Our One Day “Assault” on Mt. Whitney

Thanks to the power of the internet and the graciousness of Charles we set out to conquer Mt. Whitney at 5:15 on the morning of Sunday the 25th.

Our original itinerary had the four of us (Peter, Keith, Ray and myself) arriving in Lone Pine on Saturday afternoon and camping out Saturday night. We were going to do an acclimatization hike on Sunday, stay at the Dow Villa Sunday night and then attempt Whitney on Monday. The tricky part was that after the hike on Monday we were going to drive back down to Los Angeles because Keith and I had flights back to Phoenix and New York respectively. Not the best of plans.

Fortunately, however, I saw Charles’ message on the Whitney Portal message board that he was looking for people to join his group on Sunday. A few e-mails later we were all systems go for Sunday and didn’t have to worry about the super marathon of hiking and driving! We also used this good fortune to opt out of camping Saturday night and stayed at the Dow Villa instead (Charles’ description of the “old” part of the motel was dead on!).
As mentioned above, we were on the trail at 5:15. It was a cold morning but fortunately everyone came prepared with warm clothes and it didn’t take long before we warmed up. The only mistake that I made that morning was not having breakfast before we started. I’m not typically a breakfast person but usually when I go hiking I like to have something to eat. I was lucky this time that it wasn’t a problem because we stopped for a break at around 7:15 and I was able to get a Power Bar and some gel into my system.
Ray was the one person in the group who had summited before (twice) and he knew how fast we should be moving to make it to the summit in a reasonable amount of time. He was trying not to be a pain in the a** but it was obvious to me that we weren’t moving as fast as we should have been.

It wasn’t until we got past Trail Camp and into the switchbacks that we had our first problem. Keith (who has limited hiking experience but it is in great shape) stared to feel the first signs of altitude sickness. He was dizzy and nauseous and it wasn’t getting better. Pete was also feeling the effects of the altitude but fortunately it wasn’t as bad as Keith. Ray was trying his best to motivate them to work through it but just as we got to the Frozen Falls at the Cables Keith called it quits.
I know that he was disappointed but he DEFINITELY made the right decision by turning around. Considering how difficult the rest of the climb was and how badly he felt there was no way he would have been able to summit and then make it back. For the first time in my outdoor experience someone I was with was faced with a difficult decision and made the right choice.

Pete, Ray and I carried on and slowly Pete began to feel better. Ray and I had been feeling great and Ray had felt so good that he had to stop and wait for Pete and I on several occasions. 

I think we reached Trail Crest at about 12:15 and were happy to look west and see nothing but clear skies. We should have been at the summit already but seeing as there was no bad weather on the horizon we continued up. 

The last 1.8 miles is incredibly difficult. There were a few times that I didn’t think I was going to make it but I put my head down and just kept going.
Finally, at 2:15pm we reached the summit!!!

We took a few pictures, had something to eat and put on some warmer clothes for the trip back down spending no more than 15 minutes at the summit.

For me, the trip down was much harder than the trip up. I really thought that I wasn’t going to make it when we hit the uphill returning to Trail Crest. It took most of my strength and concentration to be able to make it past that point. I never thought I’d say this but the Switchbacks were a welcome sight!

The three of us continued down the mountain at a fairly good pace hoping to make it to the trailhead before dark. I really didn’t feel well and it was at Ray’s urging that I have a handful of  Pepperidge Farms Goldfish which finally settled my stomach. After all of the water and sugar throughout the day what my body really needed was salt. I immediately felt better and was no longer feeling sick.
What really amazed me about the descent was how much of the trail is above 10,000 feet. It really isn’t until the last few miles where you lose a significant amount of altitude. I was finally able to contact Keith on the radio to tell him we were on our way down and he gave me the good news that the Jets had beaten the Bills 28-20!

We made the last few water crossings and at 8:00 we finally reached the trailhead! 14:45 total time, nine hours to the summit, 15 minutes at the summit and five and a half hours to get back down.

What an amazing day!

Thanks again to Charles for making it possible and hopefully we’ll be back next year to try and get all four people to the top and to make it back down before dark.

