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NORTH PEAK COULOIR
The north side of North Peak (12,242 ft.) contains 
three gullies and couloirs that offer great introductory 
snow and ice climbs. All are easily done in a day from 
the car. The most commonly climbed is the furthest 
right of them all since it offers the best snow and ice 
and the most direct route to the summit. The climbing 
is great, the approach is easy, the descent equally so 
and the tremendous views of the Yosemite high coun-
try make this a great day’s outing in the mountains.

Where
North Peak lies above Saddlebag Lake just north of the 
Tioga Road, Highway 120. Take the Tioga Road, either 
from Lee Vining on the east, or from Crane Flat on 
the west above Yosemite. A couple of miles to the east 
of the Tioga Pass entrance station is the Tioga Pass 
Resort and a half mile east of this is the gravel road to 
Saddlebag Lake. For info on the boat taxi over the lake 
go to www.saddlebaglakeresort.com

When
Early season climbing gives mainly neve snow, and ski 
descents of the route are not unknown in May and 
early June. For climbers the best time is September till 
the winter’s snows arrive.

Strategy
You should get an early start on this route. It is not excessively long, but start early and beat any weather that might 
move in. If you want to make it a leisurely trip then camp at the north end of the lake. You can catch the boat over 
Saddlebag Lake for a small fee and then walk a short distance and camp, climb and catch the boat back. For doing 
the climb in a day you will probably need to start before the boat starts running. Also the boat stops running late in 
the summer season. However you do it, the most important detail is to make sure that you have time to get a late 
afternoon snack at the Tioga Gas Mart near Lee Vining which offers the best meal you will ever get at a gas station. 
Try the fish tacos.

Heading to the Right Couloir of North Peak.
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Equipment
Two ice tools, six ice screws (long), snow pickets 
(only in early season) a small rock rack of stoppers 
and small cams, 60m rope, helmets.

Approach
Park at the parking area at Saddlebag Lake opposite 
the dam. Cross the dam and take the trail around the 
west side of the lake. Once at the head of the lake 
continue on the trail (an old road actually) to the 
south end of Steelhead Lake. Cross to Cascade Lake 
and pass around its north side and climb steep grass 
and heather slopes to gain the higher bench of talus 
and slabs which are followed back to the moraines 
under the north side of the peak.

The Climb: AI3/5.2
The apron of snow at the base steepens gradually to 
the schrund, which normally poses few problems to 
cross. The best line tends to follow the right side of 
the gully and there are generally opportunities to belay 
in the moat on the rock as well as on the snow and 
ice. This line also gives the best protection from rock-
fall as well as ice falling from the leader’s tools. Six 
pitches will take you to the col at the top. Stow the ice 
tools here and head up the rock towards the summit. 
There are many options here and climbing is generally 
300 feet of fourth class with odd moves of fifth class, 
especially just below the summit. You will top out 
pretty much right on the summit.

Descent
Head down the ridgeline to the southwest on sand and 
talus towards the small peak on the crest. At about 
11,700 feet cross the ridgeline and traverse down 
trending northeast towards the northern most of the 
Conness Lakes. Take the slabs on the west side of the 
lake and pick up a use trail that follows down the 
drainage on its north side toward Greenstone Lake. 
Cross the inlet above the lake and follow a trail that 
will join the Saddlebag Lake trail close to the lake. 
From here you are on familiar terrain and 1.5 miles 
around the lake from the parking lot, or five minutes 
from the boat landing.

In the Right Couloir of North Peak.


