Hike Of The Week: Don't be a sucker -- buy a map before you go

By KAREN SYKES
SPECIAL TO THE P-I

What? Only 6.4 miles?

It felt like 16. 

Lola Kemp and I started the Sugarloaf Mountain/Mount Erie/Whistle Lake Loop from the Whistle Lake trailhead. The hike wasn't difficult -- but without a map it is easy to get confused if you are not familiar with the trail system.

Please get a map, preferably the Anacortes Community Forest Lands maps, though the Green Trails map for Deception Pass will help you through the maze. On this approach to Mount Erie, there are more junctions than you can shake a stick at -- we counted at least 32. Easier variations are possible with the ACFL maps, but we had the Green Trails map.

We started on Trail 237 toward Sugarloaf Mountain. Fortunately, most junctions corresponded with our Green Trails map and those that didn't, we guessed at and got lucky. There are a variety of signs along these trails, including ancient lichen-encrusted signs on trees. 

Sucker holes lured us as we began to gain elevation. For those new to hiking, "sucker holes" are openings between clouds or forested stretches, where blue skies promise views or fair weather. Just when you think you're out of the trees and have reached a viewpoint, the forest closes in again or it begins to rain. Many a hiker has been lured to folly by the promise of sucker holes. 

We knew we were getting close to Sugarloaf Mountain (1,044 feet) because the sucker holes were getting closer together as the terrain transitioned from forest to grassy outcroppings scattered with evergreens. Here overlooks cushioned with thick moss gave us views of the San Juan Islands, Deception Pass and the Cascades.
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	Moss seen on the hike.


For solitude, Sugarloaf is a better choice than Mount Erie. The views from Mount Erie are dramatic, but since visitors can drive to the top, it can get crowded. 

We'd planned to include Mount Erie, at 1,273 feet the highest point of Fidalgo Island, but weren't sure we had enough time. Desire warred with common sense. As we dithered, our fate was cast when we met local hikers who assured us we were close to Mount Erie.

After ups and downs, we came out on Mount Erie Road, consulted our watches and agreed time was running out, so we hiked up the road at a brisk pace. Mount Erie is always fun to visit, especially on this sunny, breezy day with hang gliders and parasailers riding the wind. We admired their brilliant colors and verve as they soared above us and we lost track of time, amazed to watch an eagle soaring directly above them as if playing "chicken." 

In addition to hang gliders and eagles, you may see mountaineers on the cliffs practicing their skills, and by April wildflowers will begin to appear, some of them rare. Social trails run hither and yon -- several lead to overlooks with interpretive signboards. Depending on where you stand, there are outstanding views of Decatur Island, Burrows Island, Washington Park, Cypress Island and more (a signboard displays the islands). 

It was getting late, so we looked for Trail 216, the first leg of our return route, found it near the summit but soon lost it in shady woods. After I took a tumble in the slippery terrain, we went to Plan B and hiked back down the road until we picked up the trail at the signed junction for Whistle Lake that promised to get us back to the car. 

Mercifully, all the trail connections showed on the Green Trails map, and faster than we could say "Anacortes Community Forest Lands" we were back at Whistle Lake just as the late afternoon sun was turning the lake to gold. From there it was only a short walk back to the car. 

After getting the ACFL maps, we noted that Trail 216 is rated "most difficult" -- steep, rocky and rooty.

We can attest to that.

IF YOU GO

GETTING THERE:
Whistle Lake trailhead -- From Seattle drive Interstate 5 north, get off at Exit 230 (Whidbey Island, Anacortes Ferry), head west (left) on state Route 20 to Anacortes. Where divided highway ends, stay right and continue to a stop sign, turn left onto Commercial Avenue (Commercial Avenue is not signed at this intersection). Turn left at Fidalgo Avenue, left on St. Mary's Drive, right onto Hillcrest Drive (to get around a cemetery), right onto Whistle Lake Road, follow signs to Whistle Lake trailhead, elevation 380 feet. Allow about two hours drive time.

Mount Erie trailhead -- Proceed as described above, but where SR 20 splits, turn left toward Deception Pass on SR 20 (signed Deception Pass, Whidbey Island). In about 2 miles turn right onto Lake Campbell Road, drive about 1.5 miles, turn right on Heart Lake Road and in 1.5 miles turn right into parking area on Mount Erie Road (signed). For the Mount Erie Trail, continue past the Sugarloaf Mountain trailhead and park at the Mount Erie trailhead with a big wooden sign for "Mount Erie Summit Trail, Nettle Alley Loop, Mid-Whistle Lake Loop, South to North Lake Loop."

Trail data -- From Whistle Lake, our loop was 6.4 miles, approximately 1,000 feet of gain, with numerous ups and downs. If you hike to Mount Erie from Mount Erie Road, it is about 400 feet of elevation gain. Maps: Green Trails Deception Pass/ACFL, WA (No. 41S). The set of ACFL maps (3 maps for $10) covers the Cranberry Lake Area, Whistle Lake Area and the Heart Lake Area. After hiking, we purchased ACFL maps at the nearby Lake Erie Grocery (junction of Heart Lake Road/Rosario Road), thanks to a tip from a hiker we met on Sugarloaf Mountain.

Information -- Dogs must be leashed in Anacortes Community Forest Lands. For other rules and regulations or to order ACFL maps, contact Anacortes Parks and Recreation: www.cityofanacortes.org. Some local merchants carry the ACFL maps, including "The Business" at 1717 Commercial Ave. in Anacortes, though they sell quickly. For a description of the Sugarloaf Mountain Trail from the Mount Erie Road, refer to "Winter Hikes in Puget Sound and the Olympic Foothills" by Bob Mooers (Sasquatch, 188 pages, $15.95).

Karen Sykes, West Seattle resident and avid hiker, has been traveling Northwest trails for 25 years and is the author of "Hidden Hikes in Western Washington." She can be reached via e-mail at: hikes4ever@hotmail.com.
