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HIKING THE COLUMBIA RIVER GORGE







HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.


We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


Globe Pequot Press


Reader Response/Editorial Department


64 S Main


Essex, CT 06246


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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The Columbia River Highway has not only unlocked the way to the very heart of the wonder region, but it has thrown wide the door, and all are bidden to enter and to enjoy the thrill of intimate touch with one of nature’s most stupendous bits of handiwork.


—Ira Williams, 1916
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PREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITION

Well, change comes every year to trails in the Gorge, some years more than others, but surprisingly a lot did not change since the original publication of this book. I sincerely appreciate the interim update completed by Jim Yuskavitch on the last edition, a fantastic job with some great photo additions. For this edition, it is nostalgic to revisit some of the beautiful places in the Gorge. I do miss some of the black-and-white photos we had in the original edition, but each of these trails has a special place in my heart, even the lesser-known paths traveled only by explorers. Fortunately, most of the best places are still easily accessible and worth a visit. It is pleasant to find that if you do a good job on something, it persists and sells for many years, even with the improvement of online information. A good book with all the trails and firsthand descriptions still makes for many great trips to the Gorge.
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For this edition, the biggest news is the Eagle Creek Fire in 2017 and the impact of prolonged closures afterward on trails in the area.


Overall, it’s surprising that some of these wetter areas ever burn, but the fire changed the landscape and closed a lot of trails temporarily and some permanently. The fires led to complete rebuilds of certain trails along the Eagle Creek corridor, with most trails getting better attention than before. Other trails like lesser-used scrambles and longer routes like the Nesmith Point Trail will struggle to reopen. Unfortunately, some trails like these may not be practical given the terrain and damage, and so some trails originally in the guide no longer seem appropriate, because they are basically too adventurous and off-trail to be really called trails anymore, or they are officially closed indefinitely.


Although human-caused and preventable, the level of destruction increased with a warming climate, a trend in the West for sure. From my background, a burned area can be beautiful in the years after it burns. It is haunting at first but refreshing to the understory and good for some plants as the natural forest progression restarts.


Visiting is a great opportunity to make many forays to this rugged landscape that straddles one of the great rivers of the West. While researching this most recent revised edition, I double-checked directions and mileages, walked trails, relocated trailheads and parking areas, and attended to other details to see what changed since the last revision. Generally, in the original edition the focus was a little bit Oregon heavy, and since that time the Washington side of the Gorge developed several excellent hiking areas, so there are new hike descriptions for the Cape Horn Trail, Coyote Wall Trail, and Columbia Hills, along with the other updates.


And while there have been changes, I am happy to report that the beauty, uniqueness, and treasure that is the Columbia River Gorge remains the same as always. From the dry trails along the Deschutes River or Columbia Hills to the wettest day at Latourell Falls or the Cape Horn Trail, there is a wonderful transition of experience and opportunity to get away while not being too far away. Enjoy.







INTRODUCTION

Driving through the Columbia River Gorge for the first time would fill anyone with wonder. Towering basalt cliffs and crashing waterfalls emphasize the steep walls of the Gorge. The views of Mount Hood, Mount Adams, and Mount St. Helens are frequently stunning. The interstate is insignificant compared to the powerful forces that carved this river’s passage. A massive flood caused by the overflowing of ancient Lake Missoula originally scored out this break in the mighty Cascade Mountains.


The Columbia River Gorge includes Mount Hood and Gifford Pinchot National Forests, the Mark O. Hatfield Wilderness Area, the Historic Columbia River Highway, and twenty-two state parks. The area contains more than 300,000 acres of publicly accessible recreation land and over forty trails less than a two-hour drive from the city of Portland. Eighty percent of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area is privately owned but is managed cooperatively by the scenic area office, local citizens, private landowners, and municipalities. There are more than 200 miles of maintained trails and many unmaintained and primitive routes.


