Six Days of Glory on the John Muir Trail
"The mountains are calling so I must go.", John Muir

The same could be said by anyone who's had the pleasure to traverse the trails of the Sierra Nevada mountains. There's a special section of trail through these mountains that provides spectacular scenery accompanied by some of the most difficult trail in the nation. The John Muir Trail is a 210-mile trail that traverses three major national parks, Yosemite, Kings Canyon, and Sequoia, and finishes at the top of the highest peak in the lower 48 states, Mount Whitney. Several group and solo runs have been successfully completed over the trail, some fast and others at a leisurely pace. For our trip, our intentions were to run it as fast as possible in the daylight, have fun, keep it safe, and still be friends when it was over.

The Group

We wanted to keep the group small so it wouldn't become an administrative nightmare, but we wanted it large enough so that if we had to separate no one would be without a partner. We settled on six as the upper limit and four as the low. We ended up with a group of five: Bruce Van Borstel, Pat Whyte, Eric Evers, Phil Penna, and myself. All of us had completed 100-mile runs on trail and had some backcountry experience. Phil would be our best reference as he'd hiked most of the trail in the early 70's.

It was important to have people that could coexist for six days mentally, socially, and be trained to handle the altitude, trail, and distance. We had no doubts that we would be in great shape for the trip, but the Sierra is a very unforgiving place and we had to be prepared for the worst. We all thought we could get along, we were all friends and had raced hundreds of miles together. The real test would be how we'd cooperate on day five or six when we'd be tired, low on food, and fighting our own physical problems.

Planning

Planning for the trip began in the summer of '91. Pat and Bruce had done a 75-mile run in two days on the Pacific Crest Trail between Tuolumne Meadows and Sonora Pass. They learned some tricks from this trip that we'd apply to the JMT trip. I had researched several packs for the trip over the previous years and had contacted John Vonhof, who'd run the trail in 1987, for anything he might have learned on his successful trip. Although the information we gleaned from our sources was important, we had to apply it with respect to how it would fit with our group.

We met twice during the spring to discuss strategy and distances. We decided to start Saturday morning and finish Thursday. We did this to minimize the vacation days we'd use for the trip and it would give us a few days to recover before returning to work. We felt that six days was the minimum required and that with poor weather or physical problems we'd have the extra days at the end, if needed. Mentally, we were totally committed to make it in six days, but we kept an open mind knowing that there were circumstances that would cause use to slow down. If this was the case, we also decided we'd stay as one group, the only thing that would cause us to split up would be an injury that would require one of us to abandon the trip.

With the decision to try and make it in six days came the reality that we'd be covering 35-40 miles per day. With 44,000 feet of ascent and 40,000 feet of descent from beginning to end, we'd be on the trail at least 13 hours per day. We expected to start hiking just after first light, about 5:30 a.m.,, and finishing about 7:00 p.m. After surveying the trail maps and verifying the altitude changes we decided on the following itinerary:

Location              

Elevation      Miles    Total     Up/Down

---------------------------------------------------------------

Yosemite Valley         
 
4035           0             0              0/0

Silver Lake Trail         

9650
     41           41       9251/3636

Fish Valley Trail       

9100          32           73       5820/6370

South Fork Bridge    
   
8380          39         112       6630/7350

Lower Palisade Lake
    
10600        34         146       6255/4035

Center Basin Trail    
   
10520        34         180       8123/8203

Whitney Portal        
   
8350          40         220       8031/10201

                                                      


 ----------

                                                     


 44110/39795

Note: Although the JMT ends at the top of Mount Whitney, the closest vehicle access point is Whitney Portal, an additional ten miles and six-thousand feet of descent.

Safety was a primary concern for the trip. We all carried maps of the trail and Pat had a JMT book that described the entire route. We also contacted Joe Schlereth (famous ultrarunner from Fresno) to be our west side contact. If in the event that someone got hurt or sick, we'd get them to the closest trailhead and contact Joe. Joe had committed to pickup anyone that could make it to an accessible road and get them back to either Yosemite or Whitney Portal. To the east we had easier access points and several small towns to use as layover points. Each of us also started with at least $100 to use for buying a ride, meals, or a motel for a night.

Six weeks before the trip we mailed three 25-pound containers of food and supplies to Muir Ranch. Muir Ranch is located almost exactly at the half way point of the trail. Although there is no vehicle access to the ranch, the proprietors accept food caches that are ferried to the ranch via boat and mule. We planned to reach Muir Ranch at the end of the third day and our cache would have to be sufficient to supply us for the last three days.

