Introduction

We started moving upward well before dawn. The stark light of our headlamps offered an identical view for a short distance in every direction: white. The air was calm, the only sound the soft sliding of the rope connecting us over the snow, a sound like sand pouring into a wooden bowl. As predawn light dripped in around us, we saw that the visibility wasn’t improving. Fog seemed to engulf all of Mount Baker as we marched up the Coleman Glacier under heavy packs, intent on camping high on the mountain—perhaps even, conditions permitting, on the summit.

The cloud danced silently around us, sidling up close and then spinning away, giving us occasional glimpses of a ridgeline of rock pinnacles above, or a sucker hole of blue sky, before swallowing everything again. Other climbers coming down the mountain stepped out of the dense air as if through a doorway, passed by, and then quickly disappeared into it. Periodically, dark gray strips that barely contrasted against the milky gray-white of ground and atmosphere slowly came into focus, only revealing themselves as gaping crevasses when we were virtually upon them. Carefully skirting their lip, we’d peer nervously down into the beautifully frightening blue emptiness.

At a saddle 1,500 feet below Baker’s summit, the fog gave no inclination of lifting and the frigid wind began a violent assault. We pitched tents and fled inside, resigned to the idea that we might not move again until morning. 

Then the unexpected happened: sunshine lit up our tent walls. We stepped outside to discover that the cloud ceiling had dropped below us and the wind had calmed. Quickly gearing up, we dashed for the summit as the long, red light of a summer evening brought out every wrinkle and cotton-candy swirl in the sea of clouds reaching to every horizon far below us, pierced only by the distant white crowns of other big Cascade volcanoes: Glacier Peak and, much farther off, Adams and Rainier. It being a Sunday evening, with the weather poor for so much of the day, every other climber on this popular peak had already descended. We had Baker’s broad plain of snowy summit to ourselves. The details of scenery, the cold wind and blinding sun on snow, are etched vividly in my memory, as if it was last weekend and not 10 years ago.

That was my first climb on one of the Northwest’s Seven Summits—but not my first enchantment by one of these geologic goliaths. That experience came, as it does for many, on the first visit to Seattle. A native of New England, where the mountains are rugged in their own way but do not nearly approach the scale of the Northwest, I arrived lacking the mental calibration necessary for viewing mountains here. So on a bluebird late-summer day in the city, when I happened to swing my gaze to the southeast for my first sighting of Mount Rainier, floating above the urban horizon like an oversized image projected onto a wall of sky, I stopped and stared with that blend of awe and disbelief known by anyone who’s enjoyed that sight. In an age of cynicism, when so much of our daily lives are divorced from any interaction with the outdoors, the scene looks too fantastic to immediately trust that it’s real. Even for locals who’ve seen it more times than they could calculate, the unexpected glimpse of Rainier on the horizon can still cause a physical reaction: It induces a catch in the throat, quickens the pulse, and snaps you out of the trance of mundane concerns. Even on the worst of days, it places things in perspective—it reminds us of one of the most important reasons we live in the Northwest.

Just days after standing atop Mount Baker, I stood at the shattered rim of Mount St. Helens, listening to the perpetual clatter of rocks tumbling into the crater beyond my toes. I stared, dumbstruck, hundreds of feet down into the steaming maw that 15 years before had been the foundation below another 1,300 feet of mountaintop, now gone. The smallest and technically easiest to climb of the Northwest’s Seven Summits—a walk-up via the popular Monitor Ridge, though a tedious hike for all the loose, beach-sand-like pumice—St. Helens stands alone for its moonscape born of the historic May 1980 eruption. It’s also arguably the most spectacular dayhike in America. Shortly after departing the trailhead, one emerges above timberline into an ashen landscape of broken rock and dust that continues right to the “summit,” really just a high point in the crater rim. From the rim, a climber enjoys a spectacular view of white-capped volcanoes piercing the blue sky. It’s a view unique to the Pacific Northwest, the only part of the country where such massive peaks wearing a year-round cloak of white rise so high above their surroundings—Rainier to the north, Adams to the east, Hood to the south.

I’ve since skied up and down mounts Shuksan and Adams on perfect days of bulletproof blue skies. I’ve backpacked, skied, and snowshoed on the flanks of mounts Rainier and Hood. As I write this, I’m crafting plans to hike around and climb Glacier and Hood this coming summer.

