
WILDERNESS TREK IX 

EAGLE CAP WILDERNESS 

August 13, 2015 

 

Day 1: 

   This is our 9th Wilderness Trek we have led since its beginning over 9 years ago.  We are excited to 

participate in another program designed to offer our teens and young adults a wilderness experience; to 

venture out into the high mountains and experience God at work in His creation. 

 

 

 
       

   We began this day by meeting at 2:00 AM early Thursday morning at the Metro Church building.  We all 

packed into our borrowed Suburban (thank you, Levi and Summer).  Our drive East on I-84 to La Grande, 

Oregon will take us nearly 5 hours.  The anticipation of breakfast will not keep us awake, but it might help. 

   Our crew consists of 6 half asleep souls wondering if we brought enough for 5 days on the trail.  We did 

manage to fit into the Suburban with room to spare. 

   There was Greg, a seasoned ex-youth minister we now call our Intergenerational Minister, who is our spiritual 

leader.  He will focus on leading us in the spiritual walk along this trail.  We again have a workbook and Bible 

where we can journal, take notes on our scripture readings and set goals for what we want to improve as we 

walk the next 20-plus miles of trail. 

   David and his grandson, Ramsey, are coming along this year.  It is David's second trek experience.  He is 



one of our fellow elders and a strong hiker, even though he begins this trek with a couple of blisters he received 

the day before when he, Christie and Ramsey took a 13 mile day hike on the Eagle Creek Trail.  This is 

Ramsey's first backpacking experience.  He has not yet developed a love for this kind of experience, but he is 

athletic and strong enough for this trek. 

 

    

   This is Josh's third Wilderness Trek.  He is also a strong hiker who seems tireless on the trail.  He loves the 

mountains and is fun to have along. Josh reminds me of a young survivalist.  He is most resourceful. 

   This is also Johnny's first Wilderness Trek with us.  He is a strong young man who enjoys the great 

outdoors.  He has been eager to go on this hike for nearly a year.  It will be fun getting to know him better. 

   I make up the 6th member of this crew.  My name is Mike.  I am also one of the elders at our church.  My job 

is more logistical for Wilderness Trek.  I pick a trail and figure out what it will take to make it happen. As the 

oldest Trail Codger on the trek, I feel more and more pain each year in trying to keep up and hike the 

mountains. 

   Jake and Alyssa are planning to come the following day and meet us at Mirror Lake.  Her grandmother is not 

doing well and she will be going there first for a visit. 

   Breakfast arrived at about 0700 where we stopped at Denny's in La Grande. 

   We continued our drive deeper into the Wallowa Valley towards the tiny town of Lostine, Oregon. In the 

distance, the mountains were hazy.  The more we drove the worse it became. We soon realized the haze was 

actually smoke from a forest fire that burned near the Idaho/Oregon border. We were hopeful that it would soon 

subside. The threat of nearby forest fires is always my worse fear when backpacking.  It is impossible to 

prepare for an encroaching fire.  There were no reports of fires in this area as I made preparations for selecting 

this destination.  One must, however, be vigilant. 



   Turning off the highway at 

the edge of Lostine, we drove 

another 20 miles to Two Pan 

Trailhead in the upper Lostine 

Valley. 

   We unloaded the Suburban, 

donned our heavy packs with 

Greg and I wondering why we 

had brought so much!  After a 

group photo taken by a kind 

stranger, we headed up the 

trail along the East Lostine 

River at the intersection of the 

East and West Fork trails.  We 

will be returning to this spot in 

5 days via the West Fork Trail. 

   The trail soon began a steep 

uphill climb along a rocky 

hillside strewn with occasional horse biscuits that needed to be side stepped. After a few miles and several 

switchbacks, we arrived at a small waterfall, where we dropped our packs and took a break. I noticed Greg, or 

as I call him, Codger II, (he affectionately refers to me as Codger I…..its a long story) was sitting on a rock near 

the base of the falls with his boots off, appearing to pollute the pristine water with his stinky feet.  (Note to Self:  

Refill your water bottles a bit higher up).  I’m certain the cool water was refreshing but I did not indulge at this 

time.  My thoughts were fixed upon a particular camping spot higher up into the West end of the Lostine Valley 

where we would have plenty of free time to cool off in the smooth-running East Fork of the Lostine. 

