
WILDERNESS TREK V 

August 18 - 22, 2011

THE WONDERLAND TRAIL, MT. RAINIER, WA

 

Day 1:

 

Up and at ‘em, dark thirty, Thursday morning, we met in the 

church parking lot of the Metro Church of Christ at 5:00 AM. 

 Taking two vehicles because of staging needs, Josha Moss 

picked me up and we drove to the Vancouver Church of Christ 

parking lot for another pick up before proceeding North on I-5.  

 

Our first stop was Spiffy’s Restaurant for an early morning 

breakfast.  From there we proceeded East on Highway 12 

beyond Packwood, WA to our turn-off on Highway 123, 

connecting with Highway 410 and into the Sunrise entrance of 

the Mount Rainier National Park where we checked in with the 

Ranger, obtained our back country camping permit, then drove 

a short distance to the Frying Pan Creek Trail Head where we 

parked the van.  This would be our exit point from our 5 day 

backpacking trip into the high country of Mount Rainier.

 

The six of us crowed into Josha’s extended cab Toyota Tundra 

(a bit cozy, but do-able) for the few miles trip to Box Canyon Trail 

Head, where we parked the Tundra for a later pick up.

 



            



 

We began our morning hike at Box Canyon after the nice Ranger 

took a group photo of our crew.  The beginning was arduous; 

climbing ever upward through a grove of ancient Fir; zigzagging 

on switchbacks as Lance kept us posted on the elevation gain 

throughout the day.



Our crew consisted of Greg Woods, our Youth Minister, Josha 

Moss, our food organizer (also the only girl on the trip), myself, 

Mike Thomas, Trail Codger who chose this particular hiking trail, 

and 3 of our teen boys from our youth group, Nathan, Lance and 

Loren.  We originally had 10 kids signed up but they began 

dropping out until just these three remained faithful to their 

commitment.  I believe, for that, they will be given an adventure 

of a lifetime!

 

Before long we began to reach the tree line and views of snow 

on mountains glistened in the morning sun.  The trail soon 

disappeared and we began to follow boot prints of previous 

hikers and an occasional flag posted by Rangers that marked 

the snow bound trail.  We occasionally stopped to let we older 



saints catch our breath and drink water.  The boys had more 

energy than allowed and wanted to trudge on ahead of us.  We 

tried to accommodate their desires as much as was safe.

 

                        



 

We eventually reached the top of the mountain in the late 

afternoon, catching 360 degree views of awesome scenery and 

vistas that can’t even be imagined!  To the South loomed the 

enticing Goat Rocks Wilderness.  The towering snow covered 

peaks of Hawkeye Point and Old Snowy Mountain glistened in 

the afternoon sun.  Farther South, Mt. Adams stood majestically 

inside a cover of clouds.  It was a view to behold!  We stood and 

looked and took it in until we had no more time to waste.  

 

The evening sun was sinking quickly and we still had miles to go 

before we camped.  The snow was deep and often steep, 

causing us to slow down and take our time in order to cross the 

snow fields safely.  Continuing our descent, we began to see the 



vast, rocky valley below us.  Soon our Adirondack came into 

view and we rallied with a new energy.

 

                         

 

                             

 

This was called Indian Bar.  We aren’t sure where the name 

came from….we seen no Indians…..nor did we find a bar!  Our 

trail descended near a raging waterfall, created by multiple 

waterfalls farther up near the cliffs where the high country 

snows were melting.  



 

The Adirondack was a welcome “home” to our weary backs.  It 

felt good to relieve ourselves of the heavy packs, loosen our 

boots and relax in the cool of the evening.  We went down to the 

stream and pumped a few quarts of cold mountain water and 

brought back to our home, where Josha prepared a hot, hearty 

meal of Mashed Potatoes and Barbeque Beef.  We ate to our 

hearts content, leaving nothing but the empty containers.  We 

gathered our foodstuff and placed it into bags where we stashed 

it onto the roof of our Adirondack for the

 

 

 



                   

 

night, assuming that it would be safe from roaming animals, like 

Chipmunks and Bears.

