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s I climbed up out of the dwarfed woods at timberline in the Rocky Mountains,
and started across the treeless white summit, the terrific sun glare on the snow

warned me of the danger of snow-blindness. I had lost my snow glasses. But the wild
attractions of the heights caused me to forget the care of my eyes and I lingered to look
down into cañons and to examine magnificent snow cornices. A number of mountain
sheep also interested me. Then for half an hour I circled a confiding flock of ptarmigan
and took picture after picture.
Through the clear air the sunlight poured with burning intensity. I was 12,000
feet above the sea. Around me there was not a dark crag nor even a tree to absorb the
excess of light. A wilderness of high, rugged peaks stood about—splendid sunlit
mountains of snow. To east and west they faced winter’s noonday sun with great
shadow mantles flowing from their shoulders.
As I started to hurry on across the pass I began to experience the scorching pains
that go with seared, sun-burnt eyes—snow-blindness. Unfortunately, I had failed to
take even the precaution of blackening my face, which would have dulled the glare. At
the summit my eyes became so painful that I could endure the light only a few seconds
at a time. Occasionally I sat down and closed them for a minute or two. Finally, while
doing this, the lids adhered to the balls and the eyes swelled so that I could not open
them.
Blind on the summit of the Continental Divide! I made a grab for my useful staff
which I had left standing beside me in the snow. In the fraction of a second that
elapsed between thinking of the staff and finding it my brain woke up to the seriousness
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of the situation. To the nearest trees it was more than a mile, and the nearest house was
many miles away across ridges of rough mountains. I had matches and a hatchet, but
no provisions. Still, while well aware of my peril, I was only moderately excited,
feeling no terror. Less startling incidents have shocked me more, narrow escapes from
street automobiles have terrified me.
It had been a wondrous morning. The day cleared after a heavy fall of fluffy
snow. I had snowshoed up the slope through a ragged, snow-carpeted spruce forest,
whose shadows wrought splendid black-and-white effects upon the shining floor. There
were thousands of towering, slender spruces, each brilliantly laden with snow flowers,
standing soft, white, and motionless in the sunlight. While I was looking at one of these
artistically decorated trees, a mass of snow dropped upon me from its top, throwing me
headlong and causing me to lose my precious eye-protecting snow glasses. But now I
was blind.
With staff in hand, I stood for a minute or two planning the best manner to get
along without eyes. My faculties were intensely awake. Serious situations in the wilds
had more than once before this stimulated them to do their best. Temporary blindness
is a good stimulus for the imagination and the memory—in fact, is good educational
training for all the senses. However perilous my predicament during a mountain trip,
the possibility of a fatal ending never even occurred to me. Looking back now, I
cannot but wonder at my matter-of-fact attitude concerning the perils in which that
snow-blindness placed me.
I had planned to cross the pass and descend into a trail at timberline. The
appearance of the slope down which I was to travel was distinctly in my mind from my
impressions just before darkness settled over me.
Off I slowly started. I guided myself with information from feet and staff, feeling
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my way with the staff so as not to step off a cliff or walk overboard into a cañon. In
imagination I pictured myself following the shadow of a staff-bearing and slouch-hatted
form. Did mountain sheep, curious and slightly suspicious, linger on crags to watch my
slow and hesitating advance? Across the snow did the shadow of a soaring eagle coast
and circle?
I must have wandered far from the direct course to timberline. Again and again
I swung my staff to right and left hoping to strike a tree. I had travelled more than
twice as long as it should have taken to reach timberline before I stood face to face with
a low-growing tree that bristled up through the deep snow. But had I come out at the
point for which I aimed—at the trail? This was the vital question.
The deep snow buried all trail blazes. Making my way from tree to tree I thrust
an arm deep into the snow and felt of the bark, searching for a trail blaze. At last I
found a blaze and going on a few steps I dug down again in the snow and examined a
tree which I felt should mark the trail. This, too, was blazed.
Feeling certain that I was on the trail I went down the mountain through the
forest for some minutes without searching for another blaze. When I did examine a
number of trees not another blaze could I find. The topography since entering the forest
and the size and the character of the trees were such that I felt I was on familiar ground.
But going on a few steps I came out on the edge of an unknown rocky cliff. I was now
lost as well as blind.
During the hours I had wandered in reaching timber-line I had had a vague
feeling that I might be travelling in a circle, and might return to trees on the western
slope of the Divide up which I had climbed. When I walked out on the edge of the cliff
the feeling that I had doubled to the western slope became insistent. If true, this was
most serious. To reach the nearest house on the west side of the range would be
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extremely difficult, even though I should discover just where I was. But I believed I
was somewhere on the eastern slope.
