Mind The Faults

These rocks that I’m holding came from a ridge over 12,000 feet high in the Sierra Nevada.  The ridge sits between the Trout Lake Basin and Kearsarge Pass, and is part of the Ansel Adams Wilderness.  We were on it basically because we were lazy and wanted to save time.  The only other way to have gotten to our goal, Kearsarge pass, and camp sites in the chain of the Kearsarge Lakes beyond it, would have been to back track some 2,500 feet down and about 7 miles along the dusty trail we had already walked the day before, to the trail’s fork, where we had turned right off of the Kearsarge Pass Trail instead of continuing straight.  At that fork, we would have then had to start back up on the Kearsarge Pass Trail itself, already hot, and tired, and it would have been late in the day, after we had broken camp and repacked our back packs.  So we decided to take a short cut, cutting directly across and over the 12,000  foot ridge separating the glacier carved Trout Lakes basin from the equally polished Kearsarge Lakes basin.

 The ridge is a wild, unnamed, and there is no trail to it.  The part of this ridge which we were able to traverse has an average pitch of about 60 degrees, more in a few places.  The parts we could not traverse were cliffs.   Our route up to the ridge took us up along a rock chute, obviously a place of previous landslides.  The footing was that broken up, treacherous broken rock detritus which had fallen from the cliffs above us, scree, or talus it’s called.  This talus was no bottle of Merlot!  High Sierra talus on a steep slope acts like an extremely coarse sand.  Every step that you take on it causes you sink into it, sometimes up to your ankles, as the rocks beneath your feet sink away from under you.  And with every step you take up and forward, you slide back about half the distance.  Hence the chute:  Not only did it mark the most direct and passable route to the ridge’s summit, but it also originated, at the summit, in a small defect, a gap in the ridge, where the ridge is a couple of hundred feet less high.  We’d go any route that promised less vertical climbing!  The narrow chute had another advantage:  its solid, irregular sides afforded us good hand grips, which we used to haul our selves up, to check any major backslides, as well as to keep our balance!    The narrowness of the chute, however, mandated that we went up single file.  And the leader sometimes kicked off small landslides that slipped down the chute, and slope below, for a couple of hundred feet.  We had to freeze as they passed, and a couple of times hug the walls to avoid a larger one. 
There were four of us on this trip, and we each had full back packs, carrying the supplies we needed for a 5 day wilderness sojourn.  We had sleeping bags, and tents, and cook stoves with fuel, kitchen utensils, and water filtration equipment, and clothes, and importantly, socks and waterproof shoes, and food, all the food in heavy gage black plastic canisters: bear proof.  There were four of us on that trip, four full packs, struggling, to a greater or lesser degree up that chute.  The one woman on the trip, Deborah, developed some acrophobia, and panicked some, and couldn’t carry her pack.  So her husband, my brother Neil, shouldered her pack as well as his own, and led the way up, finding the best route, while I stayed beside her, giving her my hand, helping her balance, and calming her fear, so she wouldn’t freeze.  My son Zachary, the fourth member of the party, then 19 years old, I think, was often off on his own, lost in a world of sky and mountain he had never before experienced.  

We reached the summit of the ridge after about a 2 hour climb.  It was, of course, much harder than it looked from the base.  But from that summit, from that nameless ridge, we looked to the southwest down on 12,000 foot Kearsarge pass and the surrounding 13 to 14 thousand foot peaks, the heart of the High Sierra, its Great Divide.  To the south, about 1000 feet below us, we saw the chain of lakes that drains toward the Onion Valley, and the Kearsarge Trail that snakes upward between them, and Kearsarge Mountain, its southern boundary.  Below us, hundreds of feet below, we saw the switchbacks of the high portion of the Kearsarge Pass Trail, where the trail leaves the valley of its lakes, and climbs up in switchbacks across the rocky mountain walls and talus slopes that form its western border, the high divide of the High Sierra, the place that bounds its waters to flow either west toward the San Joaquin River, and through its delta past Stockton and San Francisco, on to the Pacific; or to the east down into the Owens river, and the ultimately to the faucets and swimming pools of Los Angeles.  And we gazed down on the switch backed Kearsarge Trail itself, separated from us by an unstable looking, mile long and hundreds of feet high pile of talus, and saw the tiny, antlike forms of people walking slowly along.   To our north, about 1,500 feet below, we saw the Trout Lakes, where we had started, and the ridge on it’s far side, another part of the great High Sierra Divide, that separated it from the Rae Lakes region,  which is traversed by the highest, most pristine part of the John Muir Trail.  To the east we could see past the Kearsarge Trail, down toward the 8,500 foot trail head at Onion Valley, in a great cleft that in the Sierra that holds Independence Creek, and that leads down towards the town of Independence, the site of Indian settlements for thousands of years along the Owens River, where we had turned west off of Highway 395 to enter the eastern slope of the High Sierra.  And beyond that, there was the dusty grey Owens Valley, with its far eastern border, the White Mountains, over 14,000 feet at their highest, which hold the ancient bristle cone forest, the oldest trees on Earth, and California’s boundary with Nevada.  And over that whole scene was an uninterrupted arch of clear, blue sky, the bluest, High Sierra sky.  And there was no one else.  For in making that right hand turn toward Trout Lakes, off the busy lower portion of the Kearsarge Pass Trail, we had turned away from the beaten path.  We had not seen a single other person those 2 days, except those few ants far below.  There was just the 4 of us.