 

It was barely dark when everyone headed off to bed.  All of us 

slept inside the Adirondack as it had 8 bunk beds made of iron 

railing, chain supports and wooden planks.  With our inflatable 

sleeping pads, it was comfortable.  Josha had originally 

intended to set up her tent just outside the Adirondack but with 

the talk of “Bears” and the thoughts of her becoming “Bear 

food”, she opted to take one of the top bunks for the night.  I 

can’t say as how I blame her!

 



Day 2:

 

Morning came and we slept in as long as we liked.  The long 7 ½ 

mile trek yesterday, much of it through snow, was tiring.  The old 

guy (me) was tired and needed the rest.  We were up at differing 

times.  Josha had put on a pot of hot water and we each began 

to have breakfast, eating whatever we brought for that.  I 

brought instant oatmeal and coffee.  Others had their own menu 

items and each of us was ready to meet the day.

 

Greg began the day with us taking time in our Journals and in 

the reading of some of the Psalms.  Josha, every year, creates a 

small book for us to use on the trip for our spiritual time 



together.  It combines reading, writing answers to pointed 

questions and individual meditation and prayer time.  It was a 

time of focusing on our time in the Wilderness as compared to 

our walk in the Wilderness of our life.  Because yesterday was 

filled with hiking time (trying to beat the setting sun to our 

“home”) we did not take the time to do Day 1 of our Journals.  So 

today, we had extra time to do both days 1 and 2.  

 

We came together afterwards and Greg directed our hearts and 

minds in a time of learning about each other’s needs.  We 

prayed for each other and thought about how we wanted to see 

this week progress for us spiritually.  It was a great beginning to 

our trip.

 



The excitement began as we started to prepare ourselves for 

the day’s adventures.  Across the raging stream, we spied two 

Black Bears foraging for food in the grassy meadow.  Our hearts 

began to race as we thought about that!  Bears…..IN OUR BACK 

YARD!!  We soon spotted hikers coming down the trail and 

quietly the Bears moved off into the woods.  We made sure our 

food-stuff was put away for the day just in case they decided to 

come calling while we were gone.  The boys climbed the rocks 

and placed the food on the roof.  Greg and I pulled ours tightly 

up against the ceiling inside the Adirondack.

 

There were plenty of curious hikers milling around our house, 

curious to see what it looked like inside (not to mention it was 



about the only dry campsite in the area).  Fortunately it was ours 

for two days.  

 

Josha, Greg and I set out to take a hike up on the mountain 

towards the rear of the Adirondack and see what we could see. 

 The boys asked if they could take a hike up the valley and see 

the water falls up close.  Greg put Lance (the Boy Scout) in 

charge of the other two, with their approval, of course (which 

they did).

 

Our adventure soon found us high on the side of the hill, sitting 

amongst the Heather and having lunch.  I broke open a rather 

generous piece of Smoked Salmon for us to share.  It didn’t last 

long!  Afterwards, we continued upward.  Greg found a nice 

rock to stop and sit near.  Leaning back he decided he would 

make this his destination and watch us if we wanted to continue. 

 We did.  

 

On top we could see the beautiful Goat Rocks Wilderness and Mt 

Adams, once again.  It was an awesome view!  We spent as 

much time up there as we could due to time constraints.  When it 

was time to head down, we decided it would be easier to go 

down the steep snowfields than try to slip and slide among the 

loose rocks of the hillside.

 

Josha went first; glissading down the steep snow on her bottom, 

holding her hiking pole behind her and using it like a rudder. 



 She made it look easy.  I waited until she had put some distance 

between us then I started.  I sat down and pushed off.  I was 

surprised at how fun this was.  Soon that was interrupted by 

increased speed!  I found myself going much faster than I had 

anticipated, hitting the uneven snow, bouncing down the hillside 

like a runaway sled!  I bounced once too many times and lost my 

rudder!  I put my gloved hands behind me and dug in to keep me 

from tumbling until I ended up near the ever LAUGHING Josha!  I 

had to laugh, too, because it was a refreshing experience! 

