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A Geologist’s Winter Walk

of Tenaya, caring little about the quantity of bread I carried; 
for, I thought, a fast and a storm and a difficult cañon were 
just the medicine I needed. When I passed Mirror Lake, I 
scarcely noticed it, for I was absorbed in the great Tissiack—
her crown a mile away in the hushed azure; her purple gran-
ite drapery flowing in soft and graceful folds down to my 
feet, embroidered gloriously around with deep, shadowy 
forest. I have gazed on Tissiack a thousand times—in days 
of solemn storms, and when her form shone divine with the 
jewelry of winter, or was veiled in living clouds; and I have 
heard her voice of winds, and snowy, tuneful waters when 
floods were falling; yet never did her soul reveal itself more 
impressively than now. I hung about her skirts, lingering 
timidly, until the higher mountains and glaciers compelled 
me to push up the cañon.

This cañon is accessible only to mountaineers, and I was 
anxious to carry my barometer and clinometer through it, 
to obtain sections and altitudes, so I chose it as the most 
attractive highway. After I had passed the tall groves that 
stretch a mile above Mirror Lake, and scrambled around the 
Tenaya Fall, which is just at the head of the lake groves, I 
crept through the dense and spiny chaparral that plushes 
the roots of the mountains here for miles in warm green, 
and was ascending a precipitous rock front, smoothed by 
glacial action, when I suddenly fell—for the first time since 
I touched foot to Sierra rocks. After several somersaults, I 
became insensible from the shock, and when consciousness 
returned I found myself wedged among short, stiff bushes, 
trembling as if cold, not injured in the slightest.

Judging by the sun, I could not have been insensible 
very long; probably not a minute, possibly an hour; and I 
could not remember what made me fall, or where I had fallen 
from; but I saw that if I had rolled a little further, my moun-
tain climbing would have been finished, for just beyond the 
bushes the cañon wall steepened and I might have fallen 
to the bottom. “There,” said I, addressing my feet, to whose 
separate skill I had learned to trust night and day on any 
mountain, “that is what you get by intercourse with stu-
pid town stairs, and dead pavements.” I felt degraded and 
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An excerpt from a letter to a friend, written in 1873.

After reaching Turlock, I sped afoot over the stubble 
fields and through miles of brown hemizonia and purple 
erigeron, to Hopeton, conscious of little more than that 
the town was behind and beneath me, and the mountains 
above and before me; on through the oaks and chaparral 
of the foothills to Coulterville; and then ascended the first 
great mountain step upon which grows the sugar pine. Here 
I slackened pace, for I drank the spicy, resiny wind, and 
beneath the arms of this noble tree I felt that I was safely 
home. Never did pine trees seem so dear. How sweet was 
their breath and their song, and how grandly they win-
nowed the sky! I tingled my fingers among their tassels, and 
rustled my feet among their brown needles and burrs, and 
was exhilarated and joyful beyond all I can write.

When I reached Yosemite, all the rocks seemed talk-
ative, and more telling and lovable than ever. They are dear 
friends, and seemed to have warm blood gushing through 
their granite flesh; and I love them with a love intensified 
by long and close companionship. After I had bathed in the 
bright river, sauntered over the meadows, conversed with 
the domes, and played with the pines, I still felt blurred and 
weary, as if tainted in some way with the sky of your streets. 
I determined, therefore, to run out for a while to say my 
prayers in the higher mountain temples. “The days are sun-
ful,” I said, “and, though now winter, no great danger need 
be encountered, and no sudden storm will block my return, 
if I am watchful.”

The morning after this decision, I started up the cañon 
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A Perilous Night on Shasta’s Summit

show along the banks of the river and in the ravines and the 
dells of the smaller streams.

At the salmon-hatching establishment on the McCloud 
River I halted a week to examine the limestone belt, grandly 
developed there, to learn what I could of the inhabitants 
of the river and its banks, and to give time for the fresh 
snow that I knew had fallen on the mountain to settle some-
what, with a view to making the ascent. A pedestrian on 
these mountain roads, especially so late in the year, is sure 
to excite curiosity, and many were the interrogations con-
cerning my ramble. When I said that I was simply taking 
a walk, and that icy Shasta was my mark, I was invariably 
admonished that I had come on a dangerous quest. The time 
was far too late, the snow was too loose and deep to climb, 
and I should be lost in drifts and slides. When I hinted that 
new snow was beautiful and storms not so bad as they were 
called, my advisers shook their heads in token of supe-
rior knowledge and declared the ascent of “Shasta Butte” 
through loose snow impossible. Nevertheless, before noon 
of the second of November I was in the frosty azure of the 
utmost summit.

When I arrived at Sisson’s everything was quiet. The 
last of the summer visitors had flitted long before, and 
the deer and bears also were beginning to seek their win-
ter homes. My barometer and the sighing winds and filmy 
half-transparent clouds that dimmed the sunshine gave 
notice of the approach of another storm, and I was in haste 
to be off and get myself established somewhere in the midst 
of it, whether the summit was to be attained or not. Sisson, 
who is a mountaineer, speedily fitted me out for storm or 
calm as only a mountaineer could, with warm blankets and 
a week’s provisions so generous in quantity and kind that 
they easily might have been made to last a month in case of 
my being closely snowbound. Well I knew the weariness of 
snow-climbing, and the frosts, and the dangers of mountain-
eering so late in the year; therefore I could not ask a guide 
to go with me, even had one been willing. All I wanted was 
to have blankets and provisions deposited as far up in the 
timber as the snow would permit a pack animal to go. There 

A PERILOUS NIGHT ON SHASTA’S 
SUMMIT

Toward the end of summer, after a light, open winter, 
one may reach the summit of Mount Shasta without passing 
over much snow, by keeping on the crest of a long narrow 
ridge, mostly bare, that extends from near the camp-ground 
at the timberline. But on my first excursion to the summit 
the whole mountain, down to its low swelling base, was 
smoothly laden with loose fresh snow, presenting a most 
glorious mass of winter mountain scenery, in the midst of 
which I scrambled and reveled or lay snugly snowbound, 
enjoying the fertile clouds and the snow-bloom in all their 
growing, drifting grandeur.

I had walked from Redding, sauntering leisurely from 
station to station along the old Oregon stage road, the better 
to see the rocks and plants, birds and people, by the way, 
tracing the rushing Sacramento to its fountains around icy 
Shasta. The first rains had fallen on the lowlands, and the 
first snows on the mountains, and everything was fresh and 
bracing, while an abundance of balmy sunshine filled all the 
noonday hours. It was the calm afterglow that usually suc-
ceeds the first storm of the winter. I met many of the birds 
that had reared their young and spent their summer in the 
Shasta woods and chaparral. They were then on their way 
south to their winter homes, leading their young full-fledged 
and about as large and strong as the parents. Squirrels, dry 
and elastic after the storms, were busy about their stores 
of pine nuts, and the latest goldenrods were still in bloom, 
though it was now past the middle of October. The grand 
color glow—the autumnal jubilee of ripe leaves—was past 
prime, but, freshened by the rain, was still making a fine 


	A Geologist’s Winter Walk
	A Perilous Night on Shasta’s Summit

