
JUNE 2001 MOUNT RAINIER BURD FAMILY EXPEDITIONPRIVATE 

June 13, 2001.


The Mt. Rainier weather report said there had been 5" of new snow at Paradise over the last 24 hours, to expect light drizzle Thursday morning and to expect light drizzle Friday morning, otherwise partly cloudy. The weather was not looking cooperative for our trip to Mt. Rainier.

June 14, 2001.


The Mt. Rainier weather report said chance of precipitation on Thursday, clouds on Friday morning, clearing in the afternoon and partly cloudy Saturday.


I left Fresno at 1:00 p.m. for San Jose and Bob's Mt. Rainier trip. I first stopped by Western Mountaineering and rented an ice axe and boots. I then went to Bob and Max's and talked with Max's parents and Jackie for an hour or so. When Bob, Tom and Jeff arrived, we finished packing our bags and headed for the airport. We checked in shortly before the flight and were 96-99 in the boarding order on Southwest Airlines. None of us sat next to each other so we could not practice knots as Bob had planned. However, each of us did read up on mountaineering techniques during the flight. We arrived in Seattle around 10:00 p.m., got the rental car and drove to the Mt. Rainier National Park. We took the long way there as my navigator (Bob) required some assistance from Tom.


The weather appeared to have cleared from the prior days' precipitation and we stopped at a campground 25 minutes down the hill from Paradise. The weather was looking much more cooperative for a hike to the summit. We finally got to sleep around 1:00 a.m.

June 15, 2001.


Bob got us up at 5:00 a.m. It didn't rain while we slept.  Although there were clouds, it didn't look like it was going to rain. We drove up to Paradise (our starting point) and were at the ranger station at 6:00 a.m. We didn't know beforehand what time it opened or what kind of line to expect for people waiting for reservations. It didn't open until 7:00 a.m. which left us time to organize and finish packing. there were no other people waiting for it to open.


Camp Muir had a shelter which sleeps 25 people, but we didn't know whether or not to bring tents in case it was full. The ranger couldn't tell us not to bring our tents, but said if he was climbing the mountain, he wouldn't bring a tent. We left them in the car. The elevation of Paradise was 5,500 feet above sea level. Camp Muir was 4 miles and 4,500 feet away. It was 9:00 a.m. by the time we hit the trail.


The trail had snow beginning at the parking lot. It was a rather leisurely hike and we stopped numerous times to take pictures of the mountain in the morning sun. There were some scattered clouds, but it was going to be a nice day. After a couple hours of hiking, Tom and Jeff fell behind and I did my best to keep up with Bob (as I had on many other hikes). When we got to the beginning of Muir Snowfield, we stopped for 20-30 minutes to let Tom and Jeff catch up and rest. As we continued toward Camp Muir, Tom and Jeff fell behind again and I couldn't keep up with Bob who went on ahead. We arrived at Camp Muir around 1:00 p.m. and secured the top and bottom bunks on the far side of the shelter. Those were preferable because they were away from the door and would hopefully be somewhat quieter as people left to climb the mountain.


After lunch, Bob began the lessons. First, we studied the gear, knots and general mountain climbing strategy. Bob's friend Mark showed up and we now had five people in our group. Next, we put on the crampons and practiced climbing up the snow and self arresting with the ice axe. A self arrest is necessary when you start sliding down the mountain either because you lose your footing or because a roped companion pulls you down. If that occurs, you immediately drop to your stomach and dig the ice axe blade into the snow to arrest the slide. Finally, we walked out to a 60 foot deep and 10 foot wide crevasse and practiced our retrieval methods of pulling out Mark who volunteered to drop down into the crevasse. We finished as the sun was dropping below Mr. Rainier and hustled back to the shelter because it was beginning to get cold.


Back at the shelter, we talked with some of the other people, including some who had set up tents near the shelter. Together with the Rainier Mountaineering, Inc. people (the guide service which takes people up the mountain), there were probably a total of 60 people at Camp Muir. We learned that there had been attempts on the mountain that day, but avalanche danger prevented anyone from making it closer than within 2,500 feet of the top. We also learned the other self-guided hikers were leaving between 10:00 p.m. and midnight climb the mountain. We planned to leave at 2:00 a.m. and would bring up the rear. At 9:00 p.m. we finally finished packing and climbed in our sleeping bags. We were the last group to go to sleep.

June 16, 2001.


Each time a group got up and left the shelter, I woke up even though I had ear plugs. Still, they were very polite and kept their voices to a whisper. At one point I sat there awake, wondering what time it was, if Bob was going to hear his watch alarm or whether we would sleep in and miss climbing the mountain. Fortunately, Mark heard his alarm and, when Bob didn't hear his, Mark woke him up around 1:15 a.m. We were slow to get going and, after eating and dressing, hit the trail at 2:37 a.m. We had 2.5 miles and 4,500 feet until we reached the summit at 14,410 feet above sea level.


As we prepared to leave, two climbers entered the shelter, having just climbed up from Paradise. They planned to climb the mountain after preparing melting some snow for water.


The night sky was clear and billions of stars, including the Big Dipper, were visible. It was going to be a beautiful day. It wasn't as cold as Bob and I had expected and I wore only a long sleeve t-shirt and jacket for my upper body and thermal pants and ski pants for my legs. A trail of 20 lights was visible heading across Cowlitz Glacier toward Cathedral Gap. We were about half an hour behind the last group and there were no other groups preparing to leave. We had two ropes. Bob, Jeff and myself were on the first rope and Tom and Mark were on the second rope. Our strategy was that if one group got into trouble, the second would assist with the rescue. We roped up, put on our crampons and began the hike.


