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Introduction 

The High Sierra Trail leads from Crescent Meadow up the canyon of the Middle Fork of the Kaweah 

River, crossing the Great Western Divide by the 10,700' (3261 meters) pass known as Kaweah Gap. It 

descends into Big Arroyo, then climbs up to the Chagoopa Plateau, and drops down again into the Kern 

River Canyon. After running up the bottom of the Kern Canyon, it turns east, climbing parallel to Wallace 

Creek up to the junction with the John Muir Trail, 49 miles (79 km) from the starting point. You can then 

follow the John Muir Trail about 13 more miles (21 km) to the summit of Mount Whitney. Stock 

travelers will find some restrictions on their trip, both natural and those imposed by the park to 

preserve the natural beauty we come to enjoy. Backpackers should encounter no difficulties, if 

reasonable distances are taken each day. The campsites suggested in the following description are for 

hikers with a minimum amount of time to make the trek to Mt. Whitney. For hikers with more time, a 

summary of distances between the alternate campsites mentioned is given at the end of this 

description. 

Our trip will trek along most of the High Sierra Trail. Once at the Kern River, we will head south. Fishing 

is great along this stretch of the Kern, so bring a pole if you enjoy fishing. As we make our way south into 

Golden Trout Wilderness, we hike our way out of the canyon and eventually end at a packing station. It 

will be one big loop!  

Preparation 

Fitness is going to be important on this trip. You need to be able to handle the weight you will be 

carrying for eight days. We don’t plan to jog or power walking the trail, but you will need to be able 

to handle 2 mph for a few hours with 25 to 45 lbs on your back (depending on what you bring). 

Strengthen those muscles to handle the beating you will put on them for several days with cardio 

and muscle training (i.e. shoulders, legs, heart). I recommend starting a workout routine at a 

minimum of 2 months before departure. Depending on your weight and current physical condition 

it could be more or less. Doing so will help minimize lactic acid after each days hike and create a 

more enjoyable experience. If you do not workout and prepare for this trip, you probably will do 

fine the first day and possibly the second day of hiking. However, the third day will “break you in” 

and the lactic acid will inhibit your movement (stiff and sore muscles) and slow you down. You will 

also get tired quicker and exert more energy than necessary. It is possible that by not being in shape 

you could create an emergency situation at these high elevations that could have been avoided or 

significantly reduced. Not preparing will also affect the rest of the group and our schedule we need 

to keep. More information on how to get fit for the trip can be found at 

http://www.rei.com/expertadvice/articles/conditioning+backpacking.html  

http://www.rei.com/expertadvice/articles/conditioning+backpacking.html
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We will be hiking in what is considered high to very high altitude levels (8,000 to 11,000 feet). If you 

have never been near or above 8,000 feet before, you may experience some altitude sicknesses. 

Conditions and symptoms of altitude sickness vary from person to person and day to day. Since the 

atmospheric pressure is less up at higher elevations, you’ll be working harder to intake the oxygen 

needed for your body to function. Exertion aggravates the symptoms, so being in shape will help 

reduce this problem. Also having plenty of water and food to help the body adjust is important. To 

learn more about these potential problems, please visit 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Altitude_sickness for more information. Remember some of these 

altitude sicknesses range from common to rare. 

Bring any personal medication you may be taking. If you are allergic to bees, bring an epee pen or 

some type of antihistamine. If you have asthma, don’t forget your inhaler. It is important to tell 

someone you trust about a medical condition you may have that could create an emergency 

situation if not cared for (i.e. swelling due to bee stings). 

Monitor the weather prior to leaving for the trip. I will be spot checking the weather using a 

website: http://www.weather.gov I recommend them because you can click on a map where you 

want the weather and they will predict it for you up to 10 days. Yes, .gov was on purpose too.  

Important Dates 

Some of the dates below are just a “heads up” so you can plan accordingly. Other dates are optional 
events. The optional events are small backpacking trips designed to help you discover your current 
fitness level as well as to test out your gear. If you are relatively new to backpacking, these trips could be 
very beneficial as you will become comfortable with your gear, your bodies limits, and what you really 
need and don’t need to bring with you. 
 