Equipment

The most important item we needed was a backpack. After researching different packs and options, four of us decided to use the Ultimate Direction Escape pack. Bruce decided that he'd stay with the pack he used the year before, a Mountainsmith Bugaboo with some Ultimate Direction bottle mounts. The key for the packs was that they had to carry plenty of water to minimize stops, and they had to have a suspension system that would allow us to run with a minimum of bounce from the pack.

For sleeping equipment we all had down sleeping bags. This required that we keep the bags dry to preserve the insulation qualities of down. Four of us took waterproof bivy sacks, with Bruce opting for a lightweight tent. We'd be carrying three stoves, Bruce would have one because he planned to stop and cook every three hours. Pat and Eric shared another stove, and Phil and I shared one. Although we could've built small fires to cook our food, there would be only one night in which we'd be camping low enough to legally build a fire. Since we expected to be cooking at the campsite, stoves were our best option.

The remainder of the equipment we carried was strictly personal preference. Each of us carried our own water purifier. Four of us opted for a Timberline, and Eric decided on a First Need. This included clothes, food, drinks, and other accessories. Before I left for Yosemite, I weighed every item I might possibly take, both on a scale and in my mind, and my pack weighed-in something like this: (lbs:ounces)

Pack: 3:3    

Emerg. Blanket: 0:11     
Flashlight/Batteries: 0:6

Sleep: 3:5    

Stove/Fuel/Pot: 2:7                
First Aid: 0:8

Water: 3:10     

Thermarest: 1:8            

Powdered Drink: 3:0

Bivy: 1:5           
Clothes: 3:6                     
Other: 3:0

My first aid bag included aspirin, ibuprofen, band aids, duct tape, scissors, athletic tape, moleskin, and a blister kit. The powdered drinks included Metabalol, Exceed and Cytomax. The clothes included gloves, wind breaker, nylon pants, socks, capilene long-sleeve shirt, hat, bandanna, polypro shirt, and tights. The other items included trowel and toilet paper, sunglasses, maps, poncho, fork/spoon, notepad, toothbrush/paste/floss, sunscreen, bug juice, rope, and a bowl. It totaled just over twenty-five pounds without the last minute additions of candy bars and snacks.

The Day Before

Phil and I took Friday afternoon off and drove to the Big Oak Flat entrance of Yosemite. We wanted to get our hiking permit Friday so we wouldn't have to wait for the ranger station to open Saturday morning. The ranger issuing the permit was shocked to hear that we planned to be outside the park on the first day. We reassured her that we knew our limitations and a forty mile day wasn't out of the question. She warned us of the standard problems associated with bears in the park and wished us luck.

We checked into our Curry Village tent cabins around 4:00 p.m. Bruce, Eric and Pat met us and we ate huge dinners topped off with ice cream from the Curry Village Snack Bar. Our conversation centered on all the items we thought we might bring on the trip but were too heavy once we weighed them. This included pocket knives, extra maps, pillows, certain first aid supplies, and extra food.

We visited the backcountry store for some  last minute snacks then stored our packs and covered our food in the cars. We'd been warned of the danger of leaving food in the cars, four had been victimized by the bears the previous night, but we  wondered what bear in their right mind would want to eat Metabalol when there's bacon and cold cuts available elsewhere? We set our watches for 4 a.m. and tried to get one good night's sleep before we'd spend five nights sleeping on the ground. Just as we relaxed, a bear cruised through our camp area looking for a nighttime snack.

Day 1

We rallied from our cabins at 4:45 a.m. Although it had been a quiet evening no one slept well. We'd been thinking about this trip for a year and it was finally here, relieved that the waiting was over, but apprehensive as to whether we could execute our plan. We adjusted to our pack and walked the mile from the parking lot to Happy Isles, the official starting point of the JMT. We paused for a quick cheer and started up the trail at exactly 5:30.

Based on our plan, this would be a tough day, both from a mileage and elevation standpoint. This would be offset by the fact that we'd be fresh and our packs would be fairly light since we planned to purchase food on our way through Tuolumne Meadows.

The trail rises 2000 feet in the first 4.5 miles, but the scenery makes it go quickly. This portion of the JMT parallels the famous Mist Trail, the most popular trail in the park. With Glacier Point to the west we climbed past Vernal Falls, Nevada Falls and Liberty Cap. The uphill doesn't stop in Little Yosemite Valley, and neither does the beautiful scenery. We climbed another 3200 feet in 9 miles to the Sunrise High Sierra Camp, passing Half Dome-the icon of Yosemite, and Clouds Rest, another peak that provides spectacular views of the park.

