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and buttes. Gorges and wild mustangs.  Eventually, there was just me and lumens shining out to blind the bear,
Parched desert and hot springs. Oh, hovabout a half-dozen other families scat- there was nothing but a pitiful, weary lit-

| love it. tered around the lake’s shore. tle trickle of tired yellow light that barely
There in all of that solitude and epic After supper, | left my tent flap open, it up the ground in front of my tent.
ruggedness, one can almost hear geologitretched out on my air mattress and What the ... ?! | shook the flash-

cal formations happening. The naked marveled as the sun set and cast its waright and looked at the bulb, which was
red basalt stacks and mountain-gouging golden glow onto the hills surrounding cracked. The crack created a black hole
winds exude power. Contemplating the the eastern rim of the lake. Then, withouin the middle of the puddle of dim light.
Alvord Desert from atop the 9,700-foot a warning, night fell and the wind startedOh, good Lord, | thought. I'm going to
peak of Steens Mountain, you can almogb blow like crazy. | had read in one of die out here on this mountain all alone
sense the forces of the earth's crust as itmy Harney County brochures about highwhile my dog is passed out on the air
oh-so-tenuously wraps itself around a  winds that come out of nowhere on the mattress.
core of seething magma. mountain at this elevation. | shook the flashlight again. There was
But | digress. Back to the impromptu | called my doggie into the tent, zippedust enough light to discover my intruder.
camping trip. up the flap and proceeded to try to sleeprhat intruder was, in fact, a paperback
As | got to the little village of The wind was whipping up little waves book.
Frenchglen—population 12—and turned on the lake and the sound was so close | A Walk in the Woods” by travel writer
left onto a lonely dirt road known as the felt like | was sleeping in a canoe. Bill Bryson, to be exact. | had been read-
Steens Mountain Backcountry Byway, |~ “Ah, the sound of waves, perfect for ing his camping stories to see how Bill
began to question the wisdom of taking sleeping!” thought I. What's there to be had handled bear attacks while hiking
this trip alone. What was up there on thiscared of ? the Appalachian Trail. The book had fall-
massive hulk of a mountain? And then it happened. | heard a very en out of my knapsack and the cover was
Somewhere among those quaking  distinct snuffling sound outside the tent. fluttering in the high winds, scraping the
aspens and cottonwood trees lurked a | tensed up. Tate was already sackedfront of my tent.
bear who would eat Tate as an appetizerout and snoring. Was it a bear?! Why To be fair to me, there is a bear on the
and then eat me as an entrée—then eatwasn't my dog waking up? | was para- cover of that book, so there was a bear
my trail mix for dessert. | was, however, lyzed with fear. The snuffling got loud- element to the intrusion. Meanwhile, Tate
sort of ready for bears by this point. All er—definitely a bear. Or a porcupine wittsnored even louder as | sat outside of my
summer | had been reading up on how a cold. Either way, | was in a tight spot. tent in the darkness and looked out over
to survive a bear attack. The minutes dragged by as | franticallghe lake, exhausted by my few minutes of
My friends in Baker City find my developed a plan of action, which was asperating in wild-animal-attack defense
fear of bears on Steens Mountain hilari- follows: unzip the tent as fast as lightningnode.
ous because there are no bears living u@and quickly shine my flashlight into the It was then, alone in the dark on that
there. ... So they say. eyes of the intruder, blinding whatever windy dark night, | came to an under-
So, eventually, | wound my way up  mammal has smelled the ribeye remainsstanding about Steens Mountain and
the mountain and arrived at Fish Lake | wasn't quite sure what would happen Southeastern Oregon. In the complete
Campground, a dusty, secluded little  after that, but | figured it would it sort ~ and perfect silence that even the wind
campground that skirts all the way itself out once my dog—who was still  couldn't drown out, | looked up to see a
around a rather unremarkable lake. |  asleep—sprang into action. million stars in that silky ink-black sky.
found the perfect camp spot among a Two things | learned from this terrify- In an instant | could sense the hundreds
little grotto of trees and soft tussocks of ing moment. One, always buy a tent thatof miles of empty, vast space around me,
long grass and pitched the tent just 2 fedtas a no-snag zipper and, two, always and | felt the ups and downs of every hill,
from the lake’'s abrupt edge. | then set ugcheck your flashlight batteries before  valley, butte, peak and canyon.
a lounge chair. Tate and | sat by the lakdeaving home. The power of the landscape and mys-
side and watched fish jumping, while a  As | yanked down.hard on the zip-  terious creation converged at the foot of
nice fat ribeye sizzled on the grill. Well, Iper to open the tent flap, the zipper got that mountain and rushed up to me—
watched the fish, Tate watched the ribeyeaught in the fabric and ripped the lin- and | wasn't afraid anymore.
| started to get nervous as the sun  ing all the way around the opening. After Rich in the universe's perfect creation

went down and families were leaving thefinally tearing open the ripped flap, | of Harney County, | became as immor-
campground to head home after a long whipped out my flashlight to blind the tal as the landscape. And with that, |
day of fishing. | had never camped alonéntruder with the bright light. With a crawled back into my mangled tent, pet-
before and always like to have a group dflourish, | clicked the “on” button, but ted my snoring dog and promptly fell
folks with me when | hike. instead of a flood of bright eye-popping asleepqo
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