
It Happened Today  


 "What was I thinking?" This self-chastisement escapes my lips as I gaze upward. Our 

correct route lay atop that one-thousand feet, near vertical slope we just descended. Why did I 

think I could keep up with this group's grueling pace on this ambitious thirteen mile trek?  

--- 

 There had been a torrential mist this morning when I met up with my hiking buddy, 

Virginia. Eight other intrepid folks from an Anchorage hiking group awaited us in the sodden, 

Lazy Mountain parking lot. Noted for their adventurous spirit and arduous pace, we planned to 

join them. Virginia would summit Matanuska Peak with the group and I would meet-up with 

some ladies on a trail below the mountain. We stood in the rain deciding what to do. The parking 

lot hosted only our vehicles. Who else would be out here in the wet, preparing to climb 

Matanuska Peak, via Lazy Mountain Traverse, on a day like this? It was clear to me these city 

hikers were not familiar with The Valley's micro climes. 

 Clad in rain gear and gaiters, I felt the moisture as it seeped through the seams at my 

shoulders of my Gortex coat. 

 "Anchorage was clearing when we left," stated one of the Anchorage hikers. "The 

weather forecast was for clearing." 

 "Eagle River looked good. We could see the tops of the ridges. Why don't we do 

Symphony Ridge?" piped in another.  

 This was the best suggestion. Virginia and I looked at one another and concurred, 

"Sounds good to us." 



 Decision made, ten wet beings popped back into their cars and headed for, hopefully, a 

drier trail. 

 Symphony Ridge, east of Eagle River, gives hikers three-hundred-sixty degree views in 

an alpine setting; Eagle River, Eagle Lake and Symphony Lake lay to the northeast, Ship Creek 

and Artic Valley to the southwest. You look all the way into the  heart of the Chugach Mountains. 

On the ridges, you gaze down into willows, alders and cottonwoods to spy moose along the 

creeks and rivers. The red fall leaves of blueberry bushes with vivid blue fruit, crowberries' 

evergreen needles and deep blue-black berries are contrasted against the paler reindeer moss; 

resembling a colorful scrawled design of an oriental carpet. 

 Arriving at the trail head, the hike looked promising. Scant clouds hovered above the 

ridge-tops and the sun hailed our presence. With group assembled, we lose no time and hit the 

trail to the ridge. It is two-thousand feet up and I soon found myself lagging behind. Two fellows 

were less than a minute in front of me. I told myself, I'm doing fine.  

 I was no stranger to this path but as we ascended, clouds scampered up the backside of 

the mountain to shroud the top. My companions slowly are veiled by mist. 

 "I'll catch up with them at the top. They'll stop and regroup," I mumbled in reassurance. 

 When I reached the ridge-line, visibility decreased to one-hundred feet. "Where in the 

hell are they?" I muttered. "They should be here." 

 I continued on a very iffy trail, in the right direction.  

 "There they are." I sighed. Relieved, as two human forms emerged through the grayness. 

 They had stopped briefly, waiting for me. We acknowledged each other and moved on. 



 Five minutes later, we all gathered on top of Rendezvous Peak, a near two-thousand-five-

hundred feet elevation gain in two miles. I hardly had time to put on an extra layer of clothes and 

grab a quick drink of water when they set off.  

 Was this to be the way the entire trip? I was a relatively strong hiker but these folks flew 

up a mountain. I became concerned I would not be able to keep up. There were other paths to 

take to return to the parking lot if I had to return. But, I really wanted to do this hike. It proposed 

great views and unique terrain. In other words, a challenge. 

 I decided not to let their pace interfere with safety. I wondered: what if we were so spread 

out and someone fell or became injured, who would know? Would the group go on and not 

notice someone missing until they stopped? Where would they start looking? Did anyone, other 

than myself have a first aide kit? Did anyone else know mountaineering first aide? Earlier, 

standing in the wet parking lot, I didn't think to ask.  

 Rendezvous teased us with picturesque scenery. The sun broke through the layer of 

clouds and patches of blue sky replaced the gray. Most promising, I thought. If I did lag behind, I 

would be able to see the group from a distance.  

 Up and down we went. Blueberry patches beckoned us to nibble upon them every quarter 

mile or so. Down five-hundred feet, up a thousand. Scramble across a small rock outcrop. This 

was fun! 