January 1st 

 Let team leader know you are planning on going. Only say “yes” if you think there is a good 
chance you will be going on the trip. Bigger group = harder to get dates for permit. 

 
February 25th  

 Last day for “Yes I am 80% or more sure that I will be going.” Permits are due so I need a final 
headcount to prepare the paperwork correctly. 

 
March 1st 

 Permit application submitted to Sequoia National Park 
 
May 26th to 28th (Optional) 

 Weekend backpacking to Maggie Lake. Training/testing weekend 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Altitude_sickness
http://www.weather.gov/
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June 1st 

 Let team leader know you are committed to going. Adjustments to the Permit will be made at 
this time to finalize our party size. 

 
June 3rd 

 Start exercising if you haven’t already. 
 
June 23rd to 24th (Optional) 

 Jennie Lakes overnight backpacking trip. Training/testing weekend trip 
 
July 21st to 22nd (Optional) 

 Summit Lake trip. Final trip to test gear and endurance for HST! 
 

Assuming we get the dates requested for the High Sierra Trail…. 
 
August 3rd 

 800 AM – Leave Porterville 

 1000 AM – Arrive at Crescent Meadow / High Sierra Trailhead 

 600 PM – Arrive at first campsite (Bearpaw Meadow) 

August 4th to August 9th  

 700 AM – Start on the trail towards Nine Lake Basin 

 600 PM – Arrive at destination1 
 
August 10th  

 700 AM – Start on the trail towards Lewis Camp Trailhead 

 1100 AM – Arrive at the trailhead 

 1130 AM – In the vehicle and heading home 

 200 PM – Arrive in Porterville 
 

Itinerary 

Day 1 - to Bearpaw Meadow (11.4 miles):The trail leaves from Crescent Meadow on the southeast edge 

of the Giant Forest. For the first half-mile, the trail travels through shady, well-watered terrain covered 

with dense forests of red and white fir, sugar pines, and occasional giant sequoias. The trail then 

emerges onto a warm, south-facing slope at Eagle View. From here, you can see back to Moro Rock to 

the west, down to the Middle Fork of the Kaweah River, and ahead to the glaciated peaks of the Great 

Western Divide. The nearly-level trail then passes through part of the area burned by the Buckeye Fire in 

1980. Spring-fed streams cross the trail late into the season. Creek crossings may be hazardous early in 

the summer. Be sure to check conditions when you pick up your permit. 

                                                           
1
 Arrival time will vary each day depending on group speed and distance to travel. 
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Beyond the junction with the Seven Mile Hill Trail, which connects the High Sierra and Alta Trails, the 

trail crosses the steep slopes and bluffs of the south side of Alta Meadow and Alta Peak. During 1930, a 

trail crew working with an air compressor and rock drills spent nearly the entire summer blasting a 1-

mile (1.6 km) stretch of trail through this area. 

After passing Nine Mile Creek, the trail descends to Buck Canyon, a spectacular canyon well-known for 

floods, avalanches and rockslides. After crossing Buck Creek, the trail climbs some 500' in slightly over a 

mile (152 meters in 1.6 km), arriving at the Bearpaw Meadow area 11.4 miles (18.2 km) from the 

trailhead.  

Day 2 - to Nine Lake Basin (9.7 miles): East of Bearpaw, you begin your ascent into the Great Western 

Divide. After passing some nice campsites at Lone Pine Creek, the trail follows a long series of 

switchbacks, overshadowed by the Angel Wings, a sheer granite wall to the north of the trail. The route 

crosses Hamilton Creek just above the lower Hamilton Falls and climbs another series of switchbacks to 

Big Hamilton Lake. The popular campsites here offer outstanding views and fair to good fishing for 

brook, rainbow and golden trout. 

