Climbing Mt. Adams 07 29 09


I started thinking seriously about climbing Mt. Adams after I climbed South Sister in 2007, and found it easier than I had expected.  On a camping trip in the Mt. Adams area in early July I kept looking at the south slope of Adams and thinking – it can’t be that difficult – it’s like you just climb South Sister, then keep going up for another 2000 feet.  One slight problem:  the extra 2000 feet is up there where there isn’t much to breathe.
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Profile of Mt. Adams taken by John Ritchie from a ridge near Eckhart Point.


I was talking about it with my niece, Laura, who has been a good companion on several other hikes, and she said she’d like to give it a try.  The forecast for the next several days in Portland was for temperatures in the 100s, contrasting with a forecast of about 60 degrees at 12,000 feet:  A good time to be up there instead of down here.  So we rented ice axes and crampons, I threw together a steak and some corn to bbq on my little mini-Weber, and we headed up to the mountain Tuesday afternoon after Laura got off work.  Unfortunately, she got off an hour late, had to swing by REI to pick up a new pair of hiking boots (I blanched at the thought of wearing new boots on a 7000 foot climb, but she assured me it would be okay, and they’re her feet).  We barely reached the trailhead in time to set up camp, grill and eat the steak before the sun set and it was time to turn in and try for some sleep.  


We were a bit dismayed when we saw the mountain with its head swaddled in heavy black clouds, and even more dismayed when we stopped at the Trout Lake RS to log in and pay the fee – the half-inch thick stack of registration forms made us wonder if we’d find ourselves in a long line of people all the way up.  But the campground was reassuringly empty.  Incidentally, it is nicely laid out with lots of spaces between camp sites; it might be a zoo on a heavy weekend, but even with more of a crowd I don’t think it would be too bad.  But there is no water, so it is important to carry all you need both for in-camp meals and for the trail.  The Forest Service web page said there was running water at “The Lunch Counter,” about half-way up, so we weren’t too worried about that.  As it turned out there was also running water from melting snow about 50 yards short of the summit.  


I awoke at 5 a.m., as I usually do in the woods, got up, started coffee, and roused Laura.  While I made coffee she started breaking camp (we knew we wouldn’t want to do it when we got back down the mountain).  We had scones I had picked up at Grand Central the day before and a couple of slices of bread with cream cheese with our coffee, finished breaking camp, put on our hiking boots and packs, and were on the trail at 6:45.  
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An early start:  Laura, with Adams in the background

It was a lovely morning for a hike, just barely warm enough for shirt sleeves, no wind.  Laura was a bit sleepy still, but she set a comfortable, efficient pace on that first, remarkably easy two miles.  The third mile or so was slower going – the trail is rougher, some of it over cobbles and broken rock that makes going a bit slower, but the snowfield above Crescent Glacier was already soft and presented adequate footing without bothering to put on our crampons.  On the basis of our recent climb up Desolation ridge in the Columbia Gorge I had anticipated about two hours to the Lunch Counter, but it took closer to three, including a 15 minute stop for water and a granola bar.  While Laura went on ahead to the next snow field I stopped at the little stream at the top end of the lower snow field to filter water:  with so many dogs, and a small but significant portion of dog owners inconsiderate enough that they don’t carry the dog poop down with them, I wouldn’t dream of using the water without a good filter.  (Fortunately I didn’t see any evidence of hikers violating the “carry out your own waste” rule.)  Then I followed Laura across the rocky moraine to the bottom of the snowfield leading up to Piker’s Peak.  (We later learned that there is an easier route that goes pretty nearly straight west and crosses the Lunch Counter area itself.)  Piker’s Peak looked both closer and lower than I knew it had to be – as a result of foreshortening in the morning air it didn’t look like more than a thousand feet, half its actual height from the lunch counter.  
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False summit from Lunch Counter.                           Laura climbing Piker’s Peak (False Summit)

The snow leading up to Piker’s Peak was also fairly soft, and could probably be negotiated without crampons, but it is much steeper, especially for the last 500 feet of climb at the top; it has spots of icy crust alternating with deep slushy snow, and 12-18 inch deep sun cups that make for very tough going, so we were very glad to have the crampons.  With the sun cups it turned out to be much rougher going than the previous snow field; even with crampons, every 5th step ended with a slip backward through the already slushy snow.  We were also beginning to notice the thinness of the air:  It took over two hours from the time we put on the crampons to reach the top, a little before 12 noon.  
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Laura at top of Piker’s Peak

We stopped for water, then walked on over to have part of our lunch where we could sit on the volcanic sand and small rocks and look at the main summit across the saddle from us.  
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Mt. Adams  summit from Piker’s Peak


Here, the effect was almost the opposite of what we had experienced looking up at Piker’s Peak:  The main summit looked both higher and farther away than the actual half mile and 600 feet – rather dauntingly so.  However, at this point there was no thought of turning back.  We finished our half sandwiches, put our packs back on, and set out.  I was delighted to find that the descent to the saddle was less than it appears on the contour map, and there is a sort of trail – goat track, really – leading upward from the saddle.  


Within 10 minutes, halfway up the steepest part, my heart rate was still well within bounds, and the air didn’t seem nearly as thin as it had as we struggled our way up over the snow cups and slush to Piker’s Peak.  A half hour after leaving the saddle, I stood at the old shack, gazing out in every direction.  We were a bit disappointed to see, not the feast of volcanic peaks we’d hoped for, but a dense layer of smog that extended much higher than our 12000 foot elevation.  We walked along the ridge and back, took some pictures, signed the log, and sat down for another half sandwich, pleased with our total time of about 6 ½ hours for the climb – pleased to be here at all!   
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OId guard shack, Mt. Adams summit
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The night before, as we approached the mountain the peak was entirely covered in clouds (although I didn’t see any lightning).  I know from past experience that high elevation, deep canyons, and unusual heat conditions often pump thunderstorms, and with a mass of clouds piling up in the canyons to the north, I began to feel a strong motivation to be off the top and as far down the ridge on the other side of Piker’s Peak as we could get.  So, after less than a half hour on the hard-earned top, we shouldered our packs and headed back down.  There never was any lightning, but less than 25 minutes after we left the top it was shrouded in dense fog, with mist rising up from the heads of canyons both to the east and to the west.  By the time we reached the trailhead, the clouds had all cleared away.   


In spite of the thick stack of registration forms, we had seen only one other hiker thus far, a young man who reached the peak at about the time we were leaving.  We encountered two other groups, two people halfway back to the saddle and a group of six just above the saddle – then we didn’t see another living person until we were back down to the overnight camping area at the Lunch Counter, where we saw several groups obviously setting up camp.  For a mountain this close to two major metropolitan areas, I had expected much worse crowds – on the day I climbed South Sister, in late August two years ago, a half dozen people preceded me and I met over 60 on the way back down.  It could just be that our timing was exceptionally lucky. 

[image: image11.jpg]



[image: image12.jpg]



[image: image13.jpg]



Glissading down Piker’s Peak.  -  (click on “video clip” for the movie version)


Like others before us, we enjoyed sliding down the chutes carved by previous butts in the snow – slow because of the slushy conditions, but still a lot of fun.  


The descent went without incident until we were halfway down, when we had a hard time finding where the trail left the snowfield to start down the ridge.  We ended up scrabbling over loose lava rocks for much longer than we should have, looking for the trail, then finally just bush-whacked back down into the valley below Crescent Glacier and picked the trail up again there.  Next time I climb Mt. Adams I will leave my own marker, perhaps a line of rocks extending out on the snow, to make sure I can find the trail back!  I felt really stupid later when I looked more closely at our map and realized, even at the 1 inch to the half mile scale, that a little more time spent with the map when we first realized we had missed the trail would have saved a lot of scrabbling around in the broken rock.  Just one more reminder to me:  carrying a map doesn’t do any good if you don’t consult it at crucial points, and knowing what to do doesn’t help unless you actually do it!  


I would definitely second the advice others have given - crampons may not be absolutely necessary in late summer, but they will make the ascent of Piker’s Peak much easier.  We didn’t really need the ice axe, but earlier in the year, or on a cooler day when the snow is hard and icy, it would also be a must.  I don’t think I would ever make the climb without both crampons and ice axe.  We carried garbage bags for the glissade down – the snow was soft and mushy so it didn’t save us much time, and my pants got quite wet and cold, but it was a lot of fun.  On future climbs I will bring fully waterproof rain pants and some kind of pad to deal with the chunks of ice and occasional rock scattered underneath the glissade runs.  It is a blast, and whether or not it actually saves any time on the descent, it’s not to be missed.  


Laura and I both enjoyed the climb immensely, and we were happy to be atop Mt. Adams in a light 60 degree breeze instead of down in Portland sweltering in an unusually hot (for Portland) 105 degree heat wave.  We will both do it again.  In an odd way we even enjoyed the adventure of scrabbling around looking for the trail, although we don’t intend to repeat that part of the adventure!  

