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INTRODUCTION



  




  I’ve been walking in Lassen Volcanic National Park now for more than twenty-five years. I’ve climbed its mountains over and over again, rambled through its woodlands, slogged through its cinders, cooled my heels in its lakes. I’ve never known a wild place as completely as I’ve come to know this place. In compiling three editions of this guidebook, I have walked nearly every inch of every trail within the park, and then some.




  It’s the oddest thing about me and Lassen. It’s as though I have roots in my feet with long memories. No matter how much time passes between visits, the moment I set foot in the park the roots unfurl, blast through the soles of my shoes and wind into the soil. The essence of the place rises into my bloodstream, quickens my heart. I can’t pass a sign that says Lassen on it without feeling a girlish thrill. I can hardly wait to reach Lake Helen, take a seat on the shore, and stare into the Eye of Vulcan. The mountain sees me, and I see it. It’s a full-blown love affair.




  In the twenty years that have passed since I researched the first edition of Hiking Lassen Volcanic National Park, many things have changed. The funky old Lassen Chalet at the Southwest Entrance has been replaced by the Kohm Yah-mah-nee Visitor Center, a handsome modern structure that houses a theater, an educational store and gift shop, and a cafe. In 2012 the Reading Fire blasted through the backcountry, consuming more than 28,000 acres of forest. The Sulphur Works Trail has succumbed to the elements. The Bumpass Hell Trail has been revamped. And my knees have gotten creakier, an oddly satisfying reminder of miles explored both here and in other parks and wildernesses.




  But, thankfully, Lassen also remains much the same. The park is still relatively undiscovered. Yes, the most popular trails, like those to the summit of Lassen Peak and down to Kings Creek Falls, are crowded on weekends in summertime. But venture into the backcountry and you’ll be lucky if you encounter more than a handful of other hikers—a rare treat in a national park these days. The pace is slow, contemplative. Magma may still roil in the furnace that underlays Lassen’s geography, but on the surface all is serene.




  My hope for those who use this guidebook is that hiking in Lassen will inspire the same kind of passion I feel for this very special place. It could be a mixed blessing, because more love means more people, which may make it harder to find the precious solitude that makes walking here so special. But big, beautiful parks are intended to inspire and nurture all comers. Lassen Volcanic National Park is just such a park. Explore and rejoice.




  GEOLOGY




  Standing on the slopes of Lassen Peak, you know the world is living. All may be quiet at present, but the mountain boils within, revealing its energy in the fumaroles, mudpots, and cauldrons simmering in hydrothermal areas on its flanks.




  Lassen, generally believed to be the world’s largest plug dome volcano, last erupted more than a century ago. For three years during its eruptive cycle, from 1914 to 1917, it threw clouds of steam and ash thousands of feet into the air, spewed poisonous gasses, ejected hot rocks, and belched other volcanic detritus, fascinating and endangering those who lived in its shadow and thrilling those who read about the volcanic activity in newspapers.




  Its most notorious eruptions came in 1915. On the night of May 19, a massive mudflow coursed down the northeast face of the mountain, roaring down the Hat Creek and Lost Creek drainages and causing homesteaders in these valleys to flee for their lives. In the biggest eruption of the cycle, on May 22, huge volumes of hot gas and ash blew from the crater, creating dramatic volcanic phenomena known as lahars (mudflows) and pyroclastic flows of sizzling ash and steam. The ash plume rose 30,000 feet into the atmosphere, and fallout dropped as far away as Winnemucca, Nevada. In Hat Creek and Lost Creek, the flows took out everything—streambeds, woodlands, homesteads—for miles. That eruption left in its wake the Devastated Area, a swath of jumbled, naked rock and new earth upon which the forest still struggles to regenerate.




  Lassen is the southernmost of the famed Cascade volcanoes, which includes peaks that thrust up more than 14,000 feet, including Mount Shasta and Mount Rainier. The Cascades are part of the “Ring of Fire,” a girdle of seismic activity encircling the Pacific Ocean. From Malaysia to Alaska to the Andes, tectonic plates, pieces of the fractured shell of the planet, bump and slide and surrender to one another in wrenching cataclysms. Every significant geologic feature within the park, even the gentlest, was born of the movements of these plates. Look around: The peaks you see are all volcanic—cinder cones, shield volcanos, plug domes, the remains of a composite volcano that has long since collapsed.
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  Three volcanos: Behind Butte Lake and the Fantastic Lava Beds rise the Cinder Cone, the long slopes of Prospect Peak (a shield volcano), and Lassen Peak, a plug dome volcano.




