Land, Water and People
Finding solitude in wilderness
By Mike Blakeman


A thousand foot wall of talus and smooth-faced cliffs towered above the cirque lake blocking the late afternoon sun. I stood by myself on a large flat rock looking across the still water at the rugged wall and I noticed something. I noticed that it was quiet. Not just any kind of quiet – it was quieter than any quiet I had ever experienced. The only sound I could hear was the voice inside my head saying, “Man, it’s really quiet!”

It was 1978 and my first backpack trip into a designated wilderness area in the Rocky Mountains. I had been to some pretty remote areas in northern Maine, but I had always been with other people. And people tend to talk. This time I was by myself standing next to Machin Lake in the La Garita Wilderness. There were no other people. No jets flew overhead. The birds were silent. There wasn’t even a wisp of a breeze to ripple the mirror-like water in Machin Lake.  

Did I mention that it was quiet?

As I sit here at my desk in front of the computer before most people show up to start their day, I notice it isn’t quiet. The overhead lights buzz. Someone down the hall is talking and cars race by outside. It’s the quietest part of the day at the office, but it is far from quiet. Soon the office will be full of busy people walking up and down the halls, exchanging morning greetings and then the phones will begin to ring.

Our days are like that; full of busyness, human created sound and flickering screens. Our brains are continually distracted from being in the present moment as they listen and develop responses to conversations; think about the work in front of us; and daydream. In fact our brains are so busy that we don’t even notice the multitude of sounds around us. 

One of the benefits often attributed to visiting designated wilderness areas is the solitude they provide. This sounds good and right, but the reality is it isn’t always true. One of the issues with Congress designating an area as wilderness is that the designation will often attract more people to the area. The more people that visit wilderness, the more impacts to the ground and the harder to find solitude.

The Rio Grande National Forest tries to manage the impacts to the ground by limiting the number of people in a group that can visit the Forest’s designated wilderness areas to 15. The Forest manages for solitude through the trail system. In general, people tend to visit those areas with good trails and avoid areas without trails. That’s not a complete picture though; most people also tend to hike into areas with 14,000 foot peaks or that have good fishing lakes.

Several years ago, I spent a summer working as a wilderness ranger for what was then called the Del Norte Ranger District. My primary beat was the headwaters of the South Fork of the Rio Grande in the Weminuche Wilderness. There were always people hiking and camping in the areas around Archuleta and Spruce Lakes, but one day it was downright crowded. By some twist of fate, several groups of people descended on the area on the same day. I counted 101 people camping within ¼ mile of the lakes.

There was no sense of solitude around the lakes and no sign of deer or elk. Just one drainage over, a drainage without a trail, without lake, without a 14,000 peak above it, there was no one. I stood on the ridge above that drainage at sunset and watched the elk come out of the forest to feed peacefully on the lush alpine grasses. 
In 1978, I didn’t realize how lucky I was to be standing next to Machin Lake, a lake with fish, listening to nothing. It turned out to be the only time that I visited the lake without seeing other people, but I have often found solitude in many other parts of the La Garita Wilderness.
Then I heard something… a faint whisper up in the high peak above. The sound grew louder turning into a low wail. The water rippled on Machin Lake and the cool breeze sent shivers through my body. As quickly as it came, the breeze departed and quiet returned. 
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