We pulled into Sunrise at 10:00. This was a planned stop because the  camp has purified water available for all hikers. We were also hoping to purchase some snacks but the store was closed until noon. Bruce cooked up some soup and the rest of us munched on snacks we had in our packs. We also took the time to adjust our packs now that we were five hours into the hike. Pat was also making foot repairs with the duct tape I'd brought wrapped around my flashlight handle. This foot repair time was the start of what would become a regular ritual in the days ahead.

We left Sunrise at 10:20 headed for Cathedral Pass (9700'), the top of the climb before descending into Tuolumne Meadows (8600'). Cathedral Pass is a popular hike from Tuolumne and it was obvious from the condition of the trail and the attire of the hikers. We had a good laugh at Eric's expense when he stumbled and fell just as we'd passed a family of hikers. It kept the conversation light as we were tested with our first downhill of the trip. It was clear from jogging this first downhill that it would be the downhill that would be the most punishing part of the trip.

It was one o'clock when we shuffled into Tuolumne Meadows. We were hoping to eat at the Mountain Cafe, burgers, fries, and shakes. The waiting line for service was out the door, so we opted for the store. We settled for cheese sandwiches, sodas, candy bars, and ice cream. We also purchased enough food to get us to Red's Meadow, our lunch stop on Day 2.

Fully loaded with food, we left Tuolumne at 1:30, headed for Donahue Pass (11,056'). This was the big test for Day 1. Donahue Pass represented the make-or-break point. We had to get over Donahue on Day 1 or we'd have no chance of making it in six days. Since it's very difficult to camp on or near a pass, we had to get well over the pass to comfortably camp which meant making it to Rush Creek Forks (Silver Lake Trail). Combine this with the reality that afternoon thunder and lightning storms are a regular occurrence on summer afternoons in the Sierra's, we were faced with a busy afternoon.

We stopped at 3:30 for a quick swim and snack in the Tuolumne River. As we resumed our approach to Donahue we bumped into Joe Schlereth and Lance Goss who were out for a training run in preparation for Leadville. As I mentioned earlier, Joe was our emergency contact on the west side of our trip. They wished us luck as we continued our climb up Lyell Canyon.

The weather cooperated beautifully for our climb to the top of Donahue Pass. Some light clouds gathered on the ridges, which provided some nice shade for the 2000-foot climb in four miles. We wouldn't have to worry about a thunderstorm. Not today, anyway.

We crested Donahue Pass at 6:15. After taking a short rest we  headed down toward our first night's camp spot at Rush Creek Forks. The four mile downhill went fast and when we reached the trail junction for Silver Lake we found a nice campsite near the creek. We stopped at 7:30, which meant we covered the 41 miles in 14 hours. We felt pretty good about our efforts considering the amount of uphill we had to negotiate.

Our night routine went something like this: wash off in the nearby stream or lake, prepare the feet for the next day, setup the sleeping bags while cooking dinner, clean up dinner and pack food into stuff sacks, hang food in the trees to keep the bears away, then go to bed. We tried to squeeze all this in before night fell,

but with darkness coming at 8:15 it was inevitable that we'd be  completing some of this in the dark. This posed a problem because it complicated the food hanging and used valuable flashlight time. It was 9:30 p.m. when we turned-in and planned to be up at first light for Day 2.

Day 2

After the terrain we'd covered in Day 1, we expected Day 2 to be a bit more tame. It was relatively flat compared to the other days and we'd be able to eat a hot lunch at the Red's Meadow Cafe. If everything went well, we expected to cover 32 miles and camp at the threshold of the Silver Pass climb.

We were up at 5:15, first light, and hiking by 6:00. In the mornings, we'd hike until the sun came up, then stop and eat breakfast. This would allow us to get a few miles in before breakfast, and if we needed to dry our sleeping bags, we could lay them in the sun while we ate. Thousand Island Lakes was our breakfast host for this day, with Mount Ritter and Banner Peak looming in the background.

The first ten miles of the day were gradual climbs and descents past small lakes. There were plenty of anxious fishermen along the trail hoping to catch some breakfast for the morning grill. After passing the Gladys Pass cutoff (9700'), we started a 2200-foot descent to Devil's Postpile and just beyond that, Red's Meadow. If we hadn't figured it out on Day 1, this downhill section made a clear statement, the downhill would take its toll. It was not so much a problem with leg muscles but the pressure an extra 25 pounds put on the joints and feet, and this downhill was gentle compared to what was to come.

