THE CANNON AT PICKEL MEADOW
By Gerard J. St. John


The assignment to attend a cold weather training course at Pickel Meadow was not well received.  It was January 1961.  Ten years earlier, prompted by the bitter cold and inhospitable mountain terrain of the Chosin Reservoir in North Korea, the U.S. Marine Corps sought a place to prepare Marines to deal with those elements.  The place they chose became the Mountain Warfare Training Center, near Bridgeport, California, in the High Sierras.  Most Marines refer to it by reference to a prominent terrain feature, Pickel Meadow.  It is a place of 12,000-foot heights, 20+ foot snows, and subzero temperatures in the winter.  The National Forest Service told the Marines that the land was uninhabitable for most of the year.  It was exactly what the Marines were looking for.  The training center opened in 1951.  By 1961, it was a legend throughout the Fleet Marine Force.  My assignment provoked a lot of teasing from my cohorts in San Clemente, California.  I went along with the crowd; every chance that I got, I griped about the impending Icelandic experience.


When the fateful day arrived, I awoke early; and quietly left the apartment without waking my roommate Ed Clifford or Richie Straehle who was staying with us until he found his own place.  It was still dark when I arrived at the Camp Pendleton air strip.  There, I joined twenty or more Marines for what turned out to be about a two-hour flight to an air facility in Nevada.  There, we boarded trucks and drove west into the mountains.  After an hour or so, we went by a large lake.  Someone said that it was Lake Tahoe.  What a pretty place!  Had we taken a vote, the truck would have stopped right there.  But we had orders, and the orders told us to continue on Route 395 for about an hour to Bridgeport, and then a few miles west to Pickel Meadow.


The headquarters was a wood frame building that looked like it had seen better days.  Quickly, we were assigned to separate groups of about a dozen Marines each, and directed to canvas tents that would be our quarters for the next week (or at least that part of the week when we were in camp).  About ten of us shared a tent with a potbelly stove in the middle.  We were told that we had to keep a close eye on the stovepipe.  After a while, the pipe would glow red – and the next thing you know, the canvas of the tent would be in flames.  We paid attention to what we were told.  On occasion, the fringes of our tent started to smolder, but we quickly cut back on the stove’s fuel.  Despite the best efforts of the potbelly stove, the tent was very cold – and getting colder.  The obvious alternative was to spread your sleeping bag on a cot, and then crawl into the bag for the night.  It took only a few minutes for your body heat to warm the sleeping bag.  Then, the question was, how much of your clothing you would bring into the bag with you for the night.  For most of us, the answer to that question did not come until the morning.


Almost all of us had our utility trousers and jacket in the sleeping bag all night.  Socks were a different story.  You wanted them to air out over the night.  On the other hand, if you left the socks overnight on the deck, in the morning it was like pulling two large ice cubes over your feet.  Many of us resolved this question by leaving the socks out at night, but we pulled them inside the sleeping bag when we awoke, and let them warm up for a few minutes.  A bigger question was what to do with the boots?  In the bag?  Or out of the bag?  As best I can recall, I tried both alternatives.  On the mornings that my boots were outside the bag, I set my personal best record for the high-jump from the seated position.

As might be expected of a remote and difficult base, the mess hall was outstanding.  Nutrition was a high priority.  My clearest memory of the Pickel Meadow mess hall is its stock of buttermilk in the refrigerators at the entrance.  I had not seen buttermilk since I was in sixth grade.  When they give you buttermilk, you know that they want you to survive.

When it came to survival tactics, we were taught to use cross-country skis and snowshoes.  We learned about the expected onslaught of cold weather storms, and how to avoid the major dangers of those elements.  We built snow caves and lean-tos.  Much to my surprise, the radiant heat of the sun was more than enough to keep us warm in the low humidity of the High Sierras.  I was also surprised when we were warned not to drink the fast running water of Wolf Creek.  Recent tests of the water showed the presence of liver flukes.  The warning had little effect.  An overwhelming majority of Marines preferred the Wolf Creek “flukes” over the tap water at the base camp.  The cold weather course turned out to be a great vacation.  However, after all of the griping I had done back in San Clemente, I was not about to tell my friends what I great time I had at Pickel Meadow.  As things turned out, very few people wanted to hear my experience after Larry Heilman told them about the lost cannon.


Larry looked like a teenage poster-boy for Southern California; not at all like a man with a graduate degree in archaeology on a career path to a doctorate.  He used to say that he joined the Marine Corps so that when he returned to graduate school he would look more like what people expected of a doctoral candidate.  Larry attended the summer version of the mountain warfare course.  In the summer, they focused on the hazardous mountain terrain.  Larry was at Pickel Meadow for only a day or two when a few of his friends decided to play a practical joke.  They positioned themselves close to Larry’s bunk where he was sure to overhear their conversation.
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“Did you hear about Chuck this afternoon?  He was conducting squad maneuvers near Lost Cannon Peak, when one of the Marines slipped and fell down into a ravine.  When a rescue party went down to get him, they saw what looked like a large piece of metal protruding from the rocks.  They couldn’t see the whole thing because it was buried tight.   Chuck said that it looked like the barrel of a civil war cannon.  We are going back up there Saturday to dig it out.”
Cautiously, they looked over at Larry’s bunk but Larry was no longer there.  He had taken the bait and run with it.


Larry knew the story of Colonel John C. Fremont, who led a small expedition across the High Sierras in 1844.  Fremont was a tough guy.  All of his men were fighters.  They had with them a small mountain howitzer.  It was mounted on a two-wheel carriage pulled by a mule.  It looked like the baby brother of one of those civil war cannons that you see at many military parks.  The barrel was just a bit over three feet long; and it weighed about 225 pounds.  Caught in a heavy snowstorm in the rugged mountains, Fremont was forced to abandon his cannon in order to get out with their lives.  Now, Larry had visions of being the man who found Fremont’s lost cannon after more than 115 years.

It was about an hour later when Larry’s friends caught up with him in the mess hall.  Larry’s bright red face was bursting with excitement.  The words fairly tumbled out of his mouth as he told them about overhearing their conversation and realizing the importance of this historic discovery.  His friends smiled as Larry rambled on — until Larry said, “I just got off the phone with the chairman of archaeology studies at the University of California.  They are organizing a team of experts and will be here sometime tomorrow to dig the cannon out of the hills.”  The immediate change in the facial expressions of his audience told Larry that something was amiss.  They knew that they had to “fess up,” and fess up quick, so that there would be time to call off the university expedition.  For Larry it was an embarrassing ordeal; but for me years later, it is hard not to laugh.

This story came to mind in the spring of 2011, as I was planning a vacation trip to Lake Tahoe and Yosemite which would take us right past Pickel Meadow.  Apparently, people are still looking for Fremont’s cannon.  One website says that some of the metal parts of the carriage were found near Lost Cannon Peak in 2005.  That website also disputes a claim by a museum in Carson City that it has the barrel of the cannon on display.  It says that the barrel of Fremont’s cannon is still out there near Pickel Meadow, waiting to be found.  

I never did get a close look at those cannon parts.  When we reached the Bridgeport ranger station, it was Memorial Day.  The station was closed.  The metal parts of the cannon carriage were in a display case that was barely visible from the window of the front door.  We could not stay any longer.  That distant glimpse of Fremont’s cannon was the best that I could do.  About a week later, we came across Fremont’s glass punchbowl in a museum in Mariposa.  No, it was not filled with fish house punch – not even buttermilk.
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