Mount Whitney

By Christopher Oleata

     It’s the biggest mountain in the United States, if you don’t count Alaska. It’s a towering collection of granite with many peaks topping 14,000 feet. I’ve hiked and climbed on Whitney for a decade and even made the summit pre-dawn, climbing the Mountaineer’s Route in early spring through ice and snow. But never had I hiked the famed Whitney Trail. With only three days notice I told my Dad, “We’re going to Whitney”. 

     For several years now my father has been asking me to take him to hike Mount Whitney. “You gotta take me up before I die,” he says, “or you’re outta the will.” It’s just a joke but it has a powerful effect. So it was always on my mind and this last August when I had a few days off I quickly decided to make it happen. I really didn’t feel ready or strong enough and that was the first mistake.

     I did all the packing and when I arrived at four a.m. to get Dad, Mom had packed us great food for the road trip. Dad talks and I listen as the miles roll by. At ten we reach Lone Pine and sign up for the Permit Lottery for the Whitney Trail. Of the nine groups eagerly waiting we all get permits.

     It is really hot when we start the trail at 12:30 to hike 2.7 miles to Lone Pine Lake at 9800 feet. Lucky for me Dad hikes slow. We reach the ancient Foxtail Pines surrounding a tiny still lake and set up camp after taking a swim. It is an incredible campsite, quiet and avoided by everyone except the deer.

     The next morning we begin packing up at 5:45, eating breakfast as five deer roam about eating grass. We begin hiking at 8:30 up the shaded forest. He tells me his stories of Marine Flight School as we rise the 2500 feet and over 3.3 miles. We pass the secretive Mirror Lake as a fawn and mother deer sipp water in the grasses along the edge. On both sides of the canyon giant granite walls rise up into the sky. Then we pass one of the oldest and most gnarled Foxtail Pines I have ever seen. After that the trail turns rocky, sunny and steep as we leave the trees behind. We rest a lot, once in the shade of a giant boulder and drink excessive water. From there it is a brutal march in the sun on a stone stairway to the gods to reach Trail Camp at 12,500 feet by 2:00.

     Trail Camp has a tiny shallow lake surrounded by low grasses, boulders and the mountain Wotans’ Throne. We set up camp as a steady stream of hikers pass by up and down. We’re exhausted but with no symptoms of Acute Mountain Sickness (AMS). I nap then cruise around the boulderfield taking photos. It’s really cold in the shade and scorching in the sun as I watch many hikers making and breaking camp in a steady rhythm. I pump water then make dinner as Dad tells Boy Scout Stories. Then at six, the sun sets behind the crest of mountains and it gets cold fast. I count over 40 people and 25 tents. I hear the dinner chatter of happy and tired campers sharing food and stories. Now the cold wind falls from the sky. It’s a simple life up here, but not comfortable. More like sublime and beautiful. It isn’t long before the silence of night and the cold pull us into our warm sleeping bags for the night.

     After a quiet night we get up at 5:00, skip eating and begin the trail by starlight following the dozens of tiny headlamps making the same pilgrimage. The sun rises as we’re half way up the 97 switchbacks to Trail Crest at 13,600 feet. We take a break in the icy wind and quickly freeze. The next 1.9 miles are the best and worst. In the guidebooks it’s called the “Windows” where the west face rises 2000 feet in steep large boulders cut by a dozen dragons back ridges topped by towers that we walk through like doorways. Great views are framed between these “window” towers as you make your way on the trail blasted right out of the rock with piles of giant boulders above and below. It is hard hiking and I begin an AMS headache that I overlook, another mistake while pushing towards the summit. We hike really slow but steady, making the summit by ten and in the growing group of people we call Mom on the cell phone, snack and rest.

     The hike off is shocking in how tired we are and I notice the weather changing as tiny white puffy clouds begin in the west. We take lots of breaks in the hot sun. By now we are nearly out of water. We took two quarts each which was not enough. In the windows it was a little scary when my Dad slipped after bumping his head. He wasn’t hurt much, but he’s a bleeder. From there it’s Trail Crest and over the top and slowly down the 97 switchbacks and three miles to camp. It looks so far to our tent in the little boulder city. I bonk, you know, hit the wall, beyond tired. Dad also is really slow and when we reach camp I fall in the tent to rest as Dad works to help me by going to pump water.

     It was a challenging end to an amazing trip as I got very sick with AMS and even before Dad returned with the water I was vomiting a lot of blood, a new and scary experience for me. As soon as he arrived I told him we were packing up and hiking to lower altitude. In eight minutes we were loaded and ready as giant dark clouds began filling the skies. It was sad but in the rush we lost his journal. We hike steady but slow for over 45 minutes but then in an instant the sky ripped open with rain. Somewhere above Trailside Meadow we set up camp in sudden rain. I quickly set the tent up and order Dad inside. In three minutes I am done and inside removing wet clothes as Dad says to me in an ever growing smile, “Wow, I’ve never camped in a storm like this, this is cool. Now you rest and drink some water.”