   Before leaving, and following a period of rest and relaxation, and consuming a few snacks, we pumped some 

of the mountain stream water through my new Giardia-proof  water filter and drank all we wanted.  I did 

remember to pump from a small pool a little higher up than that foot-soaking pool Codger II was using to soak 

his feet! 

   It’s always hard to gear up and start hiking following 

a break.  We knew we had no choice because our 

intended campsite for the night was barely two miles 

away.  All we had to do was complete the climb 

through the trees.  The campsite would, hopefully, be 

unoccupied and ready for this crew. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

   As we broke free of the trees, we 

entered the Lostine Valley.  We found 

our campsite near the creek exactly as 

I had expected (and hoped) where we 

set up camp for the night. 

   It was nice to cool off in the clear 

water and watch for scurrying trout.  As 

we sat in the grass, while still soaking 

our tired feet in the cool water and 

relaxed, Ramsey spotted a jet black 

Fisher making its way along the edge 

of the creek.  He was a beautiful! 

Animal, keeping into the weeds as 

much as possible.  I had only seen a 

Fisher on one other occasion.  It was in 

a tree in the Goat Rocks Wilderness, 

late in the Fall, but it’s fur was a 

reddish orange color. I suppose he was 

putting on a new thicker coat getting 

ready for the winter snows to come. 

 

    

 

 

 

 



   The smoky skies offered a beautiful red sunset.  Apparently there was a big fire along the Oregon/Idaho 

border, polluting our views. 

    

Soon it was dinner time.   This meal was Chicken Fajitas.  Very good! 

   Our evening devotional was very good.  We had Bible reading assignments from Psalms.  We journaled and 

discussed goals setting and shared scripture. 

   The night sky was amazing!  The Stars were brilliant. Even with my Macular Degeneration, I could see the 

Milky Way!  It brought back childhood memories of growing up in the Ozark mountains and seeing the stars on 

a clear night, such as I have never seen since. 

 

DAY 2: 

   We got up when we felt like getting up.  Time for morning coffee and breakfast.  We provided hot water so 

any of us were able to have a hot meal if we brought something.  Some of us enjoyed a bowl of hot 

oatmeal.  Some had trail mix.  It was all dependent upon preplanning 

. 

   We began the day by packing and breaking camp.  As it started to sprinkle, we opted to leave our tents up a 

little while longer, just in case the skies let loose with a downpour or something. 

   In a short time the sky cleared up and the sun came out. We packed our tents and began a time of individual 

Bible reading and study.  We each went off to a quiet place to talk to God and pray.  Greg chose an old dead 



  

 

tree that had fallen in the meadow years ago.  The branches had been broken off and probably used for a few 

previous campfires.  The tree trunk was weather beaten and bleached white by the sun. 

  Greg sat on the tree and talked to God.  It wasn't long before a tiny bird sailed down and landed on Greg's 

gray hair covered head.  Startled, he quickly jumped up off that dead snag and cut his calves on a couple of 

sharp stobs where the limbs had broken off.  He came back into camp and began doctoring his wounds while 

telling us this story of how a bird attacked him while he was meditating. Although we felt sympathy for his injury, 

it was funny. 



   After our study and a group prayer, we picked up our 

packs and headed towards the other end of the valley.  In 

a few miles we finally came to the Lakes Basin area of 

Mirror Lake.  We chose one of the first campsites we 

found.  It was closer to the water source than any other we 

found.  It fit our needs and so we began to set up camp.  It 

was after 3:00 PM; we were tired. 

   Tonight's meal would be Beef Stroganoff.  Ramsey didn't 

care for it and Josh had something else, so that left plenty 

for the rest of us to eat.  We pumped clean water from 

Mirror Lake.  Some of the guys soaked their tired feet in 

the lake (after we pumped water). 

   Bedtime came early, as it did last night.  The boys never thought they would be in bed before dark, but they 

were.  This hiking with your house on your back makes one tired enough to change one's sleeping habits.  We 

still had the red glow from this late afternoon's sun.  We prayed for a clear day tomorrow. 

 



Day 3: 

 

                                                         Johnny thought this was pretty cool! 

 

   I awoke before sunup. It was cold this morning.  I hated to get out of my warm sleeping bag.  I woke those 

who wanted to see Mirror Lake looking like a mirror.  David, Johnny and I walked the short distance to the 

lake's edge and stood on a huge granite slab.  The reflection of Eagle Cap in the glassy water was 

beautiful.  This is where Mirror Lake gets its name.  Early morning is best for seeing reflections, before the sun 

comes up and begins to stir a breeze.  Once the ripples come, the mirror disappears. 

