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f the long, rainy spring has left you with cabin fever, but you’re frustrated that a deep
snowpack is still blocking the trails of the high Cascades, consider a trip over the
mountains to Upper Klamath Lake.
Bring your walking shoes to ind the missing falls of Klamath Falls. Bring your mountain bike
to explore the new trail system at Spence Mountain, a huge peninsula in the lake. Bring
binoculars to watch thousands of pelicans and hundreds of bald eagles. Bring your kayak to
paddle the lake’s water trail.

Even if you’re just out for a drive, the 90‑mile loop around the lake takes you to the scenes of
some of Oregon’s earliest and most violent history.
According to a Klamath legend, this huge shallow lake once saved the tribe. The evil demon
Llao, living in nearby Mount Mazama, had asked to marry the tribe’s most beautiful maiden.
When she said no, Llao blew his top. The demon decided to kill the entire tribe by blowing up
his mountain to shower everyone with iery rock.
The Klamaths, however, dived into Klamath Lake and breathed through reeds until the
volcano’s pumice stopped falling. Since then, the ruined rim of Mount Mazama has illed to
create Crater Lake.
For more than 7,000 years the Klamaths lived relatively demon‑free, catching the plentiful
salmon that leapt up the falls at Klamath Lake’s outlet.
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Start your tour at this missing waterfall, known to the Klamaths as Tiwishkeni, the “rush‑of‑
falling‑waters place.” To ind it, drive Highway 97 a mile north of downtown Klamath Falls,
take the Lakeshore Drive exit, follow this road west 0.8 miles and park in a paved lot for the
Link River Nature Trail.

For the irst 0.4 miles this path follows a lake shore with preening black cormorants,
squawking seagulls and warbling blackbirds. Then you pass the dam that buried the old
waterfall. Beyond this, you can continue a mile along the remarkably wild whitewater Link
River before the path suddenly emerges from its canyon at downtown Linkville — the pioneer
city now known as Klamath Falls.
To explore the new mountain bike trail system at Spence Mountain, get back in your car, take
Lakeshore Drive an additional 4 miles west to Highway 140, and drive this highway toward
Medford. Go 6 miles to a trailhead parking lot on the right, just before milepost 56.
Spence Mountain is a dry pine ridge on a 3‑by‑6‑mile peninsula that juts out into the middle
of Upper Klamath Lake. A timber company clear‑cut the entire ridge in about 1980. The trees
are growing back too slowly to be very pro itable. The current owner, JWTR, LLC, is associated
with Jeld‑Wen, one of the area’s largest employers. JWTR sold 600,000 acres of its timberland
in 2014, but kept Spence Mountain for recreation and scenery.
The nonpro it Klamath Trails Alliance, together with a raft of partners and sponsors, set about
building trails on Spence Mountain in 2015. This is a hot place in summer, with bitterbrush
and only sparse shade from the young pines. This time of year it’s green and pleasant.
If you’re hiking, head up the South Ridge Trail 2.6 miles (gaining 700 feet of elevation) to the
east end of Spence Mountain’s ridge. Here you’ll have a bird’s‑eye view of the giant lake. You’ll
probably see birds too.
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If you’re on a mountain bike, you’ll want to continue on a 9.2‑mile loop that follows the ridge
west and zooms back on the Hooligan Trail, a route designed with thrilling jumps and curves.
The Klamath Trails Alliance plans to triple the trail mileage at Spence Mountain soon, and has
even sketched out an ambitious 200‑mile mountain bike route that would circle all of Upper
Klamath Lake.
In the meantime, drive to Rocky Point Resort, the next stop in a circumnavigation of Upper
Klamath Lake. To ind Rocky Point from Spence Mountain, drive west an additional 12 miles
on Highway 140 toward Medford. Between mileposts 45 and 46, turn north on Westside Road
for 3 miles.
Half a million birds descend on Upper Klamath Lake during the great migrations of April and
October. In May and June you will see strings of white pelicans soaring past, unmistakable
with their 8‑foot wingspans.
Upper Klamath Lake is Oregon’s largest, but it’s too shallow for most motorboats and
sailboats. The best way to experience the lake is by kayak or canoe, on 9.5 miles of marked
water trails meandering through the marshes.
Expect a small fee to launch at Rocky Point’s old‑timey resort, but the waterfront restaurant
here is worth the trip alone, and if you don’t have a boat this is the place to rent one. When
you’re paddling, remember that the wind changes direction in the afternoon, so your return
trip can seem maddeningly uphill.
For the next part of your drive around Upper Klamath Lake take Westside Road north from
Rocky Point 21 miles to the hamlet of Fort Klamath.
In the midst of the Civil War in 1863, the U.S. Army opened a fort here with 1,000 men to
make sure that the local Native Americans would stay on their assigned reservation. For two
years the soldiers here had no idea that the mountain peaks 20 miles north were in fact the
rim of Crater Lake. The tribes still feared Llao, and did not talk idly about his violent lake
nearby.
The U.S. government had decided that the Oregon Klamath tribe and their blood enemies the
California Modocs, who spoke a close dialect of the same language, should live together on a
single reservation beside Upper Klamath Lake. The reluctant Modocs moved to Modoc Point,
in the middle of the lake’s east shore. But they were harassed by their enemies, the Klamaths.
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One Modoc chief, Keintpoos (known to the whites as Captain Jack), led his people back to
their ancestral home at Tule Lake, just over the border in California. When the Army insisted
he return, Jack retreated to the nearby lava beds with 52 warriors. In that badlands of lava
caves they held off the attacks and artillery barrages of 1,000 U.S. troops for ive months. At a
parley, Captain Jack’s men shot General Canby, the only U.S. general to die in an Indian war
before George Armstrong Custer.
When Keintpoos inally surrendered, he and his top three lieutenants were hanged at Fort
Klamath.
Today, Fort Klamath is mostly a ghost town. There is a motel, but the old general store and gas
station are weathered clapboard ruins. At the south edge of town the Fort Klamath Cemetery
has the staid granite tombs of pioneers and the gaudily decorated graves of Modocs.
From the town of Fort Klamath, drive a mile south to the fort’s actual site. The excellent little
museum here is not open all the time. But even when it’s closed you can walk across the
grounds to the white crosses marking the graves of Captain Jack and the Modoc leaders who
were hanged here in 1873.
Upper Klamath Lake today is a refuge for wildfowl and early summer adventurers. But it is
also home to the ghosts of Modoc heroes. And Llao, a demon waiting for his chance to return.
William L. Sulllivan is the author of 21 books, including “The Case of the Reborn Bhagwan” and
the new fourth edition of “100 Hikes/Travel Guide: Southern Oregon & Northern California.”
Learn more at www.oregonhiking.com.
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