 Josha ran uphill and retrieved my pole and slid back down.  I 

think she just wanted an excuse to do it again!!  It was fun!

 

We walked down the remaining snowfields and soon found 

ourselves coming near our Adirondack.  The boys were already 

back and we began to think about food.  I went down to the 

stream to pump water.  While I was there, they spotted another 

Bear coming into the meadow across the stream.  I was too low 

to see him.  More hikers were coming down the trail and 

spooked the Bear back into the forest.  More excitement for the 

night!

 

Following a tasty dinner of Spaghetti and meat, we gathered 

together for a devotional and a discussion of our Journals.  We 

then retired for the night and mentally prepared for packing up 

in the morning for another 5 ½ miles of hiking to our second 

destination.

 



Day 3:

 

The night was quiet with no incidents of wild Bears raiding our 

camp, except, perhaps in our own minds.  Loren woke me up 

sometime in the night to tell me about a possible bear outside 

our cabin. I didn't hear anything, nor was I about to go out there 

in the dark and chase him off!  Besides, if the truth be known, 

Loren probably wanted sone relief from my snoring! 

We awakened with the morning sun peeking over the ridge.  The 

boys were anxious to break camp and get started on the trail. 

 We finished breakfast and packed our packs.  After a time of 

reading, prayer and reflection, we gathered for a group photo 

and hit the trail towards Summerland.



We kept looking for the Black Bears we had seen the day before 

as we crossed the meadow where they fed.  The original trail 

had been washed out by the Spring thaw so we foraged ahead 

breaking new trail.  We soon found the old trail as it wound its 

way up the mountain.  The hike was steep and tiring.  We kept 

looking back down into Indian Bar watching our “home” slowly 

fade out of sight while Lance kept feeding us altitude updates 

from his new watch.

 

The funniest thing happened.  As we neared a large clearing; a 

green meadow we had seen from Indian Bar was filled with 

flowers and so inspired our aging Youth Minister that he began 

to sing the theme song from The Sound of Music, properly off 



key, I might add.  As my scratchy throated fellow codger began 

the part that was a higher pitched, “Oh ooooh ohh oh”, two wild 

Coyotes began howling, almost in unison.  One was far across 

the valley on the other side and the second was on our side of 

the mountain, except down closer to our camp.  He had them 

howling like dogs when a fire truck siren sounds!  It was so 

funny!!  We all had a great laugh over that.  Then Josha began 

twirling across the meadow like Julie Andrews did in the movie, 

and we all began to crack up!

 

After our good laugh we continued upward.  We were still a long 

way to the top and the snow began to become more and more an 

issue.  Soon we were crossing more snow than land…and then 

the land ran out!  The remainder of the trip was over deep 

snowfields with amazing vistas of the Goat Rocks Wilderness, 

Mt. Adams and other mountain ranges.  We soon reached “the 

top” and began ups and downs of solid snow on steep hillsides. 

 The snow slowed us down and we began to tire easily.  The 

boys, still full of energy, were ever steady on the slopes and 

always way ahead of us.  Nathan hung out with us for the most 

part.  He was still favoring an injured knee from an accident he 

had the previous year.





 

As soon as we reached Panhandle Gap, the remaining portion of 

our trek will be all downhill.  Yea!  We still had a lot of snow to 

cross but it posed no problem.  It was all downhill to 

Summerland.  We passed by many day hikers who had came up 

from White River Camp and Frying Pan Trailhead to enjoy the 

beautiful day on the mountain.  On our left, we passed a blue and 

white pond of water perhaps 30 feet across.  It was mostly snow 

filled and slushy with some areas of cold water.  The boys were 

eyeing it like it was some sort of gate through a time warp or 

something.

We were stopped by a couple on the side of the trail who asked if 

we were interested in Goats.  We said we were and they pointed 



out a herd of 15 wild Goats on the hillside.  It must have been the 

same 15 that Josha and I had seen on Monday when we came up 

for a scouting trip with Alyssa and her friend, Kitty, from 

Nebraska.  Alyssa wanted to go see them up close, so I told her 

to take a camera and bring me back a picture.  She did.  She 

said, “Wild Goats staring at you is kinda creepy!”  