I tried to figure out the course I had taken. Had I, in descending from the
heights, gone too far to the right or to the left? Though fairly well acquainted with the
country along this timberline, I was unable to recall a rocky cliff at this point. My staff
found no bottom and warned me that I was at a jumping-off place.
Increasing coolness indicated that night was upon me. But darkness did not
matter, my light had failed at noon. Going back along my trail a short distance I
avoided the cliff and started on through the night down a rocky, forested, and snowcovered slope. I planned to get into the bottom of a cañon and follow downstream.
Every few steps I shouted, hoping to attract the attention of a possible prospector,
miner, or woodchopper. No voice answered. The many echoes, however, gave me an
idea of the topography—of the mountain ridges and cañons before me. I listened
intently after each shout and noticed the direction from which the reply came, its
intensity, and the cross echoes, and concluded that I was going down into the head of
a deep, forest-walled cañon, and, I hoped, travelling eastward.
For points of the compass I appealed to the trees, hoping through my knowledge
of woodcraft to orient myself. In the study of tree distribution I had learned that the
altitude might often be approximated and the points of the compass determined by
noting the characteristic kinds of trees.
Cañons of east and west trend in this locality carried mostly limber pines on the
wall that faces south and mostly Engelmann spruce on the wall that faces north.
Believing that I was travelling eastward I turned to my right, climbed out of the cañon,
and examined a number of trees along the slope. Most of these were Engelmann
spruces. The slope probably faced north. Turning about I descended this slope and
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ascended the opposite one. The trees on this were mostly limber pines. Hurrah!
Limber pines are abundant only on southern slopes. With limber pines on my left and
Engelmann spruces on my right, I was now satisfied that I was travelling eastward and
must be on the eastern side of the range.
To put a final check upon this—for a blind or lost man sometimes manages to
do exactly the opposite of what he thinks he is doing—I examined lichen growths on
the rocks and moss growths on the trees. In the deep cañon I dug down into the snow
and examined the faces of low-lying boulders. With the greatest care I felt the lichen
growth on the rocks. These verified the information that I had from the trees—but none
too well. Then I felt over the moss growth, both long and short, on the trunks and
lower limbs of trees, but this testimony was not absolutely convincing. The moss
growth was so nearly even all the way around the trunk that I concluded that the
surrounding topography must be such as to admit the light freely from all quarters, and
also that the wall or slope on my right must be either a gentle one or else a
low one and somewhat broken. I climbed to make sure. In a few minutes I was on a
terrace—as I expected. Possibly back on the right lay a basin that might be tributary
to this cañon. The reports made by the echoes of my shoutings said that this was true.
A few minutes of travel down the cañon and I came to the expected incoming stream,
which made its swift presence heard beneath its cover of ice and snow.
A short distance farther down the cañon I examined a number of trees that stood
in thick growth on the lower part of what I thought was the southern slope. Here the
character of the moss and lichens and their abundant growth on the northerly sides of
the trees verified the testimony of the tree distribution and of previous moss and lichen
growths. I was satisfied as to the points of the compass. I was on the eastern side of
the Continental Divide travelling eastward.
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After three or four hours of slow descending I reached the bottom. Steep walls
rose on both right and left. The enormous rock masses and the entanglements of fallen
and leaning trees made progress difficult. Feeling that if I continued in the bottom of
the cañon I might come to a precipitous place down which I would be unable to
descend, I tried to walk along one of the side walls, and thus keep above the bottom.
But the walls were too steep and I got into trouble.
Out on a narrow, snow-corniced ledge I walked. The snow gave way beneath
me and down I went over the ledge. As I struck, feet foremost, one snowshoe sank
deeply. I wondered, as I wiggled out, if I had landed on another ledge. I had. Not
desiring to have more tumbles, I tried to climb back up on the ledge from which I had
fallen, but I could not do it. The ledge was broad and short and there appeared to be
no safe way off. As I explored again my staff encountered the top of a dead tree that
leaned against the ledge. Breaking a number of dead limbs off I threw them overboard.
Listening as they struck the snow below I concluded that it could not be more than
thirty feet to the bottom.
I let go my staff and dropped it after the limbs. Then, without taking off
snowshoes, I let myself down the limbless trunk.

Purchase “Adventures of a Nature Guide” and read the rest of this
story and more great stories like this one at the Enos Mills Cabin
Museum & Gallery!
www.enosmills.com
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