We made it to Red's Meadow at 1:00, well behind what we'd expected for this day. We immediately found the cafe and ordered burgers and milk shakes. We devoured the food as we discussed why it took us so long to get here. We expected this day to be much easier based on our planning. With any luck we could make better time during the afternoon.

Next to the cafe was a small grocery store. Since this would be our last chance to buy food during the trip, we made the best of it. Any available room in our packs was filled with food. Phil went for the potato chips, I bought ramen noodles and cookies, Eric loaded up with candy bars, and Pat wasn't feeling well so rather than food, so he opted for Tums. Having loaded our packs, we made some last minute repairs to our feet before we were ready for the afternoon hike.

We left Red's Meadow at 2:40 with the intention of making it another fifteen miles to the Fish Valley Trail cutoff. This stretch was not expected to be very tough, a climb of 1500 feet in eight miles to the Duck Pass Trail, then a short descent to Purple Lake, a short climb to Virginia lake, then an 1100-foot descent to the campsite. Though we were stoked with food this section proved to be tougher than expected.

The climb to Duck Pass wasn't that tough, but there was no downhill. It was hot and dusty and we walked the entire way. With the heat, we  were forced to stop for water to stay hydrated and it slowed us down more. We were wondering whether it was our attitudes, or was this one of the uglier portions of our trip? We'd left the spectacular scenery of Yosemite and it would take us another day to make it to Kings Canyon. There just wasn't anything to divert our attention from the fact that we weren't covering the miles we expected to.

We arrived at Duck Pass at 6:30. We knew at this point we weren't going to make the Fish Valley Trail. We opted to continue to Purple Lake before dinner and then we'd decide where to camp for the night. We made Purple Lake (9900') at 7:00. We read the ranger's note as we surveyed the trail for a place to cook. The note was signed by Ranger Jan Levet, an excellent ultrarunner from Placerville. Although we didn't see Jan, we enjoyed our dinner as the sun began to set on the lake. With only a little over an hour of daylight left, we decided the farthest we could go was Virginia Lake. This would leave us three miles short of our goal for the day.

We strolled into Virginia Lake (10200') at 8:15, just as it was getting dark. There was little conversation, not only was everyone tired, but Phil, Pat and I were having blister problems, and Pat wasn't eating much due to the altitude. There also was a hint of doubt as this was the first time we were in jeopardy of not making the six day schedule. We weren't far off, but this was supposed to be the easiest day and we didn't make it. We decided to get on the trail earlier to make up for the lost mileage, so the alarms were set for 4:30 with the intent of being on the trail by 5:00.

Day 3

After missing our goal on Day 2 by three miles, we were now facing a 40-mile day, which also would include a short detour to Muir Ranch to pick up our food cache. It would include three major climbs and some bone jarring downhill. If everything went well we would finish just inside Kings Canyon National Park staged for the last three days, which included the most difficult mountain passes.

We were up at 4:30 and on the trail by 5:00. It was still dark so we were hiking by flashlight. This day was taking a serious tone. We just had to get to Muir Ranch and the food cache. We didn't have enough food to spend another night without resupplying, plus if we didn't make the ranch there was no way we could keep to our hopeful schedule. We planned to make a concerted effort to run more and take shorter rests.

The day got off to a fast start as we clicked off five miles and arrived at Squaw Lake (10260') for breakfast at 6:45. This was a quick stop as the sun hadn't risen above the mountains and there was a stiff breeze blowing. We continued toward Silver Pass (10900') and crested at 8:00. We took a quick break to check our map and confirmed that the next seven miles would yield a 3200 foot drop in elevation, just the kind of terrain we'd need to make up our lost time.

We ran most of the seven miles to the Mono Creek crossing (7750'). We stopped for water and discussed strategy. We'd covered fourteen miles in just under five hours, so we'd made good time although most of the miles were downhill. We decided to get Bear Ridge behind us, then stop for lunch.

Bear Ridge was no easy climb. The first 2.3 miles climbed over 1400 feet, followed by another 2.3 miles that climbed over 800 feet. The beginning of the climb was the steepest terrain we'd see until Mount Whitney. Now it was obvious that any climb that gained more than 500 feet per mile was steep enough to require numerous switchbacks. It became even clearer on this climb as it required 53 switchbacks (but who's counting?) to reach the top (9980'). We shuffled down the other side of the ridge and stopped for lunch along Bear Creek at Kip Camp (9000').