  These days, Lassen slumbers. This deep sleep, whether permanent or temporary, offers the hiker a unique opportunity to wander among the mysteries and wonders of the volcanism that has shaped Northern California and the rest of Cascadia.




  NATURAL HISTORY




  Plant and animal communities common to several different regions—the Cascades, the Great Basin, and the Sierra Nevada—reach a unique confluence in Lassen Volcanic National Park. Within its boundaries more than 700 plant species have been documented; the park’s website notes that more than 250 vertebrate species abide here, “as well as a host of invertebrates.” Fauna includes amphibians (newts and frogs), birds (including the rare California spotted owl), snakes (I’ve only seen two, and both slithered away before I could identify them), and larger mammals such as mule deer, the Sierra Nevada red fox, the reclusive mountain lion, the occasional wolf, and the American black bear (not always black; I encountered a cinnamon mother bear with cub near Diamond Peak and another mama, this one dark brown with a two-toned brown cub, in the Kings Creek drainage).




  As you climb through the park, you’ll pass through four natural communities. In the lower reaches, below 6,500 feet, the mixed conifer (yellow pine) forest predominates, comprised of Jeffrey pine, ponderosa pine, sugar pine, incense cedar, and white fir. A wide variety of understory plants, including an abundance of wildflowers and low-growing shrubs, thrive here, along with a number of animal and bird species, including the ubiquitous golden-mantled ground squirrel, mule deer, black bear, and songbirds.
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  A leopard lily blooms alongside a footbridge in Cameron Meadow.




  Between 6,500 and 8,000 feet, the upper montane (red fir) forest takes over. Little grows beneath the canopy of a stand of dense red fir, but in open areas or areas shaded by more widely spaced western white pines, a colorful undergrowth blooms, including wildflowers such as Indian paintbrush, mountain mule ear, penstemon, and crimson columbine. Pinemat manzanita, an evergreen shrub with bright green leaves and smooth red bark, grows in foot-high, trail-crowding thickets in open areas and on rocky benches. The lodgepole pine finds purchase on thinner soils at these elevations. Though this zone supports less diversity, fauna found in the mixed conifer forest also abide here, with the addition of elusive creatures like the pine marten and the red fox.




  



  Lassen Volcanic National Park is one of eight parks participating in the Pikas in Peril survey, which studies how climate change is impacting the habitat of this adorable indicator species.


  


  

  Higher still, between 8,000 and 10,000 feet, the subalpine complex flourishes. At this altitude, whitebark pine and mountain hemlock dominate a forest stunted by heavy loads of snow, sometimes flattened into knee-high krummholz. A greater variety of wildflowers blossoms here, including paintbrush, silverleaf lupine, and purple penstemon. This is the territory of the yellow-bellied marmot and the chirpy pika, as well as a variety of birdlife and insects.




  Finally, in the park’s highest reaches (generally above 9,000 feet and above treeline), the alpine natural community takes over. The habitat is desertlike, with water often staying frozen except during a brief summer season. Flora is dominated by low-growing wildflowers like pink pussy paws, with blooms on short stems open to sunshine while hunkered against wind. The pika and several rodents, as well as some hardy birds and insects, visit the high ground, but don’t generally call it home year-round.




  HISTORY




  As with all early habitation of North America, placing an exact date on the arrival of human beings in the region surrounding Lassen Peak is next to impossible. Several Native American groups, however, were well established in the area when the first Europeans arrived on the scene. The first peoples had likely been making summertime visits to what is now the national park for thousands of years, but conditions in winter were too hostile to permit year-round habitation in the high country.




  

    Geologists believe Lassen Peak, a plug dome volcano, began to rise about 27,000 years ago. It vents the same magma chamber that built its precursor, the Mount Tehama stratovolcano.