So at the peak of that knife-like ridge, which was only about 4 to 6 feet wide, we rested, and plotted our best course down onto Kearsarge Trail.  I looked around at the rocks in the scree and the intact portions of the ridge.  The general rock was the typical high Sierra granite, white and highly polished in most places, still, where the mountain’s solid rock face had withstood the miles-thick glaciers that once filled these high mountain valleys, and where that rock had not crumbled in the freeze cycles and earthquakes into scree and talus.  Somewhat lower, there was the dark brownish and olive greenish color of the old volcanic rocks that overlie the high Sierra granites.  And at my feet, was the ever present scree.  I picked up a few pieces, looking for one I might want to keep.  I ended up prying by hand these two pieces out from the rock wall on the side of the mountain gap from which our chute originated.  The lighter of the two pieces is a coarse, rose colored granite with a large vein of quartz.  If you look closely, and hold it to the light at the right angle, you can see that it still bears the marks of glacial polish.  The darker of the two is a salt and pepper granite, with, I believe, fine veins of olivine.  There are relatively large quartz crystals on one side, which I believe show both polishing and linear scratching from the glaciers.  And there is a band of very tiny, glittering, uniform tannish crystals surrounding the quartz, the identity of which I have absolutely no idea about.  But I have the intuition that this may have formed in a volcanic vent, somewhere deep, where there was hot water or gases.