 Then it was up, up, up. This time, into the clouds. My concern grew again, I hope I could 

keep track of them in this fog. My pace was good, just not as quick. I knew Virginia was fast and 

told her I would probably be at the rear. These other folks were faster but Virginia was in her 



element. I did not begrudge her. We rode in the car together. So, at some point she would have to 

wait for me.  

 They vanished. They were about 100 feet ahead. Water, I really needed to stop and have a 

drink of water. Most of these hikers had pouches with drinking tubes. They could drink as they 

walked. I had two water bottles and had to remove my pack to get to them. My training was, you 

took short breaks every forty minutes to hydrate and nibble on food. This was a tried-and-true in 

technique in mountaineering. However, this gang kept going. 

 "The next time I catch sight of them, I'll take a quick drink," my voice reassured me. I 

was really talking to myself now. I felt alone. 

 Lunch finally brought us all to a together. I was only five minutes behind them. Not bad. I 

had no idea how long they would allow for lunch. My priority at that moment was to empty my 

bladder. The fog thickened and the wind began to tug at our jackets. No view today. I knew we 

would not stay long. I gulped several mouthfuls of water, wolfed half of sandwich and then 

looked for the "ladies room". With the pressure relieved, I headed back to the lunch spot hoping 

to finish my sandwich. 

 People were packing up when I returned. Gulp down more water. . . forget the sandwich. 

Grab a pair of mittens from the pack. . . throw on an anorak.  

 I shouldered my pack and trotted off after them. A quarter mile further, I still try to put 

myself together. The fog deepened. Eventually, the group reached what appeared to be a summit. 

I just caught them as they moved off.  

 "Here is where we head down," Virginia called to me. "I guess," she added. 



 Something seemed wrong, the direction was off. I commented, "My gut feeling is we 

should be heading that way," and pointed left.  

 Virginia shrugged, "I guess they know where they're going." She promptly pulled out her 

GPS. "My GPS isn't working right. . ." Uncertainly was in her voice. "When Sarah and I did this, 

I don't remember coming this way." 

 I always carried a map, but not today. One of the "ten essentials" when in the mountains.  

 We decided to follow the group. Virginia kept the GPS to hand, wondering if it was a 

false signal. Down though the alpine vegetation as ripe berries crunched beneath our boots and 

spongy reindeer moss cushioned our steps. Visibility dropped to fifty feet. Dark shapes loomed, 

rocky out-crops; the boney spurs of the mountain. We passed them in silence. Only my voice of 

doubt grew louder.  

 A thousand feet down, the clouds rolled back revealing a lovely valley with meandering 

stream.  

 "Arctic Valley!" I heard a male voice behind me claim.  

 Just under the ceiling of fog, indeed was Arctic Valley. We were on the wrong side of the 

ridge. I moaned.  

 Looking at Virginia, I gave her an, I-told-you-so, look.  

---- 

 The Anchorage group continues to discuss the situation briefly. Someone suggests that 

we continue down the valley, go to a friend's house and ask for rides back to the cars. Another 

option is to traverse up the valley until we hopefully catch the ridge that will take us over to 

Symphony Lake. In reality, both Virginia and I know we must retrace our steps and reascend.  



 I squelch my irritation and gaze up to the top of ridge we just came down. We all agree 

the best way is back up. 

 "Might as well get started," chimes Virginia.  

 " Yep," I agree. 

 We begin trudging back up slope, away from the Anchorage group.  

 Virginia turns to me, "You said you felt something. You were right." 

 "And, your GPS was correct!" I reply. 

 "I think the way Sarah and I went was up there."  

 She takes off for the ridge. Within the hour, all of us stand on the ridge, in the fog. 

Virginia has reached it first and disappears.  

 She returns announcing, "We go this way!"  

 The Anchorage folks still want to debate. I begin to realize our "leader" is wanting to find 

a better route. Now, several of the women are readjusting their packs. They want to get going and 

head off with Virginia. I am already behind her. She feels confident this is the way. We follow.  

 The day has plenty of light left but we still have to find a trail descending to Symphony 

Lake. Plus, a five mile hike back to the parking lot. The next half-hour finds us in a traverse. 

Virginia stops. Someone has a map and pulls it out. 

 "Now, they pull it out?" I mutter under my breath. Why not check it before we made our 

side trip? 