The range of the hiking area has been extended a little to include the Deschutes River Trail and the basalt cliffs of Horsethief Butte—hikes generally associated with the Gorge at the eastern edge of the scenic area. These truly are places worth visiting more than twice. In addition, the core hikes of the Gorge remain the prime reasons most of us travel here. Eagle Creek is still one of Oregon’s wonders; Multnomah Falls is even more regular than Old Faithful. The flowers on Dog Mountain still bloom every spring, and we can still enjoy them.


The hikes in this guidebook range from fifteen-minute walks to 20-mile days and extended overnight backpacking vacations. There are hikes for all ages and abilities, and hikes for waterfall lovers and mountain climbers. Check out the Hikes Grouped by Type for hike suggestions. And although it has been said many times in many guidebooks, it is always worth saying again—happy hiking!



A GEOLOGIC OVERVIEW OF THE COLUMBIA RIVER GORGE

You can spend a lifetime studying the geology of the Columbia River Gorge; the following is necessarily the short version.


The geologic history of the Columbia River Gorge includes three major events. First, a series of volcanic eruptions laid down the basalt rock and soil. Second, the flood of ancient Lake Missoula carved out the U-shaped valley. Third, landslides blocked the river channel, diverting the river and forming the great Cascades.


Volcanoes erupted in the western Cascades eighteen to thirty million years ago, creating a layer of volcanic ash, lava, and mudflows several miles thick. The cliffs of the Gorge expose about 1,000 feet of these mudflows. Probably the most visible rock formation in the Pacific Northwest, Columbia River Basalt provides the cliff base for most of the Gorge’s current waterfalls. Between twelve and seventeen million years ago, eruptions began from dozens of mile-long fissures in eastern Washington and Oregon. The flows of hot and fluid basaltic lava spread over 60,000 square miles in both states.


Only sixteen of the more than two hundred known basalt flows occurred in the Gorge cliffs. When a former valley of the Columbia filled with basaltic lava, the river was rerouted north and cut a new valley. Gray andesitic lava from the volcanoes built up the surface of the Cascade plateau. The lava flows caused a final diversion of the Columbia between two and three million years ago by filling a deep canyon that the river had run through. This channel is now known as the Sandy River drainage. Now in its present track, the Columbia River cut itself a deep, V-shaped canyon. The erection of the fourteen major high Cascade volcanoes and more than one thousand smaller peaks and cinder cones followed only in the last 700,000 years.


The second series of catastrophes began fifteen thousand years ago, near the end of the Ice Age. A glacial lobe from Canada formed an ice dam 2,500 feet high at Lake Pend Oreille. The dam backed water up the Clark Fork Valley of Idaho and impounded Lake Missoula, an ancient lake in Montana containing one-fifth of the amount of water in Lake Michigan. When the lake rose high enough to wash away the dam, 500 cubic miles of water poured across eastern Washington, scouring out Grand Coulee and hundreds of miles of other coulee valleys (now high and dry). This process was repeated anywhere from forty to more than a hundred times over a three-thousand-year period: The ice dams reformed, the lake refilled, and catastrophic floods reoccurred. In the Columbia River Gorge, these floods scoured away the valley walls, changed the V shape to its present U shape, and formed the cliffs and waterfalls along the south side of the valley. Flood-waters were 1,000 feet deep at The Dalles, topped Crown Point at 700 feet, and covered the Portland area at 400 feet.


The final geologic catastrophe was the cascade landslide upon which Bonneville now rests. It is likely that a great earthquake started the landslide 750 years ago. Then the flood-steeped faces of Table Mountain displaced the river more than a mile to the south, building a debris dam 270 feet high across the river. By comparison, the modern-day Bonneville Dam is only 80 feet high. Forests along the river as far east as The Dalles were drowned as the lake filled behind the landslide-debris dam. For as long as the dam existed, local Indians were able to cross the river dry-shod. Eventually the dam washed away, leaving the series of Columbia River cascades that we know today. Native memories of the dam survive in the form of the legendary Bridge of the Gods.





THE WATERFALLS

Because of its 600-foot-thick layer of Columbia River Basalt, the Gorge has more than thirty waterfalls easily accessible by maintained trails, most within an hour’s drive of Portland.