So these are the two pieces of rock I collected from the mountain, and which I carried the rest of that backpack wilderness trip.  I confess that they felt very heavy, up there in that thin air!  But I carried them gladly, for I had a purpose: I had wanted to give them as souvenirs, one to my son Zachary, and one to Neil and Deborah, a remembrance of our trip, and of a wonderful family time we had-- together.    Well, you can all plainly see that I still have them, and that that little good idea which I had, well, just didn’t get done.  And of course then I had no idea that 3 1/2 short years later Deborah would be killed in a horrible traffic accident, and that she would never again see these two rocks, or get the pictures I had intended to end with it in a frame.  And that her death would signal the end of a rapprochement that Karen and I would have with my brother and his family: Because with her intelligence and natural openness, and huge heart, Deborah was the glue that made the family stick together.  Without her my brother is lost, and doesn’t feel close to me. 
I grew up in Ventura, and was on the beach, a lot when I was a kid.  As most of you know, my father, now almost 88, still lives on the beach just north of Ventura.  And while I love those beaches, and still body surf when the water is warm enough for me to stand it, and while I still walk along its tide pools and jog the 3 miles from his house to the Emma K. Wood State Beach overhead and back...  And while I can read the tide for rips and wave sets, and while I know deeply on my skin the cold fog of early summer and the birds and animals of the beach’s tide pools, and despite all that, and more, which I deeply love, for me the world comes most alive in the mountains, in the highest wilderness of the High Sierra, John Muir’s granite cathedrals, his Range of Light.  Somehow it is the mountains that draw me closest to the natural world.  And it is somehow there that I most truly feel its inherent holiness and wholeness, and goodness, and feel life for the precious gift that it is.  
The magnificent tableau we saw from our lofty ridge, at first blush, make one feel that here, under this perfect sky with mountains and snowfields, and forest, and streams, and gardens of Zen-like rocks and flowers arranged “just so” is a scene of serenity, stability and perfection, a thing of beauty wholly beyond that allowed to mere mortal humans.  And yet, here is where I felt I belong… me, often the human epitomy of imperfection and impermanence and tempestuous passion, the opposite of the regal state of cohesiveness I found in the view all around me.  Yet I felt I belonged.   It wasn’t that I wanted to imitate the perfection that I saw, it was just the puzzling fact that I felt --and feel-- inextricably linked with this vast landscape, that somehow this imperfect person, fit into this perfect place… without ruining it.  And I wondered about that fit.
I thought some about these things as I caught my breath and rested on our nameless ridge, and as I pried out these two rocks that would serve as momentos of our trip, of our accomplishment in actually reaching this place, and of its beauty.  But I couldn’t think too long, because of our need to get going, down the other side of the ridge to Kearsarge Pass Trail, and to a safe camp site amid the lakes on the other side of the Pass.  This exposed ridge surely wasn’t the place to tarry!  So we heaved up our packs, with my brother rather heroically still carrying both his and Deborah’s, and set out on a treacherous, about 45 degree slope of talus, hundreds of feet above the valley and lakes below, aiming in an almost straight line, a descending lateral traverse of over a mile toward the closest of the switchbacks in the high portion of Kearsarge Pass Trail.  And we finally made it, but after our adventure on the unmarked ridge, the well worn and civilized switchbacks of the trail seemed almost trivial after our ridge, even at the peak of the 12,000 foot Pass.  We dropped down the other side, into the Kearsarge Lakes Basin, to truly magnificent camp sites along lakes and streams mirroring the 13,500 foot triangle of polished granite that is the west side of Mt. Kearsarge.  
Since my return back home from that trip, to my shame, these two rocks have had a number of resting places. They returned with me to Ohio, for this back pack trip happened before we moved out here, to California.  They remained in my pack for over a year, even after when we finally moved permanently.  When I finally unloaded my pack, they ended up on the laundry table, then on the garage shelves for a couple of years.  This past week, about 6 months after Deborah’s death, I guiltily got them out again, talismans, muses of both a wonderful time, and person, who have gone.  I felt ashamed I had never sent these to her and my brother while she was still alive, or to my son Zachary.  These rocks bear testimony to my failings, my own imperfections.  And I thought again of how such an imperfect being could feel so at home in such a perfect mountain environment.
But when I looked at these two rocks again this past week, I realized them to be a microcosm, really, of the entire mountain.  They had each been an intrinsic part of the landscape, utterly at home there, until I pried them loose and plopped them into my back pack, and took them away.  Yet looking closely at them, I came to realize that each is certainly not perfect.  They both have scratches and scars, and evidence of cataclysmic forces and pressure, and heating to thousands of degrees in their formation.  And after being formed, they were each subjected to secondary geologic processes that lifted them onto a nameless 12,000 foot ridge, where freezing cold with water and ice, and then hot sun, caused the fracturing, probably aided by the action of organic acids, and maybe root tendrils until the rocks separated off, their formerly tight bonds to the mountain cracked and sundered.  Imperfect, but they fit, and were at home there on their ridge.  And then I rooted them out.
And thinking further about it, I realized their story is actually that the entire Sierra mountain range.  What looked so firm and serene and perfect on that clear summer’s day is actually the product of millions of years of conflict, the collision of two or three continental plates which produced huge devastation that truly wracked the entire planet.  600,000 years ago, for instance, a volcano that now contains peaceful Lake Crowley exploded with such violence that its ash has been fond in drifts as far away as Nebraska.  Are these mountains then perfect?  Their history is filled with profound destruction, even near suicide, and my little rocks are no different.  Yet, amazingly, look out upon the product, the form we see now:  Beauty.
And then I had the realization:  I belonged there, up in the High Sierra, as I belong anywhere, because I am no different.  The epiphany: I belong because I too, like the mountains, am imperfect, full of faults, and am certainly a work in continual progress.  And I belong here, with you, in our community of seekers, just as you do, despite those faults.  The mountains, like people, and communities, are never fully formed.  So while I’m not proud of the fact that these rocks sat in my houses and garages for four years, despite my best intentions, I’ve been released from having to feel guilty about it the rest of my life.  I don’t have to be perfect, or always say or do the right thing.  I can be who I am.  And I have the right to belong, to be accepted—as long as I fulfill my obligation to try my best and to grow and mature, and to seek after the next, higher level.  As long as I try to see your beauty, as you try to see mine, flawed though it may be, we fit tightly together.
So in the next week or 2, after I get a couple of pictures that have Deborah in them enlarged and printed from our back packing trip some 4 years ago, I’ll send my very belated gifts, with these precious rocks.  And maybe it will open hearts.  And maybe some sort of earthquake will occur along the complex fault lines of the relationship between my brother and I.  It might be small, and barely perceptible, or it might shake things to their cores, and cause a lot of pain.  And maybe something will be shaken down, but if so, some new structure will arise, which will not be perfect, but which will mark an evolution, an affirmation, and hopefully a new beginning for us.  

I like to think that in the end we are all like our Sierra mountains, and that we are all backpackers.  Like our California landscape, we are oblivious to the time scales within which we have to live with each other on our relentless trip together, until the inevitable parting.  But we must learn to mind our faults, the faults we all have.  We cannot, in my view, remain ignorant of them. And I think we must learn to actually accept our faults, and the faults of others, recognizing in them a profound power, which, when properly harnessed, promises inevitable change, and which compels us all to grow.   In that open and humble state of mind we are ready to seize the precious moments of clarity and inspiration that can then come our way.  And we can learn to love.
Blessed Be. 
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