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         BY CHR IS KALMAN

Southern Sequoia 
THE  H IGH  S I E RR A  YOU ’ V E  NE V ER  HE A RD  OF

I was broke, jobless and living in the flattest part of Maryland  last spring 
when an unexpected call came in from Sequoia National Park. Months 
before, I had applied for and then forgotten about a job there. The position: 
backcountry ranger; duty station: Little 5 Lakes; job description: live in a yurt 
in a remote corner of the High Sierra with little to no supervision, and make 
sure the place doesn’t burn down. Was I still interested? 

I Google Earthed “Little 5 Lakes” as the 
call turned into an interview. After climbing 
in the Sierra for years, I knew that finding 
good granite there is a given. But I had never 
heard of Little 5 or any of the surrounding 
walls and peaks (except for the crumbling 
volcanic Kaweahs). Sure, names like Angel 
Wings, the Saber Ridge, Mount Chamberlin, 
and, of course, Whitney–all within Sequoia—
rang a bell. But this little pocket of the Sierra, 

tucked into the southwestern corner of the 
great range of granite escarpments, was terra 
incognita for me.

The timing and location weren’t ideal, 
as they would put me worlds apart from my 
girlfriend for nearly six months. Yet I had 
applied for what felt like 100 jobs since I had 
quit the Park Service two years prior, and with 
no luck. Besides, I missed the mountains. For 
my sanity and my bank account, I accepted 

the job, to begin May, 2015.
I had mixed feelings, but as I continued 

scanning Google Earth, southwest of the 
Little 5 Lakes ranger station, I saw a large 
wall of clean-looking white rock looming up 
over Spring Lake. I played with the controls, 
zooming in and out, changing angles, panning 
up and down. The wall looked incredible. I 
started to smile.

Upon arriving at Sequoia in May, I got my 
hands on a copy of R.J. Secor’s High Sierra—
Peaks, Passes, Trails, the preeminent guide 
to the Sierra Nevada. The Spring Lake Wall 
had first been climbed back in 1975 by, guess 
who, the indomitable Fred Beckey (with Rob 
Dellinger and Debbie Winters). A year later, 
Galen Rowell and Vern Clevenger (a name 
I would see popping up again and again in 
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Chris Kalman plays Choose Your Own Adventure on the stellar granite of the Spring Lake Wall. 

Southern Sierra records) put up another route 
on the wall.

I flipped the page, expecting to see a long 
list of other ascents. But that was it. Perusing 
a chapter on the surrounding mountains—
the Kaweah range to the east, and the long 
sprawling ridge of the Great Western Divide 
to the West, I saw a few non-technical ascents 
and the occasional 5.something. A lot of peaks 
had been climbed once or twice in the 1970s 
or 1980s, with sparse action in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, but mostly … silence. People 
came, they climbed, and then they left. I 
figured the mountains must be picked clean.
  It wasn’t until I popped over Glacier Pass in 
real life and saw the Spring Lake Wall that I 
realized what a trove of untouched rock existed 
there. Rowell’s route I easily identified by the 
enormous pillar running up the west face, 

with clean 400- to 500-foot dihedrals soaring 
on either side. It looked like Mount Russell’s 
Mithral Dihedral or the Incredible Hulk’s Red 
Dihedral, High Sierra classics on the better-
known East Side. Beckey’s 5.6 lay somewhere 
along the vague and broken-up west shoulder. 
Smack in the middle was a sun-shade arete of 
what appeared to be perfect, gleaming stone. 
The main face was laced with fissures, corners 
and textured rock, and extended a good 500 
feet below the terrace where Rowell’s route 
started. The king line on the wall stood out, 
apparently unclimbed, in plain sight.

 
Early in the season, my buddy Austin Siadak 
came in to meet me. He showed up in camp 
with a haulbag full of fresh fruit and veggies, 
whiskey, chocolate, even a couple of PBR tall 
boys. It was the resupply to end all resupplies, 

just three months earlier than I needed it.
We popped beers, embraced, shot the 

shit for a few seconds, and then Austin said 
something to the effect of, “Dude. That wall!”

We didn’t have to discuss which one. I 
knew he’d passed it on the way out to Little 5 
along the backcountry trail from the Mineral 
King trailhead, in the southwestern corner of 
Sequoia National Park. I had days off coming 
up, so as soon as he unpacked, we repacked 
our stuff for an attempt on the wall’s central 
prow. No bolts, no pins, no aid gear. Just cams 
and nuts and slings, and a single rope—an 
authentic High Sierra new-routing kit. We 
were planning on quality rock.

While we found some choss in getting 
established on the wall, followed by a 
completely vegetated (albeit splitter) dihedral 
pitch, the wall lived up to expectations. The 
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third pitch carried us around an exposed 
and featured arete to a perfect finger crack 
through a roof in a shallow corner. I burled 
through some 5.11 wide finger laybacking 
and arrived at a great ledge right beneath 
the main headwall, which shone like gold in 
the sunlight. Everywhere we looked we saw 
splitters: The hard part was choosing one. We 
elected to do the fun 5.10 twin finger cracks 
on the right, leaving a wild-looking lightning 
bolt on the left and thin seams straight up for 
another day. Pitch after pitch, we encountered 
superb rock and safe and enjoyable climbing. 
After 1,500 feet, we stood on the summit. As 
I scanned the 360-degree panorama I saw 
yet more beckoning walls, sharp peaks and 
gleaming lakes.

Austin just said, “Oh ... my ... god.” 

