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  Discovering the


  JOHN MUIR TRAIL




  

  “Though pen and lens, Corso provides the ‘how to’ and large doses of motivation. Caution! This trail guide may lead to much hiking and wilderness adventure.”




  —Charles Baker - member of the ALDHA-West Board of Directors







  

  “Corso captures the essence of the trail experience by weaving his own stories in with big, beautiful photos, photography tips, flower guides, and the personal experiences of other outdoor adventurers, leaving you with an emotional connection not only to the JMT, but with wilderness in general and its adventurers.”




  —Felicia “Princess of Darkness” Hermosillo - long distance hiker, co-host of “The Trail Show” podcast


  




  

  THEN IT SEEMED TO ME THE SIERRA SHOULD BE CALLED NOT THE NEVADA, OR SNOWY RANGE, BUT THE RANGE OF LIGHT. AND AFTER TEN YEARS SPENT IN THE HEART OF IT, REJOICING AND WONDERING, BATHING IN ITS GLORIOUS FLOODS OF LIGHT, SEEING THE SUNBURSTS OF MORNING AMONG THE ICY PEAKS, THE NOONDAY RADIANCE ON THE TREES AND ROCKS AND SNOW, THE FLUSH OF THE ALPENGLOW, AND A THOUSAND DASHING WATERFALLS WITH THEIR MARVELOUS ABUNDANCE OF IRISED SPRAY, IT STILL SEEMS TO ME ABOVE ALL OTHERS THE RANGE OF LIGHT, THE MOST DIVINELY BEAUTIFUL OF ALL THE MOUNTAIN-CHAINS I HAVE EVER SEEN.




  —John Muir
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  Introduction




  THE COMBINATION OF SLEET AND HAIL MADE NAVIGATING car-size blocks of granite quite dangerous, and the clouds were thick like New England clam chowder. How apropos. As the climbing leveled out, I finally took a moment to look forward and see the faint red and yellow blobs, signifying Smilin’ Mike and El Paso were less than 30 feet ahead. I then took a peek behind me to see if our other friends were still in tow. I counted four more blobs and knew we were still together. A feeling had been welling up inside of me for the last mile of the steep climb. I knew it was all coming to an end, and even though I couldn’t see the physical ending, I could feel it emotionally. Everyone’s silence and the morose weather signified the end of an important chapter for all of us. Our paces quickened in rhythm, simultaneously being pulled toward the same spot in the middle of the wilderness. I heard the cheers of joy when Mike and El Paso reached the old wooden sign, the one that read “Mt. Katahdin,” signifying the end of our thru-hike on the Appalachian Trail. Dropping to my knees next to the sign and smiling to the heavens as the sleet continued to remind me that Mother Nature ruled all, I knew I had reached the end of this journey. But there were many more to be had.




  The hunger for more only intensified that stormy October afternoon in Maine; it’s when I vowed to hike another long-distance trail at some point in my lifetime. Deep down in my soul, I knew it was going to be the John Muir Trail (JMT); the awe-inspiring feeling those mountains evoke is impossible to ignore as I witnessed firsthand during two individual week-long backpacking trips with my uncle into the Sierra backcountry as a teen. But as life tends to do, that idea had to sit on the back burner for many years as I focused on a photography career in the rock-climbing world and courting my beautiful wife with a proposal in the High Sierra and a wedding deep in the wild Na Pali coastline of Kauai. The Sierra backcountry has become my playground since I arrived in California in 2003. Hiking, backpacking, snowshoeing, snowboarding, rock climbing, and mountaineering have kept me craving the lakes, glaciers, peaks, and passes that comprise the jagged Sierra crest line. Always saddened to leave and constantly planning the next trip back, the Sierra Nevada truly is my home. The JMT has stood like a giant sequoia tree in the back of my mind, a dream never to be cut down. It wasn’t until 2017 that I was able to hike the entire trail, experiencing new adventures and learning so much more about the mountains I have called home for so long.
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  Entering nature is akin to entering the same church as the most prolific writers, artists, explorers, and athletes. Inspiration is untapped and clarity is heightened when one first lays eyes on a neon-blue alpine lake or when scrambling along a serrated granite ridgeline so far up that the eagles come to play in the thermals beside you. It is no wonder the Sierra Nevada chain has such a strong grasp on the influential players in the history of not only California but the rest of the country. Once you leave the city noise and start hiking away from the busy trailhead campgrounds, the world seems to slow down, worries wash away, and your breathing becomes more efficient as the colors and views become almost unnatural. Hiking along the JMT offers up the cream of the crop in California’s hiking views. From the bottom of Yosemite Valley to the summit of Mt. Whitney, you are guaranteed to feel the same awe John Muir felt when he first set foot in the Sierra Nevada.