Beyond Big Hamilton Lake, there is nowhere to go but up! The climb begins with a series of sweeping 

switchbacks across the bluffs to the north of the lake, before turning east towards the sheer-walled 

avalanche chute known as Hamilton Gorge. East of Hamilton Gorge, the trail enters the alpine life zone 

of the Sierras, a region where the short growing season, avalanches and lack of soil make life impossible 

for plants other than herbs and low shrubs. Precipice Lake, which is nestled beneath the north wall of 

Eagle Scout Peak, often stays frozen into mid-summer. Beyond the lake, the route passes a series of 

shallow glacial ponds, to finally arrive at Kaweah Gap on the Great Western Divide. From this pass at 

10,700' it is only a few hundred vertical feet down to the open valley of the Big Arroyo. The trail 

continues a steady to moderate descent to the campsites at Big Arroyo Junction. However our trail 

heads north to Nine Lake Basin. 

Day 3 - to Moraine Lake Trail Junction (7.6 miles): After 2 strenuous days of hiking, the journey from Big 

Arroyo to Moraine Lake Trail junction is relatively easy. After leaving Big Arroyo Junction, the trail makes 

a moderate ascent up the north wall of the Big Arroyo, providing views of the east side of the Great 

Western Divide. Once it reaches the Chagoopa Plateau, the trail levels off, and soon reaches a junction 

on a tributary of Chagoopa Creek. The right-hand trail branches off from the main High Sierra Trail to 

Moraine Lake. We will camp here or within 1 mile of the junction (where ever the water is located) 

Day 4 – to Moraine Lake (2.3 miles): The easiest day of hiking we will have. We can sleep in some if 

needed, but let’s get to the lake before others do and reserve our camping spot. Enjoy a peaceful day of 

swimming and exploring once we arrive at Moraine Lake. 

Day 5 - to Rattlesnake Creek Junction (7.5 miles): Coming from Moraine Lake, continue about 1 mile 

(1.6 km) beyond the lake to rejoin the High Sierra Trail at Sky Parlor Meadow. Descend into the Kern 

Trench (3.8 miles) and turn south upon reaching the bottom. The trail is relatively flat and easy to walk 

from here and down the canyon. 
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Day 6 – to Kern Lakes (9 miles): Simply keep heading south along the Kern River. After approximately 6 

miles the Kern River Ranger Station should be in view. The historical Coyote Pass trail enters from the 

west. Many packers would bring in visitors from around the country to this point for fishing or stopping 

on their way to Mt. Whitney. Continue heading south (3 miles) and arrive at the Kern Lakes. 

Day 7 – to Little Kern River (9 miles): As the trail progresses south, the canyon shows signs of a past 

landslide. A brief account in a newspaper in the mid 1800’s talk about debris jams building up in this 

area due to a land slide (probably the east side of the canyon). Once passed a more recent landslide and 

stream rerouting event at Leggett Creek, the trail begins to ascending leaving the Kern Canyon.  

Once at the top the trail begins to gradually descend through a series of meadows. Make sure to refill all 

water bottles at Willow Meadow. A spring flows year round there. Progressing south a faint trail 

junction near an old cow camp (west) is seen and the “Willow Cutoff” trail is where the journey 

continues. No water is available at this point till reaching the Little Kern River. 

Day 8 – to Lewis Trailhead (4 miles): Start early and make the 4 mile uphill trek out of the Little Kern 

River. No water is available once we leave the river, so make sure to hydrate well before leaving. 

 

Gear List 

Below is a list of gear compiled over several backpacking trips I have completed. Look it over and 

decided what you will need. Every ounce matters so pack accordingly. If you need a piece of gear, 

such as a sleeping bag or tent, I recommend buying the lightest possible gear you can afford. You 

are stuck with it the whole trip so that weight isn’t going to decrease like your food supply will. Also 

for the clothing listed below, it assumes you will be wearing some already (i.e. 2x Shirts = 1 you 

wear during the day and 1 extra). 

Clothes (No Cotton! Wicking materials 

preferred.)  