The most common thing for a tourist to do when visiting the Gorge is to drive to Multnomah Falls, hike to the top, and then maybe stop at a couple of nearby trailheads for a brief look at Wahkeena or Horsetail Falls. Even this simple approach can make for a pleasant day, but if you really want to see all the waterfalls you can in a day, I suggest the following approach: Get up early and drive to the Bridal Veil exit off I-84, take a right onto the Historic Columbia River Highway, and drive west to Latourell Falls.


Start your day with arguably the second-most spectacular waterfall in the Gorge, Latourell Falls, and a good early morning stretch of the legs on a relatively gentle uphill loop. Next, while driving back east toward the Angels Rest Trailhead, stop at the bridge over Youngs Creek and walk down for a few pictures of Shepperd’s Dell Falls, hopping back in the car toward Angels Rest Trailhead shortly after. Next you might consider Coopey Falls; it is less than a mile in, and another easy falls to visit.


After Coopey Falls, your next option is the famous Bridal Veil Falls. Take some time to enjoy this waterfall, another short and even flatter walk. It should be late morning when you get back to your car at the Bridal Veil Trailhead. Continue east on the Historic Columbia River Highway for the Wahkeena Trailhead. Do take the short walk up to Wahkeena Falls, though you may not want to hike all the way to Fairy Falls, which would wind you. After Wahkeena, you really should brave the crowds for a jaunt up the somewhat-steep paved trail to the top of Multnomah Falls. In addition, a trip farther up the Larch Mountain Trail will allow you to snag both Twanlaskie and Ecola Falls on the day’s checklist; they will provide you with more waterfall per effort than Fairy Falls would have.


Depending on how fast you hiked or how far up each route you made it, you may still have time for more. The easiest cascade to the east is Horsetail Falls, right by the road, but if you have time, you can take the shorter loop to Ponytail Falls or the longer hike to Triple Falls. At this point, most people will be running out of waterfall hiking time; Triple Falls may have to wait for another trip. Still, snagging Triple Falls really makes for a complete tour along this famous section of the Historic Columbia River Highway.


If all of these are not enough waterfalls for you, plan on a Waterfall Day Two to include Elowah, Wahclella, and Tunnel Falls on the Eagle Creek Trail. Other options include Lancaster, Dry Creek Falls, Rodney Falls, and Hardy Falls. You should be able to get your fill.





WATERFALL TYPES OF THE COLUMBIA RIVER GORGE

Most people visit the Gorge to see waterfalls. The erosion-resistant layers of basalt create ideal habitat for lots of waterfalls, with Multnomah Falls being the most spectacular. Unbelievably, there are even specific types of waterfalls. This is probably old hat for veteran waterfall watchers, but there are eight forms of falls—block, cascade, fan, horsetail, plunge, punchbowl, segmented, and tier. Some of this nomenclature originated from visitors trying to describe the look of different waterfalls throughout the Columbia River Gorge, where you can hike to Horsetail Falls and Punch Bowl Falls. Waterfall types vary even on the same stretch of creek. For example, Punch Bowl Falls is a classic punchbowl, but Lower Punch Bowl Falls is in contrast a calm block-style waterfall.


Block. A block pours over a wide section of a stream, short and fat. Examples include Twanlaskie Falls above Multnomah Falls and Lower Punch Bowl Falls.


Cascade. A cascade borders on being simply a rustling stream but is still spectacular enough to warrant waterfall consideration—it is usually a series of rocky slopes or narrows over which water rushes. Cascades are common throughout the steeper creeks of the Gorge, but an easy-to-reach example is Ecola Falls above Multnomah Falls.


Fan. A fan starts similarly to a horsetail-type fall but spreads or fans out toward the bottom. Fairy Falls on the Wahkeena Trail is a good example.
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Horsetail. Horsetail-type falls (the name derives from the classic Horsetail Falls in the Gorge) tend to roughly maintain curved contact with rock along the descent, but also narrow to a solid tail between two large cheeks of rock on either side.