 

 

Lance and Loren had already smoked past the couple on their 

way to camp.  The lady made a comment about them being such 

nice boys.  “Now, what did these boys look like again??”  Yeah, I 

guess they WERE ours!  

 



The lady was very nice and began to tell us a story about them 

being on another hike somewhere; about being watched over 

and reasons for stopping on a trail that had made her think there 

were reasons for everything we do.  She began to tell us about 

hiking on a trail when they stopped to look at something.  Her 

husband, of course, interrupted her and began adding the 

“details” she left out that he thought should be included (typical 

man??).  He said they were hiking along a mountain trail and 

saw this woman of oriental nature on the trail rising and falling 

down with her face to the ground, then rising, taking a step and 

falling down again.  He said at first he thought there was 

something wrong with her so they went over and asked her if 

she was alright.  She said she “sees everything”.  He said, 

“What?”  “I see everything”, she said.  

                    



 

Apparently, she was just taking a closer look at what she might 

see on the ground, as well as what was around her.  She would 

only walk one mile per day but “see everything”.  She told them 

what she saw and then went on about her business.  The man 

and woman watched her and then went on themselves.  The 

woman paused along the trail shortly afterwards to look at some 

of the smallest of things; a flower, a bug or something, when all 

of a sudden a large boulder came crashing down in front of 

them; bouncing down the hill and across the trail at about the 

same spot as they would have been walking, had they not 

stopped to see the tiny things along the trail.  They looked back 

to see the old woman but she was nowhere to be seen.  (Toss in 

the Twilight Zone theme song here).



 

So they were convinced that some being, or power, watches 

over us and every detour from our normal path could have a 

spiritual meaning that we are being protected.  Greg blessed 

their lives and we continued down the trail, keeping an eye open 

for large boulders.

 

Next, we came upon an Indian couple slowly slip sliding down 

the trail.  The young wife was wearing what appeared to be 

sneakers and was slipping on the snow with every step, and 

walking extremely cautious.  I was in the lead so I stopped to 

wait a minute until they put a little distance between us, as there 

was no place convenient to pass them and I didn’t want to 

appear to be running up and tail-gating.  She was having a hard 

enough time without us trying to appear to make her hurry.

 

Her husband was holding her hand to assist her balancing acts. 

 We soon reached a rocky place so we moved up and they let us 

pass.  It was a good lesson for Greg to use in our devotional as 

to how people help people; how God helps us in our 

weaknesses.

 

Next was the green grassy meadow, the Marmots, streams of 

running water and our campsite!  The Adirondack was much 

smaller than the one at Indian Bar.  This one did not have bunk 

beds along the walls so we would need tents at this site….or 

sleeping bags on the floor.  Seeing the Marmot popping his head 



out of the broken board in the flooring did not make us want to 

toss out a sleeping bag!  

 

We ended up pitching three tents.  Greg and I pitched ours 

inside the Adirondack; the boys pitched theirs just in front of us 

and Josha had a place along side of the Adirondack.  It was just 

the right amount of space for our group and worked out quite 

well.

 

People were milling around our campsite quite often; taking a 

look at our “view” of the meadow and surrounding mountains of 

the rugged Rainier.  One teenage girl was sitting in the 

Adirondack as we approached.  She was eating Peanut Butter 

from a jar with her spoon while reading a paperback book of 

some kind; oblivious to this being our campsite.  We began to 

move in and drop our packs and sat down all around her. 

 Occasionally she would glance up at us, but continued her 

quest of eating Peanut Butter with her spoon and reading her 

novel.  Later her Dad showed up with another young daughter 

and it wasn’t long until Greg and I were teasing them and 

making them laugh.  It became quite a “family circle” and we all 

enjoyed each other.  We all voted on whether the best Peanut 

Butter was the smooth, crunchy or extra crunchy.  Soon they left 

and we had the Adirondack pretty much to ourselves. 