2x Shirt (moisture wicking)  

1x Pants (zipoffs would work great)  

2x Pairs of Socks (smartwools are great)  

Xx Underwear  
1x Jacket/Windbreaker  
1x Fleece/Wool top  
1x Belt  

Toiletries (travel sizes reduce weight)  

1x Toothbrush  

1x Toothpaste  

1x Soap (http://www.rei.com/product/654041)  

1x Toilet Paper  

1x Wash cloth  
 

Gear  

1x Sleeping Bag  

1x Sleeping Pad  

1x Backpack  

2x 32oz Water Bottles  

1x Hiking boots  

Cookware  

1x Bowl  

1x Eating utensil(s)  

1x Backpacking stove  

1x Fuel for stove  
 

http://www.rei.com/product/654041
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1x Matches  

1x Knife or Multi-tool  

1x Sunscreen  

1x Hat  

1x Sunglasses  

1x Flashlight or headlamp  

1x Bear Food Container (Rent one)  

Food  

Xx snacks  

7x Dinners  

7x Lunches  

7x Breakfasts  
 

First Aid Supplies (even though there will be first 

aid kits, bring these at a minimum)  

1x Bottle of Ibuprofen  

1x Pack of Pepto-bismol tablets  

1x Pack Benadryl tablets  

Xx Personal prescribed medication you may be 

on  

1x Roll of Mole Skin  
 

OPTIONAL  

1x Tent (ask to share if you don't have one)  

1x Pair of Trekking Poles  

1x Rain gear  

1x Camera  

1x Batteries  

1x Water filter (we will have some, but if you 
bring one it will make filter water that much 
faster)  

 
If looking at the list above and you think that is just way too much stuff, here is an “ultra light” list 

compiled by “REI’s Expert Advise”  

http://www.rei.com/expertadvice/articles/backpacking+ultralight+checklist.html  

 

Interested in professional gear reviews instead of customer reviews? Maybe you want a pros opinion 

as well? Head over to Backpacker’s website for gear reviews. They also have the year’s best 

reviewed! http://www.backpacker.com/gear/ 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

Q. How warm a sleeping bag do I need?  
A. Depends on the individual, but most hikers find that a down or synthetic bag rated at +20° F is a good 
compromise between warmth and weight/bulk. Most hikers carry a light sleeping pad, but some insulate 
themselves from the ground with only clothing and gear. You will need to protect your bag and clothes 
from rain and immersion during river crossings.  
 
Q. What is the weather going to be like?  
A. Temperatures will vary along the trip. Starting at 7,000 feet in July the temperatures typically are 
around high 70’s to low 80’s for the high. Thunderstorms could be possible.  
 
Q. Are there any hot showers along the trail?  
A. No. Plan to keep clean with cold water (i.e. rivers and lakes). Bring biodegradable soap. Heating up 
water and using a wash cloth works great! You would be surprised if you haven’t done that before.  
 
Q. Do I need a permit?  
A. Yes, permits are required in all wilderness areas, National Parks, and other restricted areas along the 
trail. It is $15 for the whole group. 
  
 

http://www.rei.com/expertadvice/articles/backpacking+ultralight+checklist.html
http://www.backpacker.com/gear/
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Q. Okay, so I need a permit. Should I go out and get one myself?  
A. No. I plan to order the permit on March 1st for our group. 
 
Q. I need some gear and don’t know what brands are good. What do I do?  
A. You can talk to a sales representative, check our REI’s Expert Advice 
(http://www.rei.com/expertadvice), or ask one of us going on the trip. We all have different brands of 
gear and be happy to tell you what we like and don’t like about a particular piece. Ask away and if you 
don’t know who to ask just do a mass email to the group.  
 
Q. Is there any way to communicate back home once we are on the trail?  
A. That is a maybe and no. We could tell someone we might see on the trail to send a message for us. 
Unless you bring a satellite phone, which you can rent and carry if you’d like, there isn’t anything.  
 