Plunge. A plunge drops vertically and away from the cliff side, losing contact with the bedrock. Examples include Multnomah, Elowah, Tunnel, and Latourell Falls.


Punchbowl. Just like pouring lemonade into a bowl. The key to identifying a particular fall as a punchbowl is both a deep-pool bowl and a narrow spout falling into it. The classic Punch Bowl Falls is a must-see for any Gorge traveler.


Segmented. Segmented falls separate into several vertical divisions as the falls progress; classic examples include Triple Falls and Upper McCord Creek Falls.


Tier. A tier falls, then falls, then falls again, in noticeable steps or tiers. One example is Wahkeena Falls.






SCENIC AREA REGULATIONS


For specific closures and regulations, please check the scenic area website, https://www.fs.usda.gov/crgnsa.



General Regulations


	Dogs permitted on a 6-foot leash in most areas.

	Mountain bikes not permitted on most waterfall corridor trails except for Larch Mountain Loop and sections of Gorge Trail 400.

	Horses permitted on the Herman Creek Trail and the Pacific Crest Trail but prohibited on most other day hikes in the waterfall corridor.

	Many areas have trail-specific regulations. Traditional restrictions are noted with each hike but also available on the current conditions section of the scenic area website.

	Motor vehicles prohibited on most trails in the Gorge.

	Respect private property and easements, as not all open or forested lands are publicly owned.






Mark O. Hatfield Wilderness Area Regulations


	A free permit is legally required and can be obtained at the entrance points to the Mark O. Hatfield Wilderness Area. See www.fs.usda.gov/mthood for more Information.

	No campfires in the Eagle Creek Corridor, within 0.5 mile of Eagle Creek Trail 440 to the junction with Eagle–Tanner Trail 433.

	No campfires outside designated sites or within 200 feet of Wahtum Lake.

	No camping outside designated sites or within 200 feet of Wahtum Lake.

	A per-day or per-season permit is required for parking at certain trailheads in the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area and Mount Hood National Forest. In the Columbia River Gorge, the following Forest Service recreation sites require a fee.

	Bridge of the Gods Trailhead

	Dog Mountain Trailhead

	Eagle Creek Recreation Area

	Herman Creek Trailhead

	Trailhead Icon Larch Mountain Recreation Area

	Bonneville Trailhead

	Sam’s Walker Day Use Site

	Sandy River Delta Day Use Site

	St. Cloud Day Use Site

	Wahclella Falls Trailhead

	Wyeth/Gorton Creek Trailhead







For more information on the Northwest Forest Pass, visit https://www.fs.usda.gov/crgnsa.








LOW-IMPACT TRAVEL


Nowadays most wilderness users want to walk softly, but some are not aware that they have poor manners. Often their actions come from the outdated understanding of a past generation of campers who cut green boughs for evening shelters and beds, built fire rings, and dug trenches around tents. Today such behavior is unacceptable. The wilderness is shrinking, while the number of users keeps growing. More and more camping areas show unsightly signs of this trend.


Thus, a new code of ethics is growing out of the need to cope with the unending waves of people wanting a perfect wilderness experience. Today we all must leave no clues that we have gone before. Canoeists can look behind them and see no trace of their passing. The same should be true of wild-country recreation. Enjoy the wilderness but leave only memories behind.



	Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the wilderness. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless of how small it is, along the trail or at the campsite. This means you should pack out everything, including orange peels, flip-tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Also, pick up any trash that others have left behind.

	Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail. Some of the terrain in the Gorge is very fragile, so when going off-trail to get to a favorite lake or mountaintop, do your part not to create a new trail. Also, safety is a concern on many of the steep off-trail slopes and cliffs. If people continue to cut switchbacks, the trail crew will have to build unsightly fences along biologically sensitive areas, much like the lower part of the Multnomah Falls Trail. Please leave all rocks, antlers, and wildflowers. The next person wants to see them, too.

