Walk on Mars

Three Sisters lava fields open for business.

T he opening of the Old McKenzie
Pass Highway is an annual rite of
spring for everyone who loves the
high country of the Three Sisters Wilderness.
This 40-mile long ribbon of asphalt snakes its
way up the rugged canyon walls of the White
Branch River before a long flat run over a bar-
ren moonscape at the crest of the Cascades.

The route was completed by private
entrepreneurs in 1872 as a toll road, charging
$1 for a person and a horse, and $2 for a
wagon. The road was opened to automobile
traffic (for free) in the 1920s.

But snowplows can’t negotiate the steep
grades and narrow turns in the winter, and
over-the-Cascades  travel from the
Willamette Valley to Sisters was closed for
half the year until Highway 126 was com-
pleted in the ‘60s.

There are dozens of trailheads that lead
south into the Three Sisters Wilderness from
the Old McKenzie Pass Highway. The trail
to Four-in-One Cone and Yapoah Crater
showcases some of the most interesting cin-
der cones, craters and lava flows. It’s a land-
scape that has more in common with the sur-
face of Mars than the lush rainforests and
rolling hills of the lowlands.

To get there, take Highway 126 east from
Springfield. Approximately 4.5 miles past
the town of McKenzie Bridge, take a right
onto the Old McKenzie Pass Highway (Hwy
242). Drive 242 past milepost 71 and pull
off to the left at a sign for Scott Lake. The
trail begins at a hiker symbol sign on the

other side of the highway.

In a quarter of a mile, continue straight at
a trail junction. For the next two and a half
miles, the trail switchbacks through a boring
sub alpine forest (snow and fallen trees will
cover portions of the trail until late June),
before you get to the pay-off: A flat plateau,
leveled by lava flows.

From here, the trail winds between
jagged walls of basalt (broken by hand by
early pioneers crossing the Cascades on their
way to the farmlands of the Valley) for 300
yards and then dips south, skirting the
immense lava flow for another mile before
reaching the base of Four-in-One Cone.

As the name implies, Four-in-One Cone
is actually four distinct craters that belched
lava from 2,500 to 3,000 years ago — a
blink of the eye in geologic time. You can
scramble north across the lip of these craters
for breathtaking views of the Three Sisters to
the southeast.

For even more spectacular views, contin-
ue east for three-quarters of a mile to a junc-
tion with the Pacific Crest Trail, in the mid-
dle of a lush meadow choked with wildflow-
ers in July and August.

From here you can turn north and climb
to the top of Yapoah Crater, or turn south to
Collier Cone and a fifteen-mile loop back to
your vehicle that takes in Sunshine and the
Obsidian Cliffs.

There are dozens of adventures to be had
when the Old McKenzie Highway is open
for the summer. ow
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LUNCH SPECIAL!
Famous Original Thai Wrap

WEEKEND SPECIAL!
Honey Roasted Duck

Fresh Homeade
Mango Ice Cream!

Vegetarian &
Vegan Options

~ Beeron Tap &
Wine Available

Bubble Tea
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80 E. 29th & Willamette
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HIGH COUNRTY
EXPEDITIONS

Northwest Whitewater Trips

o Upper Mckenzie River - class 1-3
. Uplper Klammath River - class 1-4
® (al Salmon River - dlass 1-5
* Rogue River - dass 1-4
°Tr s daily
1/2 to 3 day excursions
. Siudent and group discounts
® Locally owneg and operated
® Come see us at Belknap Hotsprings
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$ 5.00 off on all
Mckenzie River Trips
Fun, exciting upper
river adventures
Excluding Holidays & Saturdays :

*Not to be combined with other discounts, I
\  must be mentioned at time of booking
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10% off on

Upper Klamath Rafting
Oregon’s best whitewater
experience!! Warm water, fun,
long, thrilling rapids...

*Not to be combined with other discounts,
must be mentioned at time of booking
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www.highcountryexpeditions.com
888.461.7238 » 541.822.8288

“Let us guide you through your next outdoor adventure”
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ERBS, SPICES, TEAS, ESSENTIAL OILS, &
OTHER HERBAL MISCELLANY SINCE 1987
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OyALl'l'{‘ONTROL SUPERVISED FOR
TASTE, AROMA & FRESHNESS

24 HOUR SHIPPING %
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