Dave Green’s Report of the trip:

dkgreenva@hotmail.com 
As some of you know there was a another team in the Sierras this summer with slightly less ambitious objectives.  We were about 10 miles northwest of the other teams and did an off-trail route from North Lake/Piute Pass, through The Keyhole to explore Darwin and McGee Canyons, returning via Echo Col.  We explored spectacular mountain country that wet my appetite for more of the Sierra High Route.  See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sierra_High_Route.  Even Sherpa Dave cringed at the other team's 80-pound packs described below.   We carried 35 to 40-pound packs with only light-weight aluminum crampons, ice axes, and 20 feet of webbing.  If you're interested in the full account, Carol Parker's trip report follows.  We'll be glad to share our adventure as part of a PATC-MS Sierras slide show.
Carol Parker’s Report of the trip:

Sierra Nevada loop through Keyhole and Echo Col, July 31-Aug. 8, 2007
     Along on this trip, led by Chris Nolen, were Dave Green, Carol Parker and Dmitri Tundra.  We all arrived on time and with our baggage intact at LAX airport, where we rented a car and drove the 5 hours to the trailhead at North Lake, about 40 minutes from Bishop, Ca.  We set up our tents in case of rain, but in the end 3 of the 4 of us slept out under the stars.
     August 1 (6 ½ miles, 2120 ft. of ascent, 260 descent).  We left camp at 9 and hiked over Piute Pass, passing a number of small lakes. Shortly afterward we left the marked trail, walking through level ground among stones and low-growing tundra vegetation..  The weather was uncertain, with cold, blustery wind and rain followed by clearing, so that we were taking off and putting on rain gear frequently once off-trail.  We managed on the fly to get Dave suited up sideways in his  combination poncho- pack cover, so that it was completely ineffective, but the rain was only present for short 5-minute segments.  We arrived at 2:30 at Muriel Lake, our campsite for the night.  We strung up a bear bag on an overhanging cliff, having elected not to carry heavy bear canisters, which are not required in the Sierra Nevada for off-trail travel.
     August 2 (4 miles off trail, 1700 ft. ascent, 1520 descent).  This was a full day.  We left camp at Muriel Lake at 9:30 AM and arrived at Lake 11,546 at 5:30PM.  Our route took us up large boulders to near the top of the ridge where the Keyhole, a pass of sorts, is located.  The Keyhole is a 4 ft. opening through the rock at the top of the ridge that allows access to the other side.  We had a little difficulty finding it, because Chris' old notes described it as being to the right of the well-defined notch, whereas in fact it is actually in the notch.  After some reconnaissance the guys finally located the Keyhole, while I was still laboring slowly upward over a sea of boulders.  Once in the Keyhole, there is an unforgettable view through to the other side, where one can see a series of lakes far, far below.  From its top, the keyhole slopes very steeply downward for about 10 ft, and its situation is such that no one in his right mind is going to walk down beyond the first five feet of the tunnel due to the steep slope and the sandy scree floor. The route through it involves walking along a ledge in the side wall of the Keyhole for about 10 feet, and then down-climbing a cut in this wall for about 15 ft, until you are once again on steep but negotiable scree slopes down which our route ran.  To get through the Keyhole, we took off our packs. Dave downclimbed first, where he stood to receive the packs.  Chris was the middle man in the tunnel, receiving the packs from Dmitri and me above and lowering them down to Dave.  Then we all climbed down to a place where we could put on our packs again and descend.  It was fun and not too scary.  Once past this section, we climbed steeply down through the ubiquitous boulder fields.  On our way down past the lakes that we had seen from above, the terrain gradually became easier, as the sky became blacker.  At one point we crossed a small snow field, but this was at its narrowest point, and it presented no difficulties.  We decided to camp at the second of the three lakes, cooked dinner with Dmitri's rose hip tea as our dessert, and so to bed.  Despite the lowering skies it became so clear after dark that Chris could see stars through the tent fly, so we opened the tents and star-gazed through the night.
