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Little	  Elk	  Lake,	  Marble	  Wilderness,	  Backpack	  Trip	  
July 23-25, 2014 

 

Figure 1 Lovers Camp to Little Elk Lake, with Day Hike to Deep Lake (GPS waypoints in blue) 
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Steve, Maria and Tysen completed a 3-day backpacking trip to Little Elk Lake in the Marble 
Wilderness, 23-25 July 2014. As shown in Figure 1, we started out from Lovers Camp following 
a southern route. The actual GPS waypoints are shown in blue. Terry Doyle had taken another 
group up to this area a month earlier (Little	  Elk	  and	  Deep	  Lakes	  backpacking). Since we decided to 
form this trip three days before we left, we did not check in with him. In retrospect, we would 
have probably gotten some good advice from him. 

Our plan was to go all the way to Deep Lake using a shorter route, via Little Elk Lake. This trail 
is visible as a trail fork about 2 miles from the parking lot in Figure 1. Our  return would be a 
mile longer while passing Little Elk Lake again on the way out.  

 

Figure 2 Tysen, Maria & Steve at Lovers Camp Parking Lot 

 

Figure 3 Lovers Camp to Little Elk Lake Profile (5 miles, 1,900 ft elevation gain) 

We never found the trail fork to the shorter route. It turns out that this is a discontinued trail now. 
Hence, we had to use the same route, both in and out. As shown in Figure 3, the route in to Little 
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Elk Lake involves an elevation gain of 1,900 ft over a distance of 4 miles. This corresponds to a 
grade of 9%, making this a moderate-strenuous trail. 

We started out around 10:30 and headed south in cool but partially sunny weather. There were 
maybe a half dozen cars in the parking lot providing us with an indirect guess about how many 
hikers were ahead of us. On the other hand, this trailhead is the main access to the very popular 
Sky High Lakes area as well as the Pacific Crest Trail beyond. 

We took our lunch break about an hour later, not too far from the trail fork that we were looking 
for. I realized this by checking the route waypoints on my handheld GPS receiver. Wisely, we 
did not spend any time trying to find this shorter trail.  

The weather was unsettled with a chance of thunderstorms forecast in the afternoon. Around 
12:30, dark clouds appeared and it looked like we were going to get those thunder showers. As a 
result, we put on our rain gear including our backpack rain covers.  

As we started up the grade heading northeast, we encountered a pack train heading out. They told 
us that there was one party camped at Deep Lake but they were returning back the next day. The 
people on the pack train were the first people that we had seen so far. 

While the weather continued to be blustery, it did not rain. After a good rest stop at the peak, we 
continued our descent to Little Elk Lake, reaching it around 4 PM. There was no argument from 
anyone about camping at Little Elk Lake. The alternative would have required another 2 mile 
steep hike to get to Deep Lake. 

While Little Elk Lake was fairly shallow and did not have a desirable access to the water, we 
were astounded by the beautiful unnamed peak framing this lake at the south end (Figure 4). We 
set up camp at the north end of the lake near the trail in a campsite that could hold two tents.  

When we got water from the lake or alternatively from a stream flowing out of it, we found that, 
even after treatment with our Steripens, it had a yellowish cast to it.  As an extra precaution, we 
used this treated water only in our hot drinks and hot meals which involved boiling the water. 
The Steripen’s ultraviolet light kills microorganism that cause intestinal problems and none of us 
experienced any ill effects. We don’t know if the compound causing the yellow color has any 
other effects or whether a water-purifying filter would have taken out the yellow color, which 
could be from a water-soluble compound.  

None of us, however, experienced any ill effects from that water. When we stopped at the Ft 
Jones Ranger Station on the way back home, they told us that they do not test any of the lakes in 
the Marble Wilderness except under special circumstances such as the possible contamination by 
cattle. There were, however, no cattle within miles of Little Elk Lake. 

The night was fairly cool, possibly down to the 40's. The next morning we found the Lake 
boiling as seen In Figure 5. The water was warmer than the air temperature. 
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Figure 4 Satellite View of Little Elk Lake with unknown Peak (View to South) 

 

Figure 5 Little Elk Lake 'Boiling' in early morning after cool night. 
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Figure 6 Steve & Maria enjoying warm breakfast 

 

Figure 7 Tysen's and Steve & Maria's tent (in back) at Little Elk Lake 
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Figure 8 Morning View of Little Elk Lake 

After breakfast, we packed our lunch and headed up to Deep Lake for a day hike (Figure 9). As 
we climbed up to Deep Lake, we were rewarded with a back view (to NW) of Marble and Black 
Mountains, as shown in Figure 10. I had never seen these well-known peaks from this angle 
before. In particular, I was surprised how narrow Black Mountain was from this perspective. 

 

Figure 9 Elevation Profile for Day Hike to Deep Lake 
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Figure 10 Marble & Black Mountain looking northwest from trail 

The morning warmed up nicely under a cloudless sky. We reached the trail fork down to Deep 
Lake around 11:30 as shown in Figure 11. Deep Lake was a short hike south from there. 

 

Figure 11 Steve & Maria at trail fork to Deep Lake (facing toward lake) 
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Figure 12 Trail down to Deep Lake 

 

Figure 13 Approaching Deep Lake from north 
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Figure 14 Deep Lake (view SW) from Lunch Spot 

 

Figure 15 Deep Lake (view SE) from Lunch Spot 
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We all agreed that it would have been a very challenging hike to get from Lovers Camp all the 
way to Deep Lake. The official distances to Little Elk Lake and Deep Lake are 5 miles and 7 
miles, respectively, from the Lovers Camp TH. The National Geographic Topo software profile 
from Little Elk Lake to Deep Lake in Figure 9 shows this distance as more than 3 miles, rather 
than the official 2 miles.  

After lunch at Deep Lake, we did not attempt to explore the four small lakes above Deep Lake 
shown in the topo map of Figure 1. These lakes could only be reached by cross-country hiking. 
However, a close inspection of the left side of Figure 15, shows two traces of an informal trail. 
Instead, we returned back to Little Elk Lake. 

 

Figure 16 Late Afternoon View of Little Elk Lake 

The next morning, we finished breakfast and were on the trail shortly after 8:30. Our hike back 
to the Lovers Camp parking lot, was a warm but otherwise uneventful hike. A couple of older 
lady day hikers showed us where the trail fork had been before the alternate trail into Little Elk 
Lake was discontinued. 

Having eaten our lunch on the trail, we only made a stop at the Ft Jones Ranger station. We 
wanted to ask about the discontinued trail as well as the water quality of Little Elk Lake. Despite 
the fact that I was not in as a good a shape as I hoped, it was a good trip. We saw a lot of 
beautiful scenery and the weather was sunny for the most part. 