   Back to the camp for coffee, hot chocolate and breakfast.  Today we are heading to the top of Eagle 

Cap.  Our Mirror Lake camp is about 7,500' elevation.  The top of Eagle Cap is about 9,600'.  So we have 

about 3 miles to hike with an elevation gain of 2,100'.  It should be fun! 



 
 

   As we headed out to the tip of the lake and the end of the meadow, we noticed how clear the skies 

were.  The smoky sky was gone.  I shouldn't have been too surprised...isn't that what we prayed for last 

night?  God is good! 

   We crossed a small stream, the last stream we will see all day, and began an uphill ascent.  With every 

switchback, we quickly gained elevation, occasionally stopping to look at the mountains and valley opening 

before us.  The Lostine Valley that brought us here was clear enough to point out the area where we made 

camp our first night. 

   Looking down, we could see where the snowmelt stream below Horton Pass, meandered through Upper 

Lake and flowed into Mirror Lake. The distant trail that switch-backed its way up and across Minam Ridge 

became more and more visible. This will be our backpacking trail as we leave this valley Sunday morning. 

   The dry winter has been hard on this area.  The lakes and Tarns have less water this year than any previous 

year I have seen.  Patches of snow that once clung to the steep sides of this mountain have already melted, 

except for a few of the deeper patches that were once small glaciers.  The face of the mountain is changing. 

   Besides a few Chipmunks or an occasional Hawk, wildlife is scarce up here.  The rocky trail is dust covered 

and dry.  We continued making our way upward.  The thin mountain air and steep terrain is hard for Greg and 

me to hike without occasionally stopping to catch our wind and give our tired legs a break.  It wasn't but a few 

weeks ago that Greg had a Stint put into one of his major Arteries. He still struggles to keep his Diabetes in 

check.  I'm in perfect health except for the Arthritis, bad lungs and Macular Degeneration that plays tricks on 

my eyesight.  But we continue to lead these treks, year after year.  With every step, we continue to joke about 

this might just be our last high mountain trek.  Who knows?  Perhaps we aren't joking anymore. 



 
 

   As we broke over the ridge above Horton Pass, the view of a vast expanse of more high mountains opened 

up before us towards the east, South and West.  Who would have thought this country was so big?  Mountain 

Sheep roam these craggy places but none would be seen today. Distant snowfields, where they like to lay are 

gone now.  I suspect they have found cooler places in the shade of higher ridges. 



 

 

   Walking the ridge line trail to Eagle Cap was a lot of fun.  The steep mountainside plummeted a thousand feet 

so care had to be taken along this stretch of gnarly conifers and granite outcroppings.  Small pieces of granite 

and scree littered the trail.  Side stepping to a safe spot as other hikers passed by, we gave way to the faster 

hikers.  Our tired old bones were quickly tuckered out from this relentless uphill trail. The younger guys seemed 

to take it in stride and went on ahead. We met them at the top when we eventually arrived. 

   The views from the top of Eagle Cap were many.  This is one place where one can look for hours and still not 

see it all.  It was unfortunate that the smoke from forest fires along the Idaho border was quickly drifting up the 

valley towards our mountain perch. 

 



 
 

   From here we could see Glacier, Moccasin, Sunshine, Frasier, and Blue Lakes and possibly others for hikers 

with good eyesight. 

   Here at the top, we found a quiet place and did our prayer time and Bible study.  One could find a secluded 

piece of shade on the East slope to get away from the small crowd of hikers who came up here this morning. 

   We opted to return to Mirror Lake along the same trail.  Originally, I had hoped we could bush whack down a 

snowfield on the back side of Eagle Cap on the Northeast saddle, but the absence of snow put this idea on the 

back burner.  It didn't appear safe enough to me for us to make the attempt.  Maybe next time. 



 

 

   The trail back to camp was just as steep going down as it was coming up.  Care had to be exercised to avoid 

slipping and falling off the trail.  The steep mountainside descent made our "brakes smoke".  We continued to 

take the time to stop and take pictures or point out tarns, possible campsites or outcroppings.  Looking across 

the valley, The Matterhorn, a high mountain of white Granite stood out amount the other high peaks, like Mt. 

Sacajawea to its left.  Intriguing Ice Lake lies at the base of Sacajawea on the North side.  From the photos I've 

seen, it would be another hike worth taking. 