  This book will be your jumping-off point to what some call the best hike in the world. Clocking in at 216 miles of total hiking (including the hike down from the summit of Mt. Whitney at trail’s end), with eight major passes and over 47,000 feet of elevation gain (more than climbing Mt. Everest from sea level to summit), the JMT is an enormous physical and mental undertaking. The trail takes you through Yosemite Valley, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks, Devils Postpile National Monument, the Ansel Adams and John Muir Wilderness Areas, and the Inyo and Sierra National Forests, all on your way to the summit of Mt. Whitney, the highest point in the contiguous United States. Along with the history of the trail and the mountains it weaves through, this book contains compelling stories from the author’s experiences, along with information about the geology, flora, fauna, weather, hazards, and hiking details. All the information you need for a thru-hike or section hikes of the JMT can be found in each chapter, as well as National Geographic maps, mileage markers, elevation profiles, resupply information, photo tips, and backcountry excerpts. Top all this off with stunning photographs and artwork from the “Range of Light”—Ansel Adams’s historical black-and-white images, Galen Rowell’s rich colors, Scott Lange and Nick Foster’s epic astrophotography, Peter Essick’s new-era black-and-white techniques, Renan Ozturk’s bright abstract paintings, and the author’s documented hike of the trail.




  For those adventurers not planning on hiking along the JMT, this book will get you inspired and into the wilderness. Whether it is to hike a section of the JMT, fish at one of the thousands of alpine lakes, observe wildlife, or climb a mountaineering route atop a nearby peak, you can find it all here. Like historian Francis Farquhar said, “Recreation in the Sierra is truly a re-creation of body and spirit.” The High Sierra and the JMT may not be accessible for you at the moment. If this is the case, I recommend warming up near the fireplace with some tea and biscuits in the comfort of your own home. Along with John Muir, my friends and I will navigate you on an adventure of a lifetime, and maybe you will discover the long-lost home you never knew you had.
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  THE MOUNTAINS ARE CALLING AND I MUST GO.




  —John Muir
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  The Sierra Nevada and the John Muir Trail




  HUMAN HISTORY




  The human history of the Sierra Nevada has run through many generations and includes the Native American tribes dispersed across the range, John Muir and Joseph LeConte’s golden age of exploration, and the current age of adventure tourism. This is just a brief outline of the major events affecting the range and the JMT. For unparalleled historical information, I suggest reading Francis Farquhar’s book History of the Sierra Nevada.




  Five major Native American tribes inhabited the Sierra Nevada many thousands of years prior to the white man’s arrival. On the western side were three major tribes: the Yokut of the San Joaquin Valley to the Fresno River; the Miwok of the Fresno River to the American River; and just north of them was the Maidu tribe. On the eastern flank of the Sierra, there were two main tribes: the Paiute, who occupied the area surrounding Mono Lake and ventured into the High Sierra, and the Washoe tribe, who inhabited the area around Lake Tahoe and the Walker and Carson Rivers. The tribes were fairly peaceful with each other and made trade routes over the Sierra Crest, most notably the route up “the Old Mono Trail” through “Bloody Canyon,” now known as Tioga Pass. The tribes frequently moved into the mountains during the summer months to seek cooler weather.




  The first documented white men to cross the mighty Sierra were Jedediah Strong Smith and his group of “mountain men,” who in 1826 were in search of new beaver-trapping country. On their journey from Colorado, they passed through southern California and into the Central Valley, where they met many native tribes and found fine spots to trap. On their return trip, they attempted to cross the great Sierra range unsuccessfully due to the immense amount of snow that season. The men returned to the valley and waited until May 20, 1827, when they began their second attempt from the north bank of the Stanislaus River. Within a week they made it to the crest at what is now Ebbetts Pass and continued down the eastern slope of the range.




