
Yes, I’m Afraid of Heights
By Jill Sanford

Zip Lining through Northwest Trek
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OK, I’ll admit it. I’m afraid of heights. 
Sixty feet above the ground, the platform was shaking 

with the weight of a person zooming toward me on a zip 
line. I knew that I was safe in my harness, with its two 
safety cables securing me to the tree, but despite my trust 
in the equipment and our Northwest Trek guide, I was 
hugging that tree like it was my only friend in the world. 

Turning, I unclipped my safety cables one at a time  
and reattached them to the zip line. I took a deep breath. 
And jumped. 

Flying through the air is something that we as humans 
just were not made to do. Despite this, and maybe because 
of it, we are obsessed with it. Great shifts in momentum 
and speed make our stomachs lurch and f lip, but the 
accompanying surge of adrenaline is indescribable —  
you have to experience it firsthand. 

Just about an hour southeast of Tacoma is a wildlife 
park called Northwest Trek — and it happens to host 
one of the premier zip lines in the area. The zip lines at 
Northwest Trek are unique because of their variety: There 
is the Super Kid Course for ages 6 and up, which goes 
a maximum of 5.5-feet off the ground, the 17.5-foot high 
Discovery Course, the popular Adventure Course at 55 feet 
high and the exhilarating Sensation Course, which tops out 
at 80 feet. 

Each of the zip lines presents its own level of challenge, 
both mentally and physically. Not one but two safety lines 
harness each zipper to the course at all times. Each course 
also doesn’t just feature zip lines. There are rock walls 
and rope ladders to climb, tight ropes to pass and Tarzan-
esque ropes that allow you to swing from tree to safety net. 

As I found out firsthand, however, there is no greater 
obstacle on the course than your own fear. I found a great 
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reserve of determination welled up as soon as I strapped into 
my harness, and as I approached the first challenge on my 
course, a 30-foot rock wall, I knew the only way to go was up. 

Zip line courses allow us to experience the forest like a 
bird soaring from tree to tree, but the most spectacular aspect 
of this adventure was the chance to push myself. Just when 
I thought I was over my head on this assignment (but it was 
obviously too late to turn back), I tackled a tightrope five stories 
up. And survived. 

Our trusty zip line guide, Alex, saw people evolve before 
his eyes on more than one occasion. “My favorite part about 
leading the courses is seeing people come out. Those you 
wouldn’t think would be able to do it and conquer their fears,” 
he said, “Like a 95-year-old lady and a group of autistic kids.”

Zip courses like the ones at Northwest Trek are not for the 
faint of heart — or maybe they are. Maybe they are for those 
of us who have fears and obstacles but welcome the chance to 
move past them. I know one thing is certain — I haven’t been 
nearly as nervous around heights since my afternoon on the 
Adventure Course.

When You Go
The Zip Wild Course opens for the season May 3. 
You must pay for admission into the park and an 
additional fee if you want to zip line. The Super Kid 
course is $19.95, the Discovery course is $29.95, the 
Adventure course is $39.95 and the Sensation course 
is $59.95. Two smaller courses, Super Kid and Discovery, 
are also offered at Point Defiance Zoo and Aquarium in 
Tacoma. Learn more at nwtrek.com and pdza.org

More About Northwest Trek
Affiliated with Metro Parks Tacoma and located 

near Eatonville, Northwest Trek also is home to a 
wildlife park that makes the location for these challenge 
courses one of a kind. While the zip lines were a new 
addition in 2012, the park has been around since the 
summer of 1975 and sees about 183,000 visitors a year. 

The park houses a variety of wildlife on its 725 
acres. Various creatures visitors might catch a glimpse 
of bison, elk, caribou, bighorn sheep, moose, deer, 
mountain goats and more. A heated tram takes 
passengers on a 50-minute narrated tour through the 
grounds of Northwest Trek. 

In addition to the tram tour, there also is a network 
of paved trails that takes visitors to natural exhibit 
spaces, where they can also see and learn about 
bears, lynx, cougars, bobcats, foxes, wolves, river 
otters, beavers and eagles. 

Northwest Trek exposes both the young and old to 
wildlife and adventure, fostering a love of nature and 
the beauty of the South Sound region. Learn more about 
special events, conservation and more at nwtrek.com 
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