  We stopped along the stream that flowed from Upper Lake and pumped fresh water.  We soon made our way 

towards camp.  Greg took a nap. I think Josh and Ramsey also napped.  I slumped into my camp chair where I 

remained for an hour or two. 

  Dinner tonight was Mountain House freeze dried Beef Stew.  As expected, some of the boys passed on that, 

opting for Ramen noodles or whatever they brought.  I think Johnny brought three pounds of Trail Mix.  Ha 

ha!  I'm not that big a fan of trail food. Josh forgot his spoon, dish and cup so we shared ours with 

him.  Ramsey relied on his grandpa to bring what he needed.  David brought ground coffee but nothing to brew 

it in.  I shared my Tasters Choice and hot chocolate with everyone except Greg, who had remembered to bring 

his own.  Although we mail out a list of what to bring, including options of what one might like to bring, the list 

needs to be read and treated like a checklist.  I recall the early days of my hiking experiences when I found 

myself wishing I had brought something else.  Now, in my Codger years, I usually bring more than I need. 

   Again, we all were in our tents and asleep before it was actually dark.   It seems as if every evening's the 

same...our bodies are tired before we are!  There was no red sunset tonight. 

 



Day 4: 

   I was up before sunrise and had a hot mug of coffee in hand as I made my way down to the lake, camera in 

hand, anticipating another gorgeous reflection of Eagle Cap in Mirror Lake.  Smoke was fading the mountain’s  

 

view this morning and the reflection was not as grand as yesterday, even though the lake was glassy calm. 

   Greg and David soon arrived and we began to walk along the lake to look for other reflection options.  It was 

a gorgeous morning and we did find some good reflections.  David and Greg decided to walk around to the 

mountain side of the lake, while I remained where I was. Johnny soon arrived and we watched as Greg and 

David walked along the rocky shore on the other side.



 
 

   Today is Sunday, the Lord's Day.  Today we will plan to worship on the ridge towards Minam Lake.  We 

made our way back to camp for breakfast.  We packed our packs and broke camp.  It wasn't long before we 

were headed for the trail to Minam Lake.  This morning’s hike will be strenuous and taxing on two old Codger 

bodies. 

   The steep mountainside seemed to loom above us forever.  We stopped on a flat outcropping about two 

thirds of the way up to take time to read from Psalms and pray.  It was a refreshing time for both Spirit and 

body. 

   We eventually made our way to the saddle. The switchbacks and steep, rocky trail seemed relentless.  Greg 

and I developed a strategy days ago. We came up with the 30-30 plan. We hiked for 30 feet and then rested for 

30 seconds.  I'd say we were more like the Tortoise than the Hare. 



 

 

   The back side of the mountain towards Minam Lake was steep and rocky, just like the coming up part, but the 

views were great as we were able to see more of this vast wilderness area.  The switchbacks continued down 

towards the Minam.  We could occasionally see it off in the distance.  At one particular spot along the trail, we 

sat down and consumed a few snacks as we looked down upon the lake. 

It wasn’t long until we arrived onto level ground and headed towards the lake.  Our boys were waiting at the 

next trail intersection.  We soon found a great place to camp and began to set up our tents 



   We chose the first campsite we found.  It was close to the lake and offered plenty of room. 

   The lake level was down considerably from years past.  Elk tracks lined the beach and small rocky islands 

poked up in the middle that I had not seen in previous years. 

 

   We relaxed a little before starting a time of worship, singing and reading from the Word. We took Communion 

and enjoyed a time of discussion about the high and low points of this trek. It was a good time. 

  Dinner was Lasagne.  As my stomach was not at its best, I had a bowl of spicy noodles.... does that make 

sense?  But I did feel better.  We walked on the shore near sunset.  It wasn't long before we headed to 

bed.        



 

 

 

 

Day 5: 

   This is our final day.  We packed our packs and tents following breakfast.  Our hike along the West Trail to 

our vehicle will be about 6.5 miles.  I expect to be there about 11:00 this morning. 

  On the trail out we forded a few streams with no incidents.  It was a good hike out.  Some of the downhill 

switchbacks were pretty bad but we made it out without anyone getting hurt.  We were glad to see the parking 

lot!  It was 11:00 AM. 

   We could hardly wait to stop at the first cafe we found and bite into a big, greasy hamburger and fries.  That's 

exactly what we did! 

 

Mike Thomas 

 

 


