Mt. Rainier  (June 27 – June 29, 2000)

It was a beautifully clear day and the view from the plane was gorgeous as Josh and I flew into Seattle.  Looming huge outside the Seattle vista was our reason for coming: Mt. Rainier.  When we were planning the trip, climbing Rainier seemed like it would make for a fun vacation.  Now, seeing it tower through the clouds, blanketed almost completely in snow, dwarfing everything else in sight, a new thought ran through our heads: whose stupid idea was this?

That would be Michelle Lorda!  The rest of our climbing party, Michelle, her fiancé John and her brother/outward bound intsructor Kevin are Seattle residents.  I suppose living in Seattle under the gaze of Mt. Rainier would eventually inspire one to have to climb it.  Whatever the source of inspiration, we were all here now to give it a try…

The day we arrived in Seattle was spent gathering the remainder of equipment we didn’t already own, mainly ice-climbing stuff: ice axes, crampons, and helmets.  We also spent some time organizing our daily food portions.  The next morning, we packed our packs (which turned out to be frighteningly heavy) and left early for Rainier.  We arrived at the parking lot named, appropriately (as we would soon understand), Paradise.  

Paradise is located at an elevation of about 5,000 ft.  We donned our packs and began our hike.  Our goal for the first day was to climb up to Muir camp located at 10,500ft.  There was snow from the first footstep and because the temperature was warm the snow was soft.  This made the most of the climb like walking through sand.  The difference between this and a stroll along the beach was that, in this case it was uphill and we were wearing heavy backpacks.  Michelle began to feel nauseous through the second half of the climb.  It took seven hours to reach Muir camp and by that time we were all extremely exhausted (except Kevin…his turn would come though).

By the time we made it to Muir camp, the sun had already set (but it was still light out).  This brought the temperature down significantly.  We bundled up in all of our layers but it was very difficult to warm up.  Having spent every last calorie hauling ourselves and our packs up to base camp left most of us with no spare energy for self preservation!  The first order of business was to setup camp (shoveling snow to make flat areas for our tents) and melt snow for water to drink and use for cooking.  At this point, Michelle’s nausea overcame her and she ejected whatever contents there were left in her stomach (by appearance, dried cranberries).  Finally, we made dinner, felt much better, warmed up and went to bed.

Bedtime.  So, so nice to lie inside a cozy, warm sleeping bag inside a tent listening to the russle of the wind.  And then Kevin’s snoring and then Josh’s snoring and then my bladder feels like it’s going to burst.  Should I get up, trudge through the cold snow to take a leak or hold it?  I lay in my sleeping bag for hours debating this question.  Finally, with immense concentration I fell asleep.

The next morning’s main activity was some snow drills.  We reviewed techniques for walking on snow under different conditions and using our ice axes for self-arrest.  For some reason, Kevin thought it would be a good idea to hike way back down from Muir camp for our snow school.  Nothing like another gratitous hike to warm up for the summit attempt!  That day was a short day because we ate dinner and went to bed by six since the climb to the summit was to begin at 1am that morning.  Actually, not everyone went to bed at 6pm.  Before going to bed, we pre-packed our backpacks with the minimum amount of equipement needed for the summit attempt.  It was at this point that Josh discovered that his ice axe was missing.  Apparently it fell off of his backpack somewhere on the hike back up from snow school.  So while we all got cozy (Kevin was already snoring) Josh set off to go find his ice axe.  Poor Josh.  By the time he made it back, I was the dominant snorer keeping everyone else awake.

A few hours later, we were up eating breakfast.  Josh and I took some medication to prevent altitude sickness (Michelle had already been taking similar medication but it didn’t seem to be helping her much).  I offered some tablets to John and Kevin but neither wanted any.  By 1am, we were tied to each other by rope and we set off in the pitch blackness of the night, our footsteps illuminated by our headlamps, for the summit.  The reason for leaving at 1am was to make sure that the snow would be solid on the ascent.  The climb is steep enough to require crampons and crampons don't work well in the soft snow produced by the mid-day sun.

It’s hard to describe the incredible beauty and sense of other-worldliness and even eeriness that enveloped us as we walked along the route to Rainier’s summit.  The absolute silence, interuppted only by our footsteps, and the brilliance of the stars in the night sky made those first few hours of the morning truly wonderful.  Ahead of use was a small string of dots of lights…the only visible sign of a group of climbers preceding us.  

It wasn’t too long into this early reverie that John’s headlamp went out.  He didn’t say anything and stumbled along until we arrived at our first crevasse-crossing.  The crevasse, about four feet wide and invisibly deep was crossed by a wood-planked ladder.  At this point—not wanting to cross the crevasse bling-folded—John finally revealed his problem.  From that point on until sunrise, John, Josh and I hiked nose-to-butt: the light from two headlamps serving all three of us.

Several hours into the climb, the first light of dawn broke revealing Mt. Rainier and the surrounding moutains to us.  It was an awesome sight.  We continued on and up.  Soon it became clear that something was wrong.  Kevin had slowed to a snail's pace.  The Lorda pride that prevented him from accepting an altitude sickness prevention pill was costing him plenty now.  Fortunately for the rest of us, that same pride forced him to continue leading us to the summit.  The slow pace combined with the freezing cold wind brough us close to hypothermia.  The same question plaguing me on the hike up to Muir camp kept popping back into my head: this is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever done, why did I think this was going to be fun?!?

After several more hours of climbing we could see the summit.  Kevin pointed the way, unrolled his sleeping bag, got inside and passed out.  The rest of us, dashed off to the summit.  The problem was that, now that we were near the top at 14,400 ft. the air was quite thin.  So within moments our legs felt like lead and we couldn’t catch our breath.  Amazingly, as close as we were I wasn’t sure I could make it.  I guess we all figured: we came this far we sure aren’t going to give up now.  So we pushed on and summited Mt. Rainier to the greater glory of humankind!

When we finally got back down to Paradise, I swore to myself that I would never climb a mountain again.  Recently, some friends of mine and also Josh have been talking about climbing Mt. Shasta.  That could be fun.