    




  Two northern California tribes with homelands neighboring Lassen, the Yana and the Yahi, were eventually obliterated by the disease and conflicts that arrived with white emigrants in the early and mid-1800s. The story of the last “wild” Yahi Indian, Ishi, who emerged from the woods south of Lassen early in the twentieth century and spent his final years helping anthropologists from the University of California document his culture, is told in the classic book Ishi in Two Worlds, by Theodora Kroeber. Two other tribes, the Maidu and the Atsugewi, also called the woods and canyons around Lassen home. They were nearly decimated by disease and warfare, but some still live in the region.




  Settlement in Lassen country has been sparse when compared to the rest of California but has produced its share of interesting characters. Chief among those is the namesake of both park and peak, Peter Lassen. A blacksmith from Denmark, Lassen immigrated to America in 1829 and then continued his migration west, acquiring a large Mexican land grant in the upper Sacramento Valley by the middle of the nineteenth century. Hoping to establish a town he’d call Benton City on his land, he recruited emigrants from back East and led them westward to his rancho via a circuitous route. The Lassen Trail turned out to be of dubious quality—yes, the travelers got where they wanted to go, but they were so hammered by hunger and exhaustion by the time they arrived that the trail blazer earned himself not fame but infamy.




  A second emigrant trail, established by William H. Nobles, was considerably more successful. Used by thousands of travelers in the 1850s and 1860s, sections of this route are preserved within the park and can be enjoyed by present-day visitors.




  While Lassen’s backcountry remained relatively unspoiled, the land surrounding the volcano was homesteaded in the latter part of the 1800s and into the early twentieth century. Ranchers ran livestock in the high meadows in summer, and lumber, railroad, and mining companies exercised their interests in the region. The Supan family, for instance, had some success mining the Sulphur Works.




  Vacationers escaping the summertime heat of the upper Sacramento River valley found refuge in the scenic high country surrounding the peak. Drakesbad, a resort established in the Warner Valley at the turn of the twentieth century, and other retreats at Juniper Lake accommodated visitors from Sacramento, Redding, and distant San Francisco. Travelers were entranced by the wonders of the region and touted it to friends and acquaintances. That public love made Lassen Peak and its environs the focus of preservation efforts for at least ten years before it became a national park.




  Though commercial development had taken place in the region, most of the landscape remained wild into the twentieth century. As part of ongoing efforts to preserve their remarkable natural features, both Lassen Peak and the Cinder Cone were designated national monuments in 1907. Congressman John Raker, who vacationed in Drakesbad with his family, petitioned Congress to set aside the area as a national park in 1912, and other movers and shakers, including newspaperman Michael Dittmar and businessman Arthur Conard, also pressed for preservation. Raker and Conard, as well as other park champions, have mountains and meadows in the park named in their honor.




  



  LASSEN IN ACTION CIRCA 1916




  The centerpiece of a short film released in 1918—a historic snapshot of the park—is footage of Lassen in action. As novel now as it was at the time, the grainy silent movie, in the florid words of one reviewer, shows Lassen’s “billowy vapors, black furnace emanations, eruptive energy and all [are] a wonderful sight that will make patrons of the ‘silent drama’ clap their hands and shout ‘bravo!’”.




  Lassen’s major eruption is not captured in this footage; instead, it shows what is thought to be a lesser eruption that occurred sometime before 1917. Almost as interesting, for those who know and love the park, are scenes of other familiar landmarks. Bumpass Hell appears without boardwalks, an expanse of boiling pools and steam vents, a moonscape foreign and spell-binding. In Devils Kitchen, sulfuric steams issue from fumaroles and thumping “paint pots,” but again, no boardwalks, no trail signs. Boiling Springs Lake is dubbed Lake Tartarus (a “lake of fire” from Greek mythology). Formal pathways have long since been beaten into the cinder fields, but what you see at Cinder Cone is essentially what you get today—volcanic bombs; the beachhead on Snag Lake; the ragged lava beds.




  The film, shot throughout what was then a newly established park by cinematographer J. J. Hammer of Red Bluff, California, and colleague H. A. Phillips, is part of the National Film Preservation Foundation’s Eye Project, and can be viewed at www.filmpreservation.org/preserved-films/screening-room/a-trip-through-lassen-volcanic-national-park-1918.
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    The forces that generated Lassen’s eruptions in the early twentieth century still simmer.