Q. Who should I leave emergency contact information with?  
A. Leave your information with family and friends. Let them know where you are going, how long you 
will be gone, and when you plan on being back. We have an itinerary listed so printing a copy out for 
them would be a good thing to do.  
 
Q. Looking at the gear list I don’t think I need everything on there. Is it okay to leave something behind?  
A. It is completely up to you. However, you  may want to ask someone before you decide whether you 
should leave an item behind (i.e. a flashlight). You may find yourself needing that item and you’ll be out 
of luck by then.  
 
Q. I don’t have a tent. Do I really need to bring one?  
A. Depends on your comfort level. If you don’t have the cash to get one, talk to someone and see if you 
can share a tent with them. Summer thunderstorms are less common in July. The choice is yours.  
 
Q. Do you have any recommendations for food?  
A. As light as possible, yet containing all the nutrients you’ll need. I personally buy freeze dried meals 
(http://www.backcountryfood.org/shop/). They are freeze dried and taste good after a long hike. Meals 
weigh 4 oz. each. Just add boiling water, wait 8 minutes, then your food is ready. Clean up is easy and 
you can burn the bags safely without causing harm to the environment. Keep in mind for all meals the 
lighter the better. Food may be the heaviest thing you will have to carry.  
 
Q. Looks like I will be eating a lot of calories on my trip. Should I be concerned about that? 
A. Don’t worry about high calorie foods. You will be burning a lot of calories on this trip. More than you 
would burn during a regular workout routine. High altitude and hiking with weight on your back for 
several hours each day will crank up that metabolism. Just remember to get healthy foods, as light as 
possible, and with the most nutritional value. Also bring snacks to have between meals. You’ll likely 
want to snack throughout the day.  
 
Q. Do I really need to bring a bear container for my food?  
A. Yes it is required. You can rent or buy one. Bearikade is the lightest bear container on the market. 
However, to buy it cost a few hundred dollars. Thankfully you can rent them for a fraction of the cost. 
Otherwise you can buy from a variety of makers. Costs range from $50 to $100. 
 
 
 

http://www.rei.com/expertadvice
http://www.backcountryfood.org/shop/
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Q. What are the driving arrangements?  
A. Depending on how many end up going will depend on what we do. We could either car pool up there 
in a couple vehicles or rent a van. We will not be leaving the vehicle at the trailhead. As the date 
approaches, you will be informed.  
 
Q. Who do I send my part of the money to for gas and possibly vehicle rental?  
A. When the time comes you will be notified. It still depends on how many people are coming and what 
vehicle(s) we will be taking.  
 
Q. What happens if I get sick or hurt?  
A. There are a couple known ways of getting you off the trail if something happens. If you get hurt and it 
is a life threatening situation, we will have a device called S.P.O.T. 
(http://www.findmespot.com/Home.aspx). It will send out search and rescue, US Air Force, helicopters, 
you name it (I am not joking either!). It also has a nice feature that will let people know where we are 
each night by simply “checking in.” The device uses satellites to transmit messages. You could always 
turn around and hike back depending on how far into the trip we are. Depending on how sick you are 
will determine what we can do at that time. On the Park side of the trip there are ranger stations along 
the way. We could get their help if needed. 
 
Q. I noticed you do not want anybody bringing cotton. Why is that?  
A. Cotton will not keep you warm when wet. It also does not wick any moisture away from the body in 
order to keep you dry. With cool to cold temperatures, staying warm and dry is extremely important. 
Wicking materials, such as wool or polyester, are great. They can keep you warm when you are wet 
unlike cotton.  
 
Q. Will we always have a camp fire each night?  
A. No. The first couple of days we cannot have a fire due to Park regulations. After that, we can have a 
fire every night if we want to. 
 
Q. How do the first day’s meals generally work with us traveling and starting later than the other days 
on the trail? 
A. Everyone does it differently, but we will all have breakfast before leaving and probably eat lunch on 
the trail. What I have found that works great is to eat a very large breakfast (eggs, sausage, pancakes, 
toast, fruit, etc.) that morning. You only need a snack or a bar to eat for lunch. Cuts down the weight 
you have to carry. However, you know how your body works and burns food so this may not work for 
you. 
 
