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Steep granite peaks and narrow passes posed harrowing challenges to early explorers, miners, and pioneers as they made their way through the Eastern Sierra.  Yet by the turn of the 20th Century, weary city dwellers, eager to get back to nature, looked to these same mountains for rejuvenation.  

Eastern Sierra peaks are legendary among mountain climbers. There are more than 120 peaks in the Sierra Nevada over 13,000 feet in elevation and most, are located in the southern third of this 400-mile long mountain range. Local mountaineer, writer and photographer, Andy Selters traces the roots of climbing back to parties looking for new sources of mineral wealth in the state.

“Most of what we know about mountaineering sort of started in the 1860’s with the California geologic survey and people like William Brewer and Clarence King were climbing the peaks, the high peaks in Yosemite National Park especially.”

California’s gold and silver mining successes may have prompted the scientific exploration of the Sierra Nevada range, but as Andy Selters points out, it didn’t take long for others to try their hand for the simple reasoning, “because it’s there.”

“Mountaineering as a challenging endeavor really started with John Muir and this was some of the earliest, actually the earliest mountain climbing in North America.”

. 
 In 1868, at the age of 30, Muir got off the steamship in San Francisco, and walked a 300 mile route to Yosemite.  For Selters, Muir’s reputation as a conservationist has often overshadowed his achievements as a climber.  

“In 1872, John Muir made the first ascent of Mount Ritter right here and it’s a very famous story in outdoor literature.”

In exploring what he called the “Range of Light,” Muir made numerous daring ascents without the benefit of modern climbing equipment.  The 13,000-foot Mt. Ritter was no exception.  “It was now only a matter of endurance and ordinary mountain-craft,” Muir wrote in his journal.  But when he found himself at the foot of a sheer drop in an avalanche chute. Muir thought this epic solo climb would be his last.

“After gaining a point about half way to the top, I was suddenly brought to a dead stop with arms outspread clinging close to the face of the rock unable to move hand or foot either up or down.  My doom appeared fixed, I must fall.” 

Of course, Muir managed to regain his composure and made it to the summit, declaring, “Who wouldn’t be a mountaineer!  Up here all the world’s prizes seem nothing.” 

Andy Selters talks about another legendary Sierra mountaineer during the 1920’s and 30’s who apparently took Muir’s words to heart.

“And there’s Norman Clyde.  He became the most prolific the symbol almost of climbing in the high Sierra.  He was a sort of a hermit and he just (lived up in the high country all summer (and) he climbed dozens and dozens of peaks.”

While famous for more than 100 first ascents or new routes on Sierra Peaks, Clyde was also legendary for the 90-pound loads he carried.  He was often called “the pack that walks.”  Cast iron pots, books in Greek and Latin, skis, 5 cameras, a small anvil to repair his hobnail boots, and two fishing rods allowed Norman Clyde to live a vagabond’s life.  Climbing well into his 80’s, he mused, “I sort of went off on a tangent from civilization and never got back.”

Coming up next, you’ll find out why Clyde made room in his pack for both of those fishing rods.