    




  But Lassen Peak might never have become the centerpiece of a national park if it hadn’t blown its top. During its active phase, between 1914 and 1921, the volcano drew a number of intrepid scientists and thrill seekers to its summit. In 1914–1915, when the volcano was fully involved, curious and clueless men wandered the summit slopes carrying cameras and scientific equipment. Sometimes they were greeted by a crater puffing steam; sometimes Vulcan vented hot rocks and gas at them, forcing them to run for their lives. No one died, but one story describes a man knocked out cold and left for dead after he was struck by rocks hurled downslope at him and a companion.




  One of the park’s greatest champions, Benjamin F. Loomis, a local resident and photographer, climbed to the 10,457-foot summit on a number of occasions and produced a fascinating collection of pictures of the mountain in action. One startling and spectacular Loomis series documents a 1914 eruption; these photographs are among the exhibits in the park’s Loomis Museum.




  Instead of scaring supporters off, the eruptions bolstered the case for preservation presented by the politicians and boosters. Lassen and environs were preserved as a national park in 1916, the same year the National Park Service was established. As if in response to this acknowledgment, the volcano grew quiet. A hundred years after the park’s inauguration, it remains quiescent.







  



     



  
HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE






  

  MILEAGES




  The original research for this guidebook was done in the summers of 1998 and 1999. These were nascent days for global positioning systems: I carried an archaic GPS unit for a bit, but could only get signal if I climbed to the top of something completely exposed to the sky. Since many of Lassen’s trails run through forest, the unit proved dead weight. On the trail to Twin Lakes I met a ranger carrying a giant pack with an antenna jutting over his head; this was the only GPS that worked in the place in those days. Trails were hiked again using modern GPS technology in the summers of 2012 and 2013. Still, the exact mileages of hikes were difficult to pinpoint. Distances listed on trail signs don’t necessarily mesh with maps or GPS readings. For this edition I have relied mostly on the mileages logged on my GPS unit, which means that in some cases mileages listed in the book vary from distances listed on signs and/or maps. Discrepancies seldom exceeded 0.5 mile and shouldn’t affect a hiker’s ability to gauge the difficulty or duration of a given hike.




  [image: Trail markers—yellow, red, and some even gold—have been tacked to trees to keep hikers en route, but nature does take its toll.]






  Trail markers—yellow, red, and some even gold—have been tacked to trees to keep hikers en route, but nature does take its toll.




  DIFFICULTY RATINGS




  The hikes are rated easy, moderate, or strenuous. In assigning a label, I took into account elevation gains and losses, hiking surfaces, and distances. Generally speaking, easy hikes are short and relatively flat. Moderate hikes involve greater distances and (perhaps) greater elevation changes. Strenuous hikes include the ascents of mountains, long-distance loops or shuttles, and routes that include challenging trail surfaces, such as cinders.




  Keep in mind that if you keep a pace within your level of fitness, drink plenty of water, and stoke up on high-energy foods, you can make most any trail easy.




  
[image: A message to fellow hikers on the trail to Kings Creek Falls. While the sentiment is sweet, visitors should strive to leave no trace.]







  A message to fellow hikers on the trail to Kings Creek Falls. While the sentiment is sweet, visitors should strive to leave no trace.




  ROUTE FINDING




  Trails within Lassen Volcanic National Park are generally very well marked and maintained. But, as you will see on maps of the area—those in this guide, as well as on US Geological Survey (USGS) and other maps of the park—the trails don’t have names or numbers, and they seldom lead to a single destination. Instead, Lassen’s trail system is a web of interlocking routes. I have broken these routes down into logical, easy-to-follow day hikes and short backpacking trips, both loops and out-and-back affairs. But there are myriad combinations. This guide covers just about every trail but not every combination; the possibilities are endless for the hardy and experienced explorer. For clarity’s sake I have labeled trails on some of the maps, but keep in mind that these are not official trail names.




  MAPS




  A number of good maps cover the park. The USGS topographic maps that pertain to each route are listed in the hike descriptions. The Lassen Volcanic National Park map produced by the National Park Service is a good basic resource and should be carried in every hiker’s backpack.






  I recommend two excellent composite maps of the park, the Lassen Volcanic National Park Hiking Map and Guide by Earthwalk Press and the topographic map to Lassen Volcanic National Park by Wilderness Press.




