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I was in Bend, OR and had the whole day to travel back to Boise so I decided to take a
hike to the popular Green Lakes and summit the South Sister in Three Sisters Wilderness.
The South Sister is a 10,358’ volcano and is the third highest peak in Oregon following
Mount Hood - 11,240’ and Mount Jefferson - 10,497’.
I’ve been to trailheads at 10,000’ in the Rockies but when
climbing the coast range which starts at sea level it seems
like a very high climb. The climb was over 5,000 feet
from the Green Lakes trailhead. The peak towers over the
surrounding Cascade Range.
There were ice storms during the week and snow storms
the day before I went on the hike. I awoke that morning
figuring I would just do a short hike to the lakes since I
assumed snow now covered the high country. For this
reason, I started at the Green Lakes trailhead even though
there is a closer trailhead to summit the South Sister.
The drive was beautiful from Bend to the trailhead along
the Cascade Lakes Scenic highway. There are numerous
lakes that you can drive to having magnificent views of
Mt. Bachelor – 9,065 and the Three Sisters. There is also
some great fishing in many of these lakes.
The South Sister is one of the most scenic alpine hikes in
Oregon. I liked the fact that you could look down on
alpine lakes, glaciers and other nearby volcanoes that
towered above the tree lined ridges of the Cascades. The
snow covered peaks were a big contrast to some of the
summer photos I have seen in the area of alpine meadows
covered in flowers.
I started the hike early in the morning along Fall Creek
Canyon. I passed through fog with beautiful glimpses of
the peaks through the trees. There were several waterfalls along the less strenuous part of
the hike. I then came to lava flows that made me feel like I was on the high desert only to
look around and see snow capped peaks and moss hanging from the trees.
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I reached Green Lakes after 4.5 miles. It was a beautiful alpine setting with the South
Sister and Broken Top providing clear silhouettes on the glassy lakes. You could tell this
was a popular destination based on the signs and restrictions for camping in the area. I
was early enough to find myself alone in the basin.
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On the way back I was tempted to climb South Sister but knew better after a snow storm
and what would now be a late start. I decided to hike over to Moraine Lake before I
headed home which was at the base of the South Sister. I found another beautiful alpine
setting and a stronger urge to climb the peak.
I decided to hike the trail toward the peak to the snow line to get some better views and
pictures of the valley. As I approached the snow line I noticed tracks in the snow.
Somebody started the hike earlier in the morning. By this time I was pretty tired and
hungry. I hadn’t packed any food and only had a little bit of water since I had only
planned on a short hike. I had already hiked eight miles and left my windbreaker in the
truck.
I had a decision to make. I could follow the tracks and endure a difficult journey knowing
I don’t get over this way often or do the smart thing and head home. I decided to follow
my urge to climb to the top anticipating the views I would encounter.
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I really wanted to make it to the top but realized it was going to be tough and that I might
have to turn around early. I was limited on time, had no food and very little water, no
wind breaker and anticipated some deep snow at the top. My other fear was an afternoon
storm that you can’t take lightly on a peak. I decided to do it knowing that I could turn
around at any time. The adrenaline kept me going up the mountain.
I climbed and climbed. I hadn’t been this exhausted since I first began getting in shape
five years ago. I was hiking through snow up to my knees in places. I met the people who
had made the tracks. They were descending as I approached the first glacier. They said it
was very cold and blowing real hard on top. They warned me about the possibility of
cloud formations which I had also noticed. I think they were hinting to turn around as
they could see I was not as prepared as I should be. I found myself doubting but
continued putting one foot in front of the other. As I climbed higher I could feel it getting
colder. I had all my layers on at this point and wondered if it would be enough for the
summit. It became as much mental as physical as I found myself wanting to rest every
few steps and having more doubts put in my head. The terrain was straight up at this
point and walking in knee deep snow became the norm. The views were spectacular! This
included views to the south and east including Mt Bachelor and the lakes that I had
passed.
The weather seemed to be holding out so I continued to climb trying to keep my mind off
the pain. If I wanted to make it I had to keep pushing hard. After more exhausting
climbing I found myself approaching the top. The part I feared was getting caught in a
storm while walking around the cone to the opposite and highest side.
When I reached the top, the wind was blowing hard but I was enduring the chill with my
jacket. My wind breaker back at the trailhead would have been very nice. I didn’t see any
approaching clouds so I began my hike around the crater. The snow was crusted over and
it was flat so I figured I could make good time. Teardrop Pool, which is the highest lake
in Oregon, was nowhere to be seen. All there was were snow drifts. As I approached the
summit I had 360° views.
The views of the Middle and South Sister were spectacular. I could see a string of
volcanoes strung out along the Cascade Range. Excellent views of Mt. Jefferson and Mt.
Hood made a spectacular scene. On a clear day you can see Mt. Shasta in California and
Mt. Rainier in Washington.
The views were worth the climb. The views matched the circumstances it took to get up
here. I estimated that it was an 18-20 mile journey by the time I returned to the truck. I
made this climb a lot harder than it really is by getting a late start and after hiking several
miles from a farther trailhead before beginning the climb. I was thankful I was able to
make it to the top not thinking that it was even an option when I left the trailhead. It was
a great workout and another great outdoor adventure.
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