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Dorothy Lake

Washington State Alpine Wilderness
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N 470 35’44.5” W 1210 23’ 3.8” 3058 ft. That is the approximate location of my little tent on the planet, nestled along the step shoreline of the glacially carved Dorothy Lake. The sun is sinking behind the purple snow capped mountains, turning the sky into a kaleidoscope of pink, orange and violet hues, and casting intricate shadow patterns on the forest floor as it filters through mossy branches. Over a mini backpackers stove I prepare a classic camping dinner of tuna helper, and marvel at how much better food tastes when cooked over a campfire or, in this case, camp stove. I take my time eating dinner, perched up on a rock over looking the water, watching the sun slip behind the mountains. As darkness falls, the air begins to cool, I retreat to the safety of my tent. While swarms of hungry black flies futilely search for an entrance, I savor my hot chocolate and listen to all the noises that fill the night like an orchestra. The rhythmic lapping of the waves against the rocky shore, the occasional wind whistling through the stoic pine trees, inconsistent rustling of leaves as a chipmunk searches in vain for any dinner scraps I may have overlooked and the various songs of insects and birds looking for mates or defending their territories. Out here in the Alpine Wilderness, cell phone signals are non-existent and campfires not permitted, so a person is left with just their thoughts and the music of nature for company. At a time like this, when I am completely alone, miles from anywhere, the smallest sounds seem amplified and all my senses heightened. The snapping of twigs under heavy feet, (claws?) sounds louder, closer…I wonder if there are bears near by, or if I will be fortunate enough to hear the eerie cry of an owl in the tree tops. After snuggling down deeper into my cozy sleeping bag, and re-adjusting my position several times to find the area with the fewest rocks, I reflect on my adventurous day. Although my body is weary, my mind is wide awake, alert and excited, so I pull out my journal and begin to write …
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Dorothy Lake is a true back country lake, accessible only to the very determined, on foot. Prior to reaching the trailhead, nine miles of bumpy dusty forest roads must be traversed and large potholes carefully navigated. After signing in at the self-service permit board there is the option of following a short little trail clearly marked “To Toilet”. The “toilet” is not the conventional apparatus.  Cloaked in a circle of dense fir and pines on three sides and a partial view of valley on the remaining side, is a small wooden box, complete with an oval opening on the top. It seemed so out of place. After the scenic trip to answer Mother Nature’s call, I double checked the contents of my backpack and then heaved it onto my shoulders, staggering slightly under the weight.  I knew that I had packed as lightly as possible, but it is inevitable that by the time I reach my destination the pack will feel like 100 lbs. The opening into the woods where the trail begins felt inviting, and so, I began the climb to Dorothy Lake.
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This is my first trek into the wilderness solo and I was finding it to be more exhilarating than I ever imagined. The incredible sense of vastness, aloneness and space is both overwhelming and soothing. With each step, the roar of passing cars, choking exhaust and constant buzz of civilization became an increasingly distant memory. The trail is typical of the Northwest region, with the frequent rains nourishing lush green carpets of moss, delicate fan-like ferns, fragile woodland flowers and webs of pale lichen. This hazy enchanting forest enveloped me, surrounding me with peace and tranquility. A gurgling mountain stream ran parallel to the path, rushing over slippery logs and cascading over rocky ledges. As the trail wound higher, my legs grew weaker and my pack heavier, and I could have sworn some one crept stealthily up behind me and slipped lead weight into my pack. At last the trail emerged from the dense woods into a sunny clearing, revealing a breathtaking view of the valley. The fresh air, complete solitude and the beauty of the scenery were energizing and I felt exhilarated and very fortunate to have the opportunity to experience a moment like this. Several minutes passed while I absorbed the scenery, before resuming the hike.  Finally, the sparkling blue waters of Dorothy Lake became visible though the pine tress, like a glittering blue gem in the heart of the Alpine Lake Wilderness. 

Upon reaching the shore I slipped out of my pack, munched on some trail mix, and absorbed the spectacular view. In the distance the 6,680 ft high peaks of the Big Snow Mountain loomed over the lake, casting their reflection on the dark waters, and steep cliffs, scarred by the passage of retreating glaciers, outlined the far shore of the 1.5-mile waterbody. I continued trudging along the shoreline for another half an hour; scouting out ideal places to camp for the night, and finally settled on a high flat area boasting an uninterrupted view of the lake. Breathing a heartfelt sigh of relief, I let my pack slide off my weary shoulders and thud unceremoniously into the soft earth. Between two small trees, I strung the hammock that my Dad had given me. As I gently swing, savoring the feel of cool a breeze caressing my face, I realized every labored step to reach this spot was worth it. 

Later, feeling rejuvenated, I explored the immediate area, and although I attempted to capture the magic of the scenery with my camera, I knew that neither words nor photos could really do this place any justice. The oligotrophic lake appeared so deep, clear and devoid of any aquatic life. However, the occasional splash of a fish, perhaps fleeing a predator higher on the food chain, or snatching an unfortunate mayfly from the surface, broke the silence. The land encompassing the lake appears diverse. Curved devils clubs, towering silver firs, white pines, Alaska cedars, raucous Steller’s jays, and pesky mosquitoes all indicate a rich ecosystem, and I felt very fortunate to be a part of all this, even if only for the night. 
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The End