After less than an hour of hiking, a beautiful red waning moon arose on the horizon. Even though it was night and we had headlamps, you could still easily see the mountains, glaciers and snow fields. We stopped a couple of times within the first 2-3 hours to rest. Tom and Jeff had more clothing on than myself and warmed quicker during the hike while I was fine during the hike, but cooled quicker after stopping. We were crossing over Ingraham Flats to Disappointment Cleaver when it became light enough that I no longer needed my headlamp. Simultaneously, we looked down to the right on some incredible crevasses in the early morning light. Thus far, the trail was well marked and any dangers appeared to be minimized. Nevertheless, as we climbed up to Disappointment Cleaver, the drop off to the right was very real. An unfortunate slip would have been fatal to a climber not roped to partners. In fact, all solo climbers above Camp Muir must obtain the prior written permission of the Mount Rainier National Park Superintendent.


We were just beginning to climb Disappointment Cleaver when Jeff made the decision not to go any further. He had a fear of heights and the climb was very unnerving due to the sharp dropoff to the immediate right. Tom decided to return with Jeff. Mark joined the middle of our rope team and the three of us continued up the mountain. We climbed Disappointment Cleaver in very good time, about half an hour before we stopped to rest and view the next part of the climb. We still had 2,250 feet to go, much of which was a 45 degree angle up the side of the mountain. Although the trail had been well marked with sticks and red flags by the RMI guides, the trail itself was no longer as well worn into the mountain as it had been up to that point. Gusts of wind swirled on parts of the mountain and some of the trail was faint due to the wind blowing the snow around.


The final part of the climb was not easy and I struggled to keep up with Bob and Mark. Since we had caught up with an RMI led group, we were limited in how fast we proceed. The single narrow trail didn't allow for one group to pass another. The closer we got to the crest, the more I gasped for oxygen and needed to stop. Adding to the difficulty was the biting cold wind that whipped around us. With less than 1000 feet to the crest, we finally put on our face masks and goggles because the wind was stinging our faces.


When we finally cleared the crest at around 9:00 a.m., there were about 25 people already there and several groups had already passed us going back down. Of those 25 people, only a handful were walking toward the summit (we estimated only half that reached the crest made it to the summit) which was still another 400 feet uphill and perhaps 1000-1400 feet further away. We made the decision to summit, dropped our backpacks, unroped and began the slow walk. Bob got there first while I struggled to just make it. Mark brought up the rear. With 20 feet to go, I dropped to my feet and crawled to the top. That was all I could do. Bob took my picture as I sat there and I took one of him and Mark. We then returned to our backpacks and wasted no time heading back down the mountain.


We were making good time and had gone about 1000 feet back down when I began to feel extremely nauseous and had to stop. I sat bent over and couldn't do anything. Mark kept insisting that I eat or drink something, but I couldn't. I had never had altitude sickness before so I was unsure if that's what it was or whether I was dehydrated or simply hungry. Bob and Mark talked about getting back to Camp Muir before nightfall and me staying the night and going down the next morning. I knew I wasn't going to stay on the mountain for another night, but wasn't in much of a condition to intelligently discuss the matter with them. I was so wiped out that I couldn't think very clearly. For anyone who has never had altitude sickness before, its very similar to seasickness.


After 15-20 minutes and eating a few Trisketts and drinking a little water, I forced myself to continue down the mountain, but at a very slow pace. We stopped a few times during the next 1000 feet descent, but I did my absolute best to keep moving. When we finally reached the top of Disappointment Cleaver, I was beginning to feel better and had a few more Trisketts and water. The pace down Disappointment Cleaver continued to be slow, but steady and we only stopped once. The late morning sun was warming things up so we shed a few items to keep from overheating.


It was a little after 12:00 noon when we reached Cathedral Gap and began the final descent to Camp Muir across Cowlitz Glacier. The afternoon sun was getting very warm and the snow soft, but we kept a steady pace and reached Camp Muir by 1:00 p.m. We were out of water and had made plans to melt more snow, but Tom and Jeff had made us three bottles of water before they left. Very nice of them. After an hour of packing and eating, Bob and I left Camp Muir (Mark stayed and was going to descend later in the afternoon) and I was once again feeling 100%. Although Bob and I tried to slid down the mountain on snow shovels, the snow was too soft and thick. We did very little sliding (only a few short steep runs). Most of the hike down was at a very quick pace and included some sliding on our feet. I had no trouble keeping up with Bob and much of the time I was setting the pace. Much better than that altitude sickness feeling.


The surprising thing was how many people were climbing up the mountain as we descended. We passed group after group of people. Some looked like they were going to the top while others had skis, snowboards or day packs and appeared to be on day hikes. We passed about a thousand people along the way. After seeing so few people the day before and during our ascent, I was glad we made the approach on a Friday/Saturday and avoided the crowds. Bob and I reached Paradise around 4:00 p.m., found Tom and Jeff at the lodge and we all drove back to Seattle for a hot shower and meal.


In summary, it was one of the most difficult yet scenic hikes I have ever undertaken and, as I told Bob and Mark near the top, I have no desire to ever do it again. However, by the time we were in the car, the altitude sickness part of the climb had already begun to fade while the better thoughts began to dominate my memories of Mt. Rainier. Who knows where I'll let Bob take me next.