	Avoid marking your route. Traditionally backcountry trails are marked by cairns or blazes. Cairns (small stacks of rocks) commonly mark confusing places on maintained trails, but avoid building cairns when traveling cross-country. They detract from the wilderness experience and can promote the repeated use of a specific route, eventually creating a new trail. Blazes, usually an upside-down exclamation point carved into the bark of trees, also mark many maintained trails, but individuals should never blaze trees in the backcountry.

	Try to camp below timberline. Alpine areas are delicate and require special care. Often, it is only a short hike to a good campsite below timberline. When reasonable, keep your camp away from a shoreline or stream bank, setting up the tent at least 100 feet from a lake or stream. If there is already an established campsite, use it rather than creating additional damage by establishing a new one. When fetching water, use established paths or vary your route if there are none.




Marking your route is generally not a good idea from an impact standpoint, but local volunteer trail organizations recommend carrying a pair of pruners to clear brush, Himalayan blackberry, and Scotch broom along maintained trails.





	Campfires probably cause more damage to the backcountry than any other aspect of camping. It is always better to use a lightweight camp stove instead. Although campfires are legal in most parts of the Gorge, avoid building fires in alpine areas where the surface is fragile and wood is scarce. If a campfire is appropriate for the campsite, use the existing fire ring. If the area does not have a fire ring, do not build one. Dig out the native vegetation and topsoil and set it aside. When breaking camp, douse the fire thoroughly. After it is completely out, scatter the ashes and replace the native soil and vegetation. Build fires away from trees to prevent damage to root systems. Keep fires small, and widely disperse any partially burned wood. Gather dead and downed branches to burn and avoid using a saw or ax. Note: No campfires are permitted in the Eagle Creek Corridor.




Cell-phone coverage is spotty at best in many areas of the Gorge, especially in the narrow valleys. Be prepared to go without a phone.





	Avoid making loud noises that may disturb others. Remember, sound travels easily to the other side of the Gorge.

	Be careful with food waste to prevent unsightly messes and bad odors. Burn all flammable food packaging if you have a fire, and clean the remains out of the ashes. Always pack out garbage. Likewise, completely burn fish viscera. If fires are not allowed, place fish viscera and leftover food in plastic bags and carry them out. Never throw fish viscera into mountain streams and lakes. Broadcast wastewater at least 100 feet from open water and trails. Avoid washing dishes in a mountain stream or lake. If you use soap, make sure it is biodegradable.

	Be careful with human waste. Use white, unscented paper and bury it 6 to 8 inches deep. Thoroughly bury human waste to avoid any chance of bad odor or water pollution. This is a good reason to carry a lightweight trowel. Keep waste at least 200 feet away from lakes and streams. Better yet, use the restroom at the trailhead instead. Be sure to carry hand sanitizer with your toiletries.

	Pack it in, pack it out. If you carry something into the backcountry, consume it, burn it, or carry it out.






SAFETY: BE PREPARED

The Boy Scouts of America have for decades adhered to what is perhaps the single best piece of safety advice—be prepared! For starters, carry survival and first-aid materials, proper clothing, a compass, and topographic maps—and know how to use them.


Perhaps the second-best piece of advice is to tell somebody where you are going and when you plan to return. Pilots must file flight plans before every trip, and anybody venturing into a blank spot on the map should do the same. File your flight plan with a friend or relative before taking off.


Next to preparedness and proper equipment is physical conditioning. Being fit not only makes wilderness travel more fun, but it also makes it safer.


To whet your appetite for more knowledge of wilderness safety and preparedness, here are a few basic tips:



	Check the weather forecast. Be careful not to get caught at high altitude by a snowstorm, and watch cloud formations closely so you do not get stranded on a ridgeline during a lightning storm. Avoid traveling during prolonged periods of cold weather.

	If you start a fire, you are responsible for always keeping it under control and are accountable for the huge expense of fighting the fire and for any damage resulting from carelessness. Be extra careful if the fire danger is high. Check with the nearest Forest Service office for more information on fire danger and restrictions. If there is a wildfire burning in an area, consider that area off-limits to outdoor recreation.

	Avoid traveling alone in the wilderness.

	Never split up in the backcountry.