 "It's not far now," shouts Virginia. Excitement is in her voice. "We should be right here," 

and places a finger on an 4,500 foot contour line. Fifteen minutes later, we peer part-way down 

fog draped slope.  



 "This is it," Virginia proclaims. "I briefly saw the lake, it should be right below us." 

 We begin the descent. Hopefully, this is correct. I trust Virginia. Two hundred feet below, 

stood a grouping of shrouded granite pillars. They remind me of an open maw waiting for its 

prey to enter.  

 "We go down through those rocks," she says.  

 "Why don't we wait a while and see if the fog lifts?" suggests one of the gals. "I'd like to 

see the view from here. 

 Good idea, I thought, knowing we have at least another two-thousand feet to go before 

the we reach the valley floor. One by one, we down-climb to the rugged outcrops. I slip on the 

soggy flora, slamming my elbow on the only visible rock. That's gonna leave a mark I chuckled, 

rubbing away the pain. Having reached the rocks, we spread out on our personal benches, 

snacking and rehydrating, hoping to glimpse a view. Ten minutes pass. I chomp a chewy energy 

bar as the clouds gradually rise unveiling the lake and the valley below. Oohs, ahas and the 

clicking of smart-phones break the silence. What a view. The diverse shades of blues in 

Symphony and Eagle Lakes contrast the greens, grays, browns and a smattering of early fall 

colors, of the far side of the valley's backdrop.  

 The rocky pillars now tower over us. Several folks stand to checkout the final descent. I 

listen as comments are expressed: 

 "Looks pretty slippery. . ." 

 "That's awfully steep with that loose rock. . ." 

 "How's it look to the left?" 

 A verdict is made, keep to the left, then head across the boulder-field to the lake. 



 We descend in groups of threes to minimize sending showers of scree upon the folks 

below. I plunge and plod my way down. Pause and gobble a handful of blueberries before the 

scramble across the boulders.  

 I enjoy bouldering. However, my body begins protesting my efforts. My stability and 

energy level have noticeably waned. Three of us pause for a sip of water before the crossing. 

Then, we're off. The first couple of minutes I enjoy balancing from one car engine-sized boulder 

to the next. Then, I fall. No injury. Another few steps and I slip again and curse. The soles of my 

boots are no match for the lichen on these damp stones. The others in my group leave me behind 

as I accumulate stumbles and stops. I'm the last to reach the lake. Our entire party is sitting at the 

shore snacking and prepping for our last leg. I stop to drink and look back up slope. The scantily 

clad pitch is a good forty-five degrees, plus. At the bottom, a terminal moraine, refuse of an 

ancient valley glacier.  

               The hikers shoulder their packs and we are off once again. This is a five mile trod 

beside the rushing Eagle River. My goal on this trip was to return in one piece, uninjured, with a 

smile on my face. So far, I'm doing pretty well. Except, I'm physically pooped. Yet, I trot after 

Virginia. A half mile along the trail, I lag twenty feet behind. We discuss this trip and future ones. 

I soon realize, I cannot maintain this pace. We dodge, sometimes slog, through numerous muddy 

bogs. My smile sags as I gasp for breath. The gap between us widens and I slow to a more 

sustainable pace. My spirit wilts as I walk alone. Looking ahead, I see the heads of my group a 

quarter of a mile in front.  

 With a sigh, I settle into my pace and regard the scenery. The sun has become a blessing. 

The clouds dissipated to reveal the spires and rock-falls of Symphony Ridge. We were just there 



a short time ago, I muse. Turning a corner, I literally run into the group. They have waited for 

me.  

 "Ready?" asks a voice.  

 I nod. We set off again. 

 The sun lowers behind the ridge creating dark shadows in contrast with the surrounding 

sun soaked hills. I envision dinner and a bath; should I soak first or eat?  

 We cross over Eagle River via a scenic bridge and the trail widens to easy walking. 

Twenty minutes later, the trail winds down to the parking lot. This time, I am not the last.  

 Virginia checks her GPS. "13.8 miles, including the side-trip, in eight hours," she 

announces. "That's really good and in the fog!" 

 The last hiker tromps into the lot and we raise a cheer. Time now, 6:00pm, perfect. 

What a day. From trial to triumph, hiking in Alaska and, it all happened today. 

  


                   

                  

                 

  

  


