Baron Lakes – Sawtooth Wilderness
July 12-13, 2012

I hiked into what I consider the heart of the Sawtooth Wilderness - a hidden trailless valley with
mystical lakes like Warbonnet, Bead and Feather named after parts of an Indian headdress. It
was not an easy place to get to and it required a base camp at Baron Lakes which is eleven
miles from the Grandjean trailhead. That made this a thirty mile trip in two days which seems
insane but I love the workout.

The outlet at Baron Lake

I started out on a Thursday morning from my daughters’ girls camp where I was a chaperone. It
was a very hot day. It was 108° in Boise nearing the all time heat record of 111°. I’m sure it
wasn’t as hot as Boise but it felt like it as I hiked eleven miles and 3500’ elevation gain to Baron
Lakes and beyond.

It was a beautiful hike up through the canyon where I had previously had two different Bear
encounters. I made enough noise this time to surpass the excitement that such an encounter
entails. I already had enough adrenaline thinking about what awaited me the next morning.
Along the way I saw a Pileated Woodpecker, Cassin’s Finch, Rufous Hummingbirds, Western
Tanagers, Lazuli Buntings, Stellar Jays, Nutcrackers and a variety of other common birds for the
area. The surprise was an Osprey and Common Mergansers at Baron Lake. I also saw a variety
of wild flowers: Shooting Star, Penstemon, Daisies, Paintbrush and Lupine just to name a few. I
must really enjoy nature because I didn’t even break out my flyrod on this trip. I spent the
whole time exploring. It didn’t help that the Westslope Cutthroat were small or it would have
been a different story.

Baron Creek Falls on the way to Baron Lake

Once I reached camp I set up the tent, ate, stripped my clothing and lay in the shaded tent to
try to cool off and get away from those pesky Mosquito’s. After relaxing, I hiked up to the divide
between Baron Lakes and Alpine Lake to catch some views. I was able to see the famous
climbers Elephant’s Perch, the waterfall at Cramer Lakes where I spent a night with the scouts
last year, the White Clouds and an array of dazzling peaks and lakes.

My campsite view at Baron Lakes

Baron Lakes from the divide

I returned back to camp for the night to relax from the long hike. As the evening wore on I
received a visitor and then another and another. For some reason the deer had to eat the grass
right next to my tent as if there wasn’t any other grass on the mountain. It even started
messing with my backpack so I had to get up and move it. They came back even after I scared
them off. I just figured if there was any noise during the night it was them.

I awoke early to get a jump on what would be a long day and to make it over the pass (as seen
in the background in the above picture) and back in hopes to have enough daylight to pack out
in the evening. I had a high divide to summit and I didn’t even know if it would be possible with
all the snow.
I huffed and puffed up to an unnamed lake between Baron and Bead Lakes. It was covered with
ice with the exception of a few places on the west edge. In the small puddles were small fish
rising. I couldn’t believe it. They must have made their way up the steep stream from Baron
Lake below. As I made my way up the pass I could see that I was going to be able to make it
over the snowy divide despite the steepness. It was just soft enough that I could dig in with my
shoes before taking the next step otherwise I would have needed crampons to complete the
journey.

I was greeted by a nice surprise when I reached the summit. A group of Black Rosy-Finches flew
up close to check me out. They probably don’t see too many visitors other than the Mountain
Goats in this inhospitable environment. I saw lots of sign of Mountain Goats but didn’t see any.

An unnamed lake while hiking over the divide to Bead Lakes

My favorite view of the trip was looking down at Bead Lakes from the divide. It felt like I was in
the middle of nowhere. I had left exact route directions with a friend just in case something
happened but it still felt a little eerie. The other side seemed like it was straight down as I slid
down the scree to the bottom. It wasn’t going to be fun going back up. I was all alone in this
valley which only sees the ambitious a few times a year. Small fish were rising on the lakes as I
made my way from Bead Lakes through the Feather Lakes finally making my way to Warbonnet
Lakes. As I stopped to pump water I noticed that it was only 8:00am. I got up earlier than I
thought and was making better time than I had planned.
I rested a bit and then decided to try another route back which looked much easier at least on
this side of the mountain. I figured it was worth a gamble not knowing what was on the other
side and deviating slightly from my plan. It was the divide between Warbonnet Lake and Upper
Baron Lake. As I reached the top after much anticipation I found a passable route covered
mostly by snow. I had a fun time skiing down most of the mountain in my shoes.

Looking down at Bead, Blue Rock and Oreamnos Lakes from the divide where I saw the Black Rosy-Finches
Warbonnet Lakes

Making my way back to Baron Lakes from Warbonnet Lakes

It was a relief to my mind to be back at camp safely where I might possibly run into somebody.
The eleven miles out wasn’t too bad since it was all downhill. The nice thing about the day is
that the sun was shielded by a stratus layer of clouds which cooled things down. The only thing
to worry about was balancing on the small pole at one of the stream crossings about 3.5 miles
from the trailhead. Luckily somebody had improved the crossing and it was a breeze this time.

Upper Baron Lake

It was a great little adventure that I can now check off my list of backcountry destinations. I love
getting out on my own every once in a while but it sure is difficult convincing people I’m not
crazy for doing it.