  The Lassen National Forest map, produced by the US Forest Service, also shows some of the park’s trails, as well as access roads to trailheads off the beaten track, but it has no topographic detail and is not the best park resource.




  These maps and other resources are available at all sales outlets within the park or can be ordered through the Lassen Association, PO Box 220, Mineral, CA 96063; (530) 595-4464; lassenassociation.org.









   



    



  
BACKCOUNTRY BASICS



   


  

  Lassen Volcanic National Park is a challenging place to get around. The landscapes are rugged even in the frontcountry, where trails are wide and destinations are within a few miles of the trailheads. Venture into the backcountry, and it is possible to travel for miles without seeing another soul.




  Of course that just adds to the fun. It also means that, no matter the length of your hike, you should be prepared.




  For starters, every hiker should carry survival and first-aid equipment, layers of clothing for all kinds of weather, a compass, and a good topographic map—and know how to use them.




  The next best piece of safety advice is to hike with a partner or a party. If you choose to hike alone, tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return.




  Finally, before you set out on any hike in Lassen, consider physical conditioning. Being fit makes wilderness travel more fun and much safer. Every trail in Lassen is above 5,000 feet in altitude, which means that cardiovascular fitness is paramount. Even if you are a supreme physical specimen, give yourself time to acclimate to the altitude.




  Here are a few more tips:




  

 

  	Check the weather forecast. Be careful not to get caught at high altitude in a bad storm or along a stream in a flash flood. Watch cloud formations so that you don’t get caught on a ridgeline during a lightning storm. Avoid traveling during prolonged periods of cold weather.




	Keep your party together; move only as fast as your slowest companion.




	Before you leave for the trailhead, find out as much as you can about the route, especially the potential hazards. Park service rangers are your best source for trail beta.




	Don’t wait until you’re confused to look at your map. Follow it as you go, maintaining a continual fix on your location.




	If you get lost, don’t panic. Sit down, relax, check your topo map, and get your bearings. Confidently plan your next move. It’s often smart to retrace your steps until you find familiar ground, even if you think that might lengthen your trip. If you calmly and rationally determine a plan of action, you’ll be fine.




	If you are genuinely lost, stay put. Your pack should contain backcountry essentials, including water, an emergency blanket, and an emergency whistle, which will help ensure your safety until help arrives.




	Stay clear of all wild animals. Make sure you know how best to deal with encounters with a black bear, mountain lion, or other animal in the backcountry.







  Lastly, don’t forget that knowledge is the best defense against unexpected hazards.




  
BASIC EQUIPMENT FOR BACKCOUNTRY HIKERS





  Your first-aid kit should include, at a minimum: aspirin or other over-the-counter pain reliever, antibacterial ointment, antiseptic swabs, butterfly bandages, adhesive tape, adhesive strips, two triangular bandages, two inflatable splints, moleskin or Second Skin for blisters, 3-inch gauze, rubber gloves, tweezers, a multitool, and first-aid instructions.




  Pack a survival kit that includes, at a minimum: compass and map (a GPS unit will do, but be sure to carry extra batteries), whistle, signal mirror, flashlight, water purification tablets, and space blanket. While waterproof matches or a cigarette lighter can also be carried, do not use them to build a fire for any reason.




  CRITTERS




  You will share Lassen Volcanic National Park’s trails with a large number of wild creatures, many of which will go unseen and undetected. Others will come right up to you, including that adorable golden-mantled ground squirrel that wants to share your granola bar. Some will pester you, such as horseflies, bees, and wasps. Some you may only catch fleeting glimpses of, such as mule deer and pileated woodpeckers. And some you may only encounter by way of what they leave behind: footprints and scat.




  For the most part, animal encounters in Lassen are benign. To keep them that way, abide by two basic rules for both your safety and that of the animals:




  

	Do not feed any wild animal, no matter how cute or how much it begs. Acclimating ground squirrels, deer, birds, and larger mammals like bears to human food is not only dangerous for humans but also reduces the animals’ ability to survive when the humans have gone home.




	Keep your distance. Approaching a wild creature not only increases the chance that you might get bitten (or worse) but also increases anxiety levels for the animals.







[image: Wildlife finds a way: A golden-mantled ground squirrel poses on a rock atop Brokeoff Mountain, waiting on hikers to drop snack food. Don’t give in to the cuteness; the rodent is best able to survive foraging for itself.]