Q. I heard that SPOT can message people via email. Is there a way to have someone put on that list to 
monitor where we are going? 
A. Yes. Once we get closer to actually going on the trip, you can give me the email address. Even if you 
want to see where you were when you get home that is fine too. 
 
Q. Do I need to have my own SPOT? 
A. No you don’t. We only need one for the group and I will be providing it. However, you are welcome to 
bring your own or something equivalent if you’d like. The annual fee cost around $100 to $125 a year. I 
will have it activated for our trip. If you would like to contribute some funds towards the activation fee 
for the trip let me know. 
 

http://www.findmespot.com/Home.aspx


pg. 11 
 

Q. How much gear do I really need to bring? 
A. There really isn’t a good answer because it depends on your comfort level. For example, my first 
backpacking trip was a learning experience. My bag was 45 pounds, I brought a complete new set of 
clothes for each day, my food wasn’t the lightest, and the trip was only 3 days. Several backpacking trips 
later I only have one set of clothes, my gear is lighter, food is lighter, and I generally hike with 30 lbs of 
gear for a weeklong trip. The best way is to do the optional events under the Important Dates section to 
figure out what you need and don’t need or go on your own trips prior to the weeklong trip. Refer to the 
Gear List section for a checklist or the link to the ultralight/minimalist gear list. 
 
Q. Where should I buy gear? 
A. There are a lot of retail stores out there where you can buy gear. Depending on your budget will 
determine where you shop, the brands you’ll likely buy, and the quality of the gear. Not always, but the 
tendency is the more expensive the lighter or better quality. With that in mind, research and ask 
questions about your friends and/or family members gear. What do they like or don’t like? Have they 
tried other brands? Backpacker magazine does a great job of reviewing gear too. Here are the stores I 
tend to buy most of my gear from. 
 
The Clymb: http://www.theclymb.com/invite-from/JoshuaCourter 
Daily discounts on all kinds of brands of outdoor gear. From jogging, cycling, backpacking, surfing, 
fishing, walking, etc, they have great deals. You need an invite to get in, so use the link above. I get 
credit and you get the savings. 
 
Sierra Trading Post: http://www.sierratradingpost.com 
Offers 30% to 70% off all kinds of gear. Their merchandise tends to be last year’s models, seconds, or 
closeouts. If you don’t mind that then this is the place for you go to. If you do decide to shop there, let 
me know. I can hook you up with a lot of coupons to lower the costs even more! 
 
REI or REI Outlet: http://www.rei.com 
Well established and well known outdoor store. You will pay full retail though on a lot of items, but their 
return policies and membership benefits can be a nice trade off. They offer the most current gear from 
well known brands. Check out the outlet for savings too. 
 
Backcountry: http://www.backcountry.com 
With over 250 brands and nearly 50,000 products, Backcountry.com offers a wide array of the absolute 
best-made gear including backpacking, camping, skiing, snowboarding, rock climbing, kayaking, 
mountaineering gear and more, all at competitive prices. If you can’t find a piece of gear on 
Backcountry.com, it’s likely not a piece of gear you really need. 
 
Other stores to try are Moosejaw, Eastern Mountain Supply, Campmor, e-OMC, Mountain Gear, Altrec, 
or Travel Country. 
  

http://www.theclymb.com/invite-from/JoshuaCourter
http://www.sierratradingpost.com/
http://www.rei.com/
http://www.backcountry.com/
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Photos of the Trail 

 
The trail to Bearpaw Meadow 

 
View from Bearpaw Meadow 
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View on the way to Kaweah Gap 

 
Hamilton Lake below Kaweah Gap 
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Kaweah Gap looking down Big Arroyo drainage. 

 
Chagoopa Plateau 
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Moraine Lake 

 
Kern Canyon 
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Kern Lake 

 
Spring at Willow Meadow 