August 3 (ascent 1500 ft; descent 1500 ft., 7 miles).  This was our alleged layover day, but there was no laying over for Chris, Dave, and Carol.  Our plan was to do a dayhike up into Darwin Canyon.  The first obstacle was a large promontory separating our canyon from Darwin.  Some would elect to go around this feature, but not us.  We decided to go over it, and I distinctly remember saying to Chris as we negotiated one narrow ledge, "We'd better find a different way back, because I don't intend to do this route twice."  After climbing over this feature, we followed a bench above a series of lakes and waterfalls.  Dmitri decided to rest at a waterfall between the first and second lakes, so we left him there and continued upward along the lakes, crossing over to the right side of them as we neared the head of the canyon.  Our path took us over big boulders that were VERY TIPPY as one climbed higher. Lemarck Col to our left and Darwin Col to our right were visible as we climbed upward.  Eventually we reached the top of a ridge from which we could view a large, somewhat dirty glacier whose name I have forgotten, and there we had lunch.  At 2 PM we headed down to pick up Dmitri, who had had a nice rest and also had talked to a couple of passing hikers who told him that our itinerary was too ambitious and couldn't be done.  Dmitri, who was not feeling well, suggested following a low route back to camp.  This was a good decision, because it took us through beautiful lower Darwin Canyon, where gentle meandering creeks and small waterfalls ran through fields of alpine tundra and wildflowers such as wild columbine, Indian paintbrush, purple aster, and lupine.  After we skirted the promontory that we had climbed earlier in the day, we followed a stream up to the lake where our campsite was situated.   At times we had to climb above the stream on rock benches, but eventually we found ourselves skirting the opposite side of the lake from our morning route, with the unanticipated bonus that it actually took us less time to return to camp by our low route than by the morning's high route over the promontory.  After dinner, Chris read a chapter about glacial lakes from John Muir's first book, The Mountains of California.   We had decided to sleep with our food in the vestibules of our tents that night, because during the previous evening a creature had eaten into Dmitri's hung food bag.  We had a good laugh as we sat in the cooking area, watching a mouse whose home was in the base of the rock from which we had hung our bear bag.  He ran right up the rock and down the empty rope looking for the food he obviously expected to be hung there, so here was our food bandit.
August 4 (Lake 11,546 to McGee Lakes, 1410 ft. ascent; 2060 ft. descent, 5 miles off trail).  Today was a relatively easy day compared to the alleged layover day.  We left camp at 8:30, traversing the boulders on the right side of the lake, then walking on faint trails until we met the John Muir Trail, which we followed west along Evolution Valley for 1 ½ miles.  After crossing Evolution Creek at a shallow rapid, we stopped for lunch at a campsite at the ford.  There we soaked our feet and I found a patch of wild blueberries that Dave and I ate. Bears must have to consume millions of these tiny fruits to get a full meal.  After lunch Dmitri led our group at a pretty fast clip, finding the scratch trail that took us to the McGee Lakes, where we camped at 3:45.  The best thing about this site was a lovely waterfall-fed pool 5 minutes from our campsite where I could bathe and dry off on a warm rock slab adjacent to the pool.  Some of us camped on the rock bench above the lake, while others hunkered down lower and out of the wind, closer to the water's edge.  Behind our camp, to the southwest, craggy granite mountains rose from black talus slopes.  The most prominent were the double peaks of McGee Mountain, with its extensive glacier filled with crevasses.  Following along the ridge to the right was Peter's Peak.  The vegetation here is pretty sparse -sedges among the rocks and pebbly soil on our bench and a few low-growing conifers.  Our camp here at 10,816 feet had no wildflowers.  After dinner, Dmitri surprised us all by announcing that he would not continue with us after tomorrow, feeling that our route was too risky to life and limb.  We made an arrangement that we would continue over the Muir Pass together and revisit the matter afterward. As Scarlet O'Hara said in Gone With The Wind, "I'll think about tomorrow!"