  Wildlife finds a way: A golden-mantled ground squirrel poses on a rock atop Brokeoff Mountain, waiting on hikers to drop snack food. Don’t give in to the cuteness; the rodent is best able to survive foraging for itself.




  BE BEAR AWARE




  Though black bears generally stay clear of humans, they can be encountered anywhere in Lassen Volcanic National Park: stopping traffic on the park highway, checking out back-country camps, alongside trails. The first step for any hiker venturing into bear country is an attitude adjustment. Black bears do not, as a rule, attack humans, but they may pose a danger if you handle your food improperly, startle them, or get between a mother bear and her cub.




  Food is the primary instigator of bear-human interactions. Keep in mind that letting a bear get human food is contributing—directly—to the eventual destruction of that bear. Think of proper bear etiquette as protecting the bears as much as yourself.




  Avoid bear encounters while hiking by making noise. If you travel with a group, conversation is an effective bear deterrent. If traveling alone, wear a bear bell or make noise by singing or talking to yourself. The bears don’t care if you’re tone deaf and won’t question your sanity. . . . even if no person is around to hear.




  If you encounter a black bear in Lassen’s backcountry, remember the following:




  

	Keep your distance. Maintain a separation of at least 100 yards/300 feet from any black bear.




	Do not run. Running may initiate a predatory response from the bear.




	Back away. Turning your back on the animal may trigger a predatory response.




	Don’t climb a tree—black bears can climb them too.




	If you are with small children, pick them up without bending over. If you are in a group, band together.




	If attacked, defend yourself. Try to remain standing. Do not feign death. Use bear spray if you have it.




	Respect any warning signs posted by agencies, including trail closures.




	Teach others in your group how to behave in case of a black bear encounter. Report encounters, including location, to park rangers, who may want to post education/warning signs.




	If physical injury occurs, leave the area. Do not disturb the site of an attack. Black bears that have attacked people must be killed, and an undisturbed site is critical for effectively locating the dangerous animal.









   

  “HEY BEAR”




  With as many as thirty black bears calling Lassen Volcanic National Park home, it’s a wonder I hadn’t encountered one earlier. After several seasons of hiking research and several other trips to the park, I’d had nary a bear sighting.




  But the 2013 hiking season was a watershed. In late June a mama bear with a beautiful cinnamon coat stopped traffic when she led her little cub across the Lassen Volcanic National Park Highway at Diamond Peak. Another bear haunted the trail to Devils Kitchen, giving fellow hikers a thrill. And my third bear encounter was a paradigm shifter. I will never walk alone in the woods the same way again.




  The plan was to link Kings Creek Falls with Summit Lake, tying in a side trip to Corral Meadow. It began well, with a pleasant descent to the falls. On the way over the ridge that separates Kings Creek from the no-name creek to the north, I met a young couple who alerted me: They had encountered a mama bear and her cub down by the little streams feeding Kings Creek, “way, way down.” The bears turned them around. The encounter was about an hour old, and we agreed the bears would likely have moved on by the time I reached the streamlets.




  So I went way, way down and crossed the little streams, with no sign of bear. I passed another couple on their way up to Kings Creek Falls; no mention of bear. All she wanted to know was how much farther the falls were; that was the lunch stop, and she was hungry.




  With thoughts of bear having completely slipped my mind, I continued way, way down to Kings Creek, rumbling and secluded. I rock-hopped a little side stream into a thicket of willow, picking my way through the underbrush on the narrow path. I was almost 4 miles from the Kings Creek Falls Trailhead, 1,500 feet down. At the junction with the trail that was my return route, I stopped, contemplated whether I had time to make the side trip, lifted my GPS to mark the waypoint . . .




  Snap.




  I looked up. There, not more than 100 feet to my left, was a bear cub, poking through the deadfall. Quick scan . . . There, not more than 50 yards beyond, was mama bear, drawing a bead on me, back arched, shoulders tensed. She was all dark brown bulk but for those shining, intent, black eyes. She was ready to whack me upside the head if I messed with her baby. She was very direct.




  Every hair on my body stood on end. Everything about me was electrified. I wasn’t rendered completely witless; noting that cub and mama were between me and my destination, I made the wise choice to go back the way I’d come. Mama bear left no room for negotiation.