Lunch was becoming more than a meal, it was a required rest for the  body and especially the feet. We spent most of lunch lying down to give our feet a break, and discussed our chances of when we'd make it to the next major checkpoint. We still had 20 miles to cover and it didn't include the sidetrip to pick up our food at Muir ranch. With one pass between us and the ranch, we thought we'd make it that far, but to reach the goal of the South Fork Bridge five miles farther down the trail would be a tough push.

Thirty minutes were all we allotted for lunch so we packed up and started the gradual climb to Selden Pass (10860') at 12:30. Selden is an easier pass without much steep climbing. We reached the pass just before 3:00 and started the bone jarring 3000-foot descent into Muir ranch. Our conversation was focused on one thing, FOOD. It had been a month since we'd mailed our food to the ranch so none of us were exactly sure what we put in there, but we knew it was better than what we'd been eating and there'd be plenty of it.

We made it to Muir Ranch at dinner time, 5:30. The caretakers of the ranch were starting to prepare the fixings for the paying guests as we spread out our 75-pounds of stash on the ground. It quickly turned into a feeding frenzy. The canned soda was consumed first, followed by the Exceed nutrition drinks. Since we were short on time and wanted to stay on schedule, we decided to eat what was readily available from our drops for dinner. It wasn't a real healthy dinner, but there were plenty of calories. Although not everything in the drops was food, (there were socks, batteries, pharmaceuticals, clothes, etc.), it was obvious that we couldn't continue with all the food we'd mailed in. Leaving out the non-food weight, we still had at least fifty pounds of food to deal with. It took us a while to decide what to take and what to leave behind. A premium was placed on candy bars, M & M's, and cookies. We consumed as much as we could, filled our packs to capacity, and left the rest for any weary hikers that would arrive at the ranch with no drop. It felt wonderful to have some real tasty food, not to mention sodas and caffeine, but we quickly realized as we left the ranch each of our packs was as heavy as it would be at any time on the trip.

We exited the ranch at 6:20 on our way to the South Fork of the San Joaquin River Bridge (8380'). We were officially half way, 105 miles, to Mount Whitney. As we crossed the Piute Creek on the steel bridge we entered Kings Canyon National Park, our host for the next two days. Full stomachs, and full packs made the five miles to the bridge a real trudge, but we made it to the campsite just before dark at 8:00.

It was a beautiful campsite just off the river. We were able to rinse off in the river, and it being the only night we'd camp low enough to have a campfire, we obliged ourselves with an appropriate fire. The river would create a soothing background for our sleep, but little did we know that our campsite neighbors down the way had packed in their essentials on mules. So rather than having a peaceful sleep, we were constantly listening to the mules serenade us throughout the night.

Day 4

Now that we were in Kings Canyon National park the terrain would get more extreme. Since leaving Yosemite Park at the top of Donahue Pass, we'd been traversing through national forests and wilderness areas. Although the last three days had some beautiful scenery and some challenging trail, Kings Canyon would dwarf what we'd seen so far. In the next two and a half days we'd either be climbing or descending from one mountain pass or another. Five passes in all, averaging over 12,000 feet. It would be clear in the next seventy-five miles why the park service named it Kings Canyon.

It was another early start. We were up at 4:30 and hiking by 5:00. We wanted to get part of the climb to Muir Pass (15 miles to 12,000 feet) done before the sun became a problem, and after the last two days, we figured we'd need all the daylight we could to stay on schedule. It was a spectacular morning. We climbed along Evolution Creek in Evolution Valley, a beautiful high mountain valley, then passed by the edge of McClure and Colby meadows. It was still a bit cold and we were waiting for the sun to rise above the ridge so we could comfortably stop for breakfast. Our stomachs finally demanded breakfast at the high end of Colby Meadow. Eric, Pat, Phil and I cooked the usual quick breakfast of oatmeal and snacks. Bruce continued as he had a date with his wife that night near the Taboose Pass trail. We didn't expect to see Bruce until the next morning as he'd be hiking eight miles farther than our planned schedule.

We made Muir Pass by 11:00. The scenery was fantastic, but the terrain was starting to take a toll. Pat was still fighting a bout with altitude sickness, and Pat, Phil and I were having foot problems. We now realized that an important strategy for keeping our feet from getting any worse was to get that first piece of duct tape on in just the right spot and making it stick. If we did that, our feet held up pretty well.