Aug. 5 (McGee Lakes to Muir Trail over Muir Pass and then off trail 1 1/2 miles beyond the pass; ascent 2090 ft., descent 1930 ft., 7 ½ miles). We left camp at 8:30, arriving at our new campsite at 4:30 PM.   This was a long day for Carol's left foot, whose previously broken metatarsal bone started to ache.  However, a steady diet of Relafen, Aleve and ibuprofen, administered under Chris' watchful eye, seemed to take care of the problem.    Today's trip was fascinating, as we climbed up over a series of what appeared to be barren rock walls and ridges, only to find lovely lakes hidden behind them, and beyond each, a pass over the next ridge, revealing yet another glacial lake.   All of these lakes were a brilliant blue, with rocky shores and sparse conifers huddled together in a few spots.  We followed the stream upward that fed these lakes over successive rims.  It was a very special feeling to gain each new rim and look over into yet another hidden lake.  The walls rising up from the lake basins were alternately polished and scoured by the glacier that had carved out the areas.  It took us about 3 hours to gain the final pass, and then down we went to intersect with the John Muir Trail/Pacific Crest Trail a few miles north of Muir Pass.  We stopped for a leisurely lunch behind a large boulder that protected us from the unusually cool, brisk wind.  After lunch, we hiked over the 12,000 ft. Muir Pass, stopping to look at the circular stone hut that sits in the pass and is visible from very far off.  On the way up, we passed Lake Wanda, where I had camped three years previously.  This time the lake was free of floating ice. The trail down the other side of the pass was completely new to me, since when I had hiked it previously it was covered in deep snow, and there was no trail to follow.  At that time, I used the map to figure out which side of the lakes to descend on.  After 4 miles on this trail, we turned off, planning to ascend a 400-foot cliff and camp at the lake beyond it.  However, Dmitri did not want to continue further off-trail, so we camped just off the trail, in a flat grassy area traversed by a shallow stony stream.  We worked out a plan whereby Dmitri would continue the next day on the Muir Trail, exiting through Dusy basin and over Bishop Pass.  He would meet us at the trail's end with the car.  Since I was a bit concerned about bears this close to the Muir trail, we used a different strategy for food storage.  There was no feasible place to hang bear bags, so we put our food on the ground about 4 ft. from the tents and covered it with rocks until it looked like a natural landform.  Our plan was to pelt any bear that got into it with rocks.  But we all had to make sure we didn't bump into the rockpile if we got up in the night, or else we would pelted, being mistaken  for the bear!  After dinner, Dave scouted the route up the rim and was pleased to discover that it was pretty easy going and only took about 30 minutes to ascend.
August 6 (another layover/scouting day; 428 ascent Carol; about 1600 ascent Dave and Chris): I don't have a mileage reading for this day, since I climbed only 428 ft to Lake 11, 428, where I rested my sore foot while Dave and Chris scouted the route up Echo Col.  The trip up to this lake went really fast; only 35 minutes even with full packs.  By 9:15 we were at the lake, where we set up our tents. Chris and Dave headed upward to scout the route over Echo Col at 10:20 AM.  I was on food-protecting marmot patrol, but the only animals I saw were squirrels, small birds, and gnats. The lake was quite pretty, deep blue with sunlight sparkling on it, and a dark sandy beach strewn with flat rocks just 50 ft. from our camp.  It was very quiet; the only sounds the wind and occasional birdsong. The guys returned by 2:30 to say the route was a go.  They had met a surprising number of groups up there, considering the remoteness of the place.  One group was scattering ashes of a deceased friend, another group of three middle-aged men was continuing over to the Black Divide (opposite direction from us), and a third group of 3, formerly 5 guys, was also up there.  Two members of that group had abandoned their buddies when they saw the route up the col, which gave us pause.  We rested and did camp chores for the balance of the day.  Dave had taken a quick dip in the lake that morning, while Chris managed to swim in it for several minutes in the afternoon, however this lake was a chilly spot even at noon, so I didn't jump in. The night before there had been frost on the ground when we awoke, and this trend continued for the rest of the trip.