  It took me a few steps before I remembered the bear mace in my skirt pocket. I took it out and armed it, wondering which to shoot first, mama or baby. Then I remembered something else. I needed to make noise.
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  “Hey bear. Hey bear. Hey bear.”




  Turns out I had no control over the pitch. My voice was normal on the hey; it rose to a near squeak on the bear. I argued with myself while I yelled. I didn’t want to backtrack. Going “way, way down” meant I’d have to go “way, way up.” And my ride waited a mere 1.7 miles ahead, as opposed to nearly 4 miles back.




  “Hey bear. Hey bear.”




  Common wisdom asserts black bears run away when people are around. Black bears are supposed to run even farther when people make noise. Heck, I’d witnessed that firsthand on other occasions, in other locations. And I’d written about it in other guidebooks.




  So, still shouting, bear mace in hand, I paused. I thought: They’ve moved on. With all this noise, they’ve moved on for sure now. I turned around and walked back toward the trail junction. . . .




  And there was the cub. A ratty looking thing, no cute little fuzzy wuzzy. It was not more than 25 feet to my left. No sign of mama, and that’s who I was worried about. Where the hell was she?




  I had no choice. I turned around again. Yelling, “Hey bear, hey bear,” I retreated, rock-hopped the little creek like a gymnast, and strode to the base of the big uphill. (Note: I should not have turned my back on the bears. I should have faced them as I retreated so I looked less like prey. Then again, walking backward on a narrow trail isn’t part of my skill set, and if I’d fallen, I’d have looked pretty preylike. I kept some of my wits, but not all of them.)




  As I started the long trek back up, I let the bears know exactly how I felt about the situation. They weren’t the only ones who got an earful; if there was anyone else in the Kings Creek drainage, they knew exactly where I was and that I was pissed.




  “I don’t want to go back this way,” I yelled at mama and her scruffy cub. “This is going to take me forever. It’s steep! Do you know I hiked more than 10 miles yesterday? This is going to be miserable . . . and my son is going to be wondering where the hell I am. I’m supposed to meet him at Summit Lake. And I have no cell coverage. I hope I can get coverage from the ridgetop. When I get there . . . eventually . . . And what was with that other couple? Did they walk right past you? Did they not even see you? Why didn’t they say something? Was she really that hungry that she didn’t notice the bear in the trail? How bizarre is that?”




  The climb got earnest. I ran out of things to yell. So I started to sing. And then I was out of breath, so I started counting my steps: “One and . . . two and . . . three and . . .” And then I was really out of breath, but I didn’t want to stop, just in case the bears were following: “Fifty-four and . . . sixty-one and . . . sixty-six and . . .”




  I was still clutching my bear spray when I reached the little creeks, back in prime bear territory, luscious herbaceous greenery all around. I glanced at my GPS: I’d come a quick, adrenaline-driven mile. My witless self was wrestling with my logical self and winning:




  The bears are following me because they can hear my voice . . . but no, they aren’t really. They are coming cross-country, and because they move much faster than I do, they are probably up ahead on the trail, waiting for me . . . I will be trapped in the Kings Creek drainage forever . . .




  And then it occurred to me: I had my emergency whistle! I contemplated turning around, returning to the trail junction, blowing the whistle and watching the bears scatter. Take that! But I was already a mile away, already a mile up. And what if the bears didn’t run away? What if that was their place, and they weren’t moving for anyone? Besides, did I really want to scare bears? Did I want to stoop that low just to save myself a mile?




  I resumed the long slog upward, not counting any more, bear spray disarmed. I scanned the woods like an owl, jumping when brown stumps appeared on the forest floor because, at first glance, they looked like angry mama bears or scruffy cubs. I heard something scamper up a tree and my hair stood on end again: It was a ground squirrel, and it was darned lucky the bear mace was unarmed.




  I jumped and twitched back to the Kings Creek Falls overlook, where all the tension and strength drained out of my body. I had another 1.5 miles to go, and about 500 vertical feet to climb, but with the release, I became a slug. The only people I beat to the trailhead were an elderly couple and a mother with her own unruly cub, a little boy who was back-talking and whining. He didn’t want to go to the falls, no matter that hiking is one of the main attractions in this beautiful park. It was all I could do to keep from rearming the bear mace.
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