Uinta Highline Trail, Utah, August 2009

The day following the Butte 50/100 mountain bike race, I got on a flight for Salt
Lake City, Utah, where I had plans to set off for the Uinta Wilderness with my good
friend Dave Sumner. Dave is an old pal from our days in Eugene, Oregon. He is
originally from Salt Lake City and so was able to arrange the difficult logistics for what
will likely be our most epic trip together.

Since boyhood, Dave has dreamed of hiking the length of the Uinta Highline
Trail, which extends from the east to the west end of the Uinta range, some 80-90 miles.
Over the past many years, as we’ve explored wilderness in Utah, Idaho, and Oregon, he
has spoken repeatedly of this dream. I was game to make the trek and the time seemed
right, so I cashed in some frequent flyer miles and the trip was on.

Dave picked me up at the SLC airport and we headed for his brother-in-law’s
place, where we switched cars and began the marathon drive to the trailhead. After a
burger in Vernal and a long dirt road drive, we were dropped at the east end of the range,
near Leahty (sp?) Peak. As our ride drove away, I was struck by the thought, “There goes
the nicest man on earth.” The three hour shuttle was a generous gift indeed.

What followed for the next six days was nothing less than epic: 8 hours on the
trail every day, all between 10,000 and 13,000 feet, through an ancient mountain range,
with some of the biggest country I’ve had the pleasure to walk through. Our first day kept
us largely above tree line, trekking through grassy parks with monumental rock cairns
guiding the way. In the days that followed, we walked the length of several miles-long
river valleys, and climbed one-to-two mountain passes a day, all on consistently rugged
trail. An endless stream of awesome scenery helped us cope with our total body soreness:
feet especially, but also knees and back. It was hands down the most difficult of the seven
backcountry trip we’ve now done together, but the rewards were also great and will keep
giving for years to come.

On the last night, a couple of Dave’s old friends met us at Lightning Lake. It was
great to have company, particularly since they brought food: massive Costco Hot Dogs
with buns(!), peppers and onions cooked over the fire, and gourmet mustard, as well as
other tasty treats, like black licorice and almond M&M’s. It was one of the tastiest meals
I’ve had.

The hike out on the last day was shorter than the others, and lively due to talks
about politics and religion. We ended the hike at the Mirror Lake Trailhead, and I was on
a plane back to Butte the next day, battered and bruised, but richer for the experience.
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