August 7 (3.4 miles from Lake 11,428 over Echo Col, to the outlet between Echo Lake and Moonlight Lake; 1380 ft. ascent; 1610 ft. descent).  We left camp at 8:50, arriving at the outlet by 5 PM.  Today was a fabulous day, with great views, really fun climbing, and good weather.     We reached Echo Col in 2 hours.  It was not as intimidating as I had expected.  There was a 25 ft. (?) vertical rock climb up to the col itself that was quite fun, since there were plenty of hand and foot holds.  The col was REALLY small; there was barely room for the 3 of us in it. The other side was steep, but again it had plenty of handholds, so it wasn't hard to maneuver down to a safe spot.  We again took off our packs and lowered them in the col.  After the steep area, we descended through the usual talus and scree to a rather ugly glacier, which was pretty puny, filled with rocks, and much diminished from its map size and from when Chris had last seen it.  We donned crampons and ice axes and made our way across it, Dave climbing high to test his new Grivel super lightweight aluminum crampon with (temporarily) sharp points.    We crossed a boulder field that separated the main glacier from its severed arm, next crossed this subsidiary glacier, and then after traversing another 10,000 boulders, we followed a cairn-marked trail that contoured along the side of a cliff and took us eventually to Echo Lake, where we rested for awhile.  This is a really cold lake, with steep snowfields descending directly into the lake.  Where the snow meets the lake, the two snowfields are deeply undercut, allowing us to see how thick they are, even in this very low snow year.  At the lake's edge we encountered a community of very brazen marmots who attempted to chew my trekking pole handle, Chris's boots and our packs. They came so close that I expected one to jump into Chris' lap. Continuing on our way, we descended to the outlet above Moonlight Lake, where we again set up our rockpile bear-marmot defense and turned in for the night.
August 8 (Outlet above Moonlight Lake to Lake Sabrina Trailhead) -    (9 miles, 500 ft. ascent, 2000 ft descent?) - We aren't really sure of our descent numbers, since Dave forgot to turn off his watch once we reached our car.  Technically this is my fault because it is my job, according to Dave, to tell him to turn his watch off and on.  Pshew, the responsibility is overwhelming!  We awoke to warmer weather, with no wind for once.  We left camp at 8:30 but had unanticipated difficulty finding our way through a zillion boulder field moraines to find the trail to Sabrina Lake.  In fact, this segment, for which we had allowed ½ hour, actually took 1 ½ hours, so we had to send our swift-footed Mercury, Dave, up ahead in order to meet Dmitri close to our scheduled time at noon.  On the way out we met a French couple who were headed for Echo Col, combining it with a loop over Wallace Col, which is supposed to be easier.  We walked out in about 4 hours on easy trails swathed in what the packers' horses had left behind.  This is one advantage of hiking off trail - you don't have to worry about what you will step in.  Dmitri was waiting for us at the trailhead with some fresh fruit, which was much appreciated. We headed into Bishop for a shower, a quick lunch in the park, and then on to Los Angeles, where we were the guests of Chris' daughter Kathy and her husband Keith.  The grilled salmon dinner and soft beds they provided were certainly welcome to these weary hikers! And so ended our Keyhole adventure.
Matthew  Wikswo report of a trip almost in the same area almost the same time, but a much more ambicious trip:
From: Matthew  Wikswo <wikswo@cstone.net
Reply-To: PATC-MS@googlegroups.com
To: PATC-MS@googlegroups.com
CC: brcg@yahoogroups.com,theburgclimbing@yahoogroups.com
Subject: [PATC-MS] Back from Palisades (The Other Team)
Date: Mon, 06 Aug 2007 17:43:29 -0400
Howdy all
Just a quick report to say that Jeff and I have made it back home from the Sierra Nevada as well.  Congrats to Team PATC for tagging Mt. Sill and for giving the U-Notch the gusto!
Quick overview of our trip:;

Friday, 7/27         Met Jeff in LA ~3:00 PM, got groceries and rental car
Drove to near Bishop, camped out in Alabama Hills Saturday, 7/28 Picked up permit and last-minute supplies.   Drove to trailhead, did final  packing, hiked to camp at Third Lake (~10,200 feet)
Sunday 7/29   Hiked to high camp (~12k+ feet) under Mount Gayley
Monday, 7/30 Abortive attempt on the U-Notch, North Palisade
Tuesday, 7/31 Rest and recoup, make and mend, scout and strategize for Swiss Arete
Wednesday, 8/1 Summitted Mt. Sill via Swiss Arete (awesome (even if only Seneca 5.4) !!!!!!!!!!)