With feet repaired and snacks consumed, we started the rocky descent off Muir Pass on our way to Big Pete Meadow for lunch. We didn't quite make Big Pete for lunch as the downhill off the pass was rocky, which made for horrible footing. The altitude was also slowing us down. The tone at lunch was a bit subdued. We all could have used a nap, some spaghetti, and a Coke. We settled for ramen noodles, macaroni, and cheese, and iced animal cookies. We were all wondering whether Bruce was going to make it to Taboose Pass, because if he wasn't moving a lot faster than we were, he'd never make it before dark.

The rest of the day went well. We completed the descent from Muir Pass at the Tehipite Valley Trail (8020') about 4:00. From there we had the eight mile climb up the Golden Staircase to Lower Palisade Lake. The Golden Staircase was tougher than expected. Coming at the end of the day, and climbing 1600 feet in 2.5 miles, was a real test. I made it to the lake at 6:30 and Phil a half hour later. Phil was mumbling about the Staircase as he'd seen it before on his last hike of the  JMT, but he did it in the downhill direction. Pat and Eric arrived at 7:30. It was another no nonsense evening as a stiff breeze and the high altitude made for quick changes into warm clothes and hot meals. We all speculated whether Bruce had made it to Taboose Pass for dinner with his wife. We would have to catch him tomorrow morning. We were all sleeping by 9:30 with our alarms set for 4:00.

Day 5

From a terrain standpoint, this would to be the toughest day. Three mountain passes, all at or near 12000 feet. We also had to make it to the Bullfrog Lake cutoff by 6:00 p.m. to meet Richard Carp who was hiking in a load of food for us. Based on the last four days, there'd be little time for resting, even for lunch, and there was a good chance we'd be hiking in the dark before reaching the Center Basin Trail.

Four O'clock came real early, and it was real cold. We started the four mile climb to the top of Mather Pass at 4:30 and crested at 6:30, just in time to watch the sun rise through a pass in the ridge across from us. We stopped for a snack on the pass and enjoyed the view. To the north and west, the Palisade Lakes shadowed by the Palisade Peaks. To the east and south, Split Mountain, Taboose Pass, Mount Pinchot, the headwaters of the Kings River, and somewhere out there was Bruce resting comfortably with his wife, waiting for us.

We found Bruce, his wife Carol, and a friend Paul England, soaking up the sun at the Taboose Pass trail cutoff at 9:15. It turned out that Carol and Paul had found Bruce the night before, just as it was getting dark. Bruce had the pleasure that night of having Carol and Paul cook him a big dinner. He certainly looked refreshed compared to us.

Carol and Paul had hiked in from Kearsage Pass and updated us on the trail ahead and the weather forecast. The trail was as tough as we'd expected and the weather forecast was for clear skies for the next two day. We had been very fortunate until now that we hadn't had any rain and to have two more clear days would be miraculous. We left our trash and any other things we didn't think we'd need with Carol and Paul. They wanted to get on their way as they were exiting the Sierras by way of Taboose Pass. We took a quick picture and started on our way, headed for Pinchot Pass (12100').

Pinchot Pass wasn't as bad a climb as some others because we'd only descended to 10,000 feet coming off Mather Pass. We reached the top of Pinchot at 11:00. We chatted with some backpackers who had seen other fastpackers out earlier in the week. It seemed that another group had started from Yosemite a week before us and were a few days ahead of us. The backpackers shot a few pictures for us and then we continued toward our lunch stop, Woods Creek (8495').

We trudged into Woods Creek at 1:30. The group wasn't a pretty site. We were really feeling the effects of 168 miles in four and a half days. Pat, Phil and I  were suffering from nasty blisters. Even the duct tape wasn't helping much any more. We were all out of good food and were left with the stuff that didn't seem to taste that good or provide any energy boost. Everyone could've used a 64-ounce Coke and a bag of M & M's. We ate lunch in a camp discussing strategy for the rest of the day. We really wanted to get to the Center Basin Trail, but there was a good chance we'd be hiking in the dark. We decided we'd go as far as we could and if it got dark, we'd consider stopping in Vidette Meadow, three miles short of our goal. Our immediate concern was getting to Richard before six o'clock. He'd be hiking in from Kearsage Pass and would need enough time to get back to his car before dark. If we didn't find him by six, we miss our only chance at getting some real food before reaching Whitney Portal.