 Occasionally some folks would drop in for a view.

 

A couple of rough looking boys came up and struck up a 



conversation; taking pictures and making themselves obvious. 

 One had a Jersey that said ‘BOOZER 5” on the back, like a 

basketball jersey or something.  There were plenty of tattoos 

and features that were different from Greg and I.  They were 

nice enough…just different.  We were okay with that.

 

The afternoon was spent getting our camp set up and settled 

down.  Greg and I enjoyed the rest and even took a short nap or 

two.  We got everyone together and spent time talking about our 

Journals and our reading from Psalms.  I think the two guys 

came back down but they abruptly left when they saw us inside 

the Adirondack with our Journals.  We had good group 

discussion and prayer time.

 

It was soon suppertime and we pumped a few containers of 

fresh water and Josha began to prepare Beef Stroganoff for our 

dinner.  It was great!  We all ate and were filled.  Again, nothing 

left over.  These boys were like garbage disposals and nothing 

had to be buried!  About dark, we were already in our tents and 

ready for sleep.  The evening temperature was unusually warm 

and the sleeping bags were not even needed!  It wasn’t until late 

in the night did I actually pull mine over me like a blanket.  We 

wondered how the valley floor back home was doing for 

temperature.

 

Day 4:



 

Today is Sunday morning.  We all felt good after a nights’ rest, a 

hot breakfast, coffee and cocoa.  The sun had peeked over the 

mountain and began warming the Summerland meadow.  The 

Marmot, Chipmunks and Jays were busy scurrying about 

looking for a decent meal.  The noise of rushing streams from 

melting snow sounded much like a blowing fan as we slept.  The 

night had been still and cool.  The light from the half moon 

obscured one’s view of the star filled sky, yet the brilliance of 

those we could see was a splendor.  Moonlight reflected off the 

mountain snowfields lit up our campsite like a street light.  It was 

a sight to behold!

 

After breakfast we began to get ready for our mountaintop 

worship service.  Josha and I scouted the layout of the meadow 

for a place to meet for worship.  We chose a grassy area on the 

other side of a narrow grove of trees; a slight hillside that fell 

down before the mighty Mt Rainier.  This particular perch gave 

us an awesome view of the magnificence of Rainier, the rushing 

of melting snow through flower dotted fields of green.  

                    



                



 It was the perfect place to consider how generous God is and 

has been, to us this week.  Every day has been filled with 

awesome views of His creation.  He didn’t create something and 

then walk away; He left it teeming with life; abundant with 

wildlife of Elk, Bear, Deer, Goats, Marmot, Chipmunks, Coyotes, 

and with a myriad of flowers pollinated by bees and insects of 

many types.  The mountain was made alive by God’s creation 

and takes on a life of its own, year after year.  We have been 

blessed to come here to witness His creation in the making.

 

Greg led us in focusing our thoughts into the book of Psalms. 

 We read our chapters, journaled in our books and sang songs of 

praise.  We were alone on this hillside except for the occasional 



scurrying about of a busy Marmot, and God speaking to us 

through His word and into our hearts.  We were at peace in this 

place.  Communion time was very special, as well.  We all took 

Communion together.  We broke apart and worked in our 

Journals before coming back together for discussion and 

prayer.  It was a filling experience in a fitting place.

 

Following our worship time, we each went out and enjoyed free 

time.  The boys decided to climb a piece of the mountain and 

find a perch somewhere.  Josha and I decided to work our way 

towards the big glaciers of Mt Rainier.  Spying a snow-free 

hillside we headed cross-country, crossing stream after stream 

of cold, rushing water; boulder hopping for a couple of hours 

until we finally made our way to the bottom of the ridge we 

wanted to climb.  I snapped a photo of Josha with the mountain 

in the background just in time to see a message pop up on my 

camera that said I was out of battery!  OH NOOO!!!  Well, here 

we are to the best part and neither of us has a camera that 

works!  We crossed the final stream of rushing water, stopping 

to fill our Canteens before going to the top.  The taste of this 

glacier water is amazing!  It is perhaps the best water we have 

ever tasted; cold, clear and refreshing!  We drank our fill and 

then moved on.

