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Zion National Park, UT– I had decided to hike the Angels Landing trail in spite of the weather.  My travel plans mandated that I leave Zion the following day, so it was today or never....at least for this visit to this magnificent national treasure.  The complicating factors were the high winds blowing and the forecast of thunder storms.  Neither of these "issues" is a good omen for hiking high on a mountain in a canyon, especially on the side of a bare rock sticking nearly 1500 ft above the canyon floor.
The trail, which is 5 1/2 miles roundtrip, starts innocently enough following the Virgin River upstream for about a half mile, before entering a series of steep switchbacks leading to a upper canyon.  Because I had hiked Angels Landing on three previous visits to Zion, I was very familiar with the challenge.  It is said that early visitors to the park had given it the name because only angels could get there.  The trail uphill has now been paved to prevent erosion and to provide traction for the tens of thousands of park visitors who now attempt this hike each year.  After a steep climb, you reach an upper canyon, called Refrigerator Canyon (maybe because it provides some cool relief on a hot day) and then walk an easy section for another 1/4 miles before encountering another very steep section of 21 tight switchbacks.  These were cut into solid rock in 1926 and are known as Walter's Wiggles in honor of the park superintendent who supervised the work.  Basically you gain 250 ft in altitude in a very short distance.  Since you are already at 5100 ft elevation, it is easy to become breathless if you have not been acclimated to the altitude.  Once you complete Walter's Wiggles, you are rewarded with a relatively flat section known as Scout Lookout.  Most casual hikers elect to stop here because the 1/2 mile remaining is not for the faint of heart, especially under the challenging conditions on the day I was hiking.
The challenge is very visible and is intimidating.  Most of that remaining distance to the summit must be traversed by holding onto a series of metal chains which have been anchored into the rock.  Watching hikers crawl along while using the chains to advance upward causes many to simply enjoy Scout Lookout and then turn back.  Several 20-somethings whom I had met on the trail on the way up opted to eat their snacks here and return to the bottom.  Oh, there is also an official sign warning of the danger ahead and reporting the number of deaths on this section (at least five known).  The trail ahead is very narrow in spots, perhaps 3 feet wide with 1000 ft drop offs on each side.
But I was committed to finishing the ascent, in spite of the now very heavy winds and dark, threatening clouds to the east.  That direction was important consideration because most of the weather here moves from west to east - obviously "most" would be an important word.  As I crawled, scrambled, and hung onto the chain, I gradually made my way to the top.  The view on top is beyond spectacular, and I felt extremely proud that I had made it there in spite of the still very strong winds.  Under these adverse conditions, those of us on top seemed to instantly form a giddy bond.  Everyone else appeared to be under 35 and most were high-fiving me for making it.  A young woman named Kacy (not a typo) was with three young men she had met on her way up and was especially spirited.  We all took selfies with each other and shared cheese and crackers.  
Almost as soon as we started the descent, my left leg slipped into a small tree and was deeply punctured by a broken off branch.  One of the young men, Matthew, screamed, "Oh my God, he is bleeding!"   Actually I was bleeding badly, with blood running down my leg turning my sock red.  I rather calmly (if I say so myself) pulled out one of my bandanas and instructed Matthew to tie it tightly around the wound to stop the bleeding.   Matthew was having problems with the blood, so Kacy stepped in to mentor him.   Because my other leg had a compression stocking on it due to a separate injury about a month earlier, I asked one of the other young men, Robert, to switch it from my formerly bad leg to the new bad leg.  He did so carefully, and then insisted on accompanying me down the dangerous part of the trail to Scout Lookout. 
Robert was a wonderfully attentive assistant.   Even though I now had only one "good" leg, he held onto me in the trickier downhill segments to ensure that I did not fall.   Once we reached Scout Lookout (the wind had continued to blow extremely hard on our descent), I urged him to go ahead with Kacy.  Without any prompting, the remaining young man, William, immediately insisted that he would hike with me to the bottom.
So, the next time someone complains about "this new generation," stop them cold and tell them about Kacy, Matthew, Robert and William.  These youngsters were my guardian angels on Angels Landing.
I thought you might like to know.
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