	Withstand the temptation to swim across a high mountain lake or large stream.

	Be wary of steep snowbanks with rocks or cliffs at the bottom.

	Know the preventive measures, symptoms, and treatment of hypothermia, the silent killer.

	Study basic survival techniques and first-aid treatments before leaving home.

	Do not eat wild mushrooms or other plants unless you are positive of their identification.

	Before you leave for your destination, find out as much as you can about the route—especially its potential hazards.

	Do not exhaust yourself or weaker members of your party by traveling too far or too fast. Let the slowest person set the pace.

	Do not wait until you are confused to look at your maps. Follow them as you go along, from the moment you start moving up the trail, so you have a continual fix on your location.

	If you get lost, do not panic. Sit down and relax for a few minutes while you carefully check out your topo map and take a reading with your compass. Confidently plan your next move. It is often smart to retrace your steps until you find familiar ground, even if you think it might make the trip longer. Lots of people get temporarily lost in the wilderness and survive—usually by dealing with the situation calmly and rationally.

	Be extra cautious when fording a large stream. Use sandals or remove your socks and put your boots back on. This makes for more secure footing on the slippery stream bottom. Avoid the current’s full force by keeping sideways to the flow. Slide—do not lift—your feet, one at a time, making sure that one foot is securely anchored before seeking a new hold with the other one. Most often, small rocks provide more stable footing than large, potentially slick rocks. Go slowly and deliberately. If you use a walking stick, keep it on the upstream side for additional support.

	Stay clear of all wild animals.

	Finally, do not forget that the best defense against unexpected hazards is knowledge. Read up on the latest in wilderness safety information before you go.





Survival Kit


A survival kit should include compass, whistle, matches in a waterproof container, lighter, candle, emergency fishing gear, signal mirror, fire starter, aluminum foil, water purification tablets, space blanket, and flare.





First-Aid Kit

Your first-aid kit should include sewing needle, pain reliever, antibacterial ointment, two antiseptic swabs, two butterfly bandages, adhesive tape, four adhesive strips, four gauze pads, two triangular bandages, two inflatable splints, moleskin, one roll of 3-inch gauze, CPR shield, rubber gloves, and lightweight first-aid instructions.





Hypothermia

Be aware of the danger of hypothermia—a condition in which the body’s internal temperature drops below normal. It can lead to mental and physical collapse and death.


Hypothermia results from exposure to cold and is aggravated by wetness, wind, and exhaustion. The moment you begin to lose heat faster than your body produces it, you are suffering from exposure. Your body starts involuntary exercise, such as shivering to stay warm, and it makes involuntary adjustments to preserve normal temperature in vital organs, restricting blood flow in the extremities. Both responses drain your energy reserves. The only way to stop the drain is to reduce the degree of exposure.


In full-blown hypothermia, your energy reserves are empty and cold reaches the brain, depriving you of good judgment and reasoning power. You will not be aware that this is happening. You lose control of your hands. Your internal temperature slides downward. Without treatment, this slide leads to stupor, collapse, and death.


To defend against hypothermia, stay dry. Cotton and down lose most of their insulating properties when wet. Wool clothing will keep you warm when it is wet but is bulky and slow to dry. Today there are many modern synthetics that keep you warm when they are wet and are lightweight and fast drying. Choose rain clothes that cover the head, neck, body, and legs and provide good protection against wind-driven rain. Most hypothermia cases develop in air temperatures between 30 and 50 degrees Fahrenheit, but hypothermia can develop in warmer temperatures.


If your party travels in wind, cold, and wet, think about hypothermia. Watch yourself and others for these symptoms: uncontrollable fits of shivering; vague, slow, slurred speech; memory lapses; incoherence; immobile, fumbling hands; frequent stumbling or a lurching gait; drowsiness (to sleep is to die); apparent exhaustion; and inability to get up after a rest.