What’s so special about these mountains? The answer is both instinctively knowable and impossible to communicate fully in a vocabulary that does the subject real justice. Whether we climb them, hike or ski or snowshoe in their long shadows, or simply admire them from a distance, these biggest peaks of the Cascade Range are totems for this place we call the Northwest. Our region would be immeasurably diminished without them (though that argument doesn’t apply to losing just part of one, as evidenced by how the 1980 eruption of St. Helens has only amplified our fascination with it).

They mesmerize us on many levels, foremost in their size and grandeur. They physically dominate the landscape, rising many thousands of feet above surrounding valleys and mountains. Mount Rainier, for instance, clears its neighbor peaklets by a lofty 7,000 to 8,000 feet—a vertical mile and a half of troposphere separating its summit at Columbia Crest from the tops of the nearest mountains—and stands nearly 11,000 feet above the river valley that begins at the toe of its own Carbon Glacier, a vertical distance equivalent to that between Mount Everest’s base camp and summit. Theodore Winthrop, an early proponent of naming Rainier Mount Tacoma, a name closer to the various Native American names for the mountain (though he was motivated in part by a rivalry between the cities of Tacoma and Seattle), wrote, “… of all the peaks from California to Frazer’s River, this one before me was the royalest.”

When Lewis and Clark descended the Columbia River in 1805, they thought St. Helens the highest peak in America, it so dominates the horizon when viewed from the river. Mount Shuksan, the only non-volcanic member of the Seven Summits, is not even the tallest among the nine or ten non-volcanic peaks over 9,000 feet in the Cascades. But it’s iconic (and often photographed) for its highly visible position, towering above the Mount Baker Highway, for its jagged profile from any aspect, its hanging glaciers and icefalls, and its distinction as the only non-volcanic Cascades peak with 3,000 feet of relief above timberline. Of Glacier Peak—Washington’s sole remaining wilderness volcano, residing many miles from the nearest road—Professor William D. Lyman once wrote: “It can be seen in all its snowy vastness… bearing upon its broad shoulders miles and miles of rivers of ice, the most beautiful and significant of all the poems of nature.”

A single perspective on any one of them doesn’t begin to convey its immensity. Hike or drive around one and you see how its face transforms—how, as the photos in these pages illustrate, it looks like a completely different mountain from different aspects, in different seasons or light. Get closer to one and it appears to swell ever larger. For the most persuasive measure of its size, get on it and see the mountain expand like a gas cloud before you; it taxes the intellect to comprehend that this vast expanse of rock, ice, and snow sprawling over most of your field of vision is but a tiny fraction of the whole.

These mountains impress on an intimate scale as well—and to fully appreciate a big volcano, you have to get up close and personal. With the notable exception of the blast-denuded slopes of St. Helens, dense forests drape the lower elevations, lush, cool, and rain-soaked, the extravagant feast of vegetation a shock to eyes accustomed to drier climates or forests that have felt the saws of loggers. The profusion of water boggles the mind. Creeks explode down virtually every gully, and rivulets seeping from carpets of green appear every few steps along some trails; the hiker on the forest trails of Mount Rainier National Park, home to 382 lakes and 470 miles of rivers and tributaries, almost doesn’t need to carry a water bottle. Higher, the forests open up to meadows erupting with wildflowers during the brief alpine summer. The snouts of glaciers mark the dynamic boundary between frozen and melted, where great chunks of ice periodically calve off, meltwater thunders over waterfalls and out of the gaping mouths of ice caves, and foaming rivers run gray with the glacial flour ground over centuries of shifting ice crushing rock and dirt. In the protected wildlands around these mountains, you may well encounter bear, mountain lion, elk, marmot, mountain goat; these places are the last refuges of many of these species.

And finally, these greatest of Northwest mountains imprint themselves upon us in ways deeply personal. We tend to visit them with people who are special to us, and the sights and sensations of place and shared experience swirl and blend into the waters of memory until the associations between people and place become inseparable. I made those first climbs of Baker and St. Helens with the girlfriend who has since become my wife; the few days we spent together on those two peaks have assumed a place in the narrative of our lives, among the times we cherish and the stories we tell, disproportionate to the fleeting hours we actually passed there. These mountains cast memories as long as their late-afternoon shadows.