All summer, I wandered up to walls, faces 
and pinnacles that were either unclimbed or 
had seen some minor action decades ago, and 
found excellent climbing. During my stint as a 
ranger, I climbed close to 100 pitches. Most of 
them were previously unclimbed (or at least 
unreported), and out of all of them, only two 
were vegetated, and maybe five were chossy.

 If you tossed the peaks and walls along this 
pocket of the Sierra into any other state in the 
union, they would likely be that state’s premier 
alpine-climbing destination. The approach 
to most of the climbing is an arduous uphill 
battle over four to eight hours. No cake walk, 
but no worse than hiking into the Wind River 
Range or to much of the good alpine climbing 
in Rocky Mountain National Park. The weather 
at Little 5 is as good and predictable as it is at 
Tuolumne Meadows, a hundred miles to the 
north. I didn’t purify my drinking water the 
entire summer, and the scenery is superlative. 
If you’re like me, you may be wondering why 
more people don’t climb here.

The answer lies not in what the area is, 
but what it isn’t. All around, bigger, more 
impressive-looking faces outdo this little 
corner of the Southern Sierra. About eight 
miles of rugged trails north bring you to 
Angel Wings, a triple-buttressed wall half a 
mile long and close to 3,300 feet high, once 
described by Rowell as an alpine El Cap. The 
next drainage north of Angel Wings, just a few 
miles further, is the Saber Ridge, a long fifth-
class ridge Peter Croft described as better than 
the Matthes Crest. Further north, in King’s 

Austin Siadak heads up into the unknown on his new 
route, The One That Got Away. 
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Route line of The One That Got Away, Spring Lake Wall.

LOGISTICS

Getting There: The 
best starting point is 
Mineral King, ap-
proximately three hours 
southeast of Fresno. 
Follow 198 past Visalia 
to the small town of 
Three Rivers. Three 
miles north, the Mineral 
King Road is on your 
right, just before the 
main entrance to 
Sequoia National Park. 
This windy road along 
a steep ravine is only 
about 28 miles long, but 
it will take you an hour 
and a half to drive it. 

Access: If you’re camp-
ing in the backcountry, 
you’ll need a permit, 
available at the Mineral 
King ranger station for 
$10, plus $5 per person 
on the permit (not per 
day). 

Where to Camp: 
For Spring Lake Wall, 
camp at Spring Lake. 
For Sawtooth Peak or 
the Salamander Ridge, 
camp at Columbine 
Lake. For the Big 5 wall, 
camp at Big 5 lakes. 
For walls along the Big 
Arroyo, camp at the Big 
Arroyo junction. For Lost 
Pinnacle and other walls 
in Lost Canyon, camp 
at upper Lost Canyon. 
All camps listed above 
are primitive campsites 
in beautiful alpine 
environments. Please 
follow Leave No Trace 
principles.

Season: May to Sep-
tember, plus or minus a 
month or two depending 
on snow.

What to Bring: Most 
established routes (see 
the 2016 AAJ) can be 
descended with a single 

70-meter rope or a third- 
to fourth-class walkoff. 
Whether new routing 
or repeating, you can 
probably get by with a 
double set of cams from 
tips to #3, a full rack of 
nuts and 10 to 12 slings 
and draws. If you plan 
to drill bolts, you’ll need 
to hand drill due to park 
regulations. But many 
routes feature good 
protection, so consider 
bolting or pinning a last 
option. Of course bring 
a helmet.

Nearby amenities:  
There’s nothing in 
Mineral King but a pie 
shop with good, albeit 
expensive, burgers and 
other American food. 
There are good places 
to eat in Three Rivers 
and in Visalia, where 
you should do your 
grocery shopping. 
There is car camping 
at Mineral King.
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Canyon National Park, is the 3,500-foot Tehipite Dome, the largest 
dome in the Sierra. East you have even more stellar alpine granite walls, 
including Bubbs Creek Wall, Charlotte Dome, Mount Chamberlin and 
the entire Mount Whitney region. South are the world-class spires of 
the Needles, some of the best granite in the country. And just a couple 
of hours beyond that are Joshua Tree, Suicide Rock and Tahquitz. 

Throughout the season—four months spent almost entirely in the 
backcountry—I encountered only two teams of climbers who weren’t 
out there to climb with me (and that was in the better-known Valhalla 
and Tamarack lakes areas to the north). The Southern Sierra provides 
seclusion and a practically limitless supply of new routes at grades of 
5.11 and under.

For Spring Lake Wall, think an easier and slightly lower-angle 
Incredible Hulk that is wide open for new routing. The alpine meadows 
of the Big Arroyo, and the meandering creek of the same name, are 
flanked with 500- to 1,000-foot walls, reminiscent of Tuolumne, but 
there is no road, and few tourists are in sight. The 1,300-foot Lost 
Pinnacle in Lost Canyon is like Cathedral Peak for 5.10 climbers, only 
twice as long. And the clean vertical splitters on the 600- to 1,000-foot 
walls around Amphitheatre Lake—tabula rasa.

This quiet corner of the High Sierra won’t be for everyone. But it is a 
great place to find solitude on mostly moderate and uncharted climbs. 
Just one more bump of perfect granite along the spine of the Sierra.

CHRIS KALMAN is a climber and writer in his 30s who thinks he 
should be doing better at either or both by now. He lives in Fort 
Collins, Colorado.

The Lost Pinnacle: just another Sierra wall wide open for new-route potential. 