Post-climb analysis and beta-share with PATC team
Broke campe and hiked most of the way out to car under light rain
Thursday, 8/2 Morning Exited backcountry and got cleaned up.  Visited Galen Rowell/Mtn. Light Gallery in Bishop (very worthwhile!) Played Eastside ourist in Bishop and Mammoth Lakes
Afternoon Visited Mammoth Mountaineering (v. friendly) for gear-drooling and local  beta Sport climbing in Clark's Canyon outside Mammoth Lakes Big dinner and cold beer!
Friday, 8/3 Back to LA Afternoon visit to Venice Beach (swimming + freak show!) and beer garden Jeff flew home, Matthew spent weekend with sister in LA
Comments: This was a good trip with some complex outcomes.  It had some clear successes--specifically, the completion of the Swiss Arete route on Mt. Sill, and the development of a productive and enjoyable partnership (from my point of view, anyway) between two people who were only slightly acquainted beforehand but came out alive and as good friends, never mind with a summit. The Swiss Arete went very easily for us, although I came away with a great deal of respect for the incredible amount of work required to make something like that go easily, if you see what I mean--the planning, scouting, preparation, commitment, etc. are huge, and only look small(er) in the retrospection of a decisive completion.
The trip also had some more ambiguous successes, which came in the form of experiences that generated learning that will pay dividends if we ever decide to do something like this again (which seems likely).
In the first place, there was the altitude.  I had a headache for the first two days, and although I was not otherwise disabled, the inevitable effects of the thin air on my power output was noticeable.  There's probably not much to do about this next time except to anticipate and plan around it.
In the second place, there was the weight.  We had huge packs (80+ pounds each) and while we both realized we had packed extra food, fuel, and climbing gear, we couldn't identify more than 10 pounds apiece that might have saved.  I'd love not to have carried those 10 pounds, but the loads would still have been stupidly heavy.  This was basically the result of an unfashionable strategy--as we learned from observing and talking with others, setting up a big high camp for 5 days and bagging a bunch of routes is just not much done by knowlegeable, plugged-in folks, including the locals.  Much more in style is to pack super light, depart the car Friday evening or Saturday morning, with a bivvy partway in if necessary; on Saturday, get to the base of the route and get all loaded to go; finish the route by 10:00 AM and flee back to the car by Sunday evening; if the weather looks less than perfect, just stay home and wait until next weekend.  Live nearby and/or at altitude, repeat this every other weekend for a year, and you can rack up a decent tally fast.  Live at 1000 feet, try the one-week expedition approach once a year, and you should expect a beating even if the weather does cooperate (alternatively, you could look at it as a big backpacking trip with one summit) .  If you must do an expedition approach, get your stuff packed in on mules (it happens!).  Next time, we're thinking, we might do some high altitude semi-alpine-semi-cragging routes at Tuolemne, then once acclimatized a bit and synched with the weather (see below), pack super-light and hit one big high route very fast.
In the third place, the size of the place was a bit mind-boggling, and we happened to have picked a fairly remote place to climb. Beautiful  and majestic, but hard to get to.  Even from high camp, we had a 1-2 hour approach across the glacier to get to the base of the routes.   And despite the low snowpack, there were still some covered crevasses; after Jeff and I both postholed into ones on separate occasions, we felt we had to rope up, and that's a hard way to cover ground fast.  Next time, we need to ask how much we really want to bite off.  Not to say that going deep into the backcountry wasn't good; it just worked to the detriment of a big tick list.