When a member of your party has hypothermia, he or she may deny any problem. Believe the symptoms, not the victim. Even mild symptoms demand treatment, as follows: Get the victim out of the wind and rain. Strip off all wet clothes. If the victim has mild symptoms, give warm drinks, then get him or her into warm clothes and a warm sleeping bag. Place well-wrapped water bottles filled with heated water close to the victim. If the victim has serious symptoms, attempt to keep him or her awake. Put the victim in a sleeping bag with another person, skin to skin. If you have a double bag, put two warm people in with the victim.






Wood Ticks


Ticks are common throughout wooded, brushy, and grassy areas of the Gorge. They are most active from March through early summer. All ticks are potential carriers of Rocky Mountain spotted fever. The western black-legged tick is responsible for transmitting Lyme disease, a bacterial infection named for the Connecticut town where it was first recognized.


Your best defense against ticks is to avoid areas infested with them, and to wear clothing with a snug fit around the waist, wrists, and ankles. Wearing several layers of clothing is most effective in keeping ticks from reaching the body. Since ticks do not always bite right away (they often crawl around on a potential host for several hours before deciding where to feed on a victim’s blood), a strong insect repellent can also be an effective deterrent against tick bites.





Poison Oak

In addition to Oregon oak, the Gorge (especially the eastern part) is home to poison oak. In contact with skin, poison oak can cause an irritating rash that, although not life-threatening, can ruin your outing. Resin produced by the plant causes redness, itching, and pain. The severity of the reaction varies, but the onset usually occurs within twelve hours of contact and can last for up to ten days.


Avoid contact with poison oak by learning to identify it. Remember: “Leaves of three, let it be.” Poison oak often sprouts leaflets in groups of three on woody, rust-colored stems. Leaves are shiny or dull green, turning red, orange, or brown in fall. The leaves of poison oak are often heavily lobed around the edges.


To avoid contact, wear long pants and use care when choosing a cat hole place to relieve yourself. If you contact poison oak, rinse the area immediately with lots of water, and if a rash develops, apply calamine lotion to reduce itching.


Poison oak tends to be more prolific as you move toward the eastern side of the Gorge and drier climates. Trails such as McCall Point, Catherine Creek, Table Mountain, Columbia Hills, and Wygant Point deserve a little extra caution.





Lightning

Do not be caught on a ridge or mountaintop, under large or solitary trees, in the open, or near open water during a lightning storm. Try to seek shelter in a low-lying area; a dense stand of small, uniformly sized trees is ideal. Stay away from anything that might attract lightning, such as metal tent poles, graphite fishing rods, or pack frames.





Water

Few backcountry pleasures can top a cool drink from a high-country lake or stream. That refreshing drink of water along the trail is almost a tradition, but now, like other grand traditions, this one is fading away.


A protozoan called Giardia lamblia has made this change permanent. This single-celled parasite, now found throughout the Columbia River Gorge and most other wild areas, causes severe intestinal disease. All wilderness users must now take appropriate measures to ensure that water is safe to drink by using one of the following methods:



	Pack water from the faucet. (This can be difficult on long trips.)

	Rapidly boil water for at least ten minutes before drinking.

	
Purify water with a filter. Ceramic, carbon-based, or ultraviolet (UV) filtration systems are commonly sold in sporting goods stores.

	Add iodine tablets, drops, or other water purification tablets, available at sporting goods stores.

	Add two healthy bleach drops per quart and let set for twenty minutes before drinking.



Also, be aware of the source of your water. Snowmelt, springs, and small intermittent streams are safer than large streams or lakes. Take all water upstream from the trail.


One final note: If you become ill about two to four weeks after your backcountry visit, see a physician immediately.





Car Theft

Theft of property from unattended motor vehicles is a significant problem in many areas, including the Gorge. My twofold strategy for preventing theft has always been to avoid driving a car worth breaking into, and to not leave anything worth stealing in sight. (The latter is probably useful advice, since most people prefer to drive nice cars.) I suggest taking your wallet and money with you, securely fastened within a coat or backpack. It is better, however, to go light on valuables; always have a little money and some ID on you, and do not leave anything in the car. If you do use a hide-a-key, make sure it is well hidden, and that only people you trust know its location.
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