 



     

   



So here we are, standing on a ridge looking over into the face of 

Mt Rainer into ancient glaciers; so many waterfalls coming from 

the cliffs that we have a hard time counting them.   It seemed like 

we were so close we could reach out and touch the mountain. 

 We spotted a small campsite a few yards away on the ridge.  It 

looked awesome!  We could just imaging pitching a tent right 

there and watching the mountain all night.  Whoever it was that 

created this camp spot must have enjoyed being “one with the 

mountain”; seclusion, quiet, peaceful and Spiritual restoration. 

 What an amazing place!

                 



 We continued up the ridge a while before heading back cross-

country towards Summerland.  It was a great hike and very 

rewarding.

 

We rested at camp and listened to the stories told by the boys 

and Greg (who opted to remain in camp for the day).  They were 

out and about part of the time.  The boys did not make it to their 

high perch they thought about, but they had a great time in the 

snow.  Greg talked about visitors coming into camp and talking. 

 He went back up the mountain trail towards Panhandle Gap to 

the spot where the icy pond was located.  He filmed Nathan who 

went out into the icy water and waded around in his hiking gear. 



As he told the story and showed the short video to us on his 

camera, Josha challenged Nathan to go swimming there. 

 Challenge accepted, Nathan and Josha headed for the pond as 

excited as Greg and I would be if we were headed for a HOT TUB 

about now!  Lance took Greg’s camera along to film the icy 

swim.  

 

I enjoyed the quiet time while they were gone.  I was much too 

tired to go along for the excitement.  Greg and I took advantage 

of the quiet time and took a short nap.  When we woke up, the 

chilly swimmers were back with tales of bravery and film footage 

to prove it!  

 

Josha prepared our final evening meal of Beef Stew.  We ate 

until we were filled and then got ready for the evening.  We had a 

time of discussing the day, our journals and talking with each 

other. The boys went to bed with visions of Pizza, Hamburgers 

and Fries on their minds; eager to rise early and hit the trail 

home.  We had had a busy day of hiking, swimming, laughing, 

and card playing, in a small piece of God’s creation called 

Summerland; a place not often seen by the general public.  A 

place we will not soon forget.

Day 5:

 

Morning came.  We began to scurry about getting our things 

packed up; heating water for hot breakfasts and drinks.  The 



boys were packed long before I had my things packed.  I believe 

they were eager to go find Pizza and Burgers!  After cleaning up 

and packing our things, we stopped and worked in our journals 

and in the reading of Psalms.

 

Saying goodbye to our Summerland Adirondack, we assembled 

for a group picture before donning our packs.  We took a last 

look around and began the easy 4 mile trek to our Trail Head. 

 We had to cross very little snow as it had almost melted off the 

trail below Summerland.  Just before cutting into the trees, 

Josha and I took a last look back towards Summerland and 

Mount Rainier.  We laughed and talked about how great it was to 

be here…..for the third time!  To us, the mountains are always 

new and exciting.  Our hope was to make it the same for our 

teens.  In some ways we were changed, but like the Mountain, 

we will remain much the same.

 

We ended our trek in a couple of hours at Frying Pan Creek Trail 

Head and headed out, swinging by Box Canyon to pick up 

Josha's Tundra.

 

As we drove home, we thought about how God was at work in 

the “wilderness” of our lives, as He is in the wilderness of the 

mountains.  We thought about the trip, with its varying levels of 

difficulty and the many vistas that gave us views of a massive 

range of mountains.  We remembered our view of the Goat 



Rocks Wilderness from Panhandle Gap; looking at the north face 

of those mountain peaks; knowing we had stood on the very top 

of some of them.  How far away they were, yet looked near 

because we were familiar with them.  

 

On the way home, we talked about the possibility of opening our 

trek to more of Portland’s teens.  It’s exciting to think about 

possibilities.  Now we look forward to planning for next year’s 

Wilderness Trek.

 

Mike Thomas

 

 

 