  The most important landmark in the Sierra is unquestionably Yosemite Valley and its unmistakable granite monuments. The history of the valley started with the native Ahwahnechee tribe, maliciously moved into the hands of the white man, and finally commenced with full protection when Abraham Lincoln enacted the Yosemite Grant.
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  The name “Yosemite” comes from Lafayette Houghton Bunnell, an American physician, author, and explorer. The Yo-sem-i-te tribe inhabited the Valley at the time the white men discovered it. The tribe was a mixture of Native Americans spanning from the Tuolumne River to the Kings River. Bunnell is well known for his involvement with the Mariposa Battalion, the first non Indians to enter Yosemite Valley.




  “During the winter of 1849–50, while ascending the old Bear Valley trail from Ridley’s ferry, on the Merced River, my attention was attracted to the stupendous rocky peaks of the Sierra Nevadas. In the distance an immense cliff loomed, apparently to the summit of the mountains. Although familiar with nature in her wildest moods, I looked upon this awe-inspiring column with wonder and admiration.”
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  The battalion’s mission was to find the Ahwahnechee tribe (relatives of the Miwok and Paiute), led by Chief Tenaya, who had recently raided American settlements. The group invaded and set fire to the village, capturing their leader and forcing the tribe’s migration to reservations in the Central Valley.




  Another influential player in Yosemite history is Canadian Galen Clark. Clark moved to California during the gold rush but contracted tuberculosis in 1853 at the age of 39 and was given six months to live. In 1856 he decided to move to Wawona, saying, “I went to the mountains to take my chances of dying or growing better, which I thought were about even.” After some years exploring the Mariposa Groves, Galen lobbied California senator John Conness for protection of Yosemite Valley. The senator immediately complied and introduced a bill to the senate in 1864 leading President Abraham Lincoln to sign the Yosemite Grant on June 30 of that year, giving control of the land to the state of California. “The premises shall be held for public use, resort, and recreation . . . shall be inalienable for all time.” Galen was appointed “Guardian of the Yosemite Valley and the Big Tree Grove,” where he lived a full life and died at the ripe old age of 95.




  Then came John Muir, born in Dunbar, Scotland, in 1838, who first set foot in the valley of Yosemite State Park in 1868 for a short visit. Muir was so enamored with the park that he decided to return the following summer to live and work as a shepherd’s ranch hand, prompting his book My First Summer in the Sierra, and showing him the threat these “hooved locusts” imposed on the future of the valley. Muir spent the next years of his life writing thought-provoking articles, studying nature, and forming the Sierra Club in 1892, all on his way to help preserve Yosemite forever. After taking President Theodore Roosevelt on a backcountry adventure through Yosemite in 1903, Muir was able to persuade him to sign a new bill that released the valley from state control and awarded it back to the federal government as a national park. This was known as the Yosemite Recession Act of 1906—from this point on, the land was federally protected and paved the way for the national park movement in America.




  Josiah Whitney, a professor from Harvard University, was appointed chief of the California Geological Survey in 1860 and led a highly academic and experienced team in surveying the geology of the state. Whitney and his team were the first to determine there were two major chains in the Southern Sierra, the Great Western Divide and the main Sierra Crest, the latter of which rose upward of 14,000 feet. Over the next fire years, Whitney and his team ascended many of the surrounding peaks, and several were named after members of the team. They were likely the first to cross the Kings/Kern Divide, linking the Great Western Divide and the Sierra Crest. One determined member of the team, geologist and mountaineer Clarence King, continued his mission to summit the largest of the peaks and succeeded in 1873, a month shy of the true first ascent. He named the peak after Josiah.
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  Explorer Theodore Solomons first envisioned a trail that walked along the backbone of the mighty Sierra Nevada chain. “The idea of a crest-parallel trail came to me one day while herding my uncle’s cattle in an immense unfenced alfalfa field near Fresno. It was 1884 and I was 14.” By 1892 Theodore Solomons spent the next few summers exploring the high country of Yosemite and the Sierra in much detail, attempting to find a route from Tuolumne to Kings Canyon. Enlisting the help of Joseph “Little Joe” LeConte, a geology professor from the University of California, they explored and mapped a majority of the region. They repeatedly were stopped at the Goddard Divide, failing to find a safe route for the pack train down toward the Kings River.
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