Bruce and I set out just after 2:00, followed shortly by Pat, Eric and Phil. We had four hours to cover the 10 miles to where Richard would be waiting. There was only one small obstacle, Glen Pass (11,978'). The climb to the top of Glen wasn't especially steep, but we weren't exactly energized either. Bruce and I topped out at 5:10 and we could see that Eric, Pat and Phil were at least 30 minutes behind. Rather than wait at the summit, Bruce and I decided to make a run for the Bullfrog junction hoping Richard would give us some slack time. Pat had assured us Richard would be right where he said he'd be, because he was the most reliable guy he knew. We were counting on that, but the bigger question was whether he'd give up on us and head back to his car right at 6:00.

Bruce and I covered the 2.5 mile, 1500 foot descent by 6:15 and found Richard waiting exactly where we expected. Richard was just about to leave when we arrived. It's safe to say you'd  never see two guys happier to find someone than in Bruce and I finding Richard. Richard had packed in a huge load of food and drinks. For starters, there was a six-pack of Coke. Then he unloaded the rest of the pack which had a loaf of bread, two cans of tuna, a jar of peanut butter, ten candy bars, a bag of peanut M & M's, a three pound bag of trail mix, and a bag of pretzels. There was more food than we could carry. We packed what we could and sent Richard on his way back over Kearsage Pass. We left three Cokes and a bag of pretzels on a rock at the trail junction for Pat, Eric and Phil with a note letting them know that Phil and I had the rest of the food at the campsite.

Bruce and I made it to Vidette Meadow just after 7:00. We chatted with some campers that thought we'd call it a day and stay there. Bruce and I decided we should really push on to Center Basin although it would leave the others hiking the last hour in the dark. We made Center Basin at 8:15. It was just starting to get dark and Bruce and I hurried to rinse in nearby Bubbs Creek and then indulge in the sandwiches we'd been thinking about for the last two hours. We were cooking dinner on our stoves when the Phil, Pat and Eric  arrived at 9:15. They'd found the food we'd left them and were ready for their own sandwiches. We set up camp, devoured the sandwiches, and gathered around the bear box to discuss everyone's condition and how we'd make our run at Mount Whitney. It was a real relief to know we only had one day left, we were all getting stretched pretty thin. Perhaps more importantly, we were lucky We only had one day left, we'd used our last piece of duct tape. Pat, Phil and I debated the merits of sleeping with our shoes on. Our feet were swollen to the point that we thought if we took our shoes off to sleep, we might not be able to get them back on in the morning. We decided to shoes would be better drying in the night air. We set our alarms for 4 a.m. thinking, if everything went well, tomorrow night we'd be resting comfortably in a Lone Pine motel.

Day 6

Mother nature finally caught up with us. As the hours passed during the night we watched a summer storm blow in from the southwest. It finally woke us at 2 a.m. as thunder roared up the canyon, lightning struck on the ridges, and rain started to soak our campsite. Somehow, we all had the same idea, we'd better pack our stuff and find some cover before we get drenched. We could've stayed in our bivy sacks, but there was no telling how bad the storm was going to be and we weren't going to get much sleep thanks to the thunder. We gathered around the bear box to discuss our options. We could find some cover and wait until the storm passed, or we could start the climb to Forester Pass (13200'). Phil, our chief meteorologist and most experienced backcountry member, reminded us that the summer storms are usually short lived and would

likely pass quickly.

After a brief debate, we decided to make a run for the pass. The next four and a  half miles took us from 10,520 feet to the top of Forester Pass at 13,120 feet. Bruce led the way as we  donned our rain gear and ponchos and started the climb at with our flashlights and the lightning lighting the way. It was real quiet as we climbed watching the lightning strikes, trying to decipher whether the storm was getting closer or more intense. We made it to a high tarn at 12,200 feet at 4 a.m. The storm was still in full swing. With each lightning strike we'd try to orient where the pass was. The rain was beginning to lighten as we made the final climb to the top of the pass just as it got light. Now we could get a better view of what we were facing. There was still lightning to the southwest, so we wasted little time getting off the pass. We also could see pockets of rain on the trail ahead, but this wouldn't be a problem as it appeared that with the sunlight, the storm was starting to break up.

We stopped at the Tyndall Creek ford (10920') at 7:30 to eat breakfast and gather ourselves. It had been a morning none of us would ever forget. It probably wasn't our wisest decision to attempt the pass in the storm, but we'd made it over and were well on our way to Whitney. The storm  had cleared so we packed away our rain gear and ate what breakfast food we had left. It was hard to fathom that we'd been on the trail for five hours, covered nine miles and we were just starting to eat breakfast. It was a short breakfast because we really didn't have much food to cook. We divided up what was left of the stash Richard had left us and started for our next stop, lunch at the base of the Whitney climb.