In the fourth place, there was the weather.  We knew the theory from books; it still took a while to get it instinctively. We hiked  out Wednesday night because by 8:00 PM, when we walked past the camp for the Temple Crag route we might have done on Thursday, we had only 7 hours until we'd have had to launch, it was cloudy and/or raining, and the pattern suggested that a system was moving in.  By 9:00 AM Thursday, six hours after we'd have had to launch, it looked from Bishop as if it were going to be gorgeous, but by 11:00 AM, it appeared to be storming up there in earnest (this was the day Ross and Co. got weathered on their Mt. Sill attempt).  Next time...give yourself two weeks, to be flexible?  What we did was improvise and adapt--we both really enjoyed our afternoon of silly low-grade sport climbing at that anonymous and forgettable local crag, insofar as we had the place all to ourselves, it was matched to our energy and commitment levels, it was cool and clear despite the turbulence on the high peaks, and we topped out on the last route to see a beautiful Sierra sunset complete with alpenglow and rainbow.  This leads directly to "no-regrets decision making," below.
In the fifth place, there was lots of under-determined decision-making with big consequences.  We retreated off the U-Notch after we got a couple loads of big rocks vomited down on us, and the couloir was completely rotten and not very pleasant even though it was still climbable.  We both admit we were just plain scared, and that we probably could have persisted and lived, and we didn't see any more rocks come down before we got out of the couloir; but on the other hand, we saw some big dumps on subsequent days, and we might be dead now if we'd kept going, so at this point, there's no value to second-guessing our decision.  And this is where we had one of those real but intangible successes: we committed fully to the retreat, then decided to learn from the experience rather than moan about it, and then committed even more fully and thoughtfully (and successfully) to the next objective in its turn.  Turns out we had both read the Rock Warrior's Way and I think a conscious discussion and application of some of those principles helped us succeed in our use of the make-and-mend Tuesday and on Wednesday's Swiss Arete attempt.  And it also helped us make the best use of Thursday that we could, based on whatever information we had at the time we had to make one decision or another.  Next time, keep up the good work!
Well, that's enough navel-gazing from me.  I got enough from the trip as a whole that I clearly count it as worthwhile and enjoyable. I hope Jeff feels the same.  And again, congrats to Ross and Co. for getting out there and mixing it up as well!
Best,
Matthew W.
Ross Hess’ report of the trip above:

 At 03:46 PM 8/5/2007, Ross Hess wrote:
I'm pleased to announce that Phil, Mike, and I have returned safely from a successful trip to the Paliades region of the Sierra Nevada.  Here are the highlights.
We arrived in LA last Saturday, and drove to the trailhead for the night.   We hiked up to Sam Mack Meadow, a beautiful hanging meadow at 11,000', the next day.  We moved camp up higher to some sheltered sites below Mount Gayley, around 12,200', on Monday.
Tuesday was our first climbing day.  We successfully traversed the Palisades Glacier, climed the U-Notch Couloir, and reached the U-Notch, a little below 14,000'.  We hoped to summit North Palisade, but after
some routefinding difficulties, we decided to return to camp.  It was a 20-hour day, followed by a rest day.  Thursday, we hoped to climb Mount Sill via the
Swiss Arete, weather pending.  We arrived at the base of the climb, but the weather looked funky, so we decided to climb the North Couloir route.  We successfully summitted Mount Sill, at 14,153', with a view often noted as being the best in the Sierra.  We then descended, and spent the night.  We hiked back to the car on Friday, and flew back on Saturday.
Of note, the three of us were also able to spend some time with Jeff Sands and Matt Wikswo (whom I hope are both safely home at this point).  They made it half-way up the U-Notch Couloir one day, and successfully up the Swiss Arete on Mount Sill another day.  As we separated, they were going to attempt Venusian Blind on Temple Crag, weather permitting. Though our time together was limited, it was great to have them there.
The snowpack was the second-lowest on record, which led to slower-moving than usual.  In an average year, we may have had another day of climbing.  Instead, the conditions were much more like late-season, with large sections of ice.  It was great, but caused us to move a bit more slowly than we had anticipated.
All in all, we had a great trip.  I would recommend both Mike and Phil as alpine partners to others in the Club.  I would also recommend the area as a destination with diverse alpine climbing opportunities.  Thanks also to those who supported us in our efforts.  More later.

