who first explored the Enchantments in the early 1950s, noted a similarity of Lake Viviane and Leprechaun Lake to the description of Ingalls’ first two lakes, printed earlier that year in an Eastern Washington newspaper.

      But whether Ingalls’ gold ever did exist, in the Alpine Lakes or elsewhere, I can’t help but think the most treasured gold shimmers on the branches of larch trees and in the rune writing of needles on the shores of the Enchantment Lakes in October.

      ARTHURIAN LEGEND AND NORSE MYTHOLOGY

      To the Starks, the lower Enchantment Basin seemed filled with the gentle magic of elves, fairies and half-fey people of enchantment lore and Arthurian legend, with Leprechaun Lake the first they named with its surrounding gold and the lowest lake, Viviane, enchanted by the Lady of the Lake.

      Naiad, Talisman, and Rune are the other lakes christened by the Starks in the lower basin. Rune was named for the pattern of larch needles washed on the sandy beach of its northern shore. “A rune is a kind of blessing, sometimes considered magical,” wrote Peg.

      Other features inspired by King Arthur legend and mythology include Grail Tarn, King Arthur’s Throne, Alfheim, Gnome Tarn, Dwarf Pond, Pixie Pond, and Troll Sink.

      The dozen uppermost tarns and lakes reminded the Starks of the wild and warlike daughters of the Norse Gods. The upper basin was mostly snow and rock with little vegetation at the time, as if the ice age was just ending, calling to mind the time Norse mythology evolved. Bill and Peg named the uppermost part Valhalla, the great hall of immortality where Odin received the fallen heroes slain in battle, and the upper lakes, the Valkyries, Odin’s warrior handmaidens.

      “We speak of each lake by a Valkyrie name,” Peg wrote in The Mountaineer in 1967. “These young lakes were born of the melting glacier that still flows into them. Their mother is old now, but the measure of the fullness of her youth is written in a line upon the cirque wall hundreds of feet above the valley floor.”

      The largest is Brynhild, the most famous of the Valkyries, who incurred the displeasure of Odin, the All-Father, and was punished by being made mortal, “an armor of icy snow and rock hanging above her,” Peg wrote. The highest lake, Freya, is named after the Norse goddess of love, beauty, and fertility.

      “The goddess Freya was born of another family than the others at Aasgard, and Lake Freya came from a glacier off Enchantment Peak, and not the Snow Creek glacier which melted into the Valkyries,” Peg said.

      The Starks called the pinnacles rimming the north side of the upper basin the Black Dwarves. The TrailBlazers’ organization, which was interested in place names and embraced the Starks’ mythological themes, had given the string of little lakes and ponds leading down through the upper basin the name Brisingamen, the necklace of Freya. The TrailBlazers were a little uncomfortable about the name, though, according to Bill, because Freya had had an “encounter” with the four Black Dwarves. The dwarves made the Brisingamen (the most beautiful necklace in the world) to entice Freya. Bill told the story in his memoir:
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