We stopped just short of Timberline Lake (11000') for lunch at 11:00. We settled in a nice campsite to eat almost everything we had left in our packs as we didn't want to hike any more weight up the hill than we absolutely had to. We were reduced to eating our lunch while lying in the dirt with our our feet propped up on logs. We were trying to give our feet a break, and it wasn't like we cared if we got our clothes dirty. We'd been wearing the same shoes, socks, shorts, shirts and hats for five and a half straigt days, eating one more lunch while lying in the dirt wasn't going to matter much. No wonder no one wanted to hike near us. We finished lunch at 11:45, pumped a full load of water and headed up the trail on what would be the final and most difficult climb of the trip.

The climb was a three stage ascent. We first made a long traverse around Timberline and Guitar Lakes. From Guitar Lake, the trail climbs over 2100 feet in just over two miles on long, rocky switchbacks. Bruce led the way again, I followed about a quarter mile behind, and Phil, Eric, and Pat were about a quarter mile behind me. This was, by far, the most difficult stretch of the trail. The switchbacks swept back and forth 100 to 200 yards and we could always see each other just above, or just below each other. This part of the climb seemed to take forever, but we made Trail Crest (13600') at 2 p.m. Trail Crest sits on a ridge trail that leads to Mount Whitney. We rested for a few minutes, caught our breath (which wasn't easy to do!), and started for the top of Whitney.

The last two miles to the top gained 1000 feet on a very narrow trail that sat on the ridge between the Owens Valley to the east, a mere 10,000 feet down, and the lakes we'd must passed earlier in the day, 3000 feet below to the west. Bruce was still going strong as he led the way to the top. The rest of us followed, struggling behind him. Bruce continued strong and crested Whitney at 3 p.m. The rest of us were really losing it. I was sitting on rocks wondering whether I could make it, Phil was talking to himself and everyone else on the trail as if they were his best friend. Eric and Pat kept their eye on Phil but they also were feeling the effects of being at 14000 feet.

What we needed was some inspiration and we got it from what appeared to be out-of-shape hikers, wearing their polyester slacks and wing tips returning from the top. Heck, if they could make it, we could too. We finally made it to the top at 3:17 p.m. We let Phil do the honors of signing us into the book that records all the people that have made it to the top. He signed, Bruce, Pat, Eric, Tim, and Phil, John Muir Trail, 5 days, 10 hours, and 47 minutes, Friendship, Strength, Perseverance." With that, we shook hands, hugged each other, and headed right back down off the mountain.

The descent off the top of Whitney was uneventful except for the view from Trail Crest down to Trail Camp. It's an 1800 foot downhill in two miles that consumes no less than 100 switchbacks, and you can see every one of them from the top. It was a relief to know that with every step we descended we could breathe a little easier and we were that much closer to a warm shower and a hot meal. Once again Richard revived us a bit as he hiked a six pack of Coke and met us on the downhill just below Outpost Camp. Bruce was the first to complete the 6000 foot descent to Whitney Portal at 6 p.m. I followed at 6:20 and the Phil, Eric and Pat made it about 7:30. Waiting for us in the parking lot were large deli sandwiches, cold sodas, all compliments of Richard, his wife Dee, and Carol Van Borstel. They'd be our chaperons for the evening as none of us were moving very well.

Aftermath

We checked into our motel in Lone Pine and took long hot showers. The rest of the group went to dinner, while I decided sleep would be my best nourishment. We went to breakfast the next morning and put on an eating exhibition, second to none. After breakfast we all went our separate ways, some vacationing in Yosemite, some staying in Bishop for some sightseeing, and other back home for some rest.

When we started thinking about doing the JMT we thought it would be one of the best trails one could experience. Our expectations were exceeded beyond words. The passes, canyons, rivers, forests, trail, were some of  the best one can imagine. And the company? We are much better friends today than we were before we started and we were all able to share a tremendously rewarding experience as a group. Although we're all in excellent shape, we were also very lucky. We spent six days in the Sierra's and encountered only one storm. No one got injured or sick and although our planning wasn't perfect, it worked our extremely well. What kept us going? Just a love for the mountains and trails, and the thought that someone might think that we couldn't make it as we'd hoped. Would we do it again? Not soon, and not as fast. It was our one chance at seeing the whole JMT in one run and doing it as fast as we thought possible, while still being able to enjoy it. And enjoy it we did. We hope everyone takes the opportunity to give it a try, you won